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Editorial note

This text makes frequent reference to nations and cities that are notably absent from most annals of European history. The country of Allesheim with its capital Königsbrucke and its neighbours Ehrlich and Pozhka will almost certainly be unfamiliar both to the casual reader and to serious scholars. The same informational lacuna applies to the armed insurrection led by the so-called Ghost Army, and to named individuals such as King Frederick Korff-Heldenburg von Grün, his adviser Wilhelm Gluck and the alleged witch Bruna Sozen. All of the above might have been expected to leave their mark on history; nonetheless, that mark is absent.

There are many possible reasons for this. It may be that the author had real places and real events in mind but wished to disguise them in order to protect the reputations of some of those involved. Conversely, it is far from impossible that our received histories are not in all ways complete and accurate when it comes to epochal transformations, leaning as they do towards the point of view of those who survived them. And as a third alternative, also worthy of consideration, it may be that this present account is intended as an allegory, whose allusions to our own lives and experiences must be taken in a metaphorical rather than a literal sense.

Unfortunately the text is old and its authorship uncertain. We were very desirous of resolving these issues but despite our best efforts we found no effective avenue of inquiry. We therefore offer the text as it stands, without gloss or emendation. For those who are inclined to take it as an affront to their erudition, we offer an apology and a suggestion. There are other books, many of them very good: perhaps you will find what you are seeking there.

To those who persist, welcome. Your journey of a thousand miles begins with our blessing.







The soldier, home from the wars

1

But home, it transpires, isn’t as fixed a thing as you might expect it to be.

Mag returned from the wars, at any rate. He came back to Allesheim, the country where he was born; to the winding roads and wooded slopes of Schönwald, through which he had tramped every day as a younger man with his tinker’s box on his back. His boots had measured every mile of that land, until he would have sworn he could tell you where he stood just by the feel of the ground under his feet and the taste of the pine-scented air in his mouth.

Now, after four years on the battlefields of Ehrlich and Pozhka, nothing was familiar. Ditches had been dug across the roads or boulders rolled into their beds to hamper the movement of enemy troops if they should breach the border. Signposts had been uprooted and left lying at the roadside. Moss had grown over them.

And the people when Tresti passed them were surly, on their guard, unwilling to exchange more than a word or a nod. Which way is Kotchim? A thumb hooked over the left shoulder, which is not God’s highway but the Devil’s. Can a man find work in Kotchim? A shake of the head, a shrug. A man will find what’s there to be found.

So on he walked, and on, wondering as he went if he would ever arrive at a place that felt like an ending, an arrival, instead of just another pause for breath.

Magnus Tresti, aged forty-six. Just plain Mag, mostly, to friends and enemies alike. A Schönwalder with all the dubious qualities that word implies, quick of wit and unpolished in manner, slow to anger but violent when roused, stolid in the face of suffering not through courage but out of an unquestioned sense that suffering is the ordinary way of things. A veteran of Lord Ulich’s Stalwarts, known as the Deathless – ironically, because they died in their hundreds at the Shtevy pass and in their thousands at Ketowik. In war, Mag had come to understand, a heroic reputation is the half-brother to a death sentence.

It was at Ketowik that Mag took a musket ball in his left thigh. His squad, standing at less than half-strength, had been ordered to charge uphill against an enemy line braced with enough artillery to blast them all to pieces three times over. Some of them had decided not to, since the order was insane, but Mag had gone along with the majority and sprinted headlong into an abattoir. A musket ball wasn’t that bad an outcome, all things considered.

Still, what with the damage the ball itself did and the havoc that the army surgeon wrought in digging it out, Mag was left with a hitching limp. He could still walk but he couldn’t march. Staff Sergeant Escher took this vexatious matter to the captain, who cashiered Mag on the spot. A convoy might take the speed of the slowest ship, but a regiment has not that luxury.

There was a final parade where Mag along with around two hundred other wounded men were given their nunc dimittis. The king himself, his august majesty Frederick Korff-Heldenburg von Grün, was in attendance. He was a well-favoured man in early middle age, his noble bearing set off by the chestful of medals he wore on his uniform, which was that of the army’s supreme commander – essentially a general’s blazon but with a great deal more of scarlet and gold. Mag couldn’t help wondering where the king had come by those medals. He had never been within a mile of any battlefield. Perhaps he had them as gifts from his field marshals.

At the king’s side was a very tall gentleman with the almost transparent white hair of extreme age but the muscular and commanding physique of a man in his prime. This courtier or adviser to the king was most extraordinarily dressed. His vest, jacket and breeches were nothing out of the norm, though clearly very fine, but he was laden down with jewellery and adornments of every kind. He had rings on three fingers of his right hand, the stones – diamond, ruby and sapphire – indiscreetly large. Around his neck were a great many chains and pendants and lockets, so many that they clashed and clanked as he walked. And he had besides, which Mag had never seen in a man before, a number of rings in his left ear, of differently coloured metals arranged from light to dark in a kind of rainbow.

Mag nudged the trooper next to him. “Who’s yonder ironmonger?” he murmured. The man only glowered and shook his head. Better not to risk being put on a charge right then, things being what they were.

The king stood in front of the Deathless and congratulated what was left of them on the good fortune of their having survived. Their glory would live for ever, he told them, and that was the true meaning of their proud name. The flesh dies, but the story of its dying gets to be endlessly retold. And they themselves, the king exhorted them, should retell it as often as they could. They should declaim to anyone who asked them that they had fought in the king’s wars and acquitted themselves with honour. They should be proud, and happy. For was it not the greatest good any man could imagine to give his all for his country and his sovereign?

He paused for applause, but there was only silence from the ranks. They had just been through the several circles of Hell for their country and their sovereign. They had little breath left for cheering and still less spirit. After a moment the much-decorated courtier raised his hands and clapped them together. In the stillness the sound they made was a great boom like a cannon’s report. He repeated the action, twice, thrice, more times in a quickening rhythm until at last the assembled soldiery took it up. It was like magic. Even Mag found himself applauding, though he could not have said why. The stranger had conjured up a semblance of approval for the king’s words where there was none.

The occasion took a darker turn at once, however. What followed next was the punishment of those who in His Majesty’s august opinion hadn’t given enough, having refused to charge when the order was sent down. These also numbered around two hundred – for every acclaimed hero, a faithless coward. The cowards had been standing off to one side of the general muster all this time under guard, their heads bowed, each man hobbled with a chain so he couldn’t run. The king pronounced execration on them for dishonouring themselves, their families, their entire nation. Then he pronounced sentence. Every last man would be shot.

The executions were carried out in batches. Ten men at a time were hauled from the wretched throng and made to stand in a line. Twenty troopers with muskets stood facing them, and on the order of a grim-faced colonel they fired.

The judicial butchery went on for some considerable time. A single volley did not always suffice to kill every man. Some were only wounded. One or two had not been hit at all. The troopers had to reload and fire again until nothing moved or lived. Then the bodies were dragged away and a new cohort chivvied in to be slaughtered in their turn.

Mag had joined the army at a low ebb when all his other sources of income had dried up, and after his lover of many years had abandoned him. Long before this moment he had come to see the decision as the worst he had ever made. The cauldron of battle had been terrible. This was a different cauldron, and its heat was more than he could bear. He stood and wept silently as he saw half a company of hale young men butchered by their own comrades.

The king, by contrast, stood unmoved and watched with grim approbation, while his bejewelled adviser did not watch at all but stared at the distant hills as if bored by the whole spectacle. Men’s deaths must carry a different weight, Mag thought, when considered from such a great eminence.

Hatred was an indulgence far removed from Mag’s stolid temperament, but he decided on that day that he would allow himself to hate King Frederick. It was a pity, all things considered, that the king had chosen not to prosecute his wars in his own person. His being taken out of the world would leave none worse off and many a great deal happier. As for those retellings of glorious battles and great victories, Mag would hold himself aloof from them. He had nothing useful to say on that score.

With the killing finally done and the bodies hauled away for burial, a colonel of the regiment went down the ranks of the cashiered, saluting each man in turn for his sterling service and giving him five silver thalers by way of a pension. Mag took his coin in silence. Most of the others did too. The colonel tried to raise a second round of cheering for His Majesty’s bounty, but he did not have the commanding presence of the man with the necklaces and the rings. The cheer was the most ragged and forlorn thing Mag had ever heard.

Then the regiment moved on, leaving the pensioners to find their own way home by way of villages they and their comrades had swept through like a plague scant weeks before. To begin with the men walked together, but they soon realised how conspicuous this made them and broke apart by degrees into smaller and smaller groups. Mag was happy when he found himself at last alone. He had had his fill of being part of a muster. Men banded together were oftentimes worse than men alone, and these men were in the direst of exigences. He didn’t want to be drawn into some atrocity committed out of sheer desperation.

He kept to the hills and woods as he made his way back to the border, skirting wide around every settlement or habitation, every shepherd’s bothy and charcoal-burner’s hut. He tore off his insignia but he could do nothing about his greatcoat of Allesheim grey: spring had not yet come and the nights were too cold to go without it. The silver coins he separated out so they wouldn’t jingle, two in the greatcoat’s capacious pockets, one in each boot and the last tucked into the lining of his cap.

He ate almost nothing, because there were no nuts or berries to be found and he was a poor trapper. When he slept it was never for long, and that was not just because of the cold. His experiences in half a dozen bloody battles and their even bloodier aftermaths ensured that he woke up struggling with shadows, his breath stopped in his throat and his heart squeezed tight in an invisible fist.

Mag was relieved when he finally reached Allesheim soil, though it wasn’t soil in the usual sense but the thick alluvial sludge of the Ullescarp estuary. By day the mudflats would have been full of local peasant women with their skirts tucked up around their waists foraging for cockles, mussels and brown crabs. Mag crossed by night, and nobody saw him pass by except the man in the moon.

So now here he was once more in the land that had given him birth, feeling as though he might have left some vital part of himself behind in a corner of a foreign field, or perhaps in a mess tent, a latrine pit, a dusty road between two places whose names he couldn’t pronounce. His bad leg ached and his sodden boots squelched, brown water oozing out through the lace-holes with every step.

But at least his thalers were legal tender now. And he could venture into human spaces without being afraid that the sight of a grey coat would trigger a hue and cry. He found a road and stayed on it, hoping to see the smoke from a chimney up ahead and follow it into a village. A village would have an inn and an inn would have a fire, not to mention beer and a bed – although Mag would need to pay two coppers for a hot bath before he put himself between clean sheets.

He met but few people on the road, and this was where he began to see a tight-lipped caution in how they greeted him. Indeed most didn’t greet him at all, but would have walked on by if Mag hadn’t hailed them with his questions. By this time he had a rough sense of where he was, enough to be sure that Kotchim was the nearest village but not to find his way there without signs or directions. Signs were still lacking, and getting directions was like squeezing holy water out of a bishop’s mitre. He had remembered his countrymen as being friendly and outgoing in the main, especially those who lived away from towns and cities. Perhaps his four years in the army had left Mag with a fearsome bearing that invited wariness. Or perhaps the Allesheim he had come back to was not in all ways identical to the one he had left.

He found his way to Kotchim at last, but it proved a disappointment. The only inn was an establishment called the King’s Head, though the king would have been hard put to recognise himself in the crude likeness of him on the sign. The innkeeper, a woman with bare arms considerably more muscular than Mag’s own, would have charged him five groats for a night’s lodging. At that rate he would be penniless before the week was out. When he asked about any honest work that might be had, the good lady told him bluntly that such jobs as needed doing would be done by Kotchim men and Kotchim women. “Near at hand is near at heart,” she said.

“Aye, so it is,” Mag agreed. “Which is why all families are full of love and amity. And it’s clear that we have nothing but warm feelings for our neighbours in Ehrlich and Pozhka, which is why we go to visit them so often. I’ll take a stoup of the dark ale, lady, if it please you. And some bread and sausage.”

The innkeeper’s face closed like a fist. “You’ll get nothing from me,” she said. “Carry your treasonous talk off to where it’s welcome, and be hanged to you. We serve no ghosts here.”

Mag was puzzled by this last sally, but he saw which way the land lay and left without bandying any more words. Three miles further on he came to a coaching inn by the roadside and had his meat and ale there, though he was careful to keep his observations to himself. He risked a question though, asking the man who brought him his meal whether the inn – or any establishment thereabouts – would scruple to serve a ghost if one should wander in.

He was only trying to discover what the word might mean in this context, but in that regard he met with no success at all. The man blanched at first, and shook his head, but passed quickly from fearful to belligerent. “I don’t know what you’ve heard,” he blustered, “but we’re all loyal subjects of His Majesty here, may God and all His angels watch over him! If one of that rabble came through my door he’d get short shrift. Is there anything else you might be wanting?”

“Only some salt,” Mag said.

“To season the lies you’ve been swallowing,” the man grumbled, and took himself away. The salt was not produced, and Mag finished his meal in silence. He was aware of grim looks being aimed in his direction from all around, and once he had put down his trencher he didn’t linger.

These scenes were repeated often over the next few days. Not everyone Mag met was as cold as Kotchim’s innkeeper, but few were what he would have called warm. In some villages the local watch officers ordered him to move on as soon as he arrived lest they arrest him as a vagrant. In others the threatening looks of passing men made him misgive and he took himself away rather than risk some violent confrontation.

All in all it was not what a man wounded in his country’s service would have hoped for, but by and by he came to understand the why and wherefore of it. He saw it in the lean faces of the people, the barren fields, the spavined horses pulling half-empty carts. This was the fourth year of the war. The currents of normal life had been diverted into strange and unavailing channels. Want and scarcity were everywhere.

Rumours abounded too, and most especially rumours of ghosts. Across the country, it was said, brigands and ne’er-do-wells were committing outrages, stealing from decent folk, descending from nowhere to pillage and murder and then disappearing again as quick as a man’s breath on a cold day. To conceal their identities these looters and slaughterers wore white kerchiefs over their faces, giving them something of the aspect of wandering spirits – wherefore they were known as the Ghost Army.

Mag felt that he was getting only half this story. If the Ghost Army was only a nest of rogues and brigands, why should speaking out against the war be a sign of membership? Why did the pot-boy at that coaching inn, at the mere mention of the ghosts, assert his absolute loyalty to the king? There was more to be learned there, for a certainty.

Nonetheless, all this unease and mutual suspicion went a great way towards explaining Mag’s dilemma. He was not a man without resources. He had essayed a great many trades in his youth, some of them honest and some less so. Then he had served in the king’s army, in wartime and in a front-line regiment to boot, where he had added more skills to his blazon. He was willing to turn his hand to almost anything, but wherever he asked he found doors closed in his face and no heartier welcome than the hard stare and the cold shoulder. People were either afraid or angry, or not infrequently both.

His case was somewhat urgent. Even living as he was, sleeping under his coat in the forest at night and only eating when his hunger became too great to bear, he was burning through his meagre store of coins very quickly. When it was gone he would be destitute. He would starve.
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One day, on the road between Odelni and Shteve, Mag chanced upon a corpse. It was lying by the side of the road, staring up at the sky through unseeing eyes. It could not have been lying there very long, for it had barely begun to stink and there were only a few fat flies perched on it. In life this had been a man of around Mag’s own age or a little older, with greying hair and a bulbous nose that had been broken once and healed crooked. He was dressed in a peasant’s shirt and breeches. There were three rents in the shirt where knives – or perhaps the same knife three times – had carved him. His feet were bare. Someone had killed him for his boots. Or it might be they had killed him for some other thing he carried and taken the boots as an afterthought.

Mag searched the man’s pockets and cursed when he found them empty. Of course it was unlikely the footpads who had waylaid and murdered this poor unfortunate would have left anything of any value about his person. In times like this “waste not, want not” was a universal creed.

The man’s face, now that Mag was leaning over him, bore an expression of tragic grief. His stare was a reproach to the heavens that had allowed this terrible thing to happen to him. By the same token it was a reproach to Mag, who was ashamed that his first impulse had been a mercenary one. He muttered an apology to the dead man’s spirit. Then he said a short prayer, the soldier’s “Father, on Thee I call”. For his own part he was not a man who found any comfort in religion. The idea of Heaven struck him as the kind of tale a child asks for at night to keep away the fear of the dark. But he believed in ghosts, and who knew where a ghost might look for solace?

He sat down beside the dead man, on a hummock of speargrass and dandelions. He took out his pipe and put it to his mouth. He had no tobacco, nor any means of lighting the pipe, but the familiar feel of the stem between his teeth was pleasant. “Well now, friend,” Mag said, “here we are together, you and I. And there’s not so very much to choose between your case and mine. If anything you have the better of me, for being dead already you’ve no more tribulations to fear. And your death when it came was quick, where mine is like to be more drawn out. But I don’t envy you or begrudge you. I’m not so mean-spirited. And I hope wherever you went from here you had an easy journey of it.”

Mag sat a while longer, pondering as the afternoon wore on. It felt wrong, now that he had had this conversation with the dead man, to leave him here by the roadside to be eaten piecemeal by foxes and wild dogs or to become a breeding ground for maggots. But what else could he do? He had no shovel with which to dig a grave, no flint or tinder to start a fire. Well then, he decided at last, I must make what shift I can.

He hauled the body off the road, some little way into the woods, and went about to find rocks and stones, which he piled up around the dead man and on top of him. The cairn was crude and shapeless but it might serve to deter wild animals from desecrating the body. When he was done he recited the soldier’s prayer again. You were meant to say it before going into battle so the words were only an imperfect fit here, but it would have to do.

Mag took his leave at last, feeling a strange dislocation or doubling of his senses – as though the dead man was watching his departing back, or as though he saw himself from behind as he walked away. He had let his imagination rest with that sad corpse, and it had made itself too comfortable there. Now it was as if he was divided between a living self and a dead one, and both were true or else neither. It wasn’t a happy feeling, and it weighed on him the heavier as the shadows lengthened and the daylight began its slow surrender.

There was a village up ahead. Mag had no great hopes of it but when the path forked to left and right he turned his steps towards the distant rooftops. He had had his fill of the forest’s vast, breathing silence and the dead man’s equivocal company.
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It was hard to tell at first where the village’s inn was, for it had no sign and looked no different from an ordinary house, but Mag heard the sound of voices raised in song and he followed that. It brought him to a small low-ceilinged room, full of tobacco smoke and noise and the smell of sweat, where some dozen men with tankards in their fists bellowed bawdy catches while a dozen more told each other how the war might best be won.

Mag bought himself a jug of ale that was as thin as piss and a bowl of potato dumplings in gravy, acutely conscious of his diminishing store of coins. He sat in a corner of the room where he believed he was most likely to be ignored, but this was a small enough place that a stranger could not escape notice. In due course, and before he’d finished his meal, a red-faced man asked him what his business was in Rubik. “Only to rest from the road,” Mag said, “and perchance to look for work.”

The red-faced man was tall and broad-shouldered and what with that and his complexion Mag was inclined to be wary of him. He had a companion very much smaller and thinner, with a gaunt face and dark eyes and something of the manner of an animal that lived under stones best left unturned. The red-faced man’s name was Eckerhart, and the stone-dweller’s was Horst. Mag said he was pleased to make their acquaintance, and managed to keep his face straight as he said it.

“In sooth, though,” he asked the two men, “is there any farmer hereabouts in need of day labourers? Or a mason, or a carpenter? For if there is, I pledge you I’m a stout fellow of my hands and will do as much work as the next man, unless the next man were Hercules or Wide John.”

He smiled as he said this. Moreover he made the smile broader than he was wont and brandished it for longer. The danger in this company, he felt, would be to show himself too clever, wherefore he went as far as he could the other way. If these yokels thought he was a simpleton the worst that would befall was that they might try to beat him at trumps or seven high, which would bring them no joy.

“There’s no day-work to be had,” the red-faced man said. “If there were you’d find me and Horst here doing it, for all the other able-bodied men are gone to the wars.”

“And you two alone stayed back?” Mag asked, careful to put no weight on the words at all, no hint of judgement.

“I’ve a withered arm,” the stone-dweller said, showing it. “I’m no cripple, but I couldn’t fire a musket or carry a pike two-handed.”

“And I’m given to fits,” the red-faced man added, with something of boastfulness in his tone. “My eyes roll up into my head and I foam at the mouth like a dog. I’d be like to swallow my tongue if someone standing by didn’t shove a stick between my teeth to lock my jaws.”

“That must be a terrible sight,” said Mag, still in the same bland tone.

“Aye, it is.”

“And despite your infirmities you two good gentlemen go about to assist your neighbours when they need more hands than they can muster.”

“Aye, we’re good for it,” said the red-faced man belligerently.

“Good for all of it,” his friend confirmed. But then a look of idiot cunning came over his face and he tilted his head to one side. “I’m forgetting though,” he said. “There is such a one that wants work done. A great deal of work.”

“Is there?” the red-faced man demanded, seeming surprised at the news.

“Oh yes. Only her house is a good three miles out. Such a great way that she’s not counted in our number any more when the king calls a census.”

The red-faced man’s eyes widened a little as he caught the other’s drift. “Oh,” he said. “Aye, there’s that one.” He gave a snort of laughter, so badly suppressed that it turned into a prolonged and wheezing cough. When this paroxysm had subsided Mag asked politely who this goodwife might be.

“The widow Mirchella,” the man named Horst told him. “Her husband was the richest man between here and Pillen.”

“In his day,” Eckerhart added.

“In his day, aye. There’s not so much there any more. But still, Frau Mirchella – as a woman that lives alone – stands always in need of a man’s help to keep her house and grounds in good trim. You could do worse than go out there and sue to her.”

“You could do worse,” Eckerhart said. He lowered his head to his tankard, not to drink but to hide the grin that had spread like a rash across his face.

Mag got the general gist of all this without needing to understand the joke in its particulars. Either the widow Mirchella was chary of her safety and kept a bird-gun to deter casual visitors, or else she had run mad, or haply she was so tight-fisted her name was a watchword, or for any of a hundred reasons these two men thought his visiting her would result in amusement or upsets. He thanked them gravely for their advice, which he had no intention at all of following, and took his leave.

He had been heading more or less directly west ever since crossing the border, leaving Pozhka and all that had happened there as far behind him as he could. He saw no reason to change direction now, so he left Rubik by continuing on along the same road on which he’d entered, which was also the village’s only street.

Night was coming on, lit by a parsimonious sliver of a moon, and Mag was beginning to wish he had purchased a more substantial meal. A meagre bowl of dumplings had only been enough to remind him of how hungry he was. Now his stomach was griping and his legs felt weak. It was clear he wouldn’t be able to walk very much further.

Rounding a bend in the road, he suddenly came upon a house, standing behind an iron fence in its own grounds. It was a structure of considerable size, with gables to its roof and a portico with the kind of pillars that are no pillars at all but only plaster mouldings set to either side of the door; it was no mansion or palace but it seemed that it must be at the very least the house of some local justice or prosperous landlord. At second glance Mag noticed signs of sore neglect: gaps in the shingles, a cracked window, one of the chimney pots half-askew.

He remembered then the talk of the widow, and the hilarity that had arisen back at the inn at the mention of her. The man named Horst had said she lived three miles out so the distance was right. And his red-faced friend had said her house stood in need of repair, which was certainly the case here.

Mag considered. Bearing in mind the two men’s half-disguised mirth he doubted there was any succour to be found here. He saw no lights, so it was likely no one was home, or else that the whole household was already abed. But he was extremely weary and would need to stop for the night soon in any event. And then before too many days passed his money would be gone, at which point he would be in a perilous pass indeed. All in all he felt he had little to lose.

He went to the gate, whose black iron showed angry red where the rust had eaten through it. He saw no knocker or bell there, no way of hailing the house, but the gate itself stood ajar so he stepped inside and walked up the long drive to the door. It was a walk through tall weeds, spilling up between the paving stones like a dark tide. He wondered if he might be mistaken after all. Perhaps nobody lived in this place. If any did they must be almost as poor and desperate as himself.

Three stone steps led up to the house. The middle step had broken at some point and the pieces of it had been reassembled in place like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Mag decided not to trust his weight to it.

The door of the house was of polished oak, though the varnish had worn away in places and then the wood had bleached, giving it overall a piebald, unhealthy look. There was a knocker, made of the same wrought iron as the gate. Mag knocked, not too hard but with what he hoped would sound like the confidence of an honest man. Then he waited.

No sound came from inside the house. He could knock again, but if there was anyone within they could not have failed to hear him the first time. His gaze wandered to that cracked window, then back to the door. He could almost discern the outline of a face in the patterns of light and shade and the slight rucks and ripples where the veneer had warped away from the core wood. The round of the door knocker was the face’s wide-open eye, the other one being screwed shut.

He knocked again, with greater force. Hollow echoes of the sound reverberated around him, but died quickly as the silence of the nighted forest crowded in on all sides.

Well then. He had tried. The third time at anything was reputed to bring its own luck, three being the number of the Trinity, but Mag was fastidious about his superstitions and that was not one to which he gave credence. He turned away, about to leave, when a voice spoke right at his elbow.

“What do you want? Why are you disturbing a good Christian woman at this time of night?”

Mag spun in place again. The door had opened without a sound – a feat he would not have thought was possible given the state of its timber. A woman stood now in the doorway, framed against perfect blackness beyond. She was carrying a small lantern, which meant that her face was lit from below, the shadow of her upraised hand – the one that clasped the lantern – sending a splash of inky black across her cheek.

If this was the widow she was younger than Mag had expected, probably not yet forty years old. She was tall and slender, with thick and lustrous black hair imperfectly tucked into a white lace mob cap. She was not at all unhandsome of face, in Mag’s untutored opinion, but she carried herself with a cold, patrician air. Her lip was curled and the brow above her grey eyes creased, every line of her face expressing disapproval at his being there, at his having the temerity to rouse her up – from her bed, it seemed, for she was dressed in a long white nightgown.

“Are you struck dumb?” the lady demanded. Her voice was high and sharp. “I asked you what the matter was. If you’ve come here to rob me then as God is my witness you’ll wish you’d gone another way.”

“Pardon me, goodwife,” Mag said. He took off his hat and pressed it to his chest. “I’m no robber. I’m one that was a soldier, and took a hard wound in the king’s wars. Magnus Tresti is my name, and it’s a name with no blush or blemish to it. Now that I can’t fight for my country I’m looking to serve in some other way. I saw your house as I was passing by and wondered if perhaps you might have any work that needs doing. Cleaning, as it might be, or repairs.”

“You think my house is dirty, then,” the woman said. “Dirty and tumbledown.”

“By no means,” Mag protested. “Only…” He shrugged. “There are some chores a man can put his shoulder to more easily than a woman can. If the goodwife lives alone…”

“Who told you I live alone?”

“Nobody!” By Christ, Mag thought, talking to this woman was an uphill kind of business. “Only I saw the goodwife answering the door herself, rather than have a maid do it, and so I dared to assume…”

“Oh, you did, did you?” The woman’s nose, which was prominent and somewhat sharp, tilted up as she examined him then down again when she had seen enough. “Well, you should dare less and keep your assumptions to yourself.” There was a pause. The lantern guttered, making a tapestry of shadows run sidelong across her face. “Have you a place to sleep?” she demanded.

Mag shook his head. He saw no point in lying.

“Then you assumed—” the woman put a heavy emphasis on the word “—that I’d take you into my house in dead of night, trusting in your forbearance not to murder me in my bed or steal my silver. You say you’re a soldier, but for aught I know it might be the Ghost Army you did your soldiering in. Or you might be a footpad, or a prisoner escaped from the gaolhouse at Pillen.”

“I’m none of that, goodwife.” Mag stood on his dignity now because he could see that he was getting nothing out of this. “I never stole anything in my life, nor ever ate a crust I hadn’t earned. God give you good rest, I’ll not trouble you more.”

The woman tutted, waving his words aside as if they were so many vexatious flies. “So quick to take offence! I only said I wouldn’t let you into the house, not that I wouldn’t employ you.” She turned her head to the left, that sharp nose now becoming a pointer. “There’s a stable over there that’s no longer used. It may still smell somewhat of horses and horses’ doings, but it’s clean and dry and it will give you some shelter against the cold. You can sleep in there tonight, if you’ve a mind to, and tomorrow we’ll speak further. I don’t deny there are some chores hereabouts that I’ve put off too long, and perhaps you’re the man to take them in hand. Perhaps, I say, but I make no promises. We’ll speak on the morrow.”

Mag stammered out a thanks, but the woman was already turning away. She stepped back through the door and it closed behind her as silently as it had opened. He was alone.

He went where she had pointed. After a few steps he looked back over his shoulder. There was no light anywhere in the house, nor even a faint glow to show where that lantern might have gone.

He found the stable very much as the woman had described it, full of ancient stinks but mercifully free of actual filth. There was no lock or latch on the door, but he found a large stone in the overgrown garden which he pushed into place to hold it closed. He settled in a corner, drew his coat around him and made shift to sleep.
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Mag woke the next morning to the sound of a loud knocking on the stable door. “Soldier!” the woman’s voice called stridently. “Herr Tresti, I think you said your name is! Are you there?”

Mag climbed to his feet, stiff and slow because of the cold, and rolled away the stone. He opened the door and stood blinking in the early light. The woman was pacing to and fro in the courtyard, robed now in what were presumably her widow’s weeds – a black dress that was long enough to touch the ground with a plain white fichu around her shoulders. In the absence of the mob cap her hair – as sleek and black as a beetle’s wing-case – was worn in a severe chignon, held in place with two great pins like the crossed swords you sometimes saw on coats of arms. Her face, though as pretty by day as it was by moonlight, was as tight as a miser’s purse. She looked, Mag thought, like a woman who would make an indifferent friend but a truly terrible enemy.

“I’m here, goodwife,” he said.

“I see that,” the woman said. “We were not properly introduced last night, because the time and the circumstances did not conduce to it. My name is Jannae Mirchella. The widow Jannae Mirchella. My husband was Karl-Albert Mirchella, of whom you will have heard.”

“I’m not from these parts, lady,” Mag said, “so the name’s not known to me. But I’ve no doubt your husband was a great man.”

“Well, in that you are mistaken,” said Jannae Mirchella shortly. “He was a man of very little wit or discretion. The wealth he had was inherited and he managed it badly. It’s thanks to him I live in these straitened circumstances. But that’s by the by, and we must all of us accept the life that God has given us. There’s a breakfast waiting for you in the kitchen. It’s not a feast but a sufficiency, and in any case I’d warrant it’s better than you’ve been wont to have recently. Please to follow me.”

Mag did so. They entered the house not by the door at which he had knocked the night before but at a side door half hidden behind a great mound of broken furniture. There were several chairs and tables and the mattress of a bed, torn along one seam so that its horsehair stuffing was spilling out like the entrails of some strange animal. Mag glanced from this midden heap back to Jannae Mirchella. She met his gaze but offered no explanation.

The door opened directly onto a large but bare kitchen. Above the range, which was set against the further wall, a vast array of knives and ladles and more esoteric tools hung in two long rows like soldiers called to attention. Cobwebs hung between them and the cobwebs were old, carrying a thick freight of dust and flakes of plaster from the room’s ceiling. On a table at one end of the room, next to the open door of a pantry, was the breakfast the widow had promised him. Mag glanced at her again and she nodded, extending her arm in an invitation.

He went and sat in the only chair he could see. He examined the breakfast, which was more Spartan than he had been hoping: a heel of bread and one of cheese on two very ornate china plates with fluted edges, a pitcher of water, no butter or sausage. Still, it was food, and the griping emptiness in his stomach begged to be filled. He set to. The bread was black pumpernickel and as hard as stone, but dipping it in the water soon made it edible. The cheese was Rauchkäse or something like, smoky and salty and very welcome indeed.

Between bites Mag examined out of the corner of his eye the interior of the pantry. Its shelves, as far as he could see, were entirely empty. It was clear that the widow Mirchella did not entertain. From what he could see this kitchen was never used as a kitchen at all, which begged the question of what she ate herself and where she consumed it.

The widow stood close by, watching Mag with fixed attention while he ate. As soon as he was finished she took away the plates, though she left the pitcher.

“Well then,” she said, “you’ve slept under my roof and eaten at my table. I suppose it’s fair to say that you’re not a stranger any more, and I’m willing to take you on for so long as you prove to be a hard worker and a man of sober manners. Can you vouchsafe as much?”

Mag held up his two hands. “These are yours, goodwife, to turn to any honest work that offers. And though I like a jug of beer as well as the next man I’m no souse or tosspot. And my oaths are as mild as maiden’s milk unless I’m provoked, which I think is unlikely in your house.”

The widow sniffed. “Those are easy boasts to make,” she said, “but time sifts truth from lies and we’ll see in due course. My proposal is this. You will work for me in any capacity I require, from cock-crow to the setting of the sun. I’ll pay you two thalers a week, from which the cost of your accommodations will be deducted.”

Mag gave this some thought. It wasn’t a generous offer, but it was better than starving. The part he liked least was those deductions. “Will my accommodations be in the stables?” he asked.

The widow smiled a thin smile. “Do you think yourself a stallion then?”

A joke! That was unexpected, and a good sign. “Only an honest workhorse,” Mag countered.

“Your accommodations will be here in the house. I’ve many spare rooms, and you may take your choice of them.”

“And will my meals mostly be dry bread and hard cheese?”

“Your meals will be what I eat myself.” The widow folded her arms and gave him an ill-favoured stare. “Before God, Herr Tresti, you may be a workhorse but you’re dainty in choosing a yoke. Say yes or no, for I’ve other calls on my time. Only if it’s no you owe me a groat for your breakfast.”

Mag felt that he had pushed his luck as far as it would go. “We’ve an agreement then,” he said, and thrust out his hand. The widow took it in her own without enthusiasm. They shook, and then she disengaged herself immediately. He almost expected to see her wipe her hand on the front of her dress, but she only nodded – a terse, grim nod, as though some unpleasant business had been concluded to everyone’s great relief.

“Good,” she said. “And since it’s well past cock-crow you’re now in my employ. You can begin by repairing my roof. The spring rains will start soon and I’ve no desire to be flooded out again. You’ll find a pile of shingles in one of the sheds behind the house, along with a hammer and nails and whatever else you’ll need.”

She left him to it, and Mag was nothing loath to be alone. The widow’s hard stare was unsettling, and the hard bargains she drove were somewhat worse. Despite the loneliness of his westward trek, right then he desired no company but his own.

Uncertain of how far his writ extended in the house he exited via the same door through which he had entered and walked around to the rear of the building. There was a kitchen garden there, or rather the remains of one, though now its only produce was brambles and cow parsley. Beyond that there was a larger pleasance, equally overgrown, and then a paved apron with a row of three sheds or outhouses at its further end.

In the first of these outhouses he found, as Jannae Mirchella had promised, a neat stack of wooden shingles and a canvas bag full of carpentry tools. They were old, and had clearly seen no use in a long time, but they would do well enough. There was a ladder too, though it was in some disrepair. One of its rungs was missing and the wood at its base, long ago worn clean of any paint or varnish, had swollen and split. Mag set it up against the rear wall and made a precarious ascent to the gutter with the tool-bag slung around his shoulder. He was somewhat afraid to do so, for it was the first time he had attempted such a feat since he took his wound. But the outcome overall was satisfactory. His injured leg ached each time he put his weight to it, but it held him up.

Once he had reached the top of the ladder he broached the next challenge, shuffling and scuffling on hands and knees up to the roof-ridge where he conducted a survey of the damage. It was extensive.

He spent the rest of the morning up there taking out the ruined shingles, trimming the new ones where necessary and fixing them in place. The work was not hard but it was exacting and Mag surrendered himself to it with something of pleasure, quickly losing all sense of time and place. When the widow called him down to eat her voice roused him from a reverie that was almost a trance. He was surprised to see how much of the roof he had already covered, not to mention how much of the day had gone. A mid-day repast was an affectation of rich burghers, and therefore Mag had not held out much hope for one, but he had thought his hunger would return and plague him before the sun was well past its zenith. Instead he found the light already fading out of the sky. He left his bag tucked in against a chimney stack where it was unlikely to fall and came back down the ladder.

The evening meal differed from breakfast in a number of ways. The most significant was that the widow ate with him, at the same table in the big, empty kitchen. She sat directly facing Mag, a second chair having been brought from somewhere and set down opposite him. This meant he had to cope with that cold stare throughout much of the meal, but at least they didn’t talk as they ate. The food was a good deal better than it had been at that first meal. The bread was the same rock-hard pumpernickel, but there were slices of blood sausage and strips of schmalz herring. Mag ate slowly, savouring the intense flavours. It was the most he had eaten at a sitting since his last day with the regiment, and for one used to army fare it was something of a feast. He was half inclined to say so, but the widow’s stern expression did not invite such casual observations.

The only light in the room came from a single candle in the centre of the table and it guttered in a strong draught from the window so that Jannae Mirchella’s face seems to sink into the darkness and then rush into his sight again from one moment to the next. The effect was striking, but it was not one that Mag appreciated.

As soon as he was done the widow took away the plates, as she had done at breakfast, and disposed them in a tub beside the pantry door. The pantry itself was as bare as it had been that morning. Where did she keep the food, then? There must be an ice house somewhere, Mag decided, though he didn’t remember crossing a stream to get here. Perhaps there was one that ran behind the house.

“Is the roof sound now?” Jannae Mirchella asked him – the first words she had spoken since he came into the kitchen.

“The repairs are not yet finished,” Mag told her. “But another day should do it.”

“Another day! You’re not one that makes great haste with his labours, are you? I suppose it suits you well to draw the work out so I’ll pay you more and you can enjoy the comforts of my house the while.”

Mag could not let this pass. “But you’re charging me for my board, goodwife. You laid out the terms when we shook hands. I assure you I’ll take no more than my due, and once you’re happy that the work is finished I won’t linger long enough to vex you.”

The widow only glowered the harder, possibly because she read the meaning behind those words, which was that Mag would be only too happy to part company with her. “And now,” he said, forestalling any reply, “unless there’s cake or brandy to be had I’ll away to my room.”

“Aye, go,” Jannae Mirchella said, “for there’s none of either.”

“But you must take me there,” Mag pointed out. “For I don’t know where the room is.”

“I told you to choose for yourself,” the widow said, but she picked up the candle and led the way out of the kitchen.

This was Mag’s first glimpse of the rest of the house, and it was no more than a glimpse. He only saw what fell within the little circle of the candle’s light, a tall bookcase, a chandelier encrusted with frozen waves of ancient tallow, a painting on a wall that seemed to be a still life of fruit in a bowl, the worn red carpet on the stairs; and then once they had climbed the stairs a long parade of doors lining one side of an upper hallway. Jannae Mirchella led the way to the third of these doors. Their footsteps fled away into the still air and came back multiplied, an enfolded skein of echoes.

“This will do you well enough,” she told him. “You’ll find sheets and blankets in the armoire.”

“I’ll need a light,” Mag said. The cavernous emptiness of the house oppressed him. He couldn’t face the thought of groping his way into a dark room and settling down to sleep in a space that might be full of rats or rot or God knew what else.

The widow held out the candle for him to take. Mag hesitated. “But then you’ll be in the dark yourself,” he protested.

“This is my house,” Jannae Mirchella said, in so fierce a tone that Mag almost took a step back from her. “Even the shadows here are mine.” She pushed the candle into his hand and walked away without another word. After a few moments he heard her steps descending the stairs. She went quickly, with no hesitation or stumbling.

“Goodnight, then,” Mag called out. “And St Joseph watch over your dreams.”

Not that Mag gave a fart about St Joseph, or believed such an eventuality was likely, but the oppressive darkness of the house was weighing on his spirits. The mention of a saint, even one he had no faith in, felt like a call for reinforcements.

He went into the bedroom. It was almost as bare as the kitchen. There was a bed frame and there was a mattress, but the latter was not laid neatly on top of the former as a man might expect. It was propped up on its end against one of the walls. Setting down the candle Mag dragged the mattress over to the bed frame and laid it back in its place. Then he made himself up a bed with the linens he found in a tall cupboard to the right of the door – what the widow had called an armoire. There was only a single blanket, and that one threadbare, but here he must abide by the ancient rule about beggars and their choices.

In searching for more covers, though, he found a number of other things. There was a great stack of old papers stuffed higgledy-piggledy into a drawer, most of which when he looked them over proved to be deeds for property, transfers of land or of monies, certificates of loan. There was also a wedding dress that had been a repast for moths, among a great many other shirts and suits and jackets and waistcoats that had all belonged to a man – presumably Karl-Albert Mirchella. Mag tried a pair of breeches against his frame and found them a good fit. He would not stoop to steal them, but perhaps if the widow’s manner ever thawed he would ask her if he might take them. Better than leaving them here to be eaten by time and insects.

He climbed into bed at last and tried his best to sleep, but the nightmares that were his regular companions these days came in full phalanx. He spent the night on the battlefields of Pozhka, with the dead and the dying for company, and the night was long.
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Through all the time that Mag spent at the widow’s house their daily routine did not vary.

Every morning he was roused by Jannae Mirchella’s knock at his bedroom door and her strident voice calling him downstairs. “Herr Tresti, the cock has crowed. Herr Tresti, your breakfast is laid!”

Breakfast was only ever bread and cheese, but on some days the bread was fresh and there was oil to dip it in or butter to top it with. The widow would sit and watch, but she would never join him. Presumably she broke her own fast before summoning him to do the same.

The day’s work would then continue uninterrupted through morning and afternoon until the light began to fail. When Mag had finished the roof he repaired the chimney stack, painted the front face of the house and cleared the garden of its weeds. On the whole he enjoyed these labours because they took him out of the house, whose dark and empty rooms continued to exercise an unsettling influence on his spirits. He did not look forward to the day when the widow instructed him to turn his attentions to these interior spaces.

It could not be denied that the Mirchella house presented a very strange aspect to the world. In most of the rooms Mag saw there was no furniture at all, or else there were a few large pieces standing alone in an indecent immensity of space. The pile of broken items outside the kitchen door bore witness to the fact that this had not always been the case. Mag could only wonder at what catastrophe had wrought such havoc on the widow’s possessions but left the house still standing. Perhaps the dead Karl-Albert had been one of those men – far from rare – who turn to violence when they’re in their cups. Perhaps he had been a bane and a curse on his long-suffering wife, leaving her when he finally passed away with only the shell of a house.

Still, though, that didn’t explain why the widow had done nothing since to remedy the situation. Mag had heard twice – from the men at the tavern in Rubik and from Jannae Mirchella herself – that Karl-Albert had been a man of wealth and status. The widow had also told him that her husband had mismanaged his estate, but surely all his money hadn’t evaporated with his death, down to the last groat and penny. Mag was aware that he was seeing pieces of a larger story, and it frustrated him that they refused to come together as a whole.

There was one room that was fully furnished, a parlour to which Jannae Mirchella repaired while Mag was at work and from which she only emerged in the late afternoon to prepare their dinner. At least Mag surmised that she did this. He had never actually seen her cook, any more than he had ever caught sight of any foodstuffs in her pantry. But dinner always came, and clearly it didn’t come from nowhere.

As on that first day they always ate their evening meal together; and oftentimes, again as on that first day, they ate their soup or stew or schnitzels in silence. There were occasions, though, on which the widow was disposed to talk – and these occasions became more frequent as the two of them became more used to each other’s company. Sometimes Frau Mirchella asked Mag questions about the progress of the war. They were sharp questions too: she was aware that the fighting was on two fronts, and that the casus belli was King Frederick’s disputed claim to the thrones of both Ehrlich and Pozhka. In fact she knew more than Mag did about these matters.

“Frederick’s father was married to the princess Birgit Druhr of Ehrlich, whose father was King Leon. And since Leon died without issue, Frederick asserts that the line continues to him rather than to Birgit’s cousin Maximilian. By the same logic he lays claim to Pozhka, since in times gone it was a vassal state under Ehrlich’s rule.”

Mag had never heard the full explanation for the war’s outbreak laid out so clearly. Hearing it now, he felt his hatred of King Frederick burgeon and sharpen. “So many men have died,” he said, “for so small a thing.”

“Aye,” the widow agreed. “Stuff and nonsense, all of it, but kings spend their whole lives receiving the praise and adulation of those around them. It turns their wits in the end. And look you now, when did men ever need strong argument to go to war? It’s as natural to them as voiding themselves after drinking or eating when they hunger.”

“Soldiers don’t fight because they like to kill, goodwife,” Mag protested. “Most take the shilling because of want or because they could find no better hire.” Or because their lives are turned upside down with sadness and longing, he thought but did not say.

Frau Mirchella acknowledged this argument with a nod, and seemed to turn it over in her mind. “I suppose that’s true for many,” she conceded. “And this last year or two the king has been obliged to fill his ranks by enforced conscription. Still, most take to killing easily enough when they’re brought to it – as though driving a bayonet into another man’s heart or dashing out his brains were like knocking in a nail or kneading dough. I assume your own hands are not innocent of other men’s blood, Herr Tresti.”

Mag made no answer to this, and when the widow’s questions turned to the particulars he discouraged her with terse, one-word answers. The battles in which he had fought still buzzed in his head like wasps. The last thing he wanted was to go poking around in that terrible nest with a stick.

When the widow shifted her attention to the times before the war he was greatly relieved, and therefore offered more circumstantial answers. “My mother and father had seven children, Frau Mirchella,” he told her, “and for a wonder every one of them lived. This was in Breckenholt. My father was a shoemaker and my mother took in laundry, but even with both of them working there were many nights when they couldn’t put enough food on the table to feed so large a brood.

“Things couldn’t go on that way for ever and as I was the oldest of the seven I was the first to be put out on the road. My father would have done it when I was twelve, but my mother had a soft heart and prevailed on him to wait a little longer. So I was fourteen when they told me to leave.”

“Monstrous!” exclaimed Jannae Mirchella with some asperity. “A father, to cast out his child! Parenthood is a sacred duty, and one that none should undertake if they mean to shirk it after. If it were up to me I’d have such a one whipped from tithing to tithing.”

Mag was taken aback by the vehemence of this response. He shrugged. “It was a hard thing to do, doubtless. But it was a hard choice my mother and father had to make. At fourteen I was able to fend for myself in the world – better than my younger brothers and sisters, at any rate. We would all have starved if they’d let me stay.”

“So what did you do?” the widow asked. She affected a great interest in the last dregs of her soup, making a show of indifference, but Mag wasn’t deceived. He had no idea what Jannae Mirchella had been like as a younger woman – he suspected she must have been formidable – but at some point, perhaps in the wake of her husband’s death, she had immured herself in this great ruin of a house and let the rest of the world go by her. He recognised in her prying questions the eager curiosity of one who lived behind walls like an anchoress but was yet hungry for the wider world she had forsaken.

Saving only that part of his life that had been spent on battlefields, Mag was content to indulge her curiosity. He told her how he had traced a path through the villages of Schönwald, trying his hand at many things but never staying in any place for long. He had quickly acquired the flexibility of the day-labourer, able to turn his hand to almost anything but lacking the visceral, bone-deep knowledge of a given trade that comes from being born or apprenticed to it. Like many young men – most, perhaps – he had been full of energy but devoid of purpose. His life had been a parade of days, a tapestry of places. It had no shape or direction.

Then one day on a road between somewhere and somewhere else he had met the saltimbanco, Giovanni de Luca, and in an instant everything changed. De Luca had been reclining in a small apron of grass and weeds beside the road, eating a meal that consisted of slices of apple smeared with honey. The honey came from a slab of honeycomb that the man was holding between his finger and thumb. Sluggish trickles of the sweet stuff had run down his hand onto his wrist, were running still towards the complex involutions of his ruffed shirt sleeve.

Mag had never seen a man dressed so gorgeously, not in the drab greys and browns of the Schönwald peasantry but in green and blue satins that dazzled the eye. He had never seen a man with a waxed and pointed beard, a trimmed and shaped moustache like the hands of a clock saying it was almost come to the hour of two. He had never seen a man feasting on fruit and honey in the middle of a wood, as if Eden had returned and the world had simply poured down its bounty on him.

“Come, boy!” De Luca had hailed him, pointing to the pile of apples beside him. “By God, you arrive most providentially. Sit and eat with me, will you? I’ve more than I can manage, and to waste good food is a sin that makes the angels weep.”

“What is a saltimbanco?” the widow Mirchella broke in. “I’ve never heard the word.”

“It’s a man that goes from village to village selling things,” Mag told her. “Small items, mostly, but things that aren’t always easy to come by.”

“A tinker, then.”

“Like a tinker, but different.”

“Different in what way?”

Mag struggled to explain it. “Mostly in their stock in trade. Where a tinker sells needles and pins and such, sharpens knives, mends pots and pans, a saltimbanco will sell you, say, a medicine for gout, a soap or a bottle of perfume. You don’t go to a saltimbanco for the necessaries of life but, as it might be, to buy a gift for a girl you love, to be cured of some ailment, or…” Mag paused, and tried another tack. “You know how people on Sunday morning will put on their best clothes and their best face, and wash and tidy themselves, so that for a little while the whole world seems fresh-painted.”

The widow nodded.

“Well, it’s somewhat like that. The things a saltimbanco sells are things that make you feel like it’s Sunday.”

And this was mostly true, although de Luca did not scruple when it was needful to sell a tinker’s wares – or to perform magic tricks and acrobatics, at which he was most amazingly adept. He could juggle knives, balance a flaming torch on the point of his chin and two more on the backs of his hands, turn seven somersaults and land after the last one upon his feet. When he performed he seemed a man cut loose from all the laws of nature, more spirit than flesh.

Mag was then twenty-two, and though he didn’t know it straight away this chance encounter was the thing that he had been looking for in all his random wanderings. Giovanni de Luca would have been some thirty-four or thirty-five years old, an intermediate age which had given him in Mag’s eyes an air of authority and worldly experience without erasing the possibility of a friendship between them.

He walked the roads with de Luca for five years, learning the tricks of his wonderful, insubstantial trade; learning how to sell the image of a thing rather than the thing itself, and how to reflect back to a prospective customer their own dreams and desires, their hope of Heaven in this world or the next, until a bald act of purchase seemed a kind of sacrament.

From de Luca, too, Mag learned how some men can desire each other the way most men desire women, and can be with each other in a like manner. He had never had a lover before that time, mostly because he had never been able to understand or explain to himself what it was he loved. He had been afraid of his own half-formed longings, had thought himself sick or accursed. De Luca’s casual approach to the act of coupling cured him of those fears. Some men were rovesciato and that was all there was to it. For himself, de Luca declared, when the mood was on him he was happy to lie with a man, a woman, or a choice selection of both.

These things Mag did not mention to the widow. He had never told them to anyone, and had no wish to. But he described for her – as it might be, from the outside – the life he had led with de Luca, their wanderings across the whole of the country, and even beyond because this was before the war and borders were things of no great moment.

“You loved the man.” The widow offered this summary plainly and without judgement.

Mag was taken aback. He had not said as much. On the contrary he had been at pains to conceal his feelings in the matter. The Church viewed all such love and all such dealings as abominations, and the laws of Allesheim proscribed sodomy. “He… Giovanni was a great friend to me,” he replied, despising himself for the equivocation.

“More than a friend, I think,” Frau Mirchella said, her gimlet eyes still on him. “But that’s no business of mine and I’ll not task you further. Those who try to legislate such things are fools, for love goes always its own way.”

Had the widow once loved a woman then, before or outside of her marriage? There was no way of knowing. Jannae Mirchella never offered any confidences of her own in response to Mag’s stories, and again he found himself unsurprised. He was at the one end of a commercial arrangement and she was at the other. In the lady’s mind, he suspected, this fact gave her the right to dispose of his past no less than his present, and to command his mealtimes with as much exactness as she did his labours.

In some ways this life, constrained though it was, suited Mag well enough. At least he didn’t have to fret about where his next meal was coming from, and it was pleasant to sleep in a bed rather than in a hollow between trees. He even came to enjoy his evening conversations with the widow. Jannae Mirchella, it transpired, was knowledgeable in many areas about which he knew but little, and on occasion – usually when correcting something Mag had said in error – she would relax her taciturn manner and discourse on some topic or other with great authority. When Mag spoke about the men in his regiment who had died from fever after receiving some minor and survivable wound, she told him about the invisible animalcules recently discovered by the Dutch scientist Antonie van Leeuwenhoek in standing water and rotten teeth. These tiny creatures were the vectors of disease, the widow said, and a fresh wound was a portal through which their legions could march into a human body.

These were fascinating revelations, and Mag wondered greatly how the widow in her considerable isolation had come by such knowledge. He had no false pride and no illusions about his own great ignorance of the world, and in all was happy to learn when Frau Mirchella was disposed to teach.

However there were things about this life that chafed on him. He had been promised two thalers a week for his work, less the cost of his meals, but whenever he raised this issue with the widow she made some excuse not to pay him. She needed to settle some other accounts first, or else she had mislaid her purse, or she didn’t like to count coins by the light of a single candle.

That was another issue between them. At night the house was as dark as a tomb. They ate with a candle set between them on the kitchen table, and when the meal was done Mag was allowed to take the candle with him to his room. Often, though, it was no more than a stump that burned out within the hour, and then there was no more light to be had until morning. On the nights when he was obliged to get up to piss (she had never given him a pot) the journey to the kitchen door was arduous and full of hazard.

The dark never seemed to discomfort Jannae Mirchella. Sometimes he heard her walking around after he had gone to bed, and her tread was every bit as quick and confident as it was by day. Mag had peered out of his door a few times, curious to see if she carried a lantern with her in the dark hours, as she had on the night when he first knocked on her door, but the blackness was unrelieved. The widow must have eyes like a cat.

But the question of his pay and the gloomy maze in which he was forced to live were pinpricks compared to the third matter that arose. One night, waking from a nightmare that was worse than most, Mag found himself shaking and sobbing, with the names of dead comrades on his lips. He couldn’t settle to sleep again, so he decided instead to go and sit in the garden and breathe the night air awhile with his empty pipe clamped between his teeth. Such strategies had served him tolerably well in the past.

Groping his way down the stairs, he found to his surprise that for once there was a light in the house. It was only a red glow, faint and fitful, but it was coming from the widow’s parlour and it seemed to promise at least the embers of a fire. Though the room was a space forbidden to him he crossed silently to the door. Finding it ajar he put his eye to the crack and peered in: if the widow were still up and about it would be better not to disturb her.

His caution served him well, for Jannae Mirchella was indeed not yet abed, despite the lateness of the hour. But she had not lit a fire, or at least not in the regular way such things were done. She was sitting in a carver chair with a book open on her lap, reading by the light of a small flame. The flame was no lantern or candle: it was just a sliver of fire that bobbed in the air at the widow’s shoulder, attending her as a dog might its master.

As has been mentioned, Mag was not a man in whom religious faith stood strong. The things he had seen and done in the king’s wars had been enough to shake loose any convictions of that kind. But he maintained a number of beliefs that while contrary to common sense appealed indelibly to the imagination, and so he did not hesitate to draw the obvious conclusion. Jannae Mirchella was a witch. He had come all unknowing into the house of a sorceress.

He climbed the stairs again, being careful to make no sound, and sat sleepless in his bed until morning.

After that night Mag’s eyes were opened, and he witnessed many another example of the widow’s magical powers. Once when he was on the ladder repairing the sash of an upstairs window he saw Jannae Mirchella cross the garden to the midden heap carrying some orts or scrapings from the kitchen. A bird chanced to fly overhead, and as it passed it loosed its droppings. Without even looking up, Jannae Mirchella clicked her tongue and made a peremptory gesture with her hand, whereupon the noisome mess flew sideways as if in a strong wind and landed some yards away. The widow walked on all unconcerned.

On another occasion, coming into the kitchen before he was called, Mag saw a knife dancing in the air all by itself. It took him a moment to realise that the widow was preparing their dinner without using her hands, compelling the plates and utensils to take on the task themselves while she merely watched and occasionally flicked a long, thin finger to direct them. She was talking to the kitchen things the while, saying “knife, cut the bread” and “you pitcher, fill that glass there” and so on. Her back was to Mag, and she failed to realise that he had joined her. He was able therefore to steal back out of the room and come in again, the second time with more noise and bustle so she had time to conceal her enchantments.

Mag was somewhat shaken by these discoveries. He had never doubted that there were witches in the world. The king’s edict Verbot gegen Hexen laid out the signs by which they might be known and ordained death by burning for any that were found, along with the confiscation of all their assets. Executions were common, and often served as the excuse for a fair or market. Witch houses, forfeited to the Crown but often never claimed, stood boarded up and desolate in many of the towns and villages he had passed through.

Mag found such practices barbaric and stayed well clear of them. Still, to discover that he was living under the same roof as a witch occasioned him much troubled thought. In the common prejudice witches were meant to be creatures of wickedness and spite who bent their every effort to vex and torment those around them. In that respect Jannae Mirchella’s stern and surly disposition seemed to chime with the idle stories he had heard. Still, she had never offered him any harm, and though she was far from generous either with her purse or with her company he found no reason to mistrust or fear her.

He decided in the end that he would finish out his labours, take his pay and leave. He would say nothing to anyone about what he had seen. To do so would be to call down dire retribution on the widow’s head, when as far as he could see she mostly used her magic to carry out household chores rather than – as the stories would have it – to curse her neighbours and sour the milk of cattle. No, he would call no hue and cry, for he wished ill to none (or at least to none besides the king). He would go his way and leave Jannae Mirchella to go hers.

So he purposed, but that was not how things fell out. For the next day was one that tipped all things out of balance and took both Mag’s future and the widow Mirchella’s off on a new track entirely.

The next day, a man fell out of the sky.
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They were both there to see him fall. The widow was in her parlour. Mag was by the kitchen door, mixing mortar in a tin bucket. He could see the widow through the window. She was reading a book, which from its size and the thickness of its spine he would have said must be a Bible. But why would a witch read a Bible? No doubt it was a book of spells and incantations. Or perhaps it was a Bible and she was only pretending to read.

There was a sound like a peal of thunder, but the sun was at its height and the sky was clear of clouds. Mag looked up, puzzled, and saw a black dot in the sky growing steadily bigger. A bird, he thought, but it wasn’t flying. It was falling – and now it was bigger than any bird he’d ever seen. As it fell it seemed to make the shape of a cross, which was what told Mag at last that this must be a man with all his limbs thrown wide.

Mag opened his mouth to cry out. Possibly he did cry out, but any sound he might have made was drowned out by the rending crash as the man hit the ground. He landed directly in front of the little row of outbuildings, moving so fast by now that he seemed to leave a black streak, like charcoal, painted on the air in his wake. A great cloud of dust and displaced earth rose up, hiding him at once from sight.

Mag was on his feet by this point, without knowing how this had come to pass. He made to run towards the fallen man, but a hand grasped his arm and stayed him. It was the widow Mirchella. She had appeared suddenly at his side, and her grip was astonishingly strong. “No,” she said tersely. “Don’t.”

“He…” Mag stammered. “He must be hurt.”

“He’s dead, of course,” the widow said. “Nobody falls so far and lives. Not even one like him.”

“But… but where did he fall from?” Mag felt like a child asking why the sky was blue, or where the sun went at night. What had just happened was impossible, and yet the widow was wholly calm. The look on her face seemed one of calculation. Certainly there was no trace of confusion or fear there.

“That is the right question, to be sure,” she said. She released her grip on Mag’s elbow and pointed upwards. “What do you see up there?” As Mag glanced up she answered her own question. “You see nothing. Because there is nothing there to see. Therefore we had better be wary, and measure twice before we cut the once. Let the dust settle, Herr Tresti. Then we’ll see what’s what.”

This last was happening even as she spoke. The widow might even have helped the process along, for Mag saw her wag her finger at the dust cloud as if she were commanding it to step aside. What lay before them when it had at last dispersed itself was as strange and inexplicable as that fall had been. The man who had tumbled out of the sky was taller than any man Mag had ever laid eyes on. From crown to toe his sprawled body could not have been less than nine feet tall, and he was as broad across the shoulders as a bear.

Mag and the widow both drew a little closer now, but before they had gone more than a few steps the air seemed to thicken in front of them as though they walked through invisible drapes of heavy velvet. Mag slowed to a halt, bewildered.

“Ah!” the widow Mirchella murmured. “So that’s how it is!”

They were now some twenty strides from the fallen man at most. Mag was astonished to see that his body was largely intact, where he should have been reduced to mere blood and pulp. He did indeed seem dead though; or at least he made no movement and his body was twisted into a posture that no living man could have sustained. His broad, flat face was contorted in an expression of agony. The flesh of it was ashen grey, though his hands – one of them resting on his chest, the other thrown out wide – were the pure white of snow. His hair, a great mane that in life had stretched past his shoulders, was shining silver. The rest of what they could see, torso and limbs and all, was midnight black and had the rucked and ridged look of tree bark or roughcast stone.

But the details to which Mag’s gaze was chiefly drawn were the twinned ram’s horns that blossomed from the fallen man’s temples. They were whorled and ridged like scallop shells, as thick as Mag’s fist around the base but tapering quickly as they curved up and around in a great circle until they finished in two points that looked as sharp as any rapier.

The widow took another step towards the body, but it seemed to Mag that her foot when she brought it down was only an inch or two closer to her goal than when she had raised it. The air around her rippled like the water on the surface of a pond, distorting for a moment her outline and the outline of what lay beyond her – a row of overgrown shrubs and the corner of the house.

“He wore charms in life that protect him in death,” the widow said in a low voice, seeming distracted by thought. “Charms of great power, that’s certain, for they persist even without his will to stiffen them.” She stood for a moment longer in silence, then she turned to Mag and offered him a smile. It was the first time he could remember seeing such an expression on her face. “Enough of this for now,” she said. “Such a commotion in our quiet lives. Come into the kitchen, Herr Tresti, and we’ll fortify our spirits with a little brandy. It’s good for the heart after an upset like this.”

His thoughts still all thrown awry like straw in a gale, Mag followed her back into the house. He was more than happy to turn his back on the fallen man, if such a strange being could be said to be a man at all.

The widow brought the brandy from her parlour, in a crystal decanter with a silver stopper, while Mag sat at the kitchen table staring at his own shaking hands. She poured them both a very generous measure. Mag sipped slowly, letting the sweet, harsh liquor burn its way down his throat. Even now, with his mind spinning and his nerves jumping like startled hares, it brought something of its wonted solace.

Jannae Mirchella for her part emptied her glass in a single gulp and then poured herself another measure bigger than the first. “Such a commotion,” she said again, “as was never seen. But only a fool stands gawking when there’s a profit to be made. And the wise know that all things can be turned to advantage.”

Her words washed over Mag leaving no impression at all. Profit? Advantage? These were sounds without meaning. In his mind he was seeing the black dot in the sky resolve itself into that colossal figure, seeing it plummet, seeing it hit the ground with force enough to shatter solid stone. He shook his head in wonder and once again found no words to speak.

The widow seemed impatient with him. “Rouse yourself, Herr Tresti,” she admonished. “We’ve work to do, you and I. That brandy was meant to steady you, but perhaps it’s sent you into a stupor.” She took the half-empty glass away from Mag and placed it out of his reach at the table’s further end. “Have you the will to do what needs to be done? Speak now!”

Mag stared at her as the words slowly filtered through his fogged brain. Even after he had reassembled and examined them in what seemed like the correct order he could make no sense of them. What was it that needed to be done? Did the widow want him to bury the body? It would mean digging up half of the garden, and that huge carcase would be much too heavy for him to lift.

“I can’t,” he said simply. “Lady, I can’t do it. Even if I wanted to—”

Jannae Mirchella silenced him by clamping her hand across his mouth. Once again the strength that was in her grip came as a shock to Mag, on top of all the other shocks that were still working their way through him. He did not resist but let her speak over him.

“Herr Tresti,” she said, “there are moments in our lives when we are challenged. Tested. And the things we do in those moments determine who we are, or who we mean to be. How we will live going forward. This is such a moment, and you must rise to it. You must find that courage within yourself. Do as I say, and on my word as a Christian woman I’ll pay you more money than you’ve ever seen. Or say no and live as you’ve been living, no better than a slave, toiling from dawn to dusk for a crust and a handful of pennies. What say you? What say you now?”

She took her hand away so he could answer.

Mag found that he was more in command of himself now. The widow’s words had had an effect, though not perhaps the effect that she had intended. They had roused him to anger. If he was working for crusts and pennies it was because that was all she had offered him – and so far she had held back the pennies. Moreover she had given him her oath as a Christian woman when he knew in sober truth that she was a witch, such a one as must have abjured Christ long before. “What would you have me do?” he demanded. “I’ll make no promises until I know.”

“Search our visitor’s body,” Jannae Mirchella said. “Bring away from it all that he was wearing or carrying and lay it out before me. For every item you fetch, be it as small as a thumbnail or a penny piece, I’ll give you ten thalers. You can walk away from this house with your pockets heavy and your heart light, and all for a scant hour’s labour. Again I ask, what say you? Have you the courage for that? Or are you only the seeming of a man?”

Mag rose up, slowly and deliberately, walked around the table and took up again the glass she had removed from him. Then he resumed his seat, and took a sip from it. “I say this, lady,” he announced, after wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “There’s courage and then there’s foolhardiness. If I were to kick a bear up the arse, or to go waltzing along the edge of a cliff with my eyes closed, it wouldn’t be my courage I’d be remembered for. How does a man come to fall out of a clear sky? Why do you want his clothes and his possessions? And if they’re worth so much, why don’t you just go fetch them yourself? Tell me the truth and I’ll consider your offer. Treat me like a fool and I’ll have none of it.”

The widow stared at him with her mouth in a tight line. He read her frustration in her face and he thought for a moment that she might strike him, or worse, but finally she only nodded and reached again for the decanter.

“You have the right of it,” she said. “Because of the life I’ve led I’m very slow to trust – and slowest of all to put my trust in a man. But in all honesty I should explain these things to you. Then you may make up your mind in full knowledge of what I’m asking. I should warn you, though, that you will find it difficult to credit.”

She filled his glass, and then topped up her own.

“I’m not a simpleton, Frau Mirchella,” Mag said. “I’ve seen enough of the world to know its ways. And withal I doubt there’s anything you could tell me that would be harder to believe than what we both just witnessed.”

The widow smiled again – a sly smile, this time, of the kind that oftentimes signified that the one smiling knew more than the one being smiled at. “Well, that may be so,” she said. “Would you like your brandy warmed, Herr Tresti?”

“I’d not say no to it,” Mag said.

Jannae Mirchella made a gesture, the tip of her forefinger describing a circle and then reversing itself to make the same circle backwards. A tiny ball of fire blossomed in the air above her hand. It hung there, impossibly, born of itself and feeding on itself. The widow clicked her tongue and the fireball drifted slowly across the table. It dipped into Mag’s glass, where it lingered some few seconds just below the rim. Then the widow made another gesture, shooing it away as one might a fly. The little flame guttered out, leaving behind a plume of black smoke as thin as a hair.

Mag was able to keep his composure throughout this demonstration, for he knew the trick already. It was the first act of magic he’d seen Jannae Mirchella perform, by which he had known her to be a witch. He took a sip of the brandy, making a great show of how little he cared for the dancing fire and its sudden comings and goings. “Aah!” he said. “That’s much better. Thank you, Frau Mirchella.”

If the widow was chagrined to see that her secret was no secret at all, she hid it well. She only pursed her lips a little. “So you knew about my powers. Possibly I underestimated you, Herr Tresti. Or it may be I was merely careless. But it is no matter. You know the name for the thing I am?”

“You’re a witch,” Mag said. He tried to make his tone indifferent, as if he said such things and saw such things all the time, but he did not succeed. He heard the tremor, and he knew from the smirk that appeared on Jannae Mirchella’s face that she heard it too.

“That is it,” she said. “And what’s a witch, Herr Tresti? When you say that name, what do you mean?”

Mag turned his glass between the thumbs of his right and left hand. He was beginning to wish that he had not provoked this confrontation. “One that trades in magic,” he said.

Jannae Mirchella nodded eagerly. “You are in the right again! A trade is what it is, that has masters and apprentices and journeymen. Although it’s mostly journeywomen, because few men have the knack for magic or the mind to master it.

“And as with other trades we have our mysteries, our initiations. There are things we know more about than common folk because we have greater cause to be acquainted with them. The elements of earth and air, water and fire are the tools we use in our makings. Those of fire are my chiefest joy.”

An image arose in Mag’s mind, of the widow dancing in her parlour at midnight, wrapped around with flames that licked all hurtless at her bare flesh. He did his best to push the thought away. “Since I’ve said I know these things, lady,” he protested weakly, “why rehearse them?”

“Why, to make you understand. I served my apprenticeship long since, and my journeying years are over. I am therefore something of an expert in matters on which your ignorance is absolute. But I’ve never – never in my life – seen anything like yonder gentleman. He’s no wood sprite or nixie, Herr Tresti. He’s a demon. And of such majesty! Why, you need only look at his face, his stature. He must have been a great lord in Hell, the ruler of a vast demesne. And the master of such power as the likes of you and I can only dream of!”

She leaned across the table and gripped Mag’s arm. The hunger in her eyes was so naked that he wanted to look away. “This fall, this… visitation, is an opportunity that has come to us unbidden. And I dare avow it has come to no living man or woman else. A duke of Hell! Here! Here before us! Listen to me, Herr Tresti. I know magic. My body hums to it, as a struck fork hums to a single note. And the air around that great one’s body is the purest magic I ever saw. He carries something of great power. Or else his body itself is a source of power. You have heard of the hand of glory, I suppose. That a dead man’s hand, properly prepared, can unlock any door or chest that was ever made.”

Mag hadn’t. He knew that after a hanging there were always some that would try to buy or beg a piece of the rope that had been used. It was said to be a charm or nostrum, keeping them that carried it from violent death. But he did not say this. He looked down at the widow’s hand, clamped like a vice upon his own wrist, until finally she understood his meaning and removed it. “There’s profit here for both of us,” Jannae Mirchella concluded, “if you will play your part.”

“But I’m only halfway answered,” Mag said. “Say this dead man is what you’d have him be, which is no man at all but a devil. And say he’s got such magic tucked about him as you claim. Why would you not just go and take it from him, Frau Mirchella? Why do you need me to do it for you?”

It was clear from the look that crossed the widow’s face then that she took this question very ill indeed. “Are you not my servant?” she demanded. “Don’t I pay you for your labour?”

“Aye, to mend shingles and mortar walls,” Mag said. “You didn’t hire me on to loot corpses. And even as far as the walls and shingles go you’ve yet to pay me a penny. No, Frau Mirchella, I need a better answer than that. And I’ll see your gold before I go fish in a dead man’s pocket to win it.”

Jannae Mirchella ground her teeth. “Your mistrust of me brings your own honesty into question,” she said grimly. “A thief thinks all those he meets are thieves. But I’ll tell you this much, since you ask. There is a charm set about that gentleman’s body – set there by the gentleman himself, while yet he lived. You felt it yourself, when you drew close to it. It was intended to prevent any gross insults upon his person. But the charm was able to discriminate. It would not have kept his manservant from approaching him – or, say, an ostler bringing his horse to him.”

“Do they have horses in Hell?” Mag asked. “And ostlers?”

The widow threw up her hands. “Do you think I visit there often? I’ve no more idea how they live in Hell than an ass has about the catechism! I was giving you an explanation, Herr Tresti, not a treatise. The charm is to protect him against harm. And therefore it spies out those who are most capable of harm. It will let you pass if you do but set your shoulder against it, but it will never admit me. Is that plain enough for you?”

Very plain indeed, Mag thought. And not least about how things stood between the widow and himself. He had known her for a witch, but it was clear to him now that she must be a sorceress of very great power. This being the case, it behoved him to measure both his words and his actions very carefully. There was no denying that such a sum as ten thalers – to say nothing of multiple lots of ten thalers – would be a very good thing to have. And it might be, besides, that if he didn’t please Frau Mirchella in this his regular wages would be forfeit too. But his chiefest concern was how he might come out of this with his skin still on his back.

He would not have gone within a mile of the devil when this latter was yet alive, but being dead he could surely offer no harm, whereas the widow was both living and of a somewhat shrewish disposition. It seemed to Mag that the best course – out of many very bad ones – was to go along with all that she was proposing and then to part company with her as soon as he had taken his wages.

“Well,” he said, stroking his chin, “that sort of money is not to be sneezed at.”

“I should think not,” said the widow with asperity.

“And you swear this, Frau Mirchella? With your hand on your heart? That you’ll deal fairly with me if I do this thing for you, and settle all the debts that lie between us?”

“My word is good,” the widow said, “and so I scorn to swear. What I’ve said, that I will do. And I ask only the same of you.”

Mag finished his brandy, shoring up his spirits for what was to come. “Very well,” he said. “Let’s be about this.”
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The two of them went back out into the garden, the widow leading the way and Mag following on behind. Nothing had changed while they were in the kitchen except that the sky was now overcast where before it had been clear. A grumble of thunder sounded, as if the swagging storm clouds were threatening before they struck.

The fallen devil lay exactly where he had been. Mag stared again at that grey face with anguish stamped on its every feature. It came to him to wonder then whether the devil had been dead even before his cataclysmic fall. Why would such a one topple, after all, if he were strong and hale? Belike he had suffered some terrible blow that had flung him down from… But there Mag’s imagination failed him. Heaven was meant to be the abode of God and of His holy angels, and he who had never believed in either found no way to explain the presence there of a devil. He could have asked the widow, of course, but he felt he had held enough conference with her to last him a goodly while. Without a word he stepped forward.

As before the air seemed to resist him, but he pushed against it as Jannae Mirchella had bid him. For the space of a few quick heartbeats the invisible membrane that held him back stiffened and thickened. Then of a sudden it parted and he stumbled forward, almost tripping over the devil’s outstretched leg before he could stop himself.

The widow called out aloud, words of encouragement or perhaps of instruction, but the sound came to Mag slowed and distorted, more like the lowing of an ox than human speech. “I can’t hear you,” he called back. “Come speak in my ear if you want to be understood.”

This tiny act of defiance cheered him a little. Though he was still deathly afraid he knelt beside the devil and began his search of its person. The first thing he saw was that the black that covered most of its body was thick leather, and was not one thing but many – a jacket, tight breeches and a pair of high boots that began where the breeches ended, just below the knee. The unvaried colour made Mag think at once of a uniform, and this impression was strengthened when he saw on the shoulder of the jacket a device consisting of three blood-red roundels set in a line.

He noticed then that the dead devil had a pack on its back. And after that his gaze fell on the powder horn hanging from its belt.

Why, Mag thought in wonder, you’re no great lord or landowner, Herr Devil. You’re a soldier. That thought brought a great many others crowding in its train. Soldiers were like bees: if you saw but the one of them you generally knew to expect a great many more. It made no sense at all for Satan to have himself a single soldier, but it was easy enough to believe he had an army. And if Hell had an army, why then Heaven was sure to have one too, for if they didn’t then who were all those devils going to fight? Out of this one corpse Mag constructed a whole theology in which God and Satan were generals, the angels and the devils all stalwart troopers and the Bible a recruiter’s pamphlet.

But these revelations, profound though they might be, must be set aside for a quieter moment. The air was prickling against his skin in a way that was unsettling, not uniformly across his body but on the side that faced the corpse, and the widow was still shouting indecipherable words at his back. He undid the devil’s belt clasp and slid the belt free of the body, working it loose with some effort where the devil’s dead weight lay on it. In the process he released both the powder horn and a small purse that he had not noticed.

The purse was of black leather like the devil’s armour, with dark red draw-strings. Mag found it disturbing and unpleasant to hold. It seemed to pulse a little under his fingers, as though it was a heart freshly ripped from a living body. He shook it, but it seemed to be empty. Nonetheless he took purse, powder horn, belt and all back to the widow. She received them with delight, and Mag for his part was glad enough to be rid of them.

“Is our bargain concluded?” Mag asked.

She fixed him with a stare of exasperation and affront. “By no means,” she said. “I can see from here that there is a pack on his back. And he may have pockets aplenty about him. You must search every inch, lest we lose a great treasure through your inattention.”

Mag made no protest, seeing well enough that it would be fruitless. He left Jannae Mirchella poring over the things that he had given her and returned to the corpse. The air did not push so hard against him this time, but the prickling sensation returned as he drew near and there was a foul smell in the air like the smell of a fox’s droppings when they’re still fresh and wet. Steeling himself he resumed his search, this time rummaging through the devil’s backpack.

He had expected the pack to contain the same things you would find in a human soldier’s pack – a tin cup and plate, a blanket, a spare uniform shirt, perhaps a water bottle since the devil had worn none at his waist. None of these things were present. What Mag found instead were two bracelets of copper-coloured metal, tarnished and battered and lacking in ornament apart from a small green stone set into each; a notebook or journal with a cover of grey leather and a black ribbon to tie it shut; a hand-mill for salt, and what looked to Mag like a seamstress’s thimble except that its end was not rounded but tapered into a slender curved hook.

Mag had been trying to breathe only through his mouth the while he searched, because the smell had now become more vexatious than ever. Unless he was imagining things the devil’s flesh seemed to be discolouring and sinking in on itself, taking on the bruised iridescence of spoiled meat. It was with some relief that he beat his retreat a second time and presented his haul to the widow. She was still examining the purse, which she seemed to be having some difficulty in opening, but she set it aside and seized hold of the new items with greedy fascination. Mag was about to ask again if his task was now done, but his gorge heaved and he had to clasp his hand to his mouth to keep from vomiting at the widow’s feet.

She looked from him to the gathered objects and then back again to him. “Go to, Herr Tresti, go to!” she cried impatiently. “What if someone were to come and lay claim to the body, and take it out of our hands? Go to, I say! Don’t stand there idle like a child!”

With gritted teeth Mag went a third time into the fray. The air around the corpse was now so foul that he could only take shallow sips of it, sucking it in through his mouth while trying to keep his nose altogether out of the matter. His head was spinning and his eyes watering, so he could no longer be sure what he was seeing, but it seemed to him that the corpse was decaying in front of his eyes. The uniform was sinking into folds and creases as though the body within were shrinking or melting away. The devil’s mouth, which had been closed, was now gaping open with the lips peeled back from blackened teeth that were pointed like so many nails.

Mag went hunting for pockets, his face half turned away. He found none in the jacket, but in the breeches there were two that went very deep. The first contained a brass field glass of the kind that folds in on itself for storage but can be extended in use. In the second was a blunt lozenge of metal, a box, only a little bigger than Mag’s palm. He opened it, and knew the contents at once. A flint, a steel striker and a few strips or shreds of charcloth. This was a tinderbox.

Mag stared at it, forgetting for a moment the stench of the poisoned air and the urgency of his errand. His mind flew from this dead body to another, that of the murdered man he had found in the forest on the first day after he had crossed the border into Allesheim. He had wanted to burn that body but had been obliged to bury it under a cairn because he had had no way of making a flame.

Out of that memory came a hot spark of belligerence. Why should the widow keep all the bounty from this windfall, when Mag was the only one who was working to gather it? True, she had promised him ten thalers for every item he brought to her, and to judge by the look of it this tinderbox was worth a groat or two at best, so in a sense he would only be robbing himself, but he was minded to keep it nonetheless. He imagined himself walking back into Rubik with the widow’s coin jingling in his pocket, buying an ounce or two of tobacco and lighting up his old pipe. It would make a change to have a proper smoke for once instead of just chewing on the end of the pipe’s stem like a baby worrying the tip of its mother’s finger.

These thoughts went through Mag’s head in the time it takes a man to clap his hands. Kneeling beside the corpse he had his back to the widow. She might have moved to obtain a better view, but she had seemed too engrossed in the treasures he had brought her. Without hesitation, angling his shoulder so as to conceal the movement as best he could, he slipped the tinderbox into his pocket. It made only a very small bulge there, which he hoped would not be noticed.

No sooner had he done this than the body, which had been putrefying in front of his eyes, passed some point of crisis and burst suddenly into flame. With a muttered curse Mag scrambled back. It was well he did, for the blaze quickly engulfed the whole carcase from toe to crown. It was as though the devil’s body were composed mostly of oil or grease. It boiled and seethed as it burned and spat out smoking globules of mingled black and orange that hissed like snakes when they splashed across the broken stone of the paving slabs.

Mag climbed to his feet and backed away still further, though even now the fierceness of the heat was abating. In less time than it would take a man to count to ten the devil’s body was gone. All that was left was a charred and blackened circle ten feet across and a heavy stink in the air as of brimstone and spoiled meat.

“Was anything lost?” Jannae Mirchella wailed. “Curse you if you were too slow!” She came running up behind Mag, and seemed to have no trouble now in drawing near to the spot where the devil had lain. Whatever power had kept her back before must have dissipated along with the fire. She cast her hands over the blackened space, her eyes first narrowed to slits and then wholly closed, the while she muttered sounds that Mag could not parse into words.

At last she sighed bitterly and turned to him, favouring him with a look almost of accusation. “There was more,” she said. “There must have been more. This that you’ve given me is a half of what was there, at best.”

“I got what was there to be had,” Mag told her. “There was nothing more but only this.” He held out the field glass. The widow stared at it for a moment, frowning in deep concentration. Then she all but snatched it out of his hand.

“Good,” she muttered. “Yes, I think so. Very good!”

“It’s everything I could find,” Mag said. “And with the rest it’s good enough for a ransom of some ninety thalers. Or eighty if we count the two bracelets together, for I’m a reasonable man and I’ll not argue the point.”

Jannae Mirchella was still staring at the field glass. She pulled her attention back to Mag, regarding him with ill humour. “Oh you think so?” she asked. “I hoped you would bring me treasures, Herr Tresti. I see no treasures here. These are such things as any man might have carried about his person.”

Mag opened his mouth to protest this high-handed behaviour, but the widow spoke again before he could get a word out. “Yes, yes, yes,” she said impatiently. “You need not throw my words back in my face. I know what I promised, and I won’t stand here haggling with you like a fishwife. You’ll have what’s due to you, counted out to the last penny.”

A sly, calculating look came over her face. “But you mustn’t look to have it just yet,” she went on, wagging a bony finger at him. “I took you on to do such work as I needed done. When the work is finished I’ll pay you all that I owe you and then you may be gone as quickly as you like. But a worker demanding his wages before he’s finished his labour is a thing I never heard yet. There’s a great deal still to be done, Herr Tresti. And first of all—” indicating with a toss of her sharp chin the scorched and shattered stone where the fallen devil had lain “—you must make that clean and tidy.”

She bustled away with some haste, clutching the devil’s belongings to her bosom. Though she had sneered at them it seemed to Mag that she had a great eagerness to take them – the field glass especially – away to some private place where she could examine them at her leisure.

He looked down at the circle of black soot and grey cinders. It would take him the rest of the day to scrub that filthy residue off the stones, and they would still be broken into flinders once he was done. It seemed a waste of effort.

Nonetheless he drew some water from the pump and went into the kitchen to fetch a scoop of lye. He found the widow standing on the stone flags at the centre of the room. She had taken down one of the great carving knives that hung on the far wall, plucking it out of its nest of cobwebs. She was drawing her fingers down the length of the knife to its point and then beginning again at the tip of the handle, the movement repeated at a slow, methodical pace. Her back was to him, as it had been when he had seen her commanding pots and skillets and ladles with her bare words.

She was speaking again now, murmuring to the steel as she whetted its neglected edge. Mag could not hear all the words she spoke, but there was one that was louder than the rest and he heard that clearly enough. “Find,” the widow whispered. “Find, find, find.”

As Mag watched, the knife stirred in her hands and rose into the air as if it were a flake of weightless ash lifted on the updraught from a fire. It began to turn as the needle in a compass turns, until at last it pointed at his heart. The widow Mirchella turned with it, slowly and inexorably.

Mag did not wait to meet her gaze. He abandoned all thought of reward and fled straightway out of the kitchen, across the weed-choked garden, over the rusted fence and on into the night.







8

Night comes earlier to the forest than it does to open land. The branches of the trees seem to weave the darkness between them like a skein of cloth on a loom, thicker with each passing moment, until the fabric of the eventide hangs down from their canopies to the ground below.

Mag hadn’t meant to enter the forest at all, but in running headlong from the widow’s house he quickly left the road just by keeping to the straight line that would take him the furthest distance in the shortest time. Once he was among the trees the darkness gathered quickly around him. There was a half-moon but a heavy overcast, so such light as broke through came down in tatters, fitful and unreliable. He fled until he could barely see the path under his feet or the trees on either side. A fallen log loomed in front of him, but he saw it at the last moment and leaped over it like a startled deer. A raised root tripped him, but he scrambled up again and resumed his panic flight. He only stopped at last when he ran directly into a tree and all but brained himself.

Sitting on the forest floor with his head in his hands, Mag tried to collect his thoughts and come to terms with what had passed. He had lodged in a witch’s house, and contracted to work for her. Then a devil had fallen out of the sky and he had looted its person, taking from it diverse items both familiar and unusual. He had given these objects to the witch, in compliance with their agreement, and she had… well, he knew not what she had done with them, but it seemed she had decided to murder him rather than pay him what he was owed. Why? She had spoken only moments before of making him finish his work before he took his hire. What had changed her mind?

She had found out that he had stolen the tinderbox! It could be nothing else, and the thought all but unmanned him. A small moan escaped his lips and he bowed a little lower to the ground as though to duck a blow that hadn’t fallen. The tinderbox was still in his pocket. He could feel its weight there against his hip. The widow wanted it, for whatever reason, and she thought nothing of shedding his heart’s blood to come by it. Suppose she pursued him, armed with the tempest’s teeth and the fires of Hell?

He might be wrong, of course. Perhaps it was some other person or object that Frau Mirchella wanted found. But even if that were so, she could only impute base motives to Mag’s running away. She would want to ensure that he had stolen nothing in taking his leave of her. Or else she would hale him back so he could complete his labours. With the unholy powers she had at her beck she could make a slave of him, and there would be precious little he could do about it. He could throw the box away, but that was unlikely to make a difference if she had decided to pursue him for it. She might well be doubly furious that after taking it from her he had then gone on to lose it!

So he could not wait. By dark or day, he must be off. He found his feet again and stumbled on through the undergrowth, aided by feeble starlight and by the moon’s radiance when it deigned to show itself. He walked on for what felt like four or five hours, but probably only covered some four or five miles’ distance in all that time. He couldn’t even be sure of his bearings any more. He might have turned himself around and be heading back towards the widow’s house. At any moment now he might break out of the trees and see it rising before him, with flickering red firelight showing from the kitchen.

Defeated by exhaustion and by the horror of this thought he sank down at last and slept. He did not sleep well. He had left his greatcoat behind him at the widow’s house, and the night was cold. He might have lit a fire, for now he had the tools that were needful for such a thing, but he was afraid of announcing himself to anyone that might perchance be searching for him. So he shivered and dozed, woke again with first light and carried on walking.

The road he had been on had been the main east–west highway that ended a great many leagues further on at the capital, Königsbrucke. This far to the east, though, it was no highway but a meandering path that was more often packed earth than cobbles, and it would be hard for Mag to find it again now that he was so deep among the trees. He steered by the sun, angling his steps westward so that at the very least he would be heading away from the places he had already been – from the village of Rubik and from the widow’s house.

Despite the horrors of the day before it was a joy to be out in the world again after the constraints of the widow’s house. He was heartened too by the weather, which was an improvement on the day before. The sun was out, at least, though it continued cold with a freshening wind that cut like any razor. Still, it felt like the first real day of spring after a long, drear winter. For all his recent travails and his less than promising circumstances Mag sang as he walked, first the battle hymn of his former regiment – stultifying but stirring – and then a medley of garbled snatches from operatic arias he had learned from Giovanni de Luca.

These songs were mostly plaints voiced by betrayed and abandoned maidens or protestations of love from impassioned swains, full of elaborate poetry and overblown emotion. They lifted Mag’s spirits even more than the weather did, chiefly because of the memories they evoked. In his time with Giovanni de Luca he had discovered first the world and then himself, insofar as he knew himself at all. Nothing in later life could efface those moments or loom as large as them in his memory, which helped him to put the events of the day before in a different perspective. They were still momentous and frightening, but the feelings they engendered were no longer overwhelming – and though he still feared Jannae Mirchella’s pursuit he was able to put that fear at a distance. How likely was it that she would care enough about such a minor annoyance as his defection? The tinderbox, after all, was a piece of nothing. And things in the kingdom as a whole being what they were, it would not be long before another needy man knocked at her door and offered her his service. She would forget Magnus Tresti soon enough.

Luck seemed to be with him that day. After an hour of walking he found a spring where he was able to quench his thirst, and growing along its banks a patch of wild violets and chickweed. These were old friends to anyone who had spent as much time as he had in tramping the roads, being both edible and nutritious. Mag ate his fill – the first food to pass his lips since the previous day’s breakfast.

In the late afternoon he found the road again. A milestone told him he was only seven miles west of Rubik, which was less than he had hoped. When he fled in the night he must have spent a great deal of his time running in the wrong direction. Still, he had his bearings now and he would not lose them again. He strode on towards the setting sun at a brisk pace. He had no money and no prospects but he was a free man again and he found that counted for much.
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Just before night fell Mag arrived at the town of Fuldenschau. It was a close-run thing because Fuldenschau was large enough and prosperous enough to have a wall, and the main gate closed with the setting of the sun. Mag was among the last to squeeze through before it was locked up for the night.

The watchmen at the gate looked him over disparagingly, then searched him from crown to toe. There was nothing to find save his pocket knife and the tinderbox, neither of which the watchmen gave more than a glance. Mag suspected that what they were looking for was a white kerchief, as proof that he was a brigand in the so-called Ghost Army. “What’s your business here?” one of them demanded. “We’ve already got more than enough beggars.”

“I’m no beggar,” Mag said. “I’ve family here. The Schliemanns.”

“Oh yes. And where do they bide?”

“On Kirchenstrasse.”

It was a gamble, but not a wild one. What town didn’t have a Kirchenstrasse? Begrudgingly the watchmen waved him through and Mag went his way, careful not to look back.

He ambled slowly through the darkening streets of the town, glancing at every building he passed. Most had their shutters closed, but here and there he saw an inn still open or a house where some entertainment was towards, with music and raised voices drifting out into the dark.

The question of where he would spend the night loomed. Better behind a wall than out in the forest, certainly, but with the coming of twilight a bitter chill had settled. He had left behind what remained from his decommissioning monies along with his greatcoat, so until he could find work he had no coin to pay for lodgings. Not for the first time Mag cursed his fortunes that he had fallen in with a witch, and such a cozening one as could not pay a man his wages but must needs set knives on him when he had done no more nor less than he was bid to.

Well, he amended scrupulously, that truth was not unalloyed. He had taken the tinderbox for himself, when he had contracted to turn over everything he found on the dead devil’s body. Still and all, a pox on Jannae Mirchella if she thought that was reason enough to cheat a man and practise on his life!

He passed a structure that was larger than most, with a great many windows all of which were dark. A civic building of some kind, Mag guessed, where nobody resided and whose business was all done in daylight. If he could find a way in he could perhaps sleep there, so long as he made sure to leave before the sun came up.

He was cautious, lingering for a while in the building’s shadow until the street was empty. Then he made his way quickly to the rear. Choosing one window out of many he smashed a pane out of it with a loose cobblestone that he’d prised up from the street. After that it was an easy matter to release the catch, slide the window up and scramble inside.

He found himself in what he thought was a corridor, until he realised that it was only an aisle in a very large space broken up by racks of shelves that went from floor to ceiling. The shelves were caves full of dark, but when Mag reached out he felt smooth fabric. Bolts of cloth, or else rolled-up carpets. The building must be a warehouse.

Never one to quarrel with good fortune, Mag hauled down one of the heavy cylinders and tugged on it until it unrolled. The material felt fine and smooth enough to be silk, which meant he was probably damaging it just by touching it, but the chill night air left little room in him for compunction. He wrapped himself in several folds of the cloth, gathering some more behind his head to serve as a pillow, and settled down to sleep.

He might have done better to make himself less comfortable. When he next opened his eyes the room was not dark but bright, with sunlight streaming through the window he had broken onto his face. But the thing that had awakened him was not the light: it was a low, throaty growl from just beside his head.

“Best not to move,” a man’s voice said. “Goliath will have your throat out if you try to run.”

“I’m no thief,” Mag said, stating the obvious. “I only came in here to keep warm. If you were to let me go it would be a Christian kindness.”

A man leaned over him. A tin whistle hung from a thick chain around his neck. He had a rope gripped tight in his fist on the other end of which was Goliath, a very ill-favoured Pinscher dog with only the one eye but more than enough teeth to make Mag’s day a sad one. The man’s face was mostly beard until a huge grin split it in two. “If I were to let you go, that would be the end of my job. Sit up slowly now, and you may get to keep all your fingers.”

In due course the man’s whistle brought two burly watch officers. One of the two Mag recognised as the guard at the gate who had cautioned him that the town had no need of beggars. He knew Mag too, and seemed to take a certain satisfaction in his downfall. “As soon as I saw your face,” he said with a hand clamped on Mag’s shoulder more tightly than was necessary, “I knew what sort you were.”

“The sort with no money in his pocket,” Mag said. “Yes, you had me right.”

“The sort that steals,” the officer said. “The sort that murders. You’re a Ghost after all.”

“I never did either one of those things,” Mag said stoutly. But then he remembered the tinderbox and was cast down. Why protest his uprightness and decency when he had looted a corpse? In any case it seemed he had already said too much. The two officers beat him soundly before haling him away between them as if he were a sack of cabbages.

Fuldenschau boasted a donjon, a grey stone structure of some antiquity that stood off the main square to one side of the Rathaus. It was a round tower with two rooms on each storey apart from the first, which was the guard station. Here the watch officers presented Mag to their captain and explained that he had been caught in the act of robbing the silk merchants’ warehouse on Altstrasse.

“I wasn’t robbing it,” Mag said, the words slurred and halting because one side of his face was swollen up from the beating. “Only sleeping there.”

The captain was playing at jeu de dames with another man and barely looked up. He unhooked from his belt a massive iron ring bristling with keys and held it out to the officers. “Put him in number two,” he said. “And put his name in the book.”

One of the officers shook Mag as a washerwoman would have shaken out a sheet. “What’s your name, thief?” he demanded.

“M… Magnus Tresti!” Mag gasped. “Veteran of Lord Ulich’s Stalwarts, honourably discharged.”

If he’d harboured hopes that his military service would earn him any respect or courtesy they were disappointed. The officers dragged him away without ceremony, one of them gripping him by his hair while the other twisted his arm behind his back. They hauled him up a flight of stone steps, dished in the middle by centuries of constant comings and goings.

One of them unlocked a broad iron door with a key so large and heavy that it would have made a serviceable mace. They thrust Mag into a room perhaps six or seven strides wide that held nothing but a cot bed with no blankets and a piss pot. A single window, high up and narrow, let in a grudging half-light. The door was closed and locked behind him without a word being said.

With a heavy heart Mag sat down on the bottom of the cot bed. Then he stood up again hastily, seeing at once that its straw ticking was home to a teeming tribe of bed bugs. He relocated to the floor, setting his back against the wall. He rested his head on his folded arms and did his best to think of nothing at all.

But to think of nothing is a great deal harder than it looks, especially when you’re in pain. Mag’s thoughts strayed to that musket ball at Ketowik, and the unbroken chain of bad luck it had brought with it. The wound had left him lame, which had led to his being cashiered. Being cashiered he had come home, to a country impoverished and hardened by years of war. Finding no work he had fallen into the employ of the widow Mirchella. And since the widow had refused to pay him he had fled from her house without a penny in his pocket. Being destitute he had broken into the warehouse, which had led directly and inexorably to this.

Mag muttered a curse, an imprecation on all deceitful widows and callous watch officers wheresoever they lodged. He sat where he was until contact with the frigid stone floor began to make him lose all feeling in his backside. Then he stood and paced around a while, rubbing his arms where the chill air had raised gooseflesh. His gaze roamed ever and again towards the bed. Could he bring himself to lie in it when night came on, knowing what it housed? The alternative was to try to sleep sitting on the floor. And either way he was like to freeze.

Hours passed. All Mag had to measure the time was the shifting gradient of the light that trickled in through the window’s slitted embrasure, like the gnomon of a sundial. When the light began at last to fail, he heard the sound of a bolt being drawn back.

A hatch in the bottom of the door slid open, and an unseen hand thrust a bowl through the gap. A moment later an earthenware jug joined the bowl. Then the hatch slammed shut again and the bolt shot home.

The bowl contained soup. It was as thin as water but had some taste to it, even if most of the taste was salt that stung his split lip cruelly. The jug was half-full of water, unpleasantly warm. Mag ate the broth and drank a little of the water. He was very thirsty and could have emptied the whole jug in three deep gulps, but who could guess how long it would be before the hatch opened again? It was best to assume the worst.

What was left of the day’s light ebbed slowly out of the cell, until by and by Mag was left entirely in the dark. His body ached from the blows he had received and his heart ached too. It had been too long since anyone showed him the smallest kindness; too long since his being alive rather than dead had been a thing of import to anyone other than himself. He was wary of self-pity, as being an emotion that fed on bitterness and shat more bitterness in the soul of him that fed it. Still, the day had been hard.

This night was even more savagely cold than the night before had been, and now Mag had no bolt of cloth in which to wrap himself. The chill entered his bones, already aching, and made them ache more deeply. He banged on the door and yelled for a guard to come. “I’m freezing in here!” he shouted. “Bring me a blanket or two, for the love of God!”

There was no answer and nobody came. Over the next hour as he paced back and forth to keep warm Mag’s body began to shake, only a little at first but soon more violently and uncontrollably. For a long, painful time the tremors wracked and rattled him but then they faded again almost as quickly as they had come, to be replaced with a terrible torpor. He could no longer stand, but must use the wall for support if he wished to stay upright.

He had seen men freeze to death in the army and knew these stages for what they were. With his greatcoat wrapped around him he could have outfaced the cold or at least endured it, but his thin shirt and breeches did nothing to keep it out. If he fell asleep like this he might not wake up again. He could die for the offence of breaking a window and crumpling a bolt of cloth.

The absurdity of that thought roused him at last to defiance. He was not without resources, after all. He had the wooden frame of the bed to make a fire and the straw ticking of the mattress for kindling. Most importantly, he had the tinderbox. The officers had not bothered to confiscate it, though they had taken his pocket knife. Doubtless he would be beaten again for damaging official property, and the cost of it would be added to whatever penalty he must finally pay, but that was better than freezing to death.

He tried one last time to call for help. “If nobody comes I’m going to set a fire,” he bellowed, hammering on the door. “As God’s my witness, I mean it!” Once again no answer came.

“A pox on you then,” Mag muttered.

Groping in the dark, he took hold of the bed frame’s lower end and leaned his weight on it, folding the legs under while he bent the tops of its corner posts outwards. Then he pulled the other way, letting the legs splay out as far as they would go. The wood was old and the bed was not well made. With a rending crack the end snapped away from the rest of the frame. Mag dashed it on the ground until it splintered into pieces. Then he eviscerated the mattress, hauling out great handfuls of straw which he packed in around the sundered wood.

He fished the tinderbox from his pocket and opened it up. He took out the flint and the striker. The striker had an odd feel to it. It was the shape of the brawler’s weapon sometimes called a knuckle bow, which was a sensible enough design although not one that he had seen before. But it had more than one striking surface, the smooth steel etched and stamped in at least three different places.

Mag considered what he was about to do. Was it pure madness? It felt a little like. When once the fire caught he would have no way of putting it out again. He might burn to death instead of freezing. Or the smoke might stifle him, for that one little window wouldn’t do much to clear it.

Yes, it might well be madness. Let it be so. He embraced it. He had come as far as he could by crawling on his knees: he would die on his feet.

“Fiat lux!” he murmured blasphemously, and struck the spark.

It was not so much a spark as a stark white glare that dazzled his eyes and turned the night to day. It was so like a lightning flash that Mag expected a peal of thunder to follow it, but there was no sound at all except the faint chink the steel made as it hit the stone. When at last he blinked the dark spatter of after-shadows out of his eyes he was no longer alone. A man stood beside him, somehow clearly visible in the midnight black of the cell as if he were painted on the darkness rather than hidden by it.

He was such a man as Mag had never seen, or (it might be) had seen but once. He was tall and solidly built, his chest as deep as a barrel and his shoulders as broad as a clothier’s yard. Long hair spilled across his shoulders, as red as blood. His eyes were red too, as was the skin of his face. It was not a settled red, though: rather it was like a banked fire, glowing from within with its own stored heat. It was a striking face, its lines clean and well proportioned. If not for its alarming colour it would have passed for handsome. He wore the same black leather armour as the devil that had fallen from the sky. There was a great broadsword strapped across his back and a holstered pistol at his waist.

The man regarded Mag with cold detachment. It was a look, Mag felt, that took the full measure of him, darkness notwithstanding, and did not so much judge him wanting as find all its expectations, good and bad and indifferent, exactly met. The man seemed to know him, inside and out. And somewhere underneath the calm surface of his gaze was a fury as deep as the roots of the world.
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Mag stared open-mouthed, as one struck dumb. He could not move, or even breathe.

His visitor did not move either, but stood favouring him with the same regard, hot and cold at once. “And has it come to this?” he said. “Are you to be my commander?”

The voice was not loud, but it was so deep and so throbbing with resonance that it seemed to press against Mag’s skin like a thing of solid substance. Mag could make no sense at all of the words; and this stranger, at once like and unlike the dead devil in Jannae Mirchella’s garden, struck such a terror into his heart that he could muster no words of his own in response. He fell to his knees and covered his head with his crossed arms. It was the stance of a soldier on a battlefield, assailed by cannon fire and driven by raw and ragged instinct when common sense should tell him he’s already dead.

“Please!” he managed at last. And then again “Please!”

The red-faced man cleared his throat, as one commanding the attention of a gossiping crowd. When Mag dared at last to lower his arms and look up he found his visitor standing over him with arms folded, one thumb raised to touch the point of his chin. “You appear to be misreading this situation,” he said, in that same rich and reverberating voice. “I offer you no violence. In the nature of things I cannot, since you hold the box. I confess it perplexes me to find myself now answerable to a mortal man, but it’s not requisite that I understand. Only that I obey. Tell me what service you would have me perform.”

Mag stared for a few moments longer, his mouth agape, until at last some shreds of meaning came together in his mind. “Obey?” he repeated, bewildered. “You? Obey me?”

“Yes,” the red-faced man agreed. “That is the way of it. Was it not me you meant to summon? If Dorsa or Borrigor better suits your needs, say it and I will depart.”

“But…” Mag said, “but why? Why would you do what I tell you to? And what are you? By your red skin I’d say a devil!”

The man frowned. “My name is Keal,” he said. “If by devil you mean one that left the muster of Heaven to serve lord Satan then yes, I am a devil. More importantly in respect of your present inquiry, I am a chained devil. I obey you because you hold the totem to which I have been chained – the tinderbox of Captain Apirox.”

“And… and you will not harm me?” Mag asked. This seemed an important thing to clarify. Much of the rest he could not fathom at all, apart from the fact that this was indeed a demon out of Hell like the one whose corpse he had looted.

“I have told you I cannot.” The devil heaved a sigh, as if oppressed by a deep sorrow.

“What ails you?” Mag asked.

“Why, you do,” said the devil. “The box compels my actions but not my emotions. It galls me greatly to find I must now do the bidding of a creature so far beneath me. If I were not constrained as you see I would tear your heart out of your chest and eat it.”

Mag shuddered, for the hunger in the devil’s voice was all too plain to hear. Now that his first shock and terror had faded he began to understand the enormity of what had just happened.

“But you can’t,” he said, “tear my heart out?”

“For the third time, no.”

“You have to help me, if I ask it.”

“Truly, your intellect awes and humbles me. You seem at last to have mastered the essence of this situation in which we find ourselves, after only a very few repetitions. Yes, little man, I am enforced to help you. I have no choice in the matter.”

“Then make me a fire, for I’m freezing to death!”

“Oh, that’s easy.” The devil snapped his fingers. The wood and straw Mag had painstakingly gathered burst at once into flame. The sight of it forced a strangled laugh from Mag’s mouth. He shuffled forward until he was almost on top of the blaze, closing his eyes with a shiver of pleasure as its heat washed over and through him. He realised as he did this that the tinderbox, along with its flint and striker, was no longer in his hand. He had dropped all these things in his shock at the devil’s sudden appearance. He gathered them up again hastily, holding them pressed against his chest, though the devil had made no move to take them back. Important though the box evidently was, it seemed – to Mag’s great relief – that his possession of it did not cease when he let go of it.

“Will there be anything else?” the devil asked.

“Yes!” Mag declared. “Bring me food! I haven’t eaten in two days!”

“What is it you eat, little man? If I bring you what I feast on, you’re like to die of it.”

“Chicken,” Mag said boldly. “Roasted in an oven, with the skin on. Potatoes. Dumplings. A parsnip or two, or carrots, or cabbage. And a jug of gravy.”

The devil considered a moment. “And implements to eat with, or will you use your fingers?”

“I’ll need a knife and fork,” Mag conceded. Then as the thoughts struck him quick on each other’s heels. “And a table. And a chair to sit on. And a candle or a taper so I can see what I’m eating.” He hesitated. “Is that too much?”

The devil let out a huff of breath, which might have signified either amusement or affront. “I faced Gabriel in duello once,” he said. “This will hurt nothing save my dignity.”

He disappeared as suddenly as he had arrived, but before Mag could so much as stir he was back again. Moreover he brought with him all the things that Mag had requested. The table was of dark wood and big enough to seat a dozen. It filled the cell almost from end to end. A whole roast chicken sat in the centre of it surrounded by bowls piled high with vegetables of all kinds, a tureen of bubbling gravy and a crystal decanter full of some dark red stuff that must be wine. A place was set for Mag at the table’s further end. Keal pulled out a chair, at an angle because it was wedged in quite tightly against the wall.

“Will it please you to sit?” he said, with pointed courtesy.

Mag took his courage in both hands and approached the table, skirting around the fire which was still blazing away. He took the proffered seat and Keal pushed it back in again a little way. Now that he was this close Mag found that the devil’s person was not in all ways what he would have expected of a servant of Hell. There were no claws on his hands, which indeed were a great deal cleaner than Mag’s own with the nails properly trimmed. He wore rings too, which seemed to Mag a very human kind of adornment. Most were of silver or gold, but one was of braided hair.

The other thing Mag could not forebear to notice was that Keal had a smell. It was not a brimstone stench such as he might have expected but a sweetness like cloves or cinnamon.

Setting the tinderbox down at his right hand Mag tucked into the meal, which was excellent – the meat of the chicken moist and succulent, the vegetables soft and savoury, the gravy rich and full of spice. Only when he had taken the edge off his ravenous hunger did he remember to pour himself a glass of the wine. And it was later still, after taking a deep swig of the stuff, that he recalled his manners.

“This is wonderful!” he said. “Thank you kindly, Herr Devil. But will you not dine with me?”

Keal, who had been watching in silence all this while, shook his head decidedly. “I’m not used to eat dead animals,” he said. “Or worts plucked from the earth.”

“A glass of wine, then?”

Keal gave that a moment’s thought, but shook his head again. “I fear it would not be appropriate,” he said. “We’re of two different worlds, you and I – and though I needs must obey you I owe you no respect or affection. Remember what I said about tearing your heart out. It’s best that we maintain a distance that befits our separate stations.”

“It’s good wine, though,” said Mag, who refused to be outfaced for all that this was a devil he was talking to. “The best I’ve tasted.”

“It should be,” Keal agreed. “It came from the mayor’s cellar. The rest of the meal came from the dining table of a wealthy burgher two streets away.”

Mag paused for a moment, a forkful of meat halfway to his mouth. “I looked not to make anyone go hungry,” he said.

“No? But every action brings its train of consequences, little man. Please don’t think of me as a neutral medium, for I am none. I took the man’s table too, and the chair he was about to sit in. I assume he fell on his arse, but I didn’t stay to watch.”

Mag resumed eating, but some of his joy dissipated as he ruminated on these words. “Do all devils make so free with other people’s property?” he asked.

“You’re the one that’s eating, not me,” Keal pointed out. “And I sincerely doubt that my captain gifted you his tinderbox because he desired you to have something to remember him by.”

“He’s dead,” Mag admitted. “He was dead when I took it.”

“So I assumed.”

“But I’m not one that goes about to steal.”

“No?” The devil’s tone was dry.

“No,” Mag insisted. “All my life I’ve followed honest trades.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’re a fine fellow.” The devil examined his fingernails.

Mag gave the thing up. In this instance he was a thief, so there was nothing to be gained by pleading his innocence. In any case he could see that Keal was mocking him and he wished to give him no further vantage from which to do it. He wiped his mouth on a linen napkin that he found beside his plate. He pushed back the chair and stood.

“I should like to beg a third favour of you, Herr Devil,” he said.

“If it’s a favour then I refuse it,” Keal said. “I’m bound to the tinderbox, as I’ve already told you. Command me if you like.”

“I command it then,” Mag said. “Break down yonder wall and set me free from this place.”

“Ah,” said Keal. “No.”

Mag blinked. “No? But you said—”

“I know what I said, little man. I’ve not forgotten the rules I’m bound by. Listen, though. I brought you a knife and fork with which to eat your supper, and they served you well enough, did they not? But if I’d offered you a trowel and a pitchfork you’d have had a thinner time of it.”

“So?”

“So for breaking down walls you need a different tool. I’m not saying I couldn’t do it, but it’s not a thing in which I excel.”

“What should I do, then?” Mag asked.

“Take out the striker, and I’ll show you.”

Mag opened the tinderbox and once again removed the striker and the flint. He held out the striker to Keal, who – careful not to touch it – pointed to the striations on its surface. “These three areas,” he explained, “the ones that are ridged in order to catch the flint and force a spark from it, are called sellae, or saddles. The lowest, this one here with the squared grain, is mine. So when you touched it to the flint it was I who came in answer. The one in the middle which is scored six ways summons my sister in arms, Dorsa. But for breaking down walls you should strike the third saddle, which has only three raised ridges in parallel. That one summons Borrigor Tromaktikes, known as the siege-breaker.”

Mag made to bring striker and flint together again, but Keal stayed his hand by cupping it in both of his own. Mag felt a slight thrill at the unexpected touch, and caught his breath. Keal’s hands were not hot, as to judge by their angry colour they should have been, but as cool as marble and as smooth as aged leather. That light touch betokened a dizzying strength.

“Stand against the wall first,” Keal advised. “My friend requires a great deal of room.”

Mag retreated back to the cell door. Keal remained where he was, his head slightly bowed, tapping the smallest finger of his left hand against the crystal decanter. “Might I ask a question, little man, before I leave you to my friend’s good offices?” he said.

“Of course,” Mag said. “What is it?”

“I was merely wondering whether you removed anything else from Captain Apirox’s body along with his tinderbox. Say, a notebook or letter.”

“There was a notebook,” Mag said. “But I left it with someone else. The box was the only thing I took away with me. Why?”

“No matter. I was merely curious. Were you able to determine how the captain met his end?”

“Only that he died in pain. I saw that on his face. But there were no wounds on him that I saw.”

“And the disposition of his body?”

“It caught fire and burned away to nothing.”

Keal crooked an eyebrow. “Efficient,” he murmured. “Probably that conjuration has been laid on all of us. We’re not meant to move among your kind, and our being found here would be an embarrassment to our commanders. I should have expected that the contingency had been taken into account.” He looked up at last, signalling with his hand that Mag should proceed. “Well, I am answered. Go to, little man. Find your freedom. It’s most likely where you left it last.”

Mag drove the flint against the striker, in the place that Keal had called the third saddle. His eyes were dazzled once more as brilliant light filled the cell, not white this time but white tinged with blue. And where Keal’s arrival had been silent there was now a rending crash as of a great tree falling to the last of a hundred axe blows.

When Mag could see again what he saw was a wall that had suddenly arisen right in front of his face – a wall that was all on a tilt and seemed about to fall. A crack ran down its rugged, uneven surface. The top of it bore a single crown or crenelation, as if it was a piece of a city’s wall that had been transplanted here.

But it was not a wall. It was flesh, greenish grey in hue and thick with great ropes of muscle. In fact it was the torso of a man. The crack was simply the gap between the man’s chest and arm, and the crenelation his head.

As with Keal, though, and as with the dead devil in Jannae Mirchella’s garden, man seemed a questionable word to apply here. The curve of this new visitor’s shoulder was level with Mag’s head, but only because he was kneeling. He was so huge in stature that he all but filled the room, so huge he couldn’t even stand but must crouch down and duck his head even to fit in the strait confines of the cell. His grey-green flesh was devoid of hair and shone in the firelight with a creamy lustre as if it had been varnished. He was kneeling amid the wreckage of the table. He had materialised right on top of it, and the crash Mag had heard was most likely its falling into ruin.

A rumbling voice sounded from up near the ceiling like distant thunder. It was a single word. “What?”

Mag looked up. From above the braided bulk of that great body, past the cliff-like overhang of a shoulder, a great yellow eye like a full moon regarded him distantly and dispassionately. It seemed to have no partner. Underneath it, a lipless mouth somewhat like the beak of a bird cracked open. “What?” it demanded again.

Awed and terrified, Mag licked dry lips and pointed. “Br-break down the wall,” he stammered, “and let me out of this place.”

The eye shifted, looking away from Mag, flicking from right to left to take in the whole of the cell’s confines.

“Which wall?” the voice growled.

“The outside wall. The one with the window in it.” At the last moment, as the devil shifted his great bulk, Mag saw the danger and cried out “But also keep me from harm the while you do it!”

The devil dipped his head, which Mag took to be an acknowledgement.

Then he stood.
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Fuldenschau’s donjon had endured for almost three hundred years. It had undergone some changes in that time, most notably from the inner keep of a now demolished fortress to a place of confinement, but the elegant simplicity of its design – a single tower built around a single stairwell with a single entry and exit point – had kept it in constant use throughout its existence. Its exterior walls were made of granite slabs half a yard in thickness. They had never been breached. No prisoner had succeeded in prising away one of the great stone blocks, chipping or scraping a hole in it or pushing it out of place.

When Borrigor Tromaktikes stood upright, he brought that unblemished history to an abrupt end.

The devil did not straightway attack the wall, though. The first thing that happened was that his head and shoulders, as he straightened his back, were thrust through the ceiling of Mag’s cell and up into the cell above, which fortunately had no occupant. The displaced blocks of stone, each heavy enough to crush a man thinner than an eggshell, tumbled down on all sides, but Borrigor extended his arm over Mag’s head to ward them off so he remained untouched.

When the rain of stones stopped, Borrigor advanced. Two paces brought him to the outer wall. He folded his right hand into a fist, brought back his arm and squared his shoulder.

The first punch landed with a sound like a thunderclap. The stone held, but the entire cell seemed to shake from the impact. Mag felt the floor under his feet vibrate like the skin of a drum when it’s beaten.

The second blow – aimed at the exact same place on the wall’s surface – struck chips and fragments from the stone that flew through the air like daggers. One of them laid Mag’s cheek open but he barely felt the pain, so great was his astonishment at what he was seeing.

At Borrigor’s third punch the granite slab shivered into pieces, leaving a gap in the wall through which a man could have thrust his head and shoulders. Even now it might be big enough to allow Mag egress, but Borrigor was not done. He began then to push and pull on the stones to either side of the gap, working them loose until they fell out into the darkness beyond.

The fearsome noise he had raised in doing all this had not gone unnoticed. Mag heard running footsteps on the stairs, and then the bolt on his cell door was drawn back with a loud clang. The door opened, but only a little way. Some of the blocks from the shattered ceiling had fallen in front of it, forming an accidental but very effective barricade.

The devil had done all he could with his hands. He drew back a little now and brought his feet into play, kicking out ever and again at the sagging wall. Each kick brought down more of it until at length there was no wall left. Mag’s cell opened up directly onto the still night.

The watch officers were still hammering and pounding at the cell door, swearing mightily as they did so, but they had not yet succeeded in making a gap big enough for them to squeeze through. Mag retreated to the edge of the newly opened hole, as far away from them as he could get, but he hesitated to jump. The night was dark and he couldn’t see the ground below. If he landed badly he might break his leg, or else there might be some obstacle below that would cause him even worse injury.

These considerations did not stay the devil even for a heartbeat. He simply stepped down out of the tower onto the ground, unfolding at last to his full height which was as great as that of two tall men standing on each other’s shoulders. Then he turned, took hold of Mag in his huge hands and lifted him down like a baby.

Mag stood now on tumbled and tilted debris in a small courtyard between the donjon tower and an outer wall or fence made of stone columns with wrought iron palings between. For the first time he was able to see his rescuer clearly. Borrigor Tromaktikes was an awesome sight. He stood almost like a tower himself, not so tall as the donjon but just as solidly built. And that eye! It was like the beacon in a lighthouse, glowing faintly with its own baleful light. Unlike Keal and the dead Apirox, Borrigor wore no armour, nor any other covering. There was no part of him that was not braided and marbled with muscle, except his pizzle, which swung between his legs like a great pendulum, and the two wings that grew not from between his shoulder blades but from the very centre of his back. These were of leather and bone, like bat wings, and seemed much too small to lift the demon’s colossal frame.

Borrigor turned his attention to the outer fence. He strode over to it, lifted up his foot and with one kick broke a stretch of the ironwork free of the stone so that it fell outward with an echoing report. Mag ran up behind him, keen to be free of the donjon’s compound, but even though the way was now clear he stopped short, unwilling to come too close to his monstrous ally. True, he held the tinderbox, but how could he be sure that this behemoth would respect the covenant? Keal had, but Keal had also spoken and reasoned like a man of sense. Borrigor presented a very different aspect.

Now that the way was clear the devil turned and favoured Mag with another solemn stare. He blinked his single eye slowly, the eyelid sweeping across it from side to side rather than from top to bottom. “Done?” he asked, in that voice like one millstone grinding against another.

“Yes!” Mag cried. “Done, and done well. Thank you. Thank you, Herr Devil. Now, if you don’t mind—”

He left the sentence unfinished because Borrigor was already gone. Mag was alone. But the darkness around him was now perforated with light after light as behind all the windows around the courtyard citizens who until recently had been abed lit candles and lanterns to see what was toward. Moreover the pounding of the watch officers at his cell door had stopped, and along with it their shouts and curses. They must even now be sprinting down the stairs, having realised that the cell was empty. He would not be alone for long.

Mag paused to cast a glance over his shoulder at the donjon. The great rent that Borrigor had made in its side gaped wide, its edges raw and uneven. More stones were tumbling down from the tower’s upper storeys. It seemed to Mag that it could not remain upright much longer with such a grievous wound.

The outer door slammed open now, a rectangle of yellow lamplight against the dark stone, and the watch officers came tumbling out. They looked in all directions but their eyes hadn’t yet adjusted to the dark and they failed to see Mag, standing as he was some thirty paces away beside the ruined fence. Mag took that momentary advantage and ran, clambering over the mangled ironwork and out into a public square bounded – on this side, at least – by a high, ivy-covered wall. Behind him he heard a great clatter of doors and windows opening and a hubbub of voices as the residents of the square spilled out of their houses onto the pavement. He didn’t stop to look back.

A little way along the wall was the entrance to a narrow alley, into which Mag turned at a dead sprint. He kept to that pace for as long as he could, running through the lightless streets, taking turns at random to confuse anyone that might be trying to follow him. His only goal was to outdistance the alarm that would now be raised, but a larger problem loomed.

The city’s gates would all have been locked for the night long ago. He could look for a place to hide until morning, but that was how he had fallen into this predicament in the first place; and even by daylight he would probably find it difficult to slip past the gate’s guards without being challenged. He hadn’t really escaped, he’d just swapped a small cell for a larger one.

If he could reach the city walls he could call on Borrigor again and ask him to repeat what he had done to the donjon; but in the pitch dark the streets of Fuldenschau were a maze. Mag had no idea where he was or in which direction he was heading. The best strategy he could think of was to keep moving. At the very least it would put him ahead of any pursuit, and if he managed to hold to a straight line then sooner or later a wall must surely intersect it.

Half an hour’s rapid walking brought him no nearer to his goal. He had left the more prosperous neighbourhoods behind by this point. The streets had grown narrower. Stone buildings had been replaced by wooden ones, cobbled pavements by bare earth.

Abruptly, turning a corner, Mag found himself on a narrow path running alongside a waterway. This was the river Anhaas, which entered Fuldenschau from the north and left it again down in the city’s south-east corner. He was overjoyed to see it, because it was a thread that had a city wall at either end of it. Following it wasn’t easy though: there were walls and parapets in the way, and the streets turned away from the water at oblique angles. Mag stuck as close to the bank as he could, weaving a way between hovels built of flimsy klappholt staves, precariously built on the ground that sloped down towards the water. After a while there were no longer anything that could be called streets, just endless sprawls of these tiny single-storey houses leaning against each other like drunkards and so irregularly spaced it was as though they had grown out of the ground like mushrooms. Mag stayed within the sound of the water where he could but was forced into endless detours through the bewildering maze, losing his way and then finding it again from one breath to the next.

A shift in the wind brought the hoarse baying of dogs from somewhere at his back. He had hoped until then that he would not be pursued – that the damage to the donjon would constitute a great enough crisis to cause his escape to be forgotten, or else the fact that he had apparently torn down the wall of his cell in leaving it would give the watch officers pause. But clearly he had been too optimistic. The Fuldenschau watch did not forgive, and having arrested him for damaging private property they now wished to chastise him – perhaps with greater reason – for injury to the public weal.

Panic rose inside Mag. He didn’t like at all the feeling of being hunted: it reminded him too much of being on a battlefield. He forgot about staying close to the water, took left and right turns at random and was soon completely lost. The barking of the dogs grew louder, and now he heard the shouts of their handlers too. This was a sizeable contingent that was chasing him, and it was not far behind. If they caught up with him, Mag thought, he would have to use the tinderbox. He had no wish to hurt these people but he would not allow them to hale him back to gaol.

He found the river again, now at the bottom of a declivity that shelved steeply down, leaving even the poorest houses behind. Perhaps here he would escape the hue and cry. Mag scrambled down the bank onto a walkway above the water, which at this point ran quick and deep between high embankments of grey stone slick with moss. He must be close to the city wall by now. Fuldenschau was no vast metropolis! And if there was a culvert or tunnel to let the water pass he might not even need to summon the devil again. He could simply wade out some little way into the water and swim.

Even as he was thinking this he rounded a bend of the path and saw the wall looming directly ahead of him. There was indeed an embrasure through which the Anhaas entered the city. It was at least a dozen strides wide, and stood proud of the river’s flow by some two feet. But an iron grating had been laid across it, with the bars set too close together for anything bigger than a rat to squeeze through. Besides, he could see from this vantage that the river was in spate. Only a Hercules could hope to swim against such a current.

The barking and snuffling of the dogs was now coming from very close. Mag could not climb out of the gulley and his way forward was blocked. When he turned he saw the men who were leading the chase stumbling and sliding down the earthen slope from the street above, cutting him off from any retreat.

His choices had come down to one, and he might already have left it too late. Quickly he pulled the tinderbox from his pocket, opened it and with fumbling fingers removed the flint and striker.

He had now too many things in his hands. He tucked the box between his elbow and his hip, holding the striker in the same hand, his left. His right hand was then free to wield the flint. In the dark, though, he couldn’t easily see what he was doing. He wanted the man-mountain to break down the wall as he had done so easily at the donjon and let him pass, but he would have to take whatever came.

The first stroke of the flint scraped Mag’s knuckle painfully, altogether missing the striker. The second hit the smooth metal between the striker’s saddles, producing no result at all. More than a dozen men were now advancing on him, the closest no more than twenty strides away. The dogs were there too – three of them, huge and fierce and straining at their leashes so that their handlers had to lean back hard to keep them from leaping on Mag and worrying him like a bone.

Mag made a third essay, and the flint finally bit the steel. The flash was as bright and as sudden as the two previous times. It was not pure white, nor yet white shot with blue, but a vivid, throbbing red. When its after-images faded a woman stood between him and his pursuers.

She had the same strange relationship to light and shadow as had the first two devils, so Mag could see her clearly despite the surrounding darkness. His immediate reaction was dismay. He had hoped for the man-mountain, Borrigor, and this lady seemed as far from Borrigor as it was possible to get. She was slight of stature, her head coming no higher than Mag’s shoulder. Her dress was of leather, somewhat like Keal’s armour but with arms bared and a kirtle instead of breeches. Mag saw no weapon at her belt, only a buckle shaped like the head of some strange animal and a pouch of the same black leather. Her head was bald, a thing he had never seen in a woman. Her skin was as white as bone, and her eyes in her narrow face were a vivid green.

All this he glimpsed in the moment after she arrived. But then immediately she turned from him as she heard the baying of the dogs so close at her back. When she saw them she smiled. Then she growled at them, not fiercely but almost as though in greeting, a rumble of sound from very deep in her throat. The dogs at once fell silent and sat back on their haunches, staring at the woman with mouths open and tongues lolling.

“That was done on my own initiative,” she said. “And not for you. I hate to see animals kept on a leash. Especially when the animals at the other end of the leash are so ugly.” The woman’s voice when she spoke in actual words was not deep but light and musical, almost like the voice of a child. It took Mag a moment to realise that she was speaking to him, because she still had her back turned. But her next words made it plain. “Well? You called on me. I presume there was a reason.”

“Save me!” Mag cried. “If it please you!”

Now the woman glanced at him, the corners of her mouth quirked up in cold amusement. “If it pleases me?” she repeated, with a scornful emphasis. “Are you only asking, then?”

“No!” Mag said, remembering Keal’s words on this head. “I’m commanding you. Use what power you have to get me out of this!”

“Well then,” the woman said. “Now we understand each other.”

The strange behaviour of the dogs had unsettled the men who had care of them, but the rest of the posse comitatus saw only that the chase was over. They must have assumed the strange woman had only stepped out of the shadows, for they were neither surprised nor fearful at her sudden arrival. Two or three of them stepped forward to take Mag into charge. The woman flicked her fingers and growled again, whereupon the dogs sprang up and sank their teeth into the bloused sleeves of the men’s jerkins, staying them perforce.

One man struck out with his fist at the dog that had seized him. The dog ducked away, releasing its grip, but then it jumped up again and was at the man’s throat. The man cried out in alarm and in trying to pull himself free fell headlong into the river. He tried to cling to the weeds along the bank but the current carried him away cursing and bellowing. More men surged forward to take his place. Some were watch officers carrying cudgels and pistols, which they now drew.

“Ah,” said the woman, unperturbed. “Well and good. Now let me show you my dogs.”

She pursed her lips and whistled. All at once the darkness on the path thickened, taking on shape and substance in the space of a breath. To either side of the woman now stood two creatures of terrifying aspect. They stood higher than the woman’s shoulder, and though they might have had dogs in their ancestry it seemed to Mag that the dogs must have made strange choices in their mating. These beasts had maws as long as those of crocodiles, and as full of teeth. On their backs instead of fur was a kind of mantle of bristling spines, and their heads were crowned with horns like the horns of a bull.

The watch officers had levelled their pistols at the woman but now they aimed them instead at the monsters that had appeared beside her. More than one of them cried out in horror and alarm. There was a loose volley of shots. It was hard for Mag to see where the balls went, but if any hit their targets they did not seem to trouble the monsters at all. The woman whistled again, a single shrill note rising at the end. The monsters charged.

As if the woman had given them explicit orders they went for the men with the guns. Or rather for the guns themselves, which they wrested from the hands of their owners – and straightway swallowed! One man who refused to relinquish his grip had his hand bitten off at the wrist. With a rending shriek he sank to his knees, staring at the ragged stump of his arm as if in disbelief until he fainted dead away. At this the rest of the contingent lost heart precipitately and took to their heels, leaving their fallen comrade to his fate.

The woman laughed, and once again the sound of it was strange and wrong, full of a childlike innocence and joy. “Aye,” she cried. “Away and gone, you were best! To me again, my lovely ones. Come, come, come.”

The monstrous beasts trotted back to her side, one of them still chewing on the remains of a pistol. Splinters of wood and fragments of twisted metal fell from the corner of its mouth. The woman clucked affectionately and scratched the abominable creature under its chin.

“You… you’re Dorsa!” Mag exclaimed.

“Those that call me so,” the woman said, still stroking and cosseting her monsters, “with no title of respect or rank, for the most part say very little thereafter. But you hold the box I’m bound to, so any reckoning of that kind will have to wait.” She turned her attention to the man on the ground, who was still unconscious. Blood was flowing freely from his terrible wound into the already saturated earth. “Shall I bid my little ones to dinner?” she asked.

“No!” Mag cried. “Don’t, please!” The man was an officer of the watch – one of the two, Mag was almost certain, who had gratuitously beaten him before taking him to the donjon. He had no reason to love the man, but it had been shocking to see him so savagely and suddenly maimed. He turned again to the woman. “Keep watch,” he said. “If the others return, chase them away again.”

“Nothing would please me more,” the woman declared. “Do you mean to finish him, then?”

“No,” Mag muttered. “Only to bind the wound.”

“So thoughtful. And then he’s the one hand left to strike you another time.”

Mag tugged the watchman’s knife from its sheath and used it to cut a long strip of cloth from the sleeve of his jerkin. With this he tied a tourniquet around the man’s wrist a few inches above the wound. He made it tight with the help of a fallen twig which he bound into the knot and twisted until there was no more give in it. Another knot secured the tourniquet in place.

“That’s a soldier’s contrivance,” Dorsa said, speaking from so close at hand that Mag started a little. She was squatting at his shoulder, watching the proceedings with interest.

“I was a soldier for four years.” Mag stood and walked to the water’s edge where he trailed his hands in the swift-moving torrent to wash off the officer’s blood. “I thank you for saving me, lady,” he said, “but now I think I need your brother devil Borrigor once more. So our business for now is done, and I thank you.”

Dorsa stood silent for a moment, her brow furrowing into a frown. “You’re too quick to dismiss me,” she said, with somewhat more of seriousness in her voice. “What is it you’d ask of Borrigor, should you summon him?”

Mag indicated with a nod of his head the wall that stood behind him. “To remove that hurdle from my path,” he said. “Your comrade Keal said it was wise always to use the tool best suited to the task in hand.” He raised the striker again, feeling with his thumb for the sella with the three raised ridges, which would bring Borrigor.

“Don’t,” Dorsa said. “There’s another way.” On Mag’s questioning look she gave an impatient shrug. “Our brother Borrigor is somewhat troubled. It’s not good for him to be too much disturbed, and you’ve called on him once tonight already. You should…” She checked herself. “It would be better if you let me take care of this problem.”

Mag looked from her to the grating, then back again. “How?” he asked. “Can you tear that wall down? For it stands full in my way!”

Dorsa bared her teeth in a fierce grin. “We tell a joke in Hell about blocked roads,” she said. “But I think perhaps you need to be of Hell to appreciate it. No, I can’t break stone with my bare hands as Borrigor can. But why would I need to? I’m Dorsa Acherontis Ferum Soror, the mistress of Lord Satan’s war-beasts. You’ve seen my dogs, soldier. How if I show you now my serpent?”

In order to summon the dogs Dorsa had whistled. This time she uttered no sound that Mag could hear and made no sign, but the darkness beside her once again took on itself a shape. The effect was like a trick of the light, revealing something that had been there all along rather than announcing a new arrival. Mag scrambled back with a hoarse cry as an enormous snake reared itself up at Dorsa’s left hand, gaping its mouth to let a tongue longer than his arm flick out and back again. There were serpents in Africa, Mag knew, that squeezed their prey to death rather than killing with their venom, and they grew to colossal size, but he thought this serpent must be larger still. Its jewelled hide, pied with rainbow hues, was as thick as any tree trunk. Each of its milk-white eyes was as big as a cannonball.

“His name is Bane of God,” Dorsa said. “In Eden garden once long agone he met your grandmother Eve, and they made much sport together.”

“This—” Mag croaked. He took another step back, his heels now trembling above the very edge of the flood. “This is the serpent that—”

“I was jesting with you, soldier. But it’s true that Bane of God likes to play. And the trick with the apple was a good one, that we of Hell still laugh about. Tell me now, will you let him carry you? I think it’s your best way.”

Mag swallowed hard. His legs were shaking and a deep exhaustion filled him. The events of this night were proving too much for him. He thought they might well have been too much for anyone. “Carry me where?” he managed.

“Under the water. Through the gate. Out on the far side of yonder wall.”

Mag shook his head emphatically. “Lady, I don’t think I’d be able to stay the course. I couldn’t sit a horse’s back right now, still less go for a ride on this monster – saving your presence. I’d as lief swim for it.”

“But then you’d die,” Dorsa pointed out bluntly. “And you don’t ride on Bane of God, soldier. You ride in him. Trust me, you’ll take no harm. Draw a deep breath now, and hold it for as long as you can.”

“In him?” Mag repeated. “Ride in him?” It must be another joke, he thought, like the one about blocked roads, or the one concerning Eve. “Lady, once more I thank you, but I need to—”

The sentence went unfinished. Bane of God dropped its lower jaw, opening its mouth so wide it was like the laying down of a drawbridge in front of a great fortress. The snake shot forward, almost too quick to see, engulfed Mag in its yawning chasm of a maw and swallowed him whole.
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There were three precepts to which Jannae Mirchella held, and by which she steered her course in life.

The first was that God had no providence for women, only for men. This was evident from the state of the world, which elevated the witless and held the brutish in high esteem so long as they had beards on their faces and stones between their legs.

The second was that God’s preferences for the most part did not matter. There were powers in the world that thought and acted differently, and if a woman were canny she could make shift to find her way.

The last and greatest was this: that you must never forgive an injury, for if you did you were only teaching your enemy to injure you again. “Strike back harder than you are struck, Liebchen, and you’ll take fewer blows. None but milk-livers and priests talk charity, and the priests only mean charity that flows to them.”

Jannae did not learn these things at her mother’s knee, but later in life from a woman named Bruna Sozen. Her mother, Mathilde Kveck, a burgher’s wife of Karlstadt, lived by very different maxims. She loved and worshipped her husband Bertholt, the keeper of an inn and its adjacent stables, to the point where she dedicated her own life to the easement of his. The young Jannae was at a loss to understand how her father had been able to inspire such devotion, since he was a boorish sot who laughed at his own farts as if they were witticisms and beat his wife lamentably when he was in his cups. He beat Jannae too when he could catch her, but she was a fleet little thing with well-polished skills in running and hiding so that was but seldom.

Karlstadt at this time had only just come into its majority after having spent most of its existence as a village. The building of a stone bridge over the river Lassel had changed its fortunes almost overnight, turning it into a hub of trade and industry, which in turn had transformed Bertholt Kveck’s inn and stable yard from a bare sufficiency into a thriving enterprise. That meant he had more coin and more leisure, which meant he was more often drunk and more energetically violent. One night he went too far and felled Mathilde with a blow from which she did not rise again.

As part of its elevation from half-alive village to bustling metropolis Karlstadt had appointed an ordnungshüter, a bailiff or officer of the public weal. This worthy, Achilles Javen by name, came and questioned the innkeeper about Mathilde’s death. Bertholt explained that his late wife had been a scold and a whore. In killing her he had only been doing what any self-respecting man might be expected to do.

This defence was a strong one, the officer allowed. And Herr Kveck was a prominent and prosperous citizen, whose reputation was therefore a part of his stock in trade and needful of protection. Still, a life had been lost and that was not a small thing. Javen imposed a fine of one hundred thalers, to be paid in instalments on the next four quarter days. He suggested that Herr Kveck might also wish to be shrived of his sin in a way that was public and left some visible evidence, perhaps by donating a pair of candlesticks to the local church.

Jannae Mirchella was at this point fourteen years old – the same age at which Magnus Tresti’s father had put him out into the world to make a living for himself. She watched these proceedings with sick horror, but as a child – and moreover a girl – her testimony was not called for nor her opinion solicited.

Bertholt for his part did show some degree of remorse for his act of partly accidental slaughter. He told his daughter that her mother was now an angel in Heaven, looking down on them both with love and extending a protective wing over their earthly endeavours. He called God to witness that his drinking days were done and that he would never again raise his hand against another living soul. He would be both father and mother to Jannae henceforth and she would want for nothing.

These good intentions did not last long. Perhaps Bertholt was sincere, but he had expected his daughter to return the signs of affection he offered her, and she could not. Whenever he spoke to her the image of her mother’s dead and livid face, streaked with shocking blood where her father’s fist had broken her nose, rose before her. Whenever he caught her eye it was a look of loathing and fear that he saw there. Whenever he touched her she flinched away as if his hand were a red-hot poker.

Bertholt had only one language in which to express his displeasure and frustration. He fell back on it as such men always will. At first it was only the back of his hand he offered the girl, but soon enough he progressed to fists and thence on one harrowing occasion to feet.

Well then. Jannae knew this dance of old, and she knew where she would be when the music stopped. Therefore she bowed out early, stealing away in the middle of the night the day after her sixteenth birthday. Before she left, though, she crept into her father’s bedroom while he slept and broke open his strongbox. He was ever a heavy sleeper, but that night she had made assurance doubly sure, qualifying the draught of brandy he took before bed with two spoonfuls of laudanum – this from a store her mother had kept for occasions when her bruises barred her from any rest. With the contents of the strongbox weighing down her pockets Jannae made for the open road and did not stop walking until she had put a good twenty miles between her and her home. She had a shrewd suspicion that the guardians of public order might not be so indulgent of her offence as they had been of Bertholt’s.

Thence to the town of Pillen, where Jannae advanced her education still further. She lived tolerably well for a while on the money she had stolen from her father, but once it was gone she was obliged to find employment. Straightway she discovered the paradox that a woman could scrub floors or sew shirts from dawn to dusk every day of the week barring Sunday and earn only a pittance. If she wanted more than that she must needs be a whore.

Jannae tried that option for a while, and was quickly made aware of its drawbacks. Being a whore was somewhat like being a wife, it seemed, except that a wife was at the beck of one man while a whore must answer many; and where a wife had a hundred duties a whore had only the one. As to the law, it was even more indifferent to whores than it was to wives. If a client beat you, refused to pay you, raped you, there was no point whatever in swearing out a complaint with the watch. Not unless you were looking to receive a second helping of the same.

But there was one woman in Pillen who lived outside the paradox, defying all norms and expectations. Jannae met her in the third month of her new career, after asking an older and more experienced doxy how she could go about procuring specifics against pregnancy and disease. The other woman was appalled. “You’ve been going without protection?” she asked in tones of incredulous horror. “You need to see Bruna. And do it today, for the love of God!” She gave Jannae the address, and rough directions for how to find the place.

Following these instructions Jannae found herself in a much more elegant neighbourhood than she had expected. The address turned out to be a townhouse with gables and mullioned windows on a street that had orange trees lining its pavements. The perfume of orange blossom, only just breaking out, was everywhere. Jannae came to the door and stood there feeling very exposed and self-conscious. This was surely the wrong place. The older whore must have sent her here as a joke. Prepared to bolt at the first sign of trouble she rapped tentatively at the knocker.

A middle-aged woman in an unadorned black skirt and white blouse answered. She had a hard, jowly face, close-cropped hair as red as a bonfire and eyebrows so thick they might have been painted across her forehead with a brush. She looked Jannae up and down and seemed to know her at once for what she was. She pursed her lips. “The side entrance,” she said sharply. “Down the alley between this house and the next. Don’t come to this door again, child. Use the brains you were born with.”

The door slammed shut in Jannae’s face. The girl went where she was bid, full of foreboding and amazement in roughly equal measure. At the side door she was met by the same woman, but now wearing a much more cordial expression. “Your first time, obviously,” she said. “I’m sorry I gave you such a sour greeting. For the most part I’m not disposed to care too much what the neighbours think, but I try not to provoke confrontations where there’s no need.”

Until she parsed the “I” in that speech Jannae had thought she was dealing with a maid. Even now she was not sure, what with there being such a stark mismatch between this woman and this house. “Are you Bruna?” she asked, amazed.

“Bruna Sozen,” the woman confirmed. “Doctor Bruna Sozen, if you wish to be formal. Have you the pox or the clap, or is it contraception you’re looking for?”

Jannae blinked. “Cunt… counter…?”

“Birth control. Or an abortifacient? But it’s not that, is it? You don’t look frightened enough, and for a girl your age that would be the defining symptom.” The older woman laughed, a dry cackle with very little amusement in it. “Come through,” she said, and turned and walked away into the house. She didn’t even ask Jannae to close the door behind her, but as soon as she had stepped inside it closed of its own accord. Most likely a stray gust of wind had caught it, although the air was very still.

Bruna Sozen led the way through a house whose furniture and décor fell just on the near side of ostentatious luxury. Not only did the rooms Jannae glimpsed have crystal chandeliers but the very hallways did. On all sides there were ruffed drapes of dark velvet, tapestries and paintings in rich colours, floors of wooden slats varnished to such a shine that she could see her reflection peering up at her as she walked across them.

“I didn’t know a woman could be a doctor,” she ventured timidly, almost trotting to keep up with the older woman’s forthright stride.

“She can’t,” Bruna Sozen said without looking back. “But I call myself one anyway, and I call any man who says otherwise a lying bastard. I’m a better doctor than any of the drunken leeches hereabouts, anyway. My clientele may be less well heeled, but that’s no matter. Let the gentry have as many cupping glasses and tobacco-smoke enemas as they please. They can pay through the nose and die in their own good time. I prefer science to guesswork and flummery.” She looked around at Jannae, arching one of those thick, emphatic eyebrows. “Science in the broadest sense, of course,” she added.

Bruna Sozen took Jannae into a room unlike any of the others they had passed through. The surfaces here were painted bone white and the floor was of white tile. Around all four walls were cabinets with a great many drawers, with high benches in between. On the benches sat complex pieces of equipment whose purpose Jannae couldn’t guess.

“Now,” Bruna Sozen said, closing the door to, “tell me what it is you need.”

“Mostly the thing with the long name,” Jannae said, “that means I won’t catch on with a child. But do you really have cures for…” She hesitated, not wanting to repeat the bald, crude words the older woman had used. “Cures for those illnesses that men sometimes give us?” she finished awkwardly.

“And that we give back to them,” Bruna Sozen said scrupulously, “for it’s not a one-way traffic even when we wish it were. Yes, I have cures. Better still, I have preventions. I can give you a potion that will answer all your needs. It will keep you from infection for a year, and from pregnancy for a year and a little over. It’s not reversible though. If you change your mind, fall besotted with some man and wish to bear his child right there and then, you won’t be able to. And though I say a year you won’t be fully fertile again straightway. The effects wear off slowly.”

Jannae said she thought this nostrum would suit her needs very well, and asked what the price would be. “Ten thalers,” Bruna Sozen told her. “That’s the cost of the ingredients, mind. I have some money of my own, as you see, and I live well. I don’t seek to profit from my profession. I do it more to redress the imbalances I see in the world, giving to women some small portion of the freedoms accorded so readily to men. But it costs a great deal to maintain this pharmacopeia.” She gestured at the many cabinets that surrounded them both. “The chemicals I use are expensive, and some of the other ingredients are… well, let us say they’re difficult to source. The money I take is to cover those expenses, so that I’m not obliged to draw on my own funds too often or too deeply.”

Jannae was cast down. Ten thalers wasn’t an unreasonable sum. At six groats a fuck she would recoup the outlay soon enough. But she didn’t have that much money to her name. She apologised for wasting the doctor’s time and made to leave.

“Wait,” Bruna Sozen said brusquely. She seemed to consider with herself for a moment or two. “You’re very young to be choosing this life,” she said. “And without my protections you’ll have a bad time of it. I’m prepared for this once to accept half the fee now and waive the other half until such time as you can make it up. Say, until a month from now.”

Jannae dug into her pocket and counted the coins, though she knew to the last penny how much was there. “That’s very kind,” she said, “but I only have three thalers and four groats. And I need a thaler out of that for my rent. I’m sure your medicines are excellent, Frau Doktor Sozen, but I must do without them.”

The older woman looked pained. She shook her head, whether in bewilderment or irritation Jannae couldn’t tell. “But you can’t,” she said. “That’s the plain fact of it. Good God, child, how old are you? No, don’t tell me. What are you doing on the street? I’ll hear that instead.”

Jannae stood on her dignity. “I’m not on the street, so please you,” she said. “I have a room in Frau Adawolfa Babler’s boarding house and I see my gentlemen there.”

“One skin of bricks away from the street, then. But answer my question. What brought you to this?”

Jannae told the whole story of her mother’s death and her father’s actions since. The while she talked the doctor listened in stark silence, only pursing her lips more tightly with each detail. “I see,” she said when Jannae was done with her tale. “And the rogue still walks free, does he?”

Jannae hesitated. She had already offered more confidences than she had intended to. Bruna Sozen saw her indecision and seized on it. “Be honest,” she snapped, and she accompanied the words with a complicated gesture, as if she were writing a word on the empty air.

“He walks free,” Jannae said, “but he’s the poorer by the money I stole from him when I left. I would have cut his throat with his own razor if I’d only dared, and burned down his house after so none would see how he died.” She clapped her hands to her mouth in horror, too late! The words were already out.

But Bruna Sozen did not seem shocked, still less disapproving. She only nodded. “I can understand your being tempted. But the watch would have pursued you a great deal more vigorously if you’d committed a murder. They tend to frown on such things.”

“My mother’s murder barely gave them pause,” Jannae pointed out bitterly.

Another nod. “That’s the way of it,” Bruna Sozen agreed. “Still, it was well done to pay your father back in his own coin. For the most part those who forgive injuries only invite more. And you showed courage in robbing him of his silver under his very nose. If being a doxy is your heart’s desire I won’t try to persuade you out of it, but if it’s only poverty that drives you then I might be in a position to offer you alternative employment.”

Jannae’s heart leaped at these words. In truth she had not liked being a whore. The act of copulation did not disgust or offend her, but she had mostly read contempt in the faces of the men that used her and it had chafed her spirit greatly. She had also known herself to be at the mercy of the men, outside the law’s protection and society’s blessing: that was a hard place to stand, and would likely get harder rather than easier with the passing of time.

“What kind of employment?” she asked, trying to keep the hope and hunger from her voice.

“I’ve long felt that I needed an assistant. I keep no servants because the nature of my work is such that a loose tongue would bring a great deal of vexation down on my head. I see enough regular patients to lull suspicion, but I know there are many who take it amiss that I practise medicine at all. I prefer therefore to keep my business as private as I can.”

“And that’s why you answer your own door,” Jannae offered.

“And cook my own meals. And sweep my own floors. But that’s not the assistance I meant. I need someone to work with me here, in the space where I mix my potions and conduct my consultations. It’s exacting work, I warn you. You’ll need to be methodical in your thoughts and precise in your every action. There’s no room for carelessness. The tiniest mistake could end a life or ruin a costly tincture beyond saving. But what you learn will stand you in good stead for the rest of your days. What say you, girl? Does that prospect attract or repel you?”

“I should like it more than anything!” Jannae blurted. “And I’ll do my best to serve you better than you could wish for!”

Bruna Sozen smiled in cold amusement. “Just serve me better than you served your father,” she said.
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So it was that the young Jannae Kveck became a trainee apothecary, a doctor in waiting and an abortionist’s assistant.

All three of these disciplines stretched her to the limits of what her brain and body could cope with – and she had yet to discover Bruna Sozen’s fourth profession, which informed all of the other three and made them possible.

In Bruna’s pharmacopeia Jannae mixed powders and tinctures. She learned the difference between potents and excipients, and the importance of the latter in ensuring the even spread of a compound through the whole of a batch. She weighed and milled ingredients, mixing them in amounts so precise that the scales she used had wafers of gold for weights (their surfaces were stamped with their respective values: 1/10th Oz, 1/50th Oz, 1/100th Oz). She sieved the milled powders and pressed them into slugs, or let them out with water and a little perfume to make them into tinctures.

In Bruna’s consulting room she studied the organs of the body with their various functions and attendant humours. She memorised for each one all the ways in which it might come to fail and the chemical interventions that might shore it up. She enumerated the two hundred bones in a human skeleton, and she practised on her mentor the application of splint and cast to set them when they were broken. She learned to distinguish the vectors of disease in earth and air and water, to recognise them by their signatures on flesh and sinew and to proceed from diagnosis to treatment – though the latter, for the moment, was Doctor Sozen’s domain.

In Bruna’s surgery, under a shadeless light magnified and focused by angled mirrors, she watched and assisted while Bruna Sozen overhauled and repaired human bodies in much the same way a blacksmith would a ploughshare or a wainwright a wagon. Bruna sutured wounds, excised abscesses, debrided diseased tissue, amputated ruined limbs. But mostly she performed abortions, for one simple reason: there were a dozen doctors in Pillen who could carry out the other procedures, but on this one she had a monopoly.

“It’s a question of religion,” Bruna explained to her pupil with a mixture of wry amusement and real bitterness. “The tyranny of received ideas. An infection of the mind and soul brought about by the incautious handling of a book.”

For the Bible held that murder was a sin, except in the cases where God declared it was a sacrament. And to reach into a woman’s womb, to pluck out a seed that had taken root there, was considered by most to be murder. No matter that there were a hundred reasons why such seeds might fail to thrive. No matter that in some cases it came to a stark choice between the seed and the woman that was bearing it. No matter where the seed had come from in the first place, or whether or not the woman had consented to its planting. Man’s law, drawing on God’s, decreed that the woman’s choice must be set aside.

A fuck and a fart on man then, Bruna Sozen said, and two of each on God.

Jannae found this irreverence thrilling and did her best to mimic it in her own speech. Moreover, and in a more general sense, she was in awe of her mentor both for her skill and intellect and for the strength of will she displayed in charting her own course through life, no matter what strictures those around her tried to impose.

“How can you be so brave,” she asked once, early on in their relationship, “knowing you could be hanged for what you do?”

“That’s probably how I will die,” Bruna said matter-of-factly. “Unless the good people of Pillen find out I’m a witch and decide to burn me instead.” Jannae laughed at this, which seemed to be the response that was expected, but she didn’t feel her question had been answered.

She had by this time moved into one of the many empty rooms in Bruna Sozen’s house, swapping extreme penury for a level of luxury she had never dreamed of. Her bed had silk sheets, and a canopy around it that she could close against the world when she slept. Her meals (prepared by Bruna, though Jannae never actually saw her cook) were served to her on fine china. And since she now paid nothing for her board she was able to replace her threadbare clothes with new ones – which indeed Bruna insisted she do, since she was now moving in a very different stratum of society and must maintain a dignified appearance.

And that, of course, was the key to it. Living so close to the doctor, Jannae could now see for herself how she carried off the trick of being an abortionist almost in plain sight. It was done through what Bruna called “Respectable Seeming”. “It helps a great deal that I’m a widow,” she told the young girl one evening as they shared a glass of port wine in the doctor’s sitting room. “Widows are so saturated with respectability that it oozes out of them along with their sweat. You’ll notice I always wear black.”

“Black for mourning,” Jannae guessed. “I thought you were a housemaid when I first saw you!”

“But most people think I’m still grieving for my dead husband. And that’s a thing they’re compelled to respect, or at least to make a semblance of respecting. It keeps them from looking too closely, or asking impertinent questions. True, my having a profession rubs somewhat the other way, but I’m careful to keep among my clientele some authentically upstanding citizens. Seeing the mayor stop by to have his gout purged establishes certain parameters.”

Bruna took a sip of her port and gestured for Jannae to refill their glasses. Jannae did so, holding the decanter at base and neck like a baby in its swaddling clothes – a flourish that she had assiduously copied from the older woman, as she did a great many of her mannerisms and patterns of speech. Bruna Sozen was everything the young girl wished to become, and she was endeavouring to achieve that goal one small piece at a time.

“I’m also somewhat shrewish with my neighbours,” Bruna went on. “At first I tried to be ingratiating, but that was foolish. Your well-to-do burgher or burgher’s wife is used to receiving deference from lesser mortals, and they’re inclined therefore to see good manners in others as an act of submission. Rudeness on the other hand connotes superior status, with which it’s so often associated. So I snub wherever I can, never return invitations or good wishes, and do everything possible to signal my absolute contempt for anyone who lives hereabouts. This has the additional benefit of cutting my social engagements to the barest minimum. The pillars of the town’s society are all so afraid of my scolding tongue that they mostly leave me well alone and pray that I return the courtesy.”

Jannae had had little experience of society. To her unpractised eye Doctor Sozen’s Respectable Seeming was something akin to magic, compelling the thoughts and actions of others at a distance. But she learned soon enough that the doctor also practised another kind of magic – the kind that involved potions and charms, spells and incantations.

Jannae made this discovery in her seventh week under Doctor Sozen’s roof – although discovery was overstating the case since the doctor made no attempt to hide what she was doing. One night Jannae went back into the surgery after it was closed for the day to sweep and disinfect the floors and wipe down the workbenches. She found Doctor Sozen sitting cross-legged on the floor, her eyes closed, muttering unintelligible words while passing her hands over a tray of tinctures the two of them had decanted the day before. A golden light that seemed to have no source played about her and about the tray, waxing and waning with the timbre of the doctor’s voice.

The strange spectacle quite unnerved the young girl, who did not understand at all what she was seeing. She said nothing, but as she turned in some haste to leave her heel squeaked on the tiled floor. Doctor Sozen opened her eyes. “Jan,” she said. “Stay.”

“I…” Jannae stammered. “I wasn’t prying! I only—”

“It’s no matter. Come in, and close the door behind you.”

With Jannae sitting beside her on the floor Doctor Sozen explained the part witchcraft played in her life and her profession. The pills and compounds she prepared, she said, were not magical in themselves: all their ingredients were chosen for their actual pharmaceutical effect. “For example the linctus I prescribe to cure the pox is based on a nostrum I found in an Egyptian text translated by Carolus Argentus. It uses a mould that grows on bread. But in its raw state the preparation is a cure, not a preventative – and moreover a cure that works only five or six times out of ten. The charms I weave into it extend and enhance its virtues – make it stronger. More likely to succeed, and inclined to linger for a very long while within the blood and flesh of the one that takes it. So it not only eradicates the disease, it stays to guard against its return. Do you see?”

Jannae nodded to show that she did, but in truth there were a great many things here that were beyond her fathom. “And do all doctors use to do this?” she ventured timidly.

Bruna Sozen laughed uproariously at this suggestion. “Oh Liebchen, no! Most doctors barely know their leech-craft, let alone witching. And besides, most doctors are men.”

“Is witchery a thing only women can do, then?”

“Anyone can do it that’s trained to it. But women mostly know it, and it’s to women that they mostly teach it. Think you now. A man will oftentimes be stronger in the body than a woman is. And you’ll have noticed how men hoard civil power and office to themselves. That’s two great advantages they have over us women, that must somehow be balanced. So when a witch looks to take an apprentice it’s more likely she’ll look to another woman rather than a man. There have been times when it turned out differently, but that’s the commonest way. I know of only one living in Allesheim that’s a male witch, or a warlock as they sometimes call it, and he’s hardly an advertisement for such a thing.”

It took a few moments for Jannae to work her way through the ins and outs of this declaration, amazed as she was at all she had seen and heard. “Did you, ever?” she asked. “Take an apprentice, I mean?”

Doctor Sozen smiled. “Not until now,” she said.
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Jannae’s seventeenth birthday passed without notice. It was no matter, for there were a great many other things on her mind. She now had a new discipline to learn in addition to those of medicine and surgery – the discipline of magic.

She found it very much to her liking. It was a way of making the world do what you wanted it to do, but without coercion. If a drover wanted to turn a steer he used a whip, and if a man wished to make a ploughshare blade he hammered the metal out in a forge. A witch, on the other hand, played the world a tune and invited it to dance along. The tune was what Bruna Sozen called a cantrip, and tune was not quite right but it was less wrong than anything else. A cantrip was a string of thoughts that the witch assembled in her mind and then released into the world with a word or a gesture. But the magic did not consist in the gesture, in the word. It only flowed through them, out of the mind and into the world. And if you did it right then things happened.

Jannae’s first lesson, therefore, was to still the idle noises in her mind the better to tie and twist together the fugitive ideas that would become the cantrip. She had to learn to think of nothing, which was a great deal harder than it sounded. To begin with she found herself thinking about not thinking, and then thinking about thinking about not thinking, and so on – a spiral of distraction that rose up through her mind like smoke and clouded everything.

And then when she had mastered the silence – the interior silence that made the inside of her skull a great cave or vault – she learned to fill it. In that vault the smallest whisper echoed and re-echoed, became a mighty drumbeat. An idea, so fragile it was scarcely there at all, begat another and then another, and on and on until the cantrip was there in its entirety. And then Jannae would flick her finger or clear her throat and the magic would flow.

It was not by any means so quick or so simple. It was exacting and exhausting. Even with Bruna’s expert tutelage the right combinations came to Jannae slowly, piecemeal, with many errors and false starts. But they came. She had an aptitude, Bruna said. Many took years to achieve what she had managed in months, or else never got there at all. Magic was deep water, almost fathomless: not everyone could navigate it.

Jannae was far from certain that she was making the progress Bruna swore she saw in her. On some days she felt that learning spellcraft was like trying to climb a mountain that slid away under her feet so that she remained always on the ground. The hardest part, going counter to all reason, was that the cantrips did not have consistent and definable effects. They were only a conduit for the witch’s will, and the shape they took once they left the mind and entered the world depended entirely on the witch’s desire and imagination. Jannae had imagined to begin with that there would be a spell for fire, a spell for light, a spell to make a bowl of apple and honey appear where none had been before, and that she could learn these spells by rote, but this was not the case. Every witch had to make her own cantrips through painstaking labour. The trick, the heart of the mystery, lay in rehearsing and assembling chains of thought that felt right and intuitive, and then focusing your will through them to bring about specific effects. If you did it right then you could achieve the same effect time after time, but your spell wouldn’t be the same as another witch’s and couldn’t be used by her.

At first the trick of this evaded Jannae. She never knew what would happen when she cast a cantrip, and she needed Bruna standing close by to negate any effects that were too harmful. Her first successful castings all took the same form – a ball of flame, hot and hurtfully bright, that veered and swung about in the air as Jannae’s own eyes darted right or left, setting light to everything it touched. Bruna quenched these flames quickly by drawing out of the air the invisible essence on which fire fed, but each time Jannae was left shaken and tearful and unable to continue.

“It’s a needful step, Jan,” Bruna reassured her. “Your control will grow along with your understanding – both of the world and of yourself.”

Through all this time Jannae’s other chores did not diminish. She was still mixing and milling, still attending Bruna when she performed her operations, ushering patients in and out of the consulting room, doling out medicines, taking payments, cleaning walls and floors and surfaces and instruments, closing the shutters at night and opening them in the morning. These duties might have seemed onerous, but she performed every one of them with joy. Doctor Sozen was inducting her into sacred mysteries, making her a citizen of a polity whose existence she had never even suspected. The very least she could give in return was her all.

Day by day, a great warmth and trust grew between the younger woman and the older, cemented both by their living so closely together and by their sharing such a perilous secret. Witchcraft was a thing utterly proscribed in Allesheim. The edict Verbot gegen Hexen stipulated that anyone found practising magic should be burned alive in a public place, and all their property forfeited to the Crown. Doctor Sozen had warned Jannae about this when first she offered to teach her. “You may wish at some point to show off some of the pretty tricks you’ve learned, but you must not do it. A single word could bring all your life tumbling down like a card house. You understand me, Jan? A single word!”

Jannae assured her mentor that she would be quiet and close. She had realised by this point that she had a great deal to learn besides magic. In her father’s alehouse, when men in their cups discussed matters of state and the public weal she had mostly closed her ears to it. Young as she was, she could see that the men had little wisdom to offer. They contradicted each other more vehemently with each flagon, and once they had drunk enough they went on to contradict themselves. But although the workings of the world were hard to comprehend, it did not follow that they did not matter. The world was where she was obliged to live, after all. Of an evening when their work was done, sitting beside the fire, she would ply Bruna Sozen with questions on every subject under the sun, and Bruna answered her as fully and honestly as she could.

On one such night Jannae asked Bruna about the male witch she had mentioned erewhile. Who was he, and what was so bad about him? The doctor made a sour face. “His name is Wilhelm Gluck,” she said. “Nobody knows where he came from, or anything else about him. He’s King Frederick’s adviser, and is always to be found at his side. But he also served the first Frederick, this one’s father, whose rule spanned forty-seven years. He should be in his dotage by now, but he looks young and hale. And he hates witches. It was through his urging that the Verbot was passed.”

“Though he’s a witch himself!” Jannae exclaimed.

“Just so, Liebchen. Though he’s a witch himself and defies the edict every day he breathes. But he knows none will challenge him so long as he enjoys the king’s favour. And when a witch is burned Gluck comes himself to inspect her property, taking such items as he likes for souvenirs or else for the power that’s in them. Oftentimes he comes to the burnings too, as if he needs to satisfy himself that his hatred and despite, that he calls justice, are being put into proof. The day that man is ripped from the world there’ll be joy and celebration throughout Allesheim, from Königsbrucke to the coldest corner.”

“I pray God I come to meet him some day,” Jannae said fervently, “and set his teeth on edge.”

Bruna shook her head. “I’m not one that’s given to praying, but I hope that never happens. More than one witch has tried to go against him, since he’s such a menace to our sisterhood. But he’s prodigiously powerful. Spells don’t even seem to touch him. And you can’t hope to surprise him, Jan. He has some kind of foresight that tells him when he’s about to be threatened and lets him strike first. Nay, I hope you live a long life without ever coming within a hundred miles of Wilhelm Gluck.”

Their talk turned to happier topics, and Gluck’s name was not mentioned between them again. But it was typical of Bruna Sozen’s open nature that she never flinched away from any theme, however much it might irk or discomfort her. She was to begin with a little more reticent when it came to openly displaying her emotions, but that reserve soon melted. Her affection for her young apprentice was almost that of a mother for her daughter – and Jannae, starved of such affection for the most part of her life, luxuriated in it.

Feeling loved and protected for the first time, the young woman blossomed. A certain sullenness, the residue of many bruising encounters, dropped from her demeanour and was replaced with an ingenuous frankness that endeared her to all who met her. She had long since been entrusted with Doctor Sozen’s purse, and her duties now included going to market once a week to buy necessities. On these errands she made the acquaintance of serving girls performing similar duties for other households. They were of an age with her, and since they met regularly in the same places at the same times they fell naturally into amity or at least into a kind of cordial fellowship.

Jannae had never had friends of her own age before, and for that reason offerings of friendship from others had a very powerful effect on her. She came to relish the time she spent chatting with the other girls, and to look forward to market days as one of the most precious times in a life that was now full of wonderful things.

The girls would oftentimes talk about their masters and mistresses, how they were foolish or tyrannical or inconsistent, vying with each other to elicit laughter or sympathy or indignation from the others. Jannae had no such stories to tell, since she felt nothing but love and gratitude towards Doctor Sozen and would have died rather than criticise her. She offered encomiums instead, telling her barely fledged soulmates how wonderful the doctor was, how generous and considerate, how very wise.

“She’s a shrew, though,” a girl named Greta protested. “My mistress’s house backs onto yours, and she says Frau Sozen never gives a gentle word to anyone. It’s hard even to coax a good morning out of her. She’s like a dog that’s taken too many beatings, my mistress says – she bites when you but try to stroke her.”

“That’s not what she’s like at all!” Jannae protested. “Not when you know her. If she’s not polite it’s because she’s lost in her own thoughts, not because she’s angry or means to hurt. She’s never anything but kind to me.”

But the other girls were warming to their theme. Bruna Sozen was seen with such and such a one, that was a whore. Bruna Sozen murdered her husband. Bruna Sozen shouldn’t even practise medicine, for she had no certificate nor ever went to any school. She had no right to call herself a doctor.

“She’s better than a doctor!” Jannae declared forthrightly. “She knows more than any doctor alive!”

“What does she know, then?” Greta sneered. “Surprise us.”

And Jannae did. Knowing – not as she said the words, but almost immediately after – that it was a terrible and probably irreparable mistake.

“You’re lying,” a girl named Marlene said flatly.

“Yes,” Jannae blurted, trying to undo the harm, “of course I am. It was a joke. Witches are just a story to frighten children. There are no witches in Pillen.”

The little group broke up shortly after, the other girls hurrying away to their various households while Jannae trudged slowly back to hers, wondering exactly how much damage she had wrought.

The answer was not long in coming. The next day four civil officers presented themselves at Doctor Sozen’s door. They had come, they said, to escort her to the gaol where their superior, the friedensrichter Eike Mahl, wished to question her. “About what?” Bruna demanded. One of the four men, the one who was in charge judging by the scarlet sash he wore on his right arm, merely shrugged. That was not a thing within his purview. “Bring your maid,” he said. “The investigation extends to her too.”

As they walked through the streets of the town with two armed officers before them and two behind, Jannae felt all eyes upon them and heard the hubbub of speculation that followed their progress. Her stomach churned and clenched, and she stumbled more than once. However this came out, she knew for a certainty that her life in Pillen had now come to an end. Doctor Sozen’s life too, and it was all of it her doing. Her incautious words had destroyed them both.

Friedensrichter Mahl questioned the two women separately, in a room on one of the many cellar levels underneath the gaol. The room had no windows, and no furniture apart from two chairs that faced each other. The air was foul, miasmic with so many mingled, terrible odours that Jannae couldn’t identify a single one. The interrogation, which the friedensrichter conducted himself, was prolonged. It was more of a mallet than an auger bit, depending not so much on forensic focus as on relentless persistence. The same questions, hour after hour, with pauses in which Jannae was locked in a tiny cell and left to her own devices without even water to drink. When night came one of the gaolers attached her left wrist to the wall of her cell by means of an iron manacle so she could not lie down to sleep. Through the night she slumped against the wall, drifting in and out of a fitful doze. And in the morning the questions resumed.

In later life Jannae was never able to recall what she said or did not say in the course of her interrogation – and this amnesia was in itself a thing that added to her misery and self-disgust. You might reasonably expect that every word would have burned itself into her mind like a brand. But the endless repetitions, the lack of sleep, the judicious application of pain and fear and starvation left very little room in her mind to think at all. The friedensrichter asked, and she answered.

Is Bruna Sozen a witch?

No. She isn’t.

Is Bruna Sozen a witch?

No. Of course not.

Is Bruna Sozen a witch?

No. Please believe me! No.

Is Bruna Sozen a witch?

…

Is Bruna Sozen a witch?

…

Is Bruna Sozen a witch?

…

The fourth day dawned, with no end in sight. When the gaolers came for her, Jannae was dangling from her manacled hand like a coat flung over a peg. They removed the shackle and hauled her once more into the room of questioning, where for the first time Bruna Sozen was present too. It was clear that her questioning had gone much harder. She was standing, but it required a man on either side of her to keep her upright. There were many bruises and small wounds on her face and arms, and her hands were bandaged. The left side of her face was so swollen up that her eye had closed. Yellow pus had leaked from it down her cheek, like an infected tear. Her head was bowed, her one good eye staring only at the ground.

Eike Mahl was sitting in one of the two chairs. The other had been pushed up against the far wall: evidently it was not required for this particular session. “Tell us,” the friedensrichter said to Doctor Sozen, “what you told us erewhile.”

“I am a witch,” Bruna said. Her voice was harsh and rasping, barely audible. “I have practised as a witch these twenty years.”

Mahl nodded, approving. “And what did you use your powers to do?”

“Medicine.” Bruna’s one good eye met Eike’s gaze for a moment, then was cast down again. “I used them to do medicine.”

“You murdered babies.”

“I performed abortions. But that wasn’t magic.”

Mahl tutted impatiently. This wasn’t a distinction that interested him. “You sold potions and charms to others, tempting them into the service of Hell.”

“I’m in no one’s service but my own.”

“But you sold potions. Concoctions of sorcery.”

“Oh yes.” A crazed smile played for a moment on Bruna’s lips. “I did that.”

Another nod from Mahl. “And this girl,” he said, turning to Jannae. “Jannae Kveck. You inducted her into your own foul mysteries, did you not? Made her your apprentice?”

Bruna remained in the same posture, her head hunched over, her eyes on the ground. She had not looked at Jannae once. “Jannae Kveck came into my employ in order to spy on me,” she said bitterly. “She was a whore, and came to me for one of the ailments that fall to whores. But when she saw how I practised she knew me for a witch and decided to expose me. She made declaration to three other women that she had seen me perform acts of magic. She knew that these women would denounce me, and hoped that her words would not come back to my ears. She betrayed me in this wise because she feared what I would do to her if she was discovered. As well she might. I would have killed her, and I still will find a way to kill her if I live but long enough.”

These words were hammer blows to Jannae’s heart. She made to speak, but could not. The words rose in her throat but then were stopped there, coming out only as disconnected sounds. “I—” she managed at last. “I only—” A great sob tore its way up from her chest, scattering all thought and all speech. With that floodgate broken the tears came in earnest, wracking and shaking her. She would have fallen to the floor but the burly men that gripped her arms would not allow it.

Friedensrichter Mahl waved his hand in dismissal and Bruna was led out of the room, her gait slow and halting. When she passed Jannae their eyes met for the space of a breath. Jannae once again tried to speak, but managed only “Bruna—” Doctor Sozen looked away again. It seemed she had no interest in anything Jannae had to say to her.

Then she was gone, and Jannae was hauled across the room to take her place in front of the friedensrichter.

“Well?” Mahl demanded, fixing his gaze on Jannae. “Is there any truth in this account?”

Jannae tried to think, but exhaustion and terror had made her wits as sluggish as winter honey. “I… I did talk to some girls I know,” she said. “At the market. I said… I told them Doctor Sozen was a witch.”

“And the names of these girls?”

“Greta Trinkenschuh. Marlene Hals. Karoline Albrecht.”

Mahl nodded, grudgingly satisfied. “All three have affirmed it,” he said. “But did you mean to denounce your mistress or were you merely gossiping as young women are wont? What was your intent in this, Jannae Kveck? Speak truth and shame the Devil.”

Jannae stiffened her resolve. Bruna’s denunciation had stung her like a lash, but in this place, in front of this man, it offered her a lifeline. She did not feel that she deserved such a thing but she saw it nonetheless. And oh, she didn’t want to die, or to be dragged back down to that cell and buried there in the dark! The thought of it made her want to howl and whimper like an animal, like a dog.

But she forced herself to speak. “My intent was to show the world that Bruna Sozen is a witch.”

Mahl stroked his chin. “I see. Why then did you aver so many times that she wasn’t?”

“Because… because I was afraid, as Doctor Sozen said. I knew her to be powerful, and spiteful. I thought if I pointed my own finger she would punish me. So I pointed someone else’s. I wanted to do my duty, Herr Friedensrichter, but I didn’t want to be cursed for it.”

There were more questions – the same question really, in many different forms – but at length Jannae was sent back to her cell. This time she was not shackled, which made her dare to hope. Later a meal of bread and broth and a jug of water were brought to her. A week passed, and then another. Finally, without ceremony or further interrogation, and most importantly without trial, she was released.

She went straight to Doctor Sozen’s house, her heart full of mingled hopes and fears. Long before she reached the door she slowed to a halt, seeing that the hopes were in vain. Two men in unfamiliar uniforms stood side by side at the foot of the steps. They seemed to be keeping watch over a very fine carriage whose black lacquered wood shone with a liquid lustre. The men hadn’t noticed her, and Jannae felt it was probably better if that state of affairs continued to obtain. She stepped quickly behind one of the orange trees that lined both sides of the street.

The door of Doctor Sozen’s house opened and another man emerged. He was white-haired but not old, and dressed in courtly fashion; a flounced shirt of spotless white, purple breeches with orange darts, and high boots as black and shiny as the carriage’s trim. A black cloak hung from his shoulders. None of that was strange, though Jannae had seldom seen anyone dressed so finely. What struck her most though was the great wealth of ornament the man wore: chains and necklaces around his neck, rings on his fingers, brooches and medals on his shirt. As he turned his head Jannae saw a glint of light and realised there were rings in the man’s ears too.

She knew with cold certainty that this was Wilhelm Gluck. Bruna had never described the man in detail – had perhaps never seen him with her own eyes – but she had said he came in person to the houses of those taken as witches in order to search them and take away trophies from them. He seemed to have taken nothing from Bruna’s house, or at least his hands were empty, but that must have been why he had come there. He spoke some words to the two uniformed men, pointing to the house, and made to climb into the carriage – whose door opened by itself to admit him.

But then he paused, with one foot on the mounting step, and his gaze swept the street. It passed across Jannae in her makeshift hiding place, paused, and came back to her. She froze on the spot, by reflex closing her eyes so as not to meet that gaze. For what felt like an age she stood there in silence, her heart not so much beating as clenching and unclenching, as if someone had taken it in their two hands and squeezed it. Her terror was so great that she almost lost control of her bowels.

Only when she heard the sound of horses’ hooves on the cobbles did she dare to look again. The carriage was moving off, mercifully heading away from her rather than towards her. The uniformed attendants remained behind to supervise as four men in workmen’s whites arrived, wheeling a barrow full of wooden planks, ladders and ropes. They proceeded to board up the doors and windows of Doctor Sozen’s house, starting at the ground floor and working their way up.

Jannae waited until they were all fully engaged and then went on her way, drawing as little attention to herself as she could. Her legs almost refused to carry her. She had the sense that she had been standing on a rock ledge and an avalanche had thundered by her, leaving her by merest chance untouched.

Through discreet inquiry she learned that the doctor had been burned at the stake a week before. The Bürgermeister of the town, Frederick Leopold, who was also its foremost doctor of law, had himself presided over the trial and found her guilty on the strength of the evidence put before him, which was both her own confession and sundry arcane books and materials retrieved from her house. A priest had accompanied Doctor Sozen to the scaffold and offered her confession at the last to save her soul, though her life was forfeit. She laughed in his face and died without being shriven, a thing that proved her wickedness and sealed her eternal fate.
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For a short while Jannae went back to whoring. She liked it no better than before, but most other avenues were closed to her. Though she had escaped prosecution in the end, the taint of witchcraft still hung about her and no reputable household would take her into their employ. In any case a kind of fog had descended on her. She was so mired in self-hatred and despair that she was heedless of her own comfort and could not bring herself to care whether she thrived or suffered, or whether she survived at all. Doctor Sozen, who had been so kind to her and given her so much, was dead and all the blame for that catastrophe fell to her. If a man reviled or beat her it was no more than she deserved. The end of her story was exactly what you would expect from a moral fable about fickleness, stupidity and betrayal.

But it was not the end of her story. One day, walking in Pillen’s market square in the afternoon of a market day when all the merchants were packing away their unsold wares and folding down their stalls, Jannae came unexpectedly face to face with Greta Trinkenschuh. The other girl stopped dead, startled. After a moment she faltered a murmured “Excuse me,” and would have walked on by, but Jannae stepped in her way.

“That was a good day’s work you did,” she said bitterly, “taking my words to the gaolhouse and giving them into the ear of the watch as faithfully as any parrot.”

Greta blushed, but thrust out her chin defiantly. “It was my duty, Jannae Kveck. I hope you won’t reproach me for doing my duty.”

Jannae had performed no magic since the day of her arrest. She had tried once or twice in a desultory way to string a cantrip, but she would have needed to find within herself the silence and stillness from which cantrips could be made to grow. And now, as a hot rage boiled up from her heart into her throat, she was further from that silence and stillness than she had ever been. She was on the brink of lashing out, not with a spell but with her fists and feet and nails. She almost certainly wouldn’t have won such a fight. Greta was older than her and stockier, and for all her fierce spirit Jannae had no skill or experience when it came to brawling.

Before she could strike out, something intervened between her anger and her action. It was a fault, a misfiring, as when the powder that was meant to thrust a musket ball down the barrel of a gun instead only flared and died in the gun’s lock-pan. The heat of her anger met the cold of her realising that the only right target of that anger was herself. Where heat touched cold a silence grew. And in the silence, acting on instinct and without conscious thought, Jennae planted a cantrip.

It was by far the most powerful spell she had ever wrought. Starting from very little, it flushed through her in a sudden torrent. In its eagerness to be out in the world it would have ripped the tips off her fingers or the teeth from her mouth if she had tried to gesture it or bespeak it. She sent it through her eyes instead, and in narrowing her eyes to a squint she succeeded in narrowing its effects.

“You’ve no reason to look so savage at me,” Greta snapped. “They let you go, didn’t they? A few nights in a gaol cell is no great price to pay when it got you out of the grip of that evil hag. You should be offering me thanks instead of scolding me!”

Fully focused now, and fighting all unseen a furious battle against herself, Jannae did something she would have said was impossible. She wrestled the cantrip down from a curse that would have boiled the other girl’s blood in her veins into a matter of mere gripes and discomforts. Greta winced as it hit her, no doubt feeling some pang or premonitory shudder, but she had no idea what had been done to her. Later, sobbing and clutching her stomach through a sleepless night, she would wonder, but she would never know for sure where those aches and pains had come from – nor by what peculiar grace she had been spared from death.

Jannae turned and walked away without another word. She realised she had just taken a tremendous forward stride in her use of magic, but under the circumstances she could not rejoice. She returned to her lodgings in a kind of daze, scarcely knowing where her feet were taking her, and once there she sat on a joint stool staring at the floor for more than an hour, running over again and again in her mind what had just happened. It seemed that witchcraft when once begun was not a thing that could be renounced. It lived in you, worked through you, became a part of you whether you would or no.

A knock on the door roused her from these thoughts. It was a client, a respectable burgher of sixty-some years whose weekend ritual it was to visit Jannae and receive from her sundry comforts his wife no longer provided. “I’m not well tonight,” Jannae told him. “I’m seeing no one.”

“You’ll make an exception for me, though,” the man coaxed, chucking Jannae under the chin and offering her what he no doubt thought was a winning smile. “Come, flower, how dull would your evening be without our games!”

“I’m not well, though,” Jannae insisted. “Come tomorrow, or next week.”

“But I’ve walked all this way,” the man said, now a little vexed. “And you don’t even invite me in! Haven’t I paid you well? Haven’t I given you a groat or two on top, sometimes, when I didn’t need to? By God and His saints, you could at least show some gratitude!”

He pushed past Jannae into the room and across to the bed. “Come,” he said again. “Let’s be cosy, and forget our differences.”

Jannae gathered herself. The hot fury rose. The cold intellect met it and welcomed it. “I told you no,” she said. “And yet you’re still here. Is it your hearing or your reason that’s unsound?”

The man stared at her in blank affront. “Do you want to be paid or not?” he demanded. “Come, I say. Down on your knees, Jan. Or shall I go somewhere else to get my satisfaction?”

The cantrip came together in her mind. She unleashed it by biting her thumb and spitting, a gesture of contempt that brought the old man to his feet, enraged. He took a step towards her, his hand raised. But then the spell took root in him and he staggered. Jannae put a hand under his arm to steady him before he could fall.

“Oh!” he whispered. And then again, “Oh!”

“You should go home,” Jannae said. “A man of your age and your infirmity needs to be within doors. Perhaps there’s some satisfaction to be had from your wife, or your scullery maid.” She led him to the door. He didn’t seem to know what to do when he got there, but clung to her arm pathetically. A sound escaped him. It was a little like the plaintive mewling of a kitten.

Jannae gave him one final shove, firm but not violent, and closed the door on him. She didn’t know to a nicety what the cantrip’s effect on him might be, but she knew both that it was nothing good and that it was far from done. She had no wish to watch.
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Jannae left Pillen that same evening, without a word of farewell to anyone. Who would even notice that she was gone? She took herself to the capital, Königsbrucke, where neither her name nor her face were known and where she could for a time be whatever she said she was. She entered service again, in a rich man’s house, and was as meek and unassuming and diligent and obedient as any master could wish. But in every moment of freedom that she could steal from her duties she practised magic, honing and refining her skills by slow and painstaking degrees.

The outward calm and the sober face she showed all through these months were only skin-deep. Beneath them many strong feelings warred in her breast. She thrilled to her new power not just for its own sake but because it was a thing to set against the helplessness and fear that had all but overwhelmed her during the days and nights she had spent in Pillen’s gaolhouse. She had felt herself stripped of all protections, disarmed, dismantled; in the hands of strangers from whom she could expect no kindness or even pity. Now she felt like one that carried a knife up her sleeve, wicked sharp, and was best not meddled with.

And under those thoughts lay still other preoccupations. She had not ceased to blame herself for Bruna Sozen’s death. That day in Pillen’s market square intruded on her memories often, and never without a sense of shame and horror that rose in her throat like vomitus. She could not escape from the knowledge that her unconsidered act had been the catalyst, the taut string from which the arrow had flown into her beloved teacher’s heart.

Seeking refuge from that knowledge, she had recourse to an old friend: anger. Yes, she had been culpable, but there were many others who had a share in that crime. Not Greta Trinkenschuh, who had only been a conduit for Jennae’s own thoughtless words, but friedensrichter Mahl and his officers who had tortured a confession out of Bruna, Pillen’s Bürgermeister Frederick Leopold who had blithely signed her death warrant and Pillen’s hangman Baer Wolfram who had put the warrant into proof. A witch was only a woman with power, Bruna had said, but to some men that was a crime in itself. It didn’t matter a whit what the power was used for.

The thought of taking vengeance on all these people was one that Jannae found very appealing, and one moreover that offered a balm for her self-hate. She would make Bruna’s tormentors and executioners pay for what they had done. She would do it with magic. But that meant, of course, that she could not do it until she had completed her apprenticeship, and since she must now progress without a teacher it behoved her to be careful and methodical. She would not move before she was ready.

Fire was still the charm that came most easily to her, but now Jannae learned to control its size, its heat, its movement, making of the flame a faithful and obedient servant. Next came fire’s opposite, cold, which was more versatile and useful than she would have imagined. It kept food fresh in her master’s pantry. It made hard things brittle and weak. It fused together the internal workings of locks so no key would turn in them. At its furthest extreme it could bring torpor and even death to an enemy.

After fire and ice came flood and lightning, and after those came things more subtle, harder to define. Jannae devised a cantrip of false seeming that disguised her true face and form – or someone else’s, if she so chose – and replaced it with an aspect of her choosing. The same spell, cast with a different gesture, made her invisible to men’s eyes. Another made heavy objects weightless, or light ones too ponderous to lift. There seemed no limit to the tools that witchcraft could put at her disposal.

But there was a limit, of course, or else witches would rule the world. As soon as Jannae went from practising one spell at a time to using several in succession she found that limit immediately. For all its puissance magic required fuel, and the fuel that fed it was the witch’s will. Even small cantrips, therefore, left the witch weakened, tired, the strength of her spirit temporarily depleted. More powerful spells required a greater exercise of will, a more profligate outlay. Too many spells in too short a time would bring a catastrophe, a complete collapse. For minutes or even hours afterwards the witch’s power would be drained all away. She would be as helpless as any babe.

This discovery, Jannae told herself, justified a degree of caution. She had thought she might be ready soon to return to Pillen and enact a fit retribution for Bruna Sozen’s death. Now she saw the challenges that might lie in the way of such an enterprise. If she had had only a single target she might have encompassed the thing, although even then to come at the Bürgermeister in his Rathaus or the friedensrichter in his fortress would have been hard. But she could not reasonably hope to murder all the men on her list. At some point her power would surely desert her, and then she would suffer the same fate as Doctor Sozen.

The truth – a hard truth that could not be admitted even to herself – was that she was afraid. Her mind still seethed with memories of the days and nights she had spent in that narrow cell, chained to the wall so she could not lie or sit or find any rest at all. She had told herself she was beyond any concern for her own safety, that her mission of vengeance eclipsed all else, but she found that this was not the case. She wanted to avenge Bruna Sozen, but she also wanted to come away afterwards alive and free.

Until she could ensure that outcome the most sensible way forward seemed to be to continue as she was, striving to improve her magical abilities to the point where she could fall on Pillen like a planet, walking through any and all opposition to her goal. She resolved to do exactly this, and for more than a year she did not slacken. She became adept at casting two or even three spells on each other’s heels without succumbing. She also added to her store of cantrips several that were designed purely to inflict pain and misery. There was one for the Bürgermeister that would twist his entrails around themselves in tightening coils until they ruptured and spilled poison through his whole body. And for Eike Mahl there was a curse that would take away his senses one at a time, leaving him at last a prisoner in his own body as she had been in his donjon.

But the longer she put off her quest for vengeance the more dilatory she became. The rage was still there, but with endless rehearsal it became weaker rather than stronger. Life intervened, and the only thing you can do with life is to live it.

She met a man, Karl-Albert Mirchella, a rural landowner. He was older than her by some ten or fifteen years but handsome withal and with a bearing and manner she found pleasing. He came to dinner at her master’s house and was effortlessly charming from first to last. When her master complained about the unreliability and dishonesty of servants Mirchella demurred. “I think a man’s household is a reflection of his character,” Mirchella said, his tone light but not flippant. “If his servants lie to him it’s because he hasn’t inspired trust in them, so his sin becomes theirs. And if they scant their duties it’s generally because no pattern or exemplar has been set down for them. A well-run household spins like a top, but it takes its tempo from its master. Or so I’ve always found.”

These sentiments earned a harrumph of disapproval from his host, but they endeared him greatly to Jannae. And later that evening when she came to his room to deliver a ewer and a clean piss pot she discovered that the attraction was mutual. She had lain with scores of older men, and at first she only acquiesced to Mirchella’s embrace because a refusal might lead to complications she preferred to avoid. But she enjoyed the encounter, giving of herself enthusiastically, and experienced the petite mort for the first time.

Afterwards Mirchella asked her how she would feel about living in the country. Jannae said she had tried both town and city and found no joys in either that she would miss past bearing. What matters in all cases is good company, she said, with a downward flutter of her eyes that left no doubt as to what she meant.

She delivered her notice the next day, and decamped with Karl-Albert Mirchella on the third day following to his house on the outskirts of the village of Rubik. She served him as his maid and his unacknowledged mistress for three years, and on the whole those years were very happy ones. Karl-Albert kept no other servants, so for the most part they made no pretence at all but lived together as freely and equally as if they were husband and wife. Karl-Albert treated her with tenderness and respect, never reminding her that she was in his service as well as his bed. It was only when he had company that Jannae put on her livery and with it the demure, respectful manner of a housemaid.

Misery is a thing of many layers and ramifications, but happiness is a field of a single bold colour. There is no room in it for tone or nuance. In those days both Jannae’s gnawing guilt and her project of vengeance receded from her mind. She scarcely remembered to keep up with her spells, which she only used for trivial easements when Karl-Albert wasn’t looking. She forgot even to hate herself.

But the other property of happiness, well known and well proven, is that it doesn’t last. One evening Karl-Albert told Jannae that he was inviting some friends to dinner. Some friends from Rubik, she assumed. “No,” Karl-Albert said, “these are men from the landkreisberg, the county town. From Pillen.”

These words made Jannae sick and dizzy. Her present and her past hove towards each other in her mind, perilously, like two wagons trying to share too narrow a road. “What are their names?” she asked, her heart climbing into her throat.

Karl-Albert stared at her, taken slightly aback. It was unusual for her to evince any curiosity about his friends. “I lived in Pillen for a while,” Jannae told him. “A long time ago. It’s possible I might know them.”

“One is Arno Buhler, a secretary in the Rathaus,” Karl-Albert said. “The other is a shipping merchant, Kaspar Mannheim. It’s not likely you’d have met, I think.”

Jannae was hugely relieved. “No,” she agreed. “I don’t know either one of them.”

The three men ate their repast in the main dining room, which Karl-Albert and Jannae scarcely ever used when they were alone. She served them diligently, in ways both obvious and covert. She used her charms to add savour to the food, complexity and potency to the wine. A cheerful and expansive mood prevailed.

At length the talk turned to the question of whether or not Pillen’s Bürgermeister, Frederick Leopold, should stand down at the end of the year. The argument was mostly a technical one. Leopold had initially held the position on a temporary basis when the previous Bürgermeister, Hans Thal, was in his final illness. Then he had been officially invested two years later. If his tenure was held to begin at the earlier date then he was required to resign on the December quarter day, having served the maximum term of ten years.

“In my opinion he should stay on,” Arno Buhler opined. “He’s a steady hand at the tiller, which is what Pillen needs.”

“What are his substantive achievements though?” Kaspar Mannheim objected. “Has he initiated any great changes or innovations?”

“He’s a force for order,” said Buhler. “A champion of the law.”

“Is he? In what sense?”

“Let’s not forget that he brought the witch Bruna Sozen to justice.”

“Aye,” said Karl-Albert. “That was a thing that needed to be done.”

Jannae, who was then in the process of topping up his wine, spilled it across the tablecloth in a long streak, as red as blood. “Clumsy girl!” Karl-Albert scolded her. “Go fetch a cloth. And leave the bottle here. I’ll serve my friends myself. At least that way some of the wine will make its way into their glasses!”

Jannae retreated to the kitchen where she stood a while with her back against the closed door, shaking so hard that it rattled in its frame. She knew that Karl-Albert had been playing a role for his guests, chiding her because it was expected of him rather than because he was really angry. That was not what had hurt her. It was his casual agreement that Bruna Sozen’s death had been a good and necessary thing.

Both good and necessary because she was a witch. Because she was a woman with power, and had used that power to help other women in need. Obviously that was a thing that could not be allowed to stand! Women could not ally with women, or show compassion to women, or give other women some small degree of choice in the matter of their own lives.

Ice and fire rose within her. Heat and cold met, but kept their separate virtues. Cantrip after cantrip came to the tip of her tongue or the ends of her fingers. She fought them down. She folded them back into her heart, allowing none of them to flower.

After the guests had departed Karl-Albert came to seek her out. He embraced her and kissed her cheek. “I’m sorry if my words hurt you, Jan,” he said. “You know I meant nothing by them.”

She pulled away from him. “Had you heard before,” she asked, “about the witch, Bruna Sozen. About how Leopold tried her, and signed the warrant for her death?”

Karl-Albert frowned. “Of course,” he said. “Who hasn’t heard it? If a man rids his town of a poisonous canker, naturally he wishes it to be known.”

“A canker?” Jannae repeated.

“What else would you call it? A witch is one that works unseen to bring people to harm. There’s naught in her but spite and malice. She’s not a woman, but a sickness that takes a woman’s shape, and the quicker she can be dispatched the better.”

Jannae tried to come at the matter another way. Karl-Albert was the most important thing in her life, not just her master but her friend and mainstay. She believed she loved him. “But how if you were to know someone very well,” she asked him, “and only learned after years of acquaintance that they were a witch? Would you listen to your heart’s first choice, or shun your dear friend when you came to know what she was?”

Karl-Albert’s eyes went wide at this appalling suggestion. “Before God, Jan,” he said, “I pray such a choice may never come to me! But scripture tells us no man can roll in pitch and come up clean. So the choice is no choice at all. For my soul’s weal I’d cast that one from me and spit inside her shadow to keep her from cursing me.”

And that was clear enough, Jannae decided, to make further questions unnecessary. She mumbled some disconnected words whose broad theme was that the table needed to be cleared and the dishes washed, and took herself away from Karl-Albert’s sight. Her wits and her heart were alike in turmoil. She found no rest that night but only lay by Karl-Albert’s side staring up into the pit of dark that sat between her and the ceiling, trying to catch some glimpse of her future there.

It seemed to her, scrying those shadows, that she suffered from a singular and terrible affliction. Every place she had ever called home had been torn from her by the unkindness of men, and now that same pattern was about to repeat itself. A man to whom she had unwisely given a piece of her inmost self had in effect declared himself her enemy. She held his affection by subterfuge. She could only hope to keep it so long as she hid her true nature where he could not come by it and wore for the rest of her days the same false smile.

No. She would not do it. But nor would she throw herself again on the world’s mercy. Being as she was a woman without name or family or fortune to fall back on, if she took that path she could hope for nothing more than a life of constant toil and degradation.

Jannae preferred this life. And she decided she would keep it.

While she was in service in Königsbrucke she had devised a cantrip that allowed a witch to disguise her appearance so that she would be taken for someone other than herself. It had been one of the hardest spells she’d ever performed, because it did not achieve its effect by painting the false seeming across the witch’s face and body. Rather it reached inside the minds of the people around the witch and persuaded them to see what was not there.

It was no small step to go from that beginning to a charm that would alter a man’s feelings. There were several missteps and blind alleys before she found an approach that actually worked, and even then the early results were haphazard. But she persevered, determined no matter how long it took not to relent until she achieved her goal – which was to compel Karl-Albert’s affections to the point where he could not choose to spurn or discard her.

It must be said that the false starts and missteps took a heavy toll on Karl-Albert, for Jannae had nobody else to practise on and no way of measuring the cantrip’s efficacy other than by putting it to the test. In one configuration it sent the man into an insensate rage in which he frothed at the mouth and beat his head against the walls and floor. Another essay made him affectionate to a fault but took away so much of his intellect and agency that he could scarcely stir to feed himself or perform his toilet. It seemed that the mind had defences of its own against such profound and lasting changes as Jannae wished to make. It would take an impression, to be sure, but afterwards it would return by degrees to its former state – or something tolerably close to it.

Through all such setbacks Jannae kept stubbornly on, not counting the cost (which to be fair she was not paying herself but laying off, as the saying goes, onto a third party). And at last her efforts bore fruit. A hundred iterations and a great wealth of trial and error finally did what no one version of the cantrip could do by itself. She was able to exert a near-perfect control over Karl-Albert Mirchella, guiding his words and actions as surely as a drover steers an ox. It was not love she was inspiring in him – it was too slavish for that, too rigid – but whatever it was it would do.

Jannae could have relaxed then, knowing that her worst nightmare, of being betrayed and cast away, would not come to pass. But wishing to make assurance doubly sure she suggested to Karl-Albert that he should marry her. He acquiesced at once, if with no sign of joy then at least with no hesitation. Hollow-eyed and halting of speech, he made a poor showing at the altar, but it did not matter. Voices were raised in Rubik and its environs about this scandalous proceeding, a man of wealth and property giving his hand and his name to a serving wench: they mattered even less. Now Jannae was safe even if Karl-Albert should die. As his widow she would inherit his house and his estate.

So her victory was in all ways complete, but she could not rejoice in it. The effects of her meddling with Karl-Albert’s mind, already terrible, worsened steadily. There was less and less left of the man he had been. Sometimes that man would surface for a moment or two in a word, a smile, a gesture, but then would sink out of sight again leaving only the placid imbecile she had made of him. It was as though she had murdered the man she loved and now was constrained to live with his corpse. For this atrocity she berated and forgave herself in a fitful cycle. It was monstrous. It was self-defence. It was an unforgivable betrayal. Men did worse things all the time. However she framed it, it was now irrevocable. She had thrown away the greater part of her joy and must make do as best she could with what was left.

Karl-Albert’s death was not long in coming. Being mindful of what Bruna Sozen had called the charm of Respectable Seeming, Jannae had mourned him publicly and loudly. But she mourned him in her heart too. She remembered his tenderness and his generosity and felt his loss like a wound. The grief built up inside her, an insidious and inexorable poison, until at last she was forced to release it in a storm of destructive cantrips that ran rampant through the house like shrieking ghosts, destroying all they touched. The rampage brought no relief. She could not forget, or forgive herself.

On the other side of the scales, and despite a challenge from a long-lost sister of Karl-Albert’s in distant Karlstadt, Jannae did inherit. The estate, however, was less than she had understood it to be. Karl-Albert’s late incapacity had kept him from managing it effectively, and its worth had declined year on year while she had sat secure in her expectations, not thinking to inquire too closely.

Being now alone and scarcely more than thirty years of age, Jannae must perforce decide what it was she wanted to do with her life’s second act. Her thoughts flowed naturally into an old and well-worn channel: now that she had enough wealth to secure her comfort and enough freedom to act without any man’s oversight, it seemed an appropriate time to resume her quest for revenge against the men who had murdered Bruna Sozen. She had neglected that duty for long enough.

Or perhaps for too long. Jannae had scarcely left the grounds of Karl-Albert’s house in all the years she had been with him, and the world outside it seemed now a vast and forbidding place. She had managed by dint of hard and patient effort to hollow out a space within which she could feel herself to be safe from men’s cruelty and bestial stupidity. Having found this sanctuary she lacked the confidence to step outside it again.

She told herself that this was a temporary incapacity. She needed only to add a few more spells to her repertoire, and to become more adept in entraining them one to another without loss of strength or capacity. Practice, above all, was the needful thing: rehearsal, as for a great performance. And one day, when she was ready, she would take herself to Pillen and complete that great labour. Eike Mahl. Baer Wolfram. Frederick Leopold. All three would die at her hands, in as much pain and terror as she could bring to bear. Then home again, where she could lock the doors and think no more about people and their doings.

And so Jannae had continued for more than a decade. Entirely alone, because she took pains to discourage visitors and magic provided all her material needs; endlessly improving her craft but never reaching such a pinnacle of excellence that she could tell herself, Now, now is the moment, the time to put all things right. An army of one, she refused as her own commander to give the order to advance.

Then one day Magnus Tresti came walking up the road, the first soul she had spoken to in more than five years. She had been surprised to find that she enjoyed his company. He was a coarse-grained fellow, a stolid lump. His conversation was dull and his understanding was limited. But still, he was alive. He was a moving, breathing thing that wasn’t her. For all that he was a man and therefore not in any wise to be trusted, she found it was more pleasurable than not to have him there. That did not mean, of course, that she unbent to him or confided in him. Why would she? But she was glad on the whole that he had come. He brought with him a different state of things, a new equilibrium, slightly more precarious than the old but offering a little more variation, a lessening of staleness. It was small in itself but it seemed momentous.

Until the devil fell out of the sky, and changed for ever Jannae’s sense of what momentous might mean.
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She had been in her study, which had been Karl-Albert’s until his death but saw far greater use now than it ever had in his day. She had been perusing for the tenth or twentieth time the puzzling opinions of Carolus Argentus on the subject of curses and blessings. Argentus claimed that they were twins born from the same womb, in tantum similes ut alter pro altero stare factum – so alike that either may be made to stand for the other.

The crashing down of the demon’s body on the stone paving slabs of her garden walk shook Jannae’s house to its foundations. Alongside that physical impact she felt a tearing in the fabric of the world, a kind of damage that she experienced nowhere in her body but in the silent mind-vault from which she brought forth her cantrips. Every witch in the county must have felt that shock, but Jannae being at its epicentre received it without any dilution or softening of its force. For a moment or two she could not even summon the strength to move. She tasted blood in her mouth and realised she had bitten her tongue almost through.

She sprang up from her chair, let the book fall from her hands and ran out of the house. She found the body sprawled at the far end of the garden, and Tresti striding towards it with unguessable intent. Jannae headed him off. Whatever this apparition portended she wished to be the first to examine it, not the second.

But she was forestalled. As she tried to approach the body with Tresti trailing in her wake she found the very air first thickening into a wall in front of her and then actively pushing her back. She persisted for as long as she could, her feet slipping on the stone slabs of the walk, losing more ground with each step. Finally she gave the thing up and reached out with her mind’s eye instead, using a cantrip of far-seeing.

It was readily apparent that their deceased visitor was a demon. Jannae had never seen such a thing in her life before, but she knew of their existence. They were mentioned frequently in the grimoires she had bought with her dead husband’s money, as beings of great power with whom a witch could if she chose negotiate contracts of mutual benefit, though the witch must always be wary in such dealings if she did not wish her soul to be forfeit.

Jannae had been inclined to view the whole matter as a mixture of superstition and wishful thinking. It bore no relation to the practice of magic as she had learned it and understood it, and it did not chime with her understanding of the world. She had been raised a Christian, there being nothing else to be (for Jews were born that way and could not bestow Jewishness on others), and as a child she had believed in God in a desultory way. That faith had faded with her mother’s death, or perhaps a little time before. Nobody with even a spark of intellect could look at this world and see any sign that a loving creator had made it or kept watch over it. Stories for infants and fools!

But this thing that had crashed down so precipitously in her yard had manifestly come there from another world. Jannae saw no explaining it without dragging God into the matter. Perhaps the Harrowing of Hell was not an event that had happened between Christ’s death and resurrection. Perhaps it was an ongoing process, still playing itself out across the face of Creation, or a tumult that kept reverberating, so huge a thing that even its smallest echoes were solid flesh and bone.

Jannae probed more deeply with her mind’s eye. For all his otherworldly appearance it seemed the demon had died from a very mundane cause – or rather from a mixture of the mundane and the magical. A musket ball had pierced his heart, though somehow it had done this thing without breaking his skin. Perhaps he had wandered too close to Heaven, like a fox prowling around a henhouse, and some angelic groundsman had seen him and taken the shot. Doubtless the guns that angels fired were made of angelic stuff and had angelic properties.

However that might be, there was one thing that brooked no doubt. Somewhere on the devil’s person, in his pack or his pockets, buckled to his belt or tucked away in the seams of his clothes, there was a source of magical power so great that its mere presence filled Jannae’s every sense. She had no idea what this thing would look like, but she was certain she would recognise it when once it came into her hands. Just to be near it would be to know its purpose and its operation as a baby knows its mother’s face.

To have such a prize come all unbidden into her grasp filled Jannae’s heart with joyous excitement and threw her thoughts into a ferment. It made things that had seemed impossibly complex suddenly and shockingly simple. She had hidden herself away in this mouldering house for so long, receiving news of what passed outside only when some tinker or tradesman passed by and knocked on her door. But with such power at her hest there would no longer be any need to hide. Whatever its provenance, whatever its function, she was confident that she could take the demon’s power into herself and use it to fuel and sustain her own magics. She could venture forth at last into the world and meet its cruelties head-on without fear. Which meant that she could finally enact her long-delayed revenge on the burghers of Pillen for Bruna Sozen’s murder.

But she could not come at this potent thing herself. The inhuman corpse was wrapped around with some shield or aura that recognised magic and pushed it away. She needs must rely on Magnus Tresti, the dolt, to fetch the treasure for her and deliver it into her hands.

Very well then. Tresti must do it. But to trust such a momentous task to a man she had met so recently seemed fraught with risk. Might she turn his mind as she had turned Karl-Albert’s? But her stomach griped and churned at the mere thought. Even after ten years that wound was too fresh. She would have to see what sweet words, hard drink and the judicious clinking of coins would achieve. “Enough of this for now,” she said. “Such a commotion in our quiet lives. Come into the kitchen, Herr Tresti, and we’ll fortify our spirits with a little brandy. It’s good for the heart after an upset like this.”

In the kitchen she set out her proposal, which was that Tresti should search the demon’s body and bring everything he found to her, in exchange for a much greater sum than his labour was worth.

But Tresti seemed unwilling to be prevailed on, and persisted in asking insolent questions. Jannae was obliged to reveal her power to him, though she did so with great reluctance. She would have to weave a charm of forgetfulness on him before he left her house, for she could not risk her true nature being exposed. And with that decided she used no further subterfuge but told Tresti plainly why she desired the dead devil’s belongings and what they were worth to her.

They came to an agreement at last and went back out into the garden. Tresti made his first foray, and Jannae waited in a torment of simmering impatience until he returned. He brought the demon’s belt along with two items that had presumably been hanging from it, a powder horn and a small purse of black leather.

Tresti asked her earnestly whether this was enough, a notion of which Jannae quickly disabused him. All these items had some spoor of magic clinging to them, but as she handled each in turn she found only a fraction of the power that must rest in the thing she was seeking. The aggravation was almost too much for her to bear. If only she could broach the corpse herself this would be over in moments, but no, she must work at second hand through one that had no idea what he was even looking for. She relieved her frustration by berating her proxy like a scold. “You must search every inch,” she told him, and sent him straightway back.

The second time Tresti took longer and searched more thoroughly, rummaging at length through the dead devil’s pack. There was much more intriguing stuff to be had here, and this time Jannae took what he brought her eagerly, convinced that now she would come at the great prize. But she was mistaken. The twinned bracelets held considerable power of a nature she could not immediately identify. The notebook and the salt-mill had little or none. The strange barbed thimble contained no great magic but only memories, locked in place with a simple charm. Perhaps it was a relic of some great demon lord, retained because his experiences were still valuable and could be accessed through this thing he had held or made.

Jannae sniffed the air, which stank of contagion. It seemed the devil’s body could not abide the airs of the mundane world. The matter was pressing. She sent Tresti back for a third time, again with sharp words and reproaches, but he did not stay long. Scarcely had he begun to search the pockets of the devil’s breeches than the body began to smoke and smoulder, and then burst into flame.

Jannae was filled with alarm. She felt the magical barrier that had restrained her up to now give way and dissipate into nothing. She ran straightway to the body, but there was nothing left of it. Only a bubbling black ooze like molten tar.

“There was more,” Jannae said, indignant and exasperated. “There must have been more. This that you’ve given me is a half of what was there, at best.”

“I got what was there to be had,” Tresti told her. “There was nothing more but only this.” He held up the last item he had found. It was a brass field glass. And Jannae almost cried out aloud when she beheld it, for the aura of power that was emanating from it was palpable. This was it, the great treasure. The block-headed soldier had found it in the last moment before its dissolution. She was inclined in that moment to forgive him all his oafishness and laziness and give him more than she had promised.

But it would not do at all to encourage the man’s insolence. She told him curtly to return to work. They could revisit the question of payment once he had completed the labour for which she had hired him. Tresti looked angry and sullen at this but he had seen her power and he didn’t dare to challenge her. The better for you! Jannae thought disdainfully.

She took all the salvaged goods with her into the house, piled up high in her hands because the thought of leaving any of them in Tresti’s grubby, fumbling grasp for a moment longer was unbearable. This proved to be a costly error, for now her sense of the magics with which these ill-assorted objects had been imbued became confused into a general sense of potency and activity. And strangely this seemed now to be waning a little. Perhaps the strength of the charms was bound up in some way with their master’s health, and now that he was dead it had begun to fade. If that were the case she would need to act quickly to catch the power and pen it in.

In her kitchen Jannae set out the items along her workbench, spaced far enough apart that she could work on each separately. The first and most urgent task was to locate the wellspring, the great reservoir of power she had felt before its owner had even hit the ground. She went from one end of the bench to the other, holding her hands over each item in turn with her eyes closed and her mind open, tasting their discrete resonances with the same sense with which she chained cantrips in the silence of her thoughts.

The bracelets, again – strong, but not strong enough. The thimble, saturated with memories locked in with a puissant charm that was useless for anything else. The rest, mere bubbles in the universal flow of energy. Jannae’s eyes started open. The great power – the greatest, the raw and boisterous source she had sensed from afar – it had seemed to wane as she walked from the garden into the house because it had waned. Because she had been walking away from it.

Her mind did not leap at once to the obvious conclusion, perhaps because although she had never trusted Magnus Tresti for a single moment she had also never felt any respect for him either; therefore it did not immediately occur to her that he might have tricked her. Something else must have fallen, she thought, perhaps a weapon or a package of some kind that the devil had been carrying and that had landed some distance away from its owner. It had been sitting close by while she examined the field glass and so her senses had been deceived.

She needed to find it, and it seemed expedient to do so quickly. Otherwise there was a danger that someone else might get to it before her, or that its power – huge but volatile – might drain away before she could harvest it. Jannae cast her eye across the rack of tools over her head and selected one of the largest knives, a carver intended for joints of roasted meat. Calming her agitated thoughts with some difficulty she bespoke the knife, filling it with a cantrip whose burden was find this for me. She whispered to the knife about the thing she sought, the great power that had fallen from the sky. She commanded it to hold that power as north, and to point to it in the same way the needle of a compass would point.

Then she let it go.

The knife rose up out of her hands, finding its level a little way above her head. It bobbed from side to side for a moment or two, but then a more purposeful motion took hold of it and turned it until it pointed behind her, towards the door that led back out into the garden.

The doorway was empty, but the fleeing footsteps told her that it had only just become so. She ran at once to the door but she was too late. The garden was deserted. A bucket rocked gently on the bottom step where it had fallen, a little water spilling out of it. Tresti! Tresti had robbed her! He had kept something back, and that something the best of all.

He would regret it. Jannae would see to that. She would make him sorry, not just for this one transgression but that he was ever born at all.
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It was no small thing for Jannae to leave her house. She had fallen out of use with the world these many years and would need to steel herself in order to engage with it again. She would also need to equip herself properly for the pursuit. She would require money, provisions, weapons, a means of conveyance. She would require a hundred other things whose lack she would not feel until she was already on her way.

No matter. She would do it. She knew very well that she was not thinking or acting with her wonted clarity here. Anger and hurt pride were among the things that spurred her, and neither of those was a reliable guide. But chiefly she ached to come at that great power which would render all things easy. She had lived in fear, had allowed herself for years now to be circumscribed in a smaller and smaller space, first by the men who had harried her and then by her own misgivings. She desired an end to that, even more than she desired vengeance for Bruna Sozen’s death. She would risk everything to have it.

To the business, then. She had still some store of money from Karl-Albert’s estate. She had lived in such a straitened manner all these years not because she lacked funds but because she knew that the funds would not last her for ever. This had been her fear again, telling her she might become destitute, that once she was poor she would be helpless, that the world waited always to prey on her if she lowered her guard.

But now the terms in that equation had shifted. She was in quest of a prize that would guarantee both her safety and her status for ever. The proposition was terrifying, but it was simple. She must put up everything she had as stake to win everything she wanted.

There was no time to be lost, so she went about it at once. She packed some clothes and necessaries in a beechwood trunk that had belonged to her husband, displacing from it a few old things of his that had lodged there. Among them was a cravat, made of red silk with a pattern of fleurs-de-lys, that he had worn on the first night she met him; the night when he had first made love to her, and given her the understanding of love’s pleasure that whoring had never taught her. The memory was a happy one and yet it brought a prick of pain, and then a great rush of shame and guilt. She steeled herself and set it aside. This was no time to be wishing and wanting what was past, or taking herself to task for old mistakes. She was a hunter now, and her prey was the future. She tied the cravat about her throat in the manner of a scarf, the only splash of colour in her widow’s blacks. Let it stand for the red of Tresti’s blood. When she caught up with him she would dip it in the actual commodity.

The trunk was too heavy for her to carry it downstairs herself, but she had a cantrip that she called the Faithful Servant – a pair of phantom hands, invisible to all, that would perform such simple tasks for her. She set the trunk down just inside the front door and walked the three miles into Rubik.

The village was not as she remembered it. There were fewer people to be seen, and no young men at all. That would be on account of the war, Jannae realised. It had cut a lopsided swathe through Allesheim’s peasantry, taking only the men and leaving the women to grieve them. She remembered Tresti’s words at her kitchen table. So many men have died for so small a thing. He might be a knave and a thief but in this at least he was not wrong.

Rubik was too small to boast a stables but the inn employed a man named Mirko who among numerous other duties did service as its ostler. This Mirko was a pitiful creature to look at, as lean as any stick and a congenital idiot besides, but he was an honest man by his lights. Jannae found him sweeping out the yard with a besom that had lost more than half its twigs. When she explained her requirements to him he scratched his head, resting his elbow on the broom’s handle while he turned slow thoughts in his slow brain. “We’ve no carriage here that can be hired, Frau Mirchella,” he told her. “Didn’t your husband, God rest him, keep a phaeton? A yellow one, with a pretty trim on the wheels that was the green of holly leaves?”

“He did, Mirko, but I let the horses go long ago and the carriage has fallen to rust and rot. Might there be a vehicle of some kind to be had in Wechsel?”

“Aye, I suppose there might.”

“Go to Wechsel then,” Jannae instructed him, “and fetch back here the best they have. It must be an equipage with four horses, and a coachman to drive it. It’s no matter if it’s small, for it will only be me that rides in it, but if a post-chaise is all they have then bring that. I’ll pay you four groats for your time.”

Mirko scratched his head even harder than before. A frown of ponderous thought crossed his features, as gradually as a cloud passing in front of the sun. “I’ve work to do here though, Frau Mirchella,” he pointed out, indicating with a circular motion of the broom’s handle the inn-yard to whose filth his labours seemed to be making little difference. “It will take me two hours to walk to Wechsel, and two hours back. Herr Neuhaus would be furious. He’d be like to throw me out on my ear.”

Jannae considered with herself. She hoped her pursuit of Magnus Tresti would be of short duration, but short or long she would be a woman abroad alone. For the look of the thing she would do well to have a man by her, and a stupid man had many advantages over a clever one. He would be easier to manage and less likely to notice when she deployed her magics, a thing that was almost certain to happen. Moreover, there was an adage to the effect that a familiar devil was better than a strange one. She knew there was no harm in Mirko. He would not be resourceful, or quick, or bold. He might look like a scarecrow brought to life, but still he would carry out simple instructions with a modicum of competence. In short, he would do well enough.

“Can you drive a four-in-hand?” Jannae demanded.

“I could do it if I was brought to it,” Mirko avowed, though he sounded far from certain. “I’ve driven Herr Neuhaus’s dray many times, with Marlie and Madchen in the yoke. It’s my job to collect our barrels from the brewery in Ampsel, you see, and to take the empty casks back. But Frau Mirchella—”

“Forget about the coachman then,” Jannae said. “And about the four groats. If you drive me yourself I’ll pay you two thalers a day.”

The man’s eyes widened. He seemed to struggle with this prospect, as though it had fallen on him from some height. For a long time he said nothing, but took refuge in another flurry of head-scratching. “That’s a goodly sum, Frau Mirchella,” he allowed at last, “but look you now. A man has got to earn his keep, day in and day out. I’ve a wife and two children. If I lose my position here, I may come to regret those two thalers.”

Jannae took out her purse and showed him the coins therein. They were not silver thalers but gold königsmarks, and there were a great many of them. “How if you came home to your wife and brought her some of these pretties?” she asked. She scrupled from asking how he had found himself a wife in the first place. Perhaps she had been lying in the road and he had tripped over her.

Mirko was astonished at the sight of the gold coins, and he could not hide it. “How… how many of them would I be bringing?” he asked, his voice somewhat unsteady.

“Say ten. Ten for a week’s hire, though I hope our business will be concluded long before that. But if we must fare further and take longer then I’ll give you another mark for every day thereafter.”

Mirko let his broom fall from his hand. “I’m yours for as long as you want me, Frau Mirchella,” he declared stoutly. “I’ll to Wechsel right now, and be back before the afternoon is out. Will it please you to wait inside the while?”

“Nothing would please me less,” Jannae informed him coldly. “I’ll be at my house. You know where it is, I dare say?”

“Aye. It’s at the bend in the road where—”

“Then you may collect me there. And say nothing to anyone about this, Mirko. I don’t want my business to be the talk of the whole village. Nor should I wish it to be commonly known that I keep gold marks in my purse.”

Mirko assured her that he would be as silent as any rock. Jannae gave him a mark to secure the hire of the coach, confident that he would return for the bigger prize rather than abscond with the smaller. The man was, in any case, too dull-witted to be duplicitous. Then she turned one way and he the other, for Wechsel lay in the opposite direction from her house.

Back in her own parlour Jannae passed the time while she waited for Mirko’s return first by consulting the carving knife again – it showed Tresti still heading west – and then by studying the items that he had retrieved from the devil’s corpse before it burned. Interrogating them with her subtle senses she learned a little more about the uses to which they might be put, though her knowledge in most cases fell short of absolute certainty.

The thimble was, as she had surmised, a kind of repository of memories, which she was able to access without even casting a cantrip. All that was required was to touch it with her mind and lay herself open. What came flooding out, though, was a great torrent of impressions so alien and so inimical that they left her choking and vomiting. The prospect of learning how devils thought and how they saw the world was tantalising in the extreme. There must be many great secrets there to be learned, but they would have to wait for a time when she had leisure enough to wait out the aftermath.

The charm on the bracelets was a summoning, but it was inactive. If Jannae wanted to bring it to its fruition she needs must wear the bracelets and presumably bespeak them in some way. She decided she would essay it once her current business was concluded.

There was a small charm on the purse, which was both clever and useful. Its capacity was infinite, its mouth opening as wide as was necessary to accommodate any amount of stuff, which it held without becoming appreciably heavier. And when you delved inside it, whatever you were reaching for came immediately to hand. If she had not already packed her trunk she could have dispensed with it entirely. As it was she put all the other items from the dead devil’s person inside it. Apart from the bracelets and the thimble they had no magics in them at all so far as she could tell, but who was to say that the magic of Hell was in all ways the same as that of Earth? They might have powers or applications she had yet to guess.

It was a little after five o’clock when the clopping of horses’ hooves in the lane outside her house brought Jannae to the door. Mirko was standing by the gate beside a carriage of considerable size. It was a Briska landau, four-in-hand as she had instructed, but it was in a lamentable state. The body of it had been painted bright green, and it bore the arms of some noble family on its door, but the paint was peeling in places to reveal bare wood, and there was a hole in the canopy that had been imperfectly mended with canvas and sailor’s twine.

The horses were in no better degree. They had only come the six miles from Wechsel but they were already tired, their heads bowed and their flanks steaming in the cool air of the late afternoon. One of the front pair was spavined. The other had thrown a hoof. Mirko had been cozened, but to judge from the broad smile on his face he had no idea of the fact.

“How is this then, Frau Mirchella?” he asked, throwing out his arms. “It belonged to no lesser one than the sister-in-law of the Graf Ludendorff herself! Only she needed money to settle a legal dispute, and so she sold it to a gentleman named Schwabach who owns the watermill. He said he knew your husband, God rest him, having sold some land to him once. A parcel of eighty acres, he said, between the river and the Rechen road. He said he was happy for his sake – that is, your dead husband’s sake, God rest him – to let you have the hire of the coach and the team for a whole week for only seven thalers. That is, seven thalers on top of the mark piece that you gave to me, and that I then gave to him as a surety. He said your husband, God rest him, was the best man that ever—”

“Yes, yes,” Jannae interrupted. “Thank you, Mirko. You’ve done well enough, all things considered. Come inside. There are some things that need to be seen to before we can leave. Things that relate to…” she gestured, a sweep of her hand from his grubby jerkin to his out-at-heel boots “… your person.”

“Oh no, Frau Mirchella, I took a piss on the road. We can leave right away.”

“I mean your clothes,” she said impatiently. “Come. Come now.”

Mirko stood docilely in the kitchen while Jannae went upstairs and gathered up some of her husband’s suits. Karl-Albert had put on weight as he grew older, which meant that the suits came in a range of sizes and fittings. Descending the stairs again she proceeded to measure them against Mirko’s meagre frame until she found one that would do, a dark grey linen with a fine barleycorn pattern. She instructed Mirko to remain in the kitchen and change his attire while she awaited him out on the road.

“Wear this?” Mirko asked. His expression was hard to read but it suggested some sort of perturbation in his mind. “Me, Frau Mirchella? To wear this?”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “Exactly. Don’t worry, Mirko. It’s clean, and my husband didn’t die of any communicable disease.”

“But…” Mirko’s hands chased each other in a tight circle. “But it’s too fine, Frau Mirchella. For a man like me… much too fine! I wouldn’t presume.”

It was only a scruple then. Jannae had no time for scruples. “You’re coming up in the world, Mirko,” she reminded him brusquely. “You’re my coachman now, and you must dress the part. If it makes you feel uncomfortable you can give it back when we’re done, but while you’re in my employ you must wear it. Be quick, please. The day is wasting.”

She stepped out into the yard, still considering with herself what might be done about the coach. A few minutes later Mirko came to join her, dressed now in his borrowed finery. Jannae felt an unpleasant lurch of her heart when she saw him. It was not as though her husband walked again. Mirko still looked like a garden rake, albeit one draped in expensive fabric. Nonetheless she found herself remembering a very specific time: a time when she had loved Karl-Albert Mirchella, and before she had had cause to magically batter him into subservience. Those pangs rose again in her heart, and she had once again to subdue them.

Mirko looked both egregiously pleased with himself and hugely embarrassed. He threw out his arms, then turned in a circle so that Jannae could see him from all angles. “Will I do, Frau Mirchella?” he asked.

“You’ll do very well, Mirko. Now please fetch my trunk, which stands inside the front door, and tie it up on the rear shelf of the carriage. Quickly, for I mean to be away at once.”

“I’ll not delay you a moment, Frau Mirchella,” Mirko assured her earnestly. “I already told my Gerthe that I’d be gone from home this while, and when she asked me where I was going I said that the Frau Mirchella bid me not talk about it to anyone, lest her business become the talk of the village, so you may be sure your secret’s safe. And as for the gold marks, I told her, you mustn’t think to—”

“The trunk, Mirko, if you please.”

“Aye, Frau Mirchella, to be sure!”

He ran to do Jannae’s bidding, while she went out into the road to inspect the carriage once again. She walked around the abysmally ill-appointed conveyance, considering with herself. The coach first, she wondered, or the horses? She would not have time to undertake both before Mirko returned.

She decided that the horses were the more pressing case, speed being more of the essence than spectacle. She put her hand on the nearest of the four, the left lead, and closed her eyes. The cantrip refused to come at first. She was asking a lot, since these nags were deficient in many different respects, and while healing had been Bruna Sozen’s main focus it had never been hers. But she stilled her thoughts and narrowed her will, stitching effects to causes until the spell took on a feasible shape. When she let it out into the world she had no idea whether or not it would be sufficient. She was gratified to see the horses one by one raise up their heads, their backs stiffening and their ears twitching as the cantrip’s energy crackled through them.

By the time Mirko returned, struggling under the weight of the trunk, they were a thousand miles removed from what they had been. All four stood proud and straight, treading down the dirt of the road with shuffling steps as if they were trying to break into a gallop before they were tasked to. Mirko paid them no heed. He seemed not to notice the change in their bearing at all. He manhandled his awkward burden up onto the carriage’s luggage shelf and strapped it in with laborious care. After which he dusted off his hands, as one who has succeeded in some great endeavour, smiling at Jannae the while.

“I’m at your command, Frau Mirchella,” he said. “Only tell me where to go.”

This was a pertinent question, but Jannae could only give the vaguest of answers. “Keep on away from the village,” she told him, pointing down the road. “Westward, which is that way. I’ll give you more instructions as we go.”

Mirko held open the door for her and she ascended into the carriage. The upholstery was worn smooth in some places, entirely absent in others so that the straw with which it had been packed stuck out in wilting tufts. There was a heavy smell of rot.

Mirko closed the door, still smiling, and took his place on the driver’s bench. Jannae perched on one corner of the seat as the carriage lurched into motion. She gave Mirko no further instructions so long as the road continued west without interruption. When they reached a crossroads, though, she called a halt and told him to wait while she considered.

With the carriage’s window blinds drawn closed, she opened the dead devil’s magic purse. She drew out of it the kitchen carver she had charged with a finding spell. The knife tugged at her hand until she released it, whereupon it rose up before her to the height of her chest and turned gently until it pointed just north of west. The nearest town in that direction was Fuldenschau, so unless the knife directed her elsewhere she would search there first.

Opening the blinds again she called out to Mirko to continue on the main road for now. “But then when you come to the fifth milestone you should look for a road that leads off to the right, and take that. There’ll be a sign pointing to Fuldenschau.”

“Aye, Frau Mirchella!” Mirko declared ringingly. But the carriage did not move.

“Well, man?” Jannae demanded. “Be about it.”

“Aye, Frau Mirchella,” Mirko said again. “But… how will I know the sign, when I come to it?”

It hadn’t occurred to her that the man couldn’t read, but it was no surprise at all now that he confessed it. “I’ll tell you when to turn,” she snapped. “Just bring us on!”

“Aye, Frau Mirchella!” Mirko clucked at the horses to get them moving and the carriage rolled onwards, rocking a little on the uneven cobbles. After a little while he commenced to sing, a spirited but largely tuneless rendition of “Sah ein Knab ein Röslein steh”. Seeing that he was safely occupied Jannae drew the blinds closed again and brought her magics to bear on the carriage – the upholstery first, then the interior paintwork, finally the gilt and trim. It was an abasing of her talents, but in this sortie she felt that the charm of Respectable Seeming might at some point stand her in good stead.







The counsellors to the king
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The Royal Privy Council of Allesheim walked a fine line at the best of times. Its status was best described as one of prestigious impotence, its brief both nebulous and contradictory. In theory the council served a liaison function between the bundesrat, where executive power was meant to rest, and the king where final authority actually lay. But King Frederick rarely briefed the council directly, and in fact had little converse with it at all in the ordinary run of things. The members, whose numbers varied from year to year, were therefore left to guess at His Majesty’s wishes, with the ever-present threat of royal displeasure should their guesses go too wide of the mark.

At the current moment there were only three councillors. These were the Count von Tull, the ancient scion of one of Allesheim’s noble families, Meister Erich Phaltisch, the comptroller of rivers and canals, and Dietrich Leutheusser, the warden of the Western Marches. Until recently there had been a fourth, Johann Conrad Schinkel, but he had incurred King Frederick’s displeasure in a matter concerning the disposition of lands and titles to one of the king’s mistresses, and the displeasure had proved terminal.

And now the three were met in the so-called Ochre Chamber, around an unnecessarily long and wide oak table, to discuss the ongoing problem of the Ghost Army – an infection of the body politic that was proving extremely difficult to eradicate. Portraits of long-dead monarchs gazed sternly down on them as they canvassed the latest outrages against public order. There had been riots in the cities of Bad Teinach, Lingen and Gredenau. Unruly mobs had marched openly through the streets, always wearing over their faces the white kerchiefs that gave the insurrectionists their name. Public buildings had been set on fire. Local militias in Lingen and Gredenau had been overwhelmed, and in Bad Teinach two Bürgermeisters and a judge had been beaten to death in the streets.

“We need to find out where their den is, and smoke out the whole lot of them at once,” the Count von Tull declared, bringing his fist down on the table. “Enough is enough!”

“They have no headquarters, though,” Warden Leutheusser pointed out. “These were three different incidents in three widely separated locations. It’s not to be assumed that the same people were involved in every case. Anyone can tie a kerchief over their face and pick up a cudgel.”

“But can’t the watch just hang them all?” the count protested. “They’re only robbers, after all. Pickpurses and common thugs.”

“No, your lordship, they’re not.” Leutheusser’s clipped tones suggested that he was running out of patience with the old man, who had little to offer in their conferences save sweeping remarks of this kind. “That’s the story we spread abroad to hide the extent of the problem, and to hinder their recruitment. The Ghost Army is a popular uprising occasioned in large part by resistance to the war effort. The old ideals of patriotism are sadly crumbling and this is the result. People don’t want to serve. They want to decide for themselves what their duty to their country is.”

“It’s hardly a surprise,” Meister Phaltisch muttered, with a shrug of his burly shoulders. He was a man built on a heroic scale, somewhat running to fat now he was in his fifth decade, but still both very tall and extremely well-muscled. “The levy only took oldest sons at first, but now it’s any boy or man of age. There are villages where only old men and women are left. Farms where the harvest has been left to rot in the ground because there were none to gather it.”

“That doesn’t justify treason.”

“I never said it did, Dietrich. But it helps to explain it.”

“We’re not looking for explanations, though. We’re tasked with finding solutions.”

“Happily for you,” said a new voice, “I have your solution here.”

All three men rose to their feet, honouring the newcomer with quick, awkward bows as he swept into the room. Wilhelm Gluck was not – so far as anyone knew – of noble birth. He was therefore the social equal of Phaltsich and Leutheusser and of inferior standing to the Graf, but there were degrees of ceremony that it wasn’t safe to stand on. Gluck was the king’s favourite. He spoke and enacted the king’s will, and Frederick had never been known to disagree with him on any material issue. If you found yourself on the other side of an argument with the man, it was best to realign yourself quickly before the ground gave way under you.

Phaltisch disliked everything about Gluck, from his bizarre appearance (so hung about with trinkets and chains and kickshaws that it was a wonder he could walk!) to his insulting and condescending manner. He resented the heavy-handed way in which Gluck used his unearned authority and was outraged by his open use of magic, a thing proscribed throughout the kingdom. Mostly though he hated that Gluck made him feel afraid. There was a sinister effluvium that hung about the man, invisible but undeniably there.

Phaltisch made a forlorn appeal to normal protocol, gesturing towards the clerk who was sitting in the corner of the room and taking down the minutes of the meeting. “We have an agenda, Herr Gluck. A range of possibilities to discuss.”

“A most meticulous agenda,” Gluck agreed, giving Phaltisch a frosty smile. “And as excellent a set of unworkable options as you could hope to find. You’ll debate the possibility of establishing garrisons in major towns and cities, and dismiss it on grounds of cost. You will review the reports gleaned from paid informants and government spies, and find them neither credible nor useful. You’ll lament the fact that random executions of suspected Ghost Army agents appear to have inflamed the situation rather than resolving it. And then, finally, one of you will ask whether the other two have any new suggestions to offer. I could have stood out in the corridor while you got through all that, with the concomitant waste of time and general aggravation of our collective spirits. I chose to abridge the process and tell you what we’re actually going to do.”

Gluck took a seat at the head of the table. He had been carrying a sheaf of papers all this time. He set them down now and pushed them across the table to each of the three council members. He did not trouble to offer one to the clerk. “The people named in this list are to be arrested,” he said, “and brought here to the capital under guard. The charge is capital treason.”

The three councillors scanned the list avidly but with something of surprise. It seemed quite extensive, running to some several hundred names. “Are these the ringleaders, then?” Leutheusser asked. “The organisers of the revolt? You’ve found out who they are?”

“I’ve known for a long while who some of them are,” Gluck said, “but they’re not on this list.”

“What?” This from the count, querulous and indignant. “If you’ve found them out, Gluck, let’s make an example of them.”

“We tried that, my lord.” Gluck leaned back so that he could put his feet up on the table, dripping a little mud on its immemorial oak. “It was wasteful of troops, of which we have a shortage. It was also logistically difficult, since in any given region we had to deploy forces brought in from other areas, as far afield as possible. To avoid the problem of divided loyalties, you understand.

“But chiefly it failed because the Ghost Army has no centralised organisation as such. There are some in its ranks who are more influential than others, but each town or city’s contingent operates largely in isolation. It takes its orders locally, as it were, with no reference to the larger organisation. If there even is a larger organisation. This is why there’s been no coordination to the skirmishes they’ve launched, and why we’ve experienced so little success in trying to anticipate them. We were assuming a rational strategy, and there is none. So long as they inconvenience us and hinder the war effort they’re satisfied.”

Gluck gestured towards the list. “This will strike a blow of a different kind. These are not the leaders. They are not even fighters. The men and women on that list are related by birth and blood to Ghost Army fighters – in the main, to those of higher rank. In some cases these will be parents, wives or husbands of those who have risen against us. In others, brothers, sisters, sons and daughters. As well as the occasional uncle or cousin where no better options offered themselves.”

“This is a very long list,” Leutheusser observed guardedly. “What are we to do with all these people once we’ve arrested them? How are they to be accommodated?”

Gluck gave the man a cold stare. “Did I not say that the charge was capital treason? They’re to be accommodated at a rope’s end, Herr Warden. Every one of them will be hanged in the Heldenplatz.”

“We’re executing children?” Phaltisch demanded. He sounded appalled.

“That is what we are doing, Meister Phaltisch, yes. Although there is a small addendum to be made, which you will promulgate by public notice in every city, town and village. In each case the Ghost Army fighter in whose place the hostage was taken may come forward and offer themselves in exchange. In that case their kinsman or kinswoman will go free and they will hang instead.”

“But… what will this accomplish?” Leutheusser demanded. “You said the Ghosts had no real leaders, so these…”

“They were not chosen at random. Wherever I could I chose the parents, spouses or children of Ghost Army stalwarts whose loss will be felt. For each of them there will be two possible outcomes. Either they will submit themselves to be hanged, or else they will stay loyal to their cause but lose their hearts and souls and fight on utterly demoralised.

“And as to that wider cause, well, it will be clear to every citizen in the land that the price of enlisting with the Ghosts will be very high indeed. Higher than most will be willing to pay. Thereby we make these deaths do double work, both in the moment and in the aftermath.”

An uneasy silence met this pronouncement.

“It’s a clever plan,” Phaltisch admitted at last. “But… might we not execute the Ghosts who come forward but then release the others, the innocents afterwards? There’s no need to kill them all, is there?”

“The point,” Gluck said, “is only made if the innocents die along with the guilty. I should have thought that was obvious. This is not the Feast of Fools, Meister. We’re not playing pranks on one another for the jollity of drunkards. We’re fighting an armed insurgency.”

“Just so!” agreed the Count von Tull. “Burn them all out, I say.”

Phaltisch exchanged a searching glance with Leutheusser, who said nothing.

“If there are no more questions,” said Wilhelm Gluck, “then I declare this meeting dissolved.”

“But you’re not even a member of—” Phaltisch began to protest, but the others were already pushing back their chairs and the clerk had bustled out of the room without looking back.

“Good,” said Phaltisch. “Excellent. We go about to murder innocents now.”

“Civilians fall casualty to war all the time,” Leutheusser muttered, his eyes downcast. “This is no different.”

“It feels different.”

“But we are men of reason,” Gluck said, sweeping past him. “We know how to suppress our feelings. Or else what use are we to His Majesty? What use are we to ourselves?”







20

In spite of which, it must be said that Wilhelm Gluck’s own emotions in this present moment were far removed from the detachment he preached. Wilhelm Gluck, in truth, was not content. Back in his own chambers at the top of the palace’s Clerestory Tower he brooded, unwilling to engage in any of the many diversions a powerful warlock had at his disposal. Staring out of the window at the cloud-wracked sky, he ran his fingers absently across the wide and varied collection of chains and necklaces he wore. He knew each one by touch, and it soothed his spirits somewhat to visit them in this way, always in the same order which was the order in which he had first come by them.

The matter of the Ghost Army was far from his main concern, but it was nonetheless an irritant. Gluck’s foremost task was to advise the king, and the insurrection was presently the principal thorn in His Majesty’s side. It was hindering the proper conduct of the war, and the war was an enterprise that was dear to King Frederick’s heart. It was dear to Gluck’s heart too, come to that, though for entirely different reasons.

But another matter currently occupied the forefront of his thoughts. As a man of a pragmatic bent, and withal a man not much disposed to trust his life and livelihood to uncertainties, he had his own sources of information in addition to those he shared with the king. Some of these sources were magical, others mundane; in recent days all seemed to have been singing in the same key.

Through sorcerous channels he had been apprised of a Visitation. This was the bland term Gluck had coined for irruptions into the human sphere from the realms eternal. He had hastened to the spot, a half-ruined house on the outskirts of an insignificant village, only to find it abandoned. There was no trace of the house’s owner, a widow according to the census, and much more importantly no trace of the thing he had come there to claim.

And close on the heels of this he had heard through his own network of spies reports of a disturbance in Fuldenschau, some four or five leagues distant from the site of the Visitation. Someone had blown a hole in the donjon keep, the only remaining part of the castle that had once protected the town. How this outrage had been carried out was not easily explained. There was no trace of a bomb or of sappers’ works, and a house-to-house search had failed to turn up a cannon or mortar that could have launched a ball capable of doing such a prodigious amount of damage.

The local watch was working on the assumption that a Pozhak spy had been responsible. A man had been arrested on the same night but had subsequently escaped, evading a large posse comitatus raised to pursue him. At the time of his arrest the man had given a name, Magnus Tresti, which might or might not have been an alias. According to the census register the only Magnus Tresti in the kingdom was a man of no account at all, a cashiered soldier crippled in the war.

Gluck’s own assessment of the situation was different. The man who had been a guest in the donjon tower for such a short time had previously been at that manor house outside Rubik. Either he had been a member of the widow’s household or else – just as likely in these unsettled times – he had gone there to rob her of her meagre treasures. If that was so, he had chanced upon a treasure greater than anything he could have imagined. He had been a witness to the Visitation. He had taken away some part of it, and he had already learned how to use it.

This being the case, Gluck could only regard the eradication of the Ghost Army as an irritating distraction from his own much more urgent and consequential concerns. He served his king faithfully and well, but purely as a matter of personal convenience. It was useful to be close enough to the seat of temporal power to be able to borrow it when necessary, that was all.

Turning from the window, Gluck sat himself down on a silken divan, still out of sorts. Close by his elbow on a table of chalcedony was a jug of fortifying spirits laced with rare and exotic spices from the markets of the east. On his bookshelves rested the wisdom of a whole continent, books that not even the great university at Tallendorf could boast. His rooms were more opulently furnished than those of the king himself, though he was careful to disguise this with a spell of illusion whenever the king came by for a visit. At well over a hundred years of age he had the vigour and the outward seeming of a man in his third decade. He had many reasons to be content, but these things were only props and comforts to his animal nature. His true goals were much loftier. Right now he needed to find this Magnus Tresti and take his new toy away from him. It had never been meant to come into his hands in the first place, and he had no right to keep it.

All such things belonged to Gluck.
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Strong arms embraced Mag, holding him much too tight – so tight that he couldn’t draw a breath. The air that was in his lungs already was squeezed out of him, into a space that was as hot as a cauldron and as narrow as a lath.

He was no sapper or engineer, but he had been in tunnels that sappers and engineers had dug. He had hated it, afraid every moment that the roof would fall in on him and he would die choking on dirt. This was worse. There was only darkness in front of his eyes, and a wet tide swept over him. Wet and hot, bitter and cloying. He was being boiled in oil, but he might yet drown before he roasted.

Then he fell a short way onto cold, hard ground. He lay there for some considerable while, savouring its solid mass, the feel of the cold night air as it was sucked into his greedy lungs. He was aware very briefly of a movement at his shoulder as something very large indeed shifted its bulk and stirred the air around it. There was a hiss of breath like the sound of a kettle coming to a boil. Then nothing. The great serpent, he surmised, had departed as suddenly as it had come.

After a very long time he opened his eyes. He was alone, sitting in tall weeds with – it seemed at first – no house or man-made thing in sight. To left and right of him, only more of the same, stunted scrub lit up by a pale moon. He imagined a trackless wilderness, stretching out beyond the limits of his vision into distant infinities. He imagined Hell – a part of Hell that was more clement than some but still desolate.

But then he heard the river chuckling and fussing somewhere nearby, and looking behind him he saw the city wall. It was only a few hundred yards away. From within came shouted cries and the occasional bleat of a bugle. His ordeal, which had seemed endless, must have taken less than a minute.

A great many recent memories welled up in his mind all at once, and a thrill of panic went through him as he realised that his hands were empty. The tinderbox! He groped in the tall grasses beside him and moaned as he found nothing but damp, cool earth. Then the tip of his finger touched a hard, straight edge.

It was the tinderbox. Mag took it up in trembling hands, threw open the lid and groped inside. The flint and the striker were there, though both had been out of the box and in his hands before the great serpent swallowed him. Either Dorsa had tidied them away for him before she took her leave or else there was some magic in the box that allowed it to reassemble its components when they were scattered. He would ask the devils, when he got the chance. He would ask them a great many things, but for now he needed to get far away from the city while he still had the cover of night.

Mag closed the box up again and climbed to his feet. He was still covered in viscous slime, as slippery as lamp oil. It had felt warm when he was first ejected onto the grass but now it was freezing. Well, running would warm him. It might also cause him to trip and break his leg but if he stayed here he would soon be in the same exigence from which he had just escaped.

He found the river by following its sound, turned his back on the city and set off at a quick trot. The weeds hampered him and tripped him ever and again, but since he was falling on soft ground he only took a few bruises and scratches. He picked himself up again each time and continued doggedly on. After some half a mile a bridge spanned the waterway – and since the river ran from north to south the road ought therefore to be set from east to west. Mag chose the western stretch.

He was obliged to slow his pace now: the road was cobbled but there were deep ruts in it made by wagon wheels and weather, and a fall on jagged stone was a thing he wished to avoid. Nonetheless he made reasonable progress, and at this dead hour of the night he met no other travellers. His body ached from the beating he had taken earlier and from these rude exertions, but he didn’t stop until the sun was tipping the horizon and pink-tinged daylight washed the cobblestones. Then he withdrew from the road into a stand of trees and threw himself gratefully down. He had meant to sit, but weariness overcame him and he lay down full length.
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He must have slept. He must have dreamed, because when he next opened his eyes it was with a sense of shrugging off dark and monstrous imaginings. The air around him was warm now and freighted with the smell of wild rosemary. Birds were singing. It was as though he had gone to sleep in winter and awakened in spring.

Mag sat up, and then stood, against the protests from his limbs and the heaviness in his head. He listened more carefully, but heard no shouts of men or beat of horses’ hooves. He seemed to be alone.

He deemed it wise, before he did anything else, to find out a little more about the place to which he had come. The road was some twenty or thirty paces behind him, the direction marked by the passage he had trampled through the thick undergrowth. He advanced in the opposite direction, making as little sound as he could.

His caution served him in good stead. He had not gone far at all before he reached the edge of the little copse. Beyond it were open fields, not green but bright yellow. This was a farm, and someone’s rapeseed crop. Mag saw no farmhouse but there was a barn off to his right. In front of it, on a patch of bare earth, two men were repairing a ploughshare, the blades of it detached from the frame and laid on the ground before them. One man held the frame firm, the other’s arm rose and fell as he went at it with a hammer. The sound of the hammer blows floated to Mag on the gentle breeze, softened by distance almost to the sweetness of birdsong.

He retreated again into the trees. This was not as remote a spot as he might have hoped for, but he needed to speak with his three devils and soon was better than late for that converse. A great deal seemed to depend on the precise terms of their contract with him.

He sat himself down, set his back against a broad oak and took the tinderbox from his pocket. Of the three devils the very first, Keal, had had the most to say for himself and perhaps had been the least frightening. There had even been a boldness in his bearing that compelled respect, and – for all his red skin and red eyes – something that might have been called handsomeness in his face. For that reason Mag chose Keal’s sella and struck a spark.

The flash of light was less fierce and disconcerting by day, but the devil’s sudden appearance still caused Mag to start, his heart seeming to clutch itself within his chest as though it feared to be haled out of there and eaten. But Keal offered him no violence. He only nodded. It was not so much a greeting, more an acknowledgement of Mag’s presence. Once again Mag was struck by the scent that hung about the devil, like the smell of a market stall where a dozen spices stood in baskets and their aromas all roiled and mingled into one.

“You’re alive, then,” Keal said. “I half expected to be summoned today by a new master. You must lead a precarious life, little man, that you needed to call on all three of us in a single night.”

“I’m used to much quieter nights than that,” Mag said. “And I wish with all my heart that those to come will be quieter still. I promise I’ll trouble you as little as I can.”

Keal smiled thinly. “As to that,” he declared, “I had no great objection to stretching my legs. Our lodgings are somewhat confined. Was there something you wanted today, or did you call me hither only for companionship’s sake?”

The question took Mag by surprise and made him consider with himself. He would have said it was the first, but perhaps it was both things. In spite of all the perils and perturbations that had intervened since, his memory of that dinner in Fuldenschau’s donjon was one that warmed him. It had been a moment of brightness and comfort, unlikely and unexpected. He could not help but feel a warmth towards the one who had brought it to him.

He set these unavailing thoughts firmly aside. “I’d like, friend devil,” he said, “to ask you some questions concerning our… relationship. That is… I mean… if it please you.”

Keal’s smile disappeared as quickly as a dove from a conjurer’s hand. “I’d counsel you against calling me friend,” he said. “It might incline you towards expectations that are unlikely to be met. And since you’ve once again phrased your desire in terms of a request I refuse it. Command me and I’ll answer you, but I don’t serve you here out of choice.”

“Good enough,” Mag said, though his heart sank a little. For his own part he would have welcomed some sign of warmth from his new companion, however small. It had been long since anyone had called him friend, and longer still since anyone had thought to reach for him.

He caught that thought on the fly and examined it. Such coupling as he had enjoyed during his time in the army had been furtive, hurried, mechanical. Keal was not a man, but if he had been one he would have been very much the type of man towards whom Mag was drawn, tall and well-muscled, able to bury him in an embrace. Mag was astonished and dismayed to find these stirrings in himself. Since lust itself was held a sin, how deep a sin was lusting after a devil! And how fruitless!

“I thank you for your counsel,” he said, trying to match Keal’s indifferent tone, “and I command you to answer me when I ask.”

Keal shrugged his broad shoulders. “Then ask.”

“Will you not sit down beside me, though?”

“Why? So that we may gossip together like two old fishwives in the marketplace?”

“So that you won’t be seen from yonder farm, in case anyone should be looking.”

Keal pursed his lips, but he lowered his burly frame to the ground and folded his legs under him.

Mag debated with himself as to which question was most important, but he could not decide and so started with the one he had conceived most recently. “You said your quarters are narrow. Do the three of you live inside the box, all shrunk down and cramped together? I didn’t see you there when I opened it.”

Keal rolled his dark, expressive eyes. “No,” he said, “we don’t live in the box. The box is only the index or key to the place where we live, which is a place outside of eternity built on purpose to hold us – and others like us. When you strike the flint against the steel you turn the key in the lock and make an opening so that one of us may come back from that place into the world.”

“Then can I only call on one of you at a time?” Mag asked.

“Did I say so? No, you can strike any and all of the sellae whenever you wish. I departed from you in the cell because – as I said at the time – my comrade Borrigor requires a deal of space in which to stand. Forgive me if my unannounced exit inconvenienced you.”

This last was said with sardonic emphasis. Mag ignored it and persevered. He had perceived already that Keal chafed at his enforced subservience and that his chafing showed itself in anger and bitterness. “How do the three of you come to be in the box?” he asked.

Keal shifted his weight, for the first time removing his cold gaze from Mag and looking away through the trees towards the road. He did it with a show of boredom, but Mag felt certain that he had probed a wound. “A matter of military discipline,” the devil said. “The details are not such that you would understand them. I will explain if you insist, but I would do so with extreme reluctance. And you’ll know no more afterwards than you do now.”

“Then I withdraw the question,” Mag said. “But I’d fain know this, frien—Herr Devil. How long can I continue to ask these favours of you? Of you and of your comrades?”

“They are not favours.”

“Instructions, then. How long can I… command you?”

Keal pointed at the tinderbox, which Mag still had clasped tight in his hands. “For as long as you hold that.”

“But last night when that great snake swallowed me,” Mag said, “the box fell from my hand. I all but lost my senses. When at last I gathered up my wits again I found the box lying beside me on the ground. Your sister Dorsa could easily have taken it from me, and yet she forbore to do it. Why?”

“Because it’s not allowed,” Keal said, a note of irritation or impatience entering his voice. “The transfer of ownership happened when you touched the box, the captain being dead. I’m not privy to the precise workings of the magics involved, but my understanding goes as far as this. You can give the box away of your own will, whenever you like. Or someone of sufficient rank in the army of Hell can requisition it from you. Failing that it’s yours until you die, as Captain Apirox did. Lord Satan’s spellmasters must have decided that to have the box’s prisoners loose and ungoverned was too great a risk. Better to assign the command to the first who comes along – though no doubt there is a provision preventing any child of Heaven from taking it.”

Mag opened his mouth to ask a further question, but Keal was not yet done. “You are the accidental beneficiary of a crude failsafe mechanism,” he said, over Mag’s half-formed words. “In the way of things, this is unlikely to end well for you. If I cared one whit about your wellbeing – which for the sake of clarity I do not – I’d advise you to walk away from it.”

“To walk away?” Mag echoed. “You mean, to give up the tinderbox?”

“Yes,” Keal said. He unfolded his legs and stood. “That is exactly what I mean. But the choice is yours, and as I said I care not one way or the other. If nothing else, it may be diverting to see your tragi-comic downfall enacted. Now what would you? The spells laid on me oblige me to do your bidding, but if you’ve no commands to give me then I’ll go back to the place where I’m confined.”

Mag felt a stirring of anger. Keal’s disdain hurt him, as did his taking so little care to hide it. “I thought you said that place was narrow,” he said, standing too so as not to be so very much looked down upon.

“Aye, it is.”

“And yet you’re so eager to return. Is the air foul here?”

“No, little man, but the company is tedious.”

“Well,” said Mag in a tone of defiance, “you must stay in any case. I have more to ask of you. I mean,” he amended quickly, “to demand of you.”

The devil spread his arms, as one who should say: only instruct me, and the thing is done. Once again his face made it clear that the gesture was meant as a mockery.

“I want…” Mag said, and for a moment went no further. What did he want? Chiefly to make his way in the world as he had done before. To put the war behind him and forget the horrors he had both witnessed and delivered. To feel himself a man and not a thing. To have a roof over his head that didn’t leak. A few friends to jest with. A handsome man who would look into his eyes with love, and read love there returned.

That was a lot, in God’s name! That was more than one wish could encompass, and probably more than one devil could perform. But perhaps there was a thing that would bring on all the rest, or at least put him within reach of them – a thing that had no magic in it except what people gave it, but seemed to twist the world in ways that were almost magical.

“I want gold,” he told Keal.

“Well now,” the devil said, “here at last is a familiar tune. How much gold, commander? And in what form? Gold nuggets, fresh from the ground? Gold bars? Coin of the realm? Golden candlesticks, gilt frames to hang your paintings in, bracelets and chains, pendants and torcs, rings for your ears or your lips, gold leaf for the covers of your books, or for—”

“Coin,” Mag declared hastily, for it seemed the list might go on for ever. “As much as would make a man rich.”

Keal shook his head. He seemed at last to be enjoying this conversation. “Ah, but that’s not a measure I can fill. There are some men – and women too – who could gather to themselves every piece of bright metal that was ever dug up out of the ground and still think themselves poor. It’s in your nature.”

“A thousand marks, then!” Mag said – in that moment, the largest number he could imagine.

“A thousand marks?” The devil sounded taken aback. “So many?”

It was an absurd request. Of course it was! Where would anyone find such a sum? Perhaps a hundred marks would be more reasonable, or fifty. But as he was about to say so Mag saw the corners of Keal’s mouth quirk up and realised that he was once again being played for a fool. “A thousand, Herr Devil,” he insisted. “Do as I bid you.”

“But of course, my dread commander,” Keal said, clicking his heels together as he stood smartly to attention. In the instant he was gone.

Mag sank down onto the sward, full of so many contradictory feelings that his mind all but ceased to move. He had faced down a demon of Hell and made his will stand, which was a great thing, but the terrors and perturbations of the night before had left their mark upon him. He still felt himself beset about with dangers, though at the same time he was dizzy with the prospect of the enormous power that had been so unexpectedly put in his hands. And on top of all of that it seemed he had begun to form feelings for Keal that could not possibly be returned – feelings that would only expose him to the devil’s merciless ridicule if he once let them show.

“What am I to do?” he whispered, on his knees and with his eyes screwed shut. “Jesu, what am I to do?”

Something heavy smacked down at his feet, close enough that he felt the clap of the air in front of his face as it fell. “Will it please you to count?” Keal asked. “There are a thousand there, but I wouldn’t wish you to take me at my word and call it into question hereafter.”

Mag opened his eyes. Two saddlebags of dark tan leather lay before him, so full that their clasps only just held. With awe and wonder he put out his hand and made to lift them up, but there was too much weight in them for his one hand to manage. He undid the buckle of the nearer bag and lifted up the flap. What was within had a bright yellow lustre to it.

He reached inside. His fingers’ tips touched a multiplicity of clinking discs. Mag had no doubt at all that they were golden königsmarks. This was more wealth than an entire village could command! But that thought brought another in its train. Golden coins did not grow on trees. They must have an owner, a source, a history.

“Where did they come from?” he demanded, looking up at Keal.

The devil tilted his head on one side in an unconvincing mime of transcendent innocence. “The saddlebags? A messenger from the town you fled last night was delivering letters on behalf of the Bürgermeister. Now some of his letters will have a little mud on them.”

“I meant the gold,” Mag said. “You know I meant the gold. Where did you find it?”

“Oh, the gold.” Keal looked away westward, over the tops of the trees. “Some dozens of leagues yonder there is a city, and in the city a palace. A man resides there. A man who wears an elaborate and uncomfortable hat, and sits on a chair that’s much too wide for his meagre hindquarters. Under his feet there are vaults, in the smallest of which there is much more coinage than this. Shall I speak more plainly, commander, or do you take my meaning?”

“You stole from the king!”

“I did, yes. I think it unlikely he’ll notice, but if he does what of it? Some steward or sutler will swing from a rope, some locks will be replaced and life will go on.”

Mag was appalled. “An innocent man may hang for this?”

“Why no, commander, I speak of courtiers. Such men as would prostitute their daughter for a hope of advancement, and stab their brother through the heart if he stood between them and a pension. There are no innocents among them.”

“You see the world through a dark glass, Herr Devil!”

“Why yes, I do. But if your conscience pricks you I can take the money back.”

Mag considered with himself. “Yes,” he said at last. “Take it back.”

Keal grinned, then sobered again. “Wait,” he said. “You’re serious?”

“Aye. Return these coins to the place where you found them, and place them so that none will know they were ever moved.”

Keal picked up the saddlebags. He didn’t seem to feel their weight. “But keep those bags,” Mag said. “And fill them up again, this time with coins long lost and buried in the ground, whose owners are dead and will not miss them. I would guess there are enough of those to fill the bags?”

“Many times over,” Keal conceded.

“Well then. Go to.”

The devil was gone a little longer this time, giving Mag time to think what else he needed. He wanted to talk with Keal longer. He wanted to ask about that braided hair, whether it might be a remembrance from a friend, and what that friend was like, but he saw through his own confused longings and set them resolutely aside. When Keal returned and once more dropped the saddlebags at his feet he declared himself satisfied and gave the devil his dismissal.

Then he put the flint to the steel again and summoned Dorsa.
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For a moment Mag thought the tinderbox’s magic had failed, for though he struck her sella three times the she-demon failed to appear. But then her voice sounded from above him. “What would you?” Looking up, he saw her sitting in the fork of a tree.

“Discretion, first and foremost,” Mag said. “Please come down from there. It’s likely I’m still being hunted by Fuldenschau’s watchmen, and I’d prefer for us not to be seen.”

Dorsa slid from the branch on which she was sitting and landed lightly beside him. She was very close, and Mag realised that she too had a smell – but where Keal’s had reminded him of fragrant spices Dorsa’s had the pungency of musk and civet about it. It made him dizzy.

“What matter if we’re seen?” she asked with cool indifference. She held up her right hand. From her fingers’ tips long claws slid out like daggers from their sheaths. “I’m good at butchery, and my pretty ones love fresh meat.”

“That’s the very thing I would wish to avoid!” Mag exclaimed.

Dorsa pursed her lips in a pout. As with so many of Keal’s expressions this seemed to be a joke or a performance rather than an expression of real feeling. Perhaps devils did not experience joy and sorrow and amusement in the same way that mortal men and women did. “Discretion it is, then,” she said. “No throat-cutting, at least for now. No hunting, and no devouring. I’m not sure what that leaves.”

“Do you keep Hell’s stables as well as its kennels?” Mag asked her. He pointed to the saddlebags. “I need a horse, to carry those. I want to be gone from here, as quick and as far as I can, and if I heft such a weight on my own back I’ll not last a league.”

“I’ve no horses. Horses are of your world, not mine.”

“Then what did your captain ride?”

This made Dorsa laugh uproariously. “A ferox? You’d not want to go riding down the roads of Earth on the back of a ferox! No, there’s no doubt a horse will serve you better. Can you bide here for an hour?”

Mag told her that he could, and she vanished as quickly as she had come.

The wait seemed long. Mag heard a few wagons pass, and the tramp of occasional feet, but nobody ventured in among the trees in search of him. The sound of hammering still came to him from time to time when the wind shifted, so the two men must still be working on the recalcitrant plough. He was plagued by hunger and even more by thirst, but he decided against summoning Keal again. The devil’s mockery discomfited and unmanned him: though the tinderbox gave Mag mastery, he could not make himself feel like the master in that relationship. And his own confused feelings added another layer of awkwardness to the proceedings. He had been too long without company, that was all. He needed to drink more than he could cope with, and then to have unsteady, furtive congress with someone equally drunk in the yard of an alehouse. That was how most of his trysts had gone since Giovanni de Luca went back to his home country.

Time passed, and Dorsa did not return. The day grew warmer, a sign that spring was coming at last to Allesheim. Mag dozed, his back once more against the oak, chasing and being chased through fitful dreams from which he started awake more than once to find himself still alone.

At last, though, the jingle of harness roused him. He scrambled to his feet, ready to flee if this should chance to be the watch come to claim him, but it was Dorsa. She was leading a horse by its bridle, and it was as fine a one as Mag had ever seen; a great snow-white stallion fully eighteen hands high. It wore a saddle of grey leather from which gleaming silver stirrups dangled. All of the animal’s gear seemed new. Its flanks steamed very slightly in the warm air as if Dorsa had been riding it hard until only a few moments before.

“You said you had no horses!” Mag exclaimed.

“And that was true. This one was wild an hour ago. I caught him in a land a thousand leagues east of here.”

Mag saw no way in which that could be true. This animal was spirited, pawing the earth with its front hooves now that it was still, but it had clearly been well trained. “Bought him, you mean,” he said scrupulously.

“With what?” Dorsa was scornful. “We of Hell neither buy nor sell. Our currency is the strength of our hands and the force of our will.” She stroked the horse’s mane with what looked like real affection. “I made this one come to me by changing my scent to that of a mare in heat. Then I spoke words of power into his ear to make him happily obedient to my will. Now he sees me hand the reins to you.” She suited the action to the word, wrapping the reins around Mag’s wrist. “Whereby he knows that you are become his master. Use him well and he will answer you in every need. Or use him ill and I swear I’ll find a way to hurt you, the tinderbox be damned.”

“I’ll do my best,” Mag promised. “I’m no great rider, though. And I’ve never had care of a horse before, let alone one as fine as this. You’ll need to teach me how to tend to him.”

Dorsa nodded, seeming to approve of these words. Mag went and fetched the gold, attaching the bags behind the saddle while the horse stood docilely, only twitching his tail slightly when Mag tugged the cinch tight. “Has he a name?” he asked Dorsa.

“He has if you bestow one on him.”

“Then his name will be Swift.”

Dorsa tugged on the horse’s loose-ring to bring his head down and murmured a few words into his ear. The stallion whinnied and shook his mane. “It’s done,” Dorsa said. “He accepts the name and will answer to it.”

“Then if it please you, mistress,” Mag said, “I’ve nothing more to ask of you.”

Dorsa crossed her hands over her chest. A ray of sunlight found its way through the trees’ canopy: when it struck her she seemed to turn into light herself and melt away into dazzling motes.

Mag climbed up into the saddle. It took him three attempts, but the horse stayed perfectly still throughout. Then as soon as Mag tugged on the reins he set off, walking steadily until they reached the road and then breaking at once into a canter. After only a few moments Mag urged him to a full gallop.

Fuldenschau fell behind them, and though it could not be quick enough for Mag’s liking still it was very quick indeed.
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Fuldenschau rose before Jannae, the stones of its city wall lit up with a gentle roseate glow as the sun sank towards the horizon.

She was in something of an unsettled mood. For all her misgivings about venturing out into the world again she had expected the world to be as she had left it. Instead she found it much changed, and not for the better. The farms they had passed were ill-tended, some of the fields surrendered to weeds and wildness, the farmhouses falling into ruin. The road itself was rutted and uneven, washed out in some places and pitted with deep holes in others. Fist-thick brambles and hogweed had grown out from either side, higher than her carriage’s wheels, making the track narrow and the going slow.

Once again Jannae saw the footprint of the war upon the land. The men who should have tended those fields, lived in those farmhouses, repaired those roads or kept them open by daily use must even now be pouring out their lifeblood on the soil of Pozhka and Ehrlich. It was in all a sombre vista with little of beauty to relieve it.

Mirko slowed the carriage as they approached the gate, and then brought the team to a dead halt. Jannae waited for him to coax them into motion once more, but after a few moments she put her head out of the window and found him still sitting on the driver’s bench, the reins slack in his hand. A moment later she saw why. The gate was closed, even though there was at least another hour of daylight.

Jannae dismounted at once and walked up to the gate. “I think it’s locked, Frau Mirchella!” Mirko called after her as she passed by. Ignoring him, she raised her hand and knocked. The wood was solid, and rapping her fist against it made scarcely any sound at all, so she shouted. “Hoy! Is anyone there?” When no answer came she tried again. “I’m a lady of wealth and reputation and I’ve no wish to be benighted on the road. Let me in, or your captain will hear about it!”

After a moment she heard the sound of a bolt being drawn. The gate stayed shut, but a wicket gate set within the larger structure opened and two men stepped out. One carried a pike, the other a pistol.

“The city is closed up for the night, lady,” the man with the pistol said. “Orders of the sergeant-at-arms, countersigned by the Bürgermeister.”

“Nonsense,” Jannae snapped. And then “Why? There’s still light in the sky.”

“We didn’t open up today at all,” said the pikeman. He was burly, bald and ruddy-faced, with a belligerence of manner she had seen in other men; men who thought their well-defined muscles and rough-hewn masculinity ought to command more general respect than they did. “Someone tried to blow up the donjon tower last night, and it seems whatever ordnance was used is still inside the city. We’re searching every yard and wagon, and the gates are to stay locked until the engine’s found.”

Jannae wondered at this. An explosion, in the very town to which Tresti had fled? Perhaps it had been no cannon at all. Perhaps Tresti was experimenting with the thing he had stolen from her, whatever it was, and testing the limits of its power. She needed to find him, and without any further waste of time! “Well, that means you’re not letting anyone out,” she said. “But it’s no reason to keep people from coming in. And surely you don’t mean to leave a traveller at the mercy of wolves and cut-throats. Open the gate and let me through.”

The pikeman shook his head stolidly. “Our orders stand, lady,” he said. “I’m sorry for it, but there’s nothing I can do.”

The look on the man’s face suggested that he was anything but sorry; in fact that it gave him a certain pleasure to be able to inconvenience a wealthy woman travelling in her own carriage complete with gilt-work and a coat of arms. Jannae wondered whether her spellcraft would be enough to change his mind. Certainly she should be able to send him and his companion into a deep, dreamless sleep, after which she could enter the city by the wicket gate that still stood open behind them.

But to do so would be to abandon Respectable Seeming and declare herself a witch. Jannae was far from ready to do that. The mere thought of it filled her with dread and even with a certain dizziness, as if the ground beneath her feet had tilted suddenly. She felt herself begin to fall, but a hand caught her arm and held her upright.

It was Mirko. He had come up beside her without her noticing while she spoke with the watchmen. “Careful where you set your feet on this uneven ground, Frau Mirchella,” he said solicitously. “There’s more potholes than there are cobbles.”

“Thank you, Mirko,” Jannae said. She was genuinely grateful for his being there. It had saved her a tumble and a public humiliation. “I’ll wait, then,” she told the watchmen.

“Aye,” agreed the pikeman. “You will.”

“But I’d like to send word to your captain. My business is of a certain urgency, and no less imperative on account of your own crisis. Will one of you carry a message for me?”

The pikeman tilted his head back, the better to stare down his nose. “That’s no part of my job.”

Jannae turned to his fellow. “And you?” she asked. Reaching into her purse she took out a gold coin which she held up for him to see.

“I’ll take it,” the man said quickly. And the pikeman looked as though he wished he had not been so categorical.

“The payment comes with the answer,” Jannae said. Nothing either man had said or done invited trust, and in any case she had none to offer.

It would be wrong to say that the night passed comfortably, but they endured it. Jannae retired alone to the carriage, leaving Mirko to lie precariously across the driver’s bench with no blanket and nothing under him except bare wood. She had no blankets either, but she had retrieved several gowns and a travelling cloak from her trunk and draped them over herself for warmth.

The evening passed into night and the air went from cool to bitingly chill. Jannae found sleep elusive, only slipping in and out of a fitful doze. She almost relented and invited Mirko inside, but the space was narrow and there were proprieties to be considered. She hardened her heart, reminding herself that the man was being well paid for his labour – more than he could have expected to earn in a span of years.

At last she sank into a deeper slumber, but she was plagued by uneasy dreams – or by phantasms so vivid they seemed no dreams at all but visitations. She stood again in Bruna Sozen’s pharmacopeia, surrounded by tall cupboards and arcane devices. It was as though she had just entered from the hall and stood now on the threshold with the great crystal chandelier at her back. Bruna Sozen herself was at work, decanting a tray of fresh tinctures into slender bottles with glass stoppers. But she was on fire, as though she was newly come from the stake and had not had time to douse herself.

Bruna looked up, and her gaze met Jannae’s. The vividness of that glance was startling, like a needle stabbing through the fabric of the dream to come to rest in Jannae’s eye. The sting of it made Jannae blink away tears, and she felt the warmth and wetness on her cheek as vividly as if the tears were real.

“Liebchen,” Bruna said – warmly, gently, with a smile of welcome. “What is it?”

Jannae tried to speak, but in the dream no words came to her lips. What could she say? I betrayed you. I murdered you, and you came to hate me before you died. All of this is a lie.

With an anguished sob she turned and fled – through the doctor’s rooms, then through the gloomy ruin of Karl-Albert’s house and finally through her father’s crowded inn where drunken men lurched into her path, almost felling her. Her father waited at the counter, drumming his fingers on the stained wood, never taking his eyes off her as she came. Then he threw back the countertop, which hinged at two of its corners like a door, and came striding towards her. “Don’t you come meddling with me, girl!” he roared. “And don’t give me that look!”

Jannae dragged herself up and out into wakefulness before Bertholt Kveck’s heavy hands came within striking distance, but some pieces of the dream came with her. So the sound of someone calling her name from outside the carriage made her think for a moment that her father had actually come to find her. She scrambled back into a corner, her hands raised over her head to protect herself from a blow that must surely be imminent.

Then the real world reasserted itself, and she identified the voice as Mirko’s. Her pounding heart calmed, and she brought her ragged, panting breath back under her willed control. She straightened, adjusting her rumpled clothes as best she could, before raising the window’s sash. Watery sunlight flooded the carriage, bringing a bracing cold and a whole symphony of birdsong. Mirko was standing on the vehicle’s mounting block, beaming all over his face. In his hand was a pewter mug, with something in it that steamed.

“Warm milk, Frau Mirchella! There’s a farm over there.” He pointed. “And in the farm a barn. And in the barn three dairy cows named Elke, Emma and Clara. This milk is from Clara – I think, I’m nearly sure, for Clara was the one with the broken horn – and I asked the goodwife to warm it at the stove for you, which she was happy enough to do when I said it was for a great lady that I was buying it.”

Jannae took the mug. It was battered and not entirely clean, but the warmth of it in her hands was very welcome and the milk when she took a sip was smooth and rich. “Thank you, Mirko,” she said hoarsely. “I hope you took some for yourself.”

“I had only the one penny,” Mirko said cheerfully. “But if you were to advance me a little of the payment we agreed, I could go back and—”

“Here, man, for God’s love!” She dropped a groat into his hand and sent him off. It was a small enough ransom to be free of his prattle. The atmosphere of the dream still clung to her, a miasma of sadness, a constricting sense of threat, the inexorable weight of time lost and not to be regained. Civility felt like even more of an effort for her than usual.

As she sipped at the milk the clocks of the city began to strike seven, with a single sonorous bell leading the chorus and other voices chiming or clashing with it over the space of a minute. Somewhere in the midst of this appalling din the gates were unlocked and thrown wide by the same two watchmen she had encountered the night before. She beckoned to the one who had taken her message. “Well?” she demanded when he came to her.

“Captain Falcke says he’ll see you.”

“Escort us, then,” Jannae said.

“That wasn’t in the bargain, lady.”

“True. But I don’t know the way.”

The man grimaced. “Go to the main square and look for a tower with a great big hole in it. The captain bides within.”
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Mag rode a great way, borne effortlessly onwards by his more than capable steed. He bypassed several villages, deeming them both too close to Fuldenschau and too small to offer a decent bolthole.

Finally he passed a sign pointing south-east to the town of Helm, and seeing the name he bethought him of a thing he had heard about that place long before. In Helm, a raw recruit by the name of Artur Strummel had told him, there was an establishment called the Haut Palais des Voyageurs.

“It’s like an inn,” Private Strummel had laboured to explain, “but for rich people. For dukes and electors and margraves and such. They pour into Schönwald every autumn for the hunting season. And some of them, that’s not quite high and mighty enough to have palaces of their own wherever they go, they stay at the Haut Palais. You never saw a place like this, Mag. It’s as big as the king’s palace in Königsbrucke. Bigger, for all I know.”

None of this had sounded remotely plausible to Mag, but his knowledge in these matters was non-existent and so he had only sucked on his empty pipe and nodded. Thinking back to this conversation now it occurred to him that a place like that, assuming it actually existed, would serve his purpose very well. If you were searching for an escaped prisoner it was almost the last place where you would think to look. Moreover, Mag assumed, it was a place where a man could pay for his board in gold without anyone asking where he had acquired it. A good place for him to begin a new life, and haply to bury his old one where nobody would find it.

Following the sign, he passed through farmsteads and orchards until he came at last to the outskirts of Helm. The city had no wall like Fuldenschau’s, for it had never been a fortress: instead it had grown slowly from hamlet to village to town, waxing ever in prosperity because of its position at the confluence of two rivers. And to judge by appearances it seemed still to be holding on to some of that prosperity despite the deprivations brought by the war. The streets were well paved, at any rate, and the houses in good repair. Mag was surprised at this, until he reflected that the rich who came to Helm to hunt would probably not have been so very much affected by the war, and if they distributed their largesse while they were there then the city would likewise have been insulated from the scarcity and want he had seen elsewhere.

He hailed an old woman who was bustling along with a basket of onions in each hand and asked her where he might find the Haut Palais des Voyageurs. He did so a little guardedly, half expecting to be laughed at for a fool, but the old lady took the question in stride.

“You might find it by following me,” she said.

Mag was delighted to have hit the target on his first essay, but also somewhat surprised. “What, mistress? Do you live there?”

The woman’s laugh was hearty. “Away with you! Why, they wouldn’t even let me scrub their steps! Nay, but it’s market day, and the palace is next to the market square. Next to it but not a part of it, you might say.”

Mag thanked the old woman for the intelligence, and as she hastened on he turned Swift’s head in the same direction. He passed a great number of other people who were similarly laden, some with crates full of fruit and vegetables or cages full of squawking hens, others with empty baskets they were bringing to be filled. Mag followed the general throng, confident that it would take him to his destination.

He drew many curious glances along the way, and he realised – now it was too late – that he should have asked Dorsa to provide him with a change of clothes. The rags he was wearing could only lead those who saw him to conclude that he had stolen this magnificent horse. He tried his best to put on an arrogant air, as one who cared not how he appeared to the world because he was above its judgements and had no need of its approbation, but he was painfully aware of the attention he was drawing. He must obtain new garments, and that soon.

The most obvious course of action was to have one of his devils fetch a costume for him. But now he had acquired an entourage of small boys and girls who ran behind and beside him, some of them begging for pennies while others merely laughed and shouted at the unexampled sight of a beggar on a horse. He could not summon Keal or Dorsa in public, and he could find no privacy.

But he did, at last, find the Haut Palais des Voyageurs. It was a most magnificent and well-appointed establishment – a palace indeed in Mag’s eyes, standing four storeys high with a roof of red tile as bright and bold as a field of strawberries. And now that he saw it he understood what the old woman had meant when she had said that it was in the marketplace but not of it. It stood in its own courtyard which opened onto one side of the larger open space, overlooking a hundred tiny stalls of wood and canvas. The stalls filled the square, packed close together and almost seeming to struggle with each other to win an extra inch of ground, but they left a clear cordon for some thirty yards in front of the palace. It was as if the austere edifice had withdrawn itself in fastidious distaste from the common folk and their commercial dealings.

Mag decided on a direct approach. Skirting around the market stalls he dismounted at last at the point where the courtyard debouched onto the larger square. There were a pair of wrought iron gates here that stood open, leaving a space between them that was wide enough for a whole regiment to have marched through twelve abreast. Beyond was a broad apron of paved ground surrounded by a low hedge of bay laurels. At the centre of this space a statue of some pagan god, more than twice life-size, cradled a great conch shell from whose open end an endless stream of water poured into a basin of white stone. Three carriages in varying liveries were lined up in a row on the far side of the statue: Mag surmised that the main purpose of this space was to allow arriving carriages to deposit their cargoes of nobility and then turn neatly before exiting again into the market square.

To facilitate this orderly transfer several men in dark green uniforms, standing ramrod straight, were waiting beside the fountain. The astonishment on their faces when Mag climbed down from his horse was a wondrous thing to see.

One of them, a splendid fellow with a waxed moustache so straight and narrow it was like a line ruled across his face, stepped forward in some haste; but being now directly in front of Mag he seemed uncertain how to proceed. He was, to be fair, faced with a conundrum that was hard to parse. He raised his hand as a visible barrier, but spoke in a tone of solemn deference and kept his face carefully neutral. “I regret, Mein Herr,” he announced, “that the Haut Palais does not admit casual visitors. A reservation is required.”

“I’d like a room,” Mag said. “I understand you rent out rooms. Isn’t that so?”

Two more of the waiting grooms advanced at this point, taking up stations on either side of Mag with their hands clasped together across their chests. Their manner was altogether more pugnacious than that of the first man. Mag understood this well enough. The Haut Palais, like any fortress, was designed to repel enemy forces – and despite Swift’s magnificent bearing and equipage these stout myrmidons had already drawn some unfavourable conclusions about Mag.

The moustachioed man continued smoothly, and without any alteration in his tone or bearing. “I regret to inform Mein Herr that all our rooms are full at present. There are many excellent establishments where Mein Herr could—”

He ran out of words here, because Mag – having decided that enough was enough – had thrust his hand into the nearer saddlebag and brought out a fistful of coins. “How much for a week?” he asked. “I mean, to buy a room for me and stabling for my horse?”

The two porters to either side of Mag drew in deep breaths, their eyes widening at the gold’s lustre. The moustachioed man’s face went through a range of expressions, none of them easy to read. For a long time he said nothing at all. Despite his ignorance of this rarefied world and its customs, Mag could guess at the nature of his dilemma. The Haut Palais’ stock-in-trade was its exclusivity, its standing aloof from the common ruck, and in his ragged state Mag was the common ruck personified. But exclusivity’s universal badge and hallmark was gold, and in lifting the flap of the saddlebag he had revealed that he had a very great store of the stuff.

Seeing the man’s indecision Mag hastened to put his thumb on the scales. “You may wonder,” he said, “how it comes about that I’m dressed so poorly. The truth is that I was attacked by footpads on my way from…” he was about to say from Fuldenschau, but realised just in time that it would not be wise to advertise any association with that place “… from Kotchim,” he finished, “and though I managed to chase the scoundrels off, the struggle left my clothes all torn and sullied as you see. The first thing I mean to do once I find lodgings is to restock my wardrobe. Assuming, that is, there is a tailor here in Helm that’s worth my patronage.”

The porter’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. He eyed Mag somewhat narrowly, but his tone was now emollient to a fault. “Mein Herr,” he said, “I misspoke a moment ago. A chamber may in fact have become available at short notice. I trust Mein Herr will pardon me. Please allow me to escort Mein Herr to the lobby. Our maître d’hôtel Meister Krause will be able to advise Mein Herr more fully.”

“Thank you,” Mag said. “And will someone look after my horse? I want him placed in your best stall, and—” he was only guessing at this point “—and combed and fed. And a blanket put over him against the night’s chill.”

“Yes, Mein Herr.”

“Of course, Mein Herr.”

The man on Mag’s right took the reins from his hand. The one on his left unbuckled the saddlebags and hefted them on his shoulders, which gave Mag a moment of unease since the gold was all that stood between him and an unceremonious ejection. But if he was robbed he could send Keal to fetch more gold. With the tinderbox he need never be poor again.

He followed the moustache through a trellised arch and up a long path paved in rose-pink stone. On either side were gardens which even this early in the season were full of flowers – the hardier kind, iris and crocus and winter jasmine. At the far end of the path was a broad flight of stone steps rising to an elaborate portico, which was a fanciful reimagining of the gatehouse of a fortress. Its drawbridge was an inclined ramp tiled in the same shade of green as the porters’ uniforms. The portcullis was suggested by a grid of ironwork above the door, through which thornless roses had been twined.

The foyer or lobby of the Haut Palais des Voyageurs was like nothing Mag had ever seen before. There was such an assemblage of giltwork and crystal and polished surfaces there that he was all but blinded. There were columns of cream-coloured marble, and two staircases that were actually the same staircase, divided at the bottom but coming together at the top. There were a great many people too, most of them men and women in the now familiar green uniform. At the foot of the stairs, behind a marble-topped counter, was a man whose attire was different. He was dressed in a tailcoat and breeches as white as new-fallen snow, but with a green cummerbund and green boots. He was a man of portly build and florid face, and it was clear to Mag that he held the highest rank in this company.

The portly man tilted his head back as the small party approached, but his facial expression – which was haughty, detached and very slightly bored – did not change. “Josef,” he said to the moustachioed man.

“Meister Krause,” that one replied, bobbing his head before coming to rigid attention. “Mein Herr is in need of a room.”

“Mein Herr has not booked,” observed the portly man – Meister Krause, apparently. He favoured Mag with a smile precisely calibrated to convey regret without sincerity.

“No, Meister. Mein Herr suffered an accident, and is indisposed as a result.” The needle-fine ends of the man’s moustache quivered like a cockroach’s antennae. “Mein Herr will not, however, require a line of credit. Mein Herr wishes to pay in currency.”

“In currency,” the portly man repeated.

“In fact, Meister, in gold.”

Recognising his cue, Mag retrieved the saddlebags from the porter at his side and opened them so their contents could be seen. “I think I have enough here,” he said. “But if not I can send for more.”

“I believe,” Meister Krause said, “that a suite on our third storey, overlooking the gardens, has just become available at a tariff of fifteen marks a night.”

“That sounds acceptable,” Mag said, in as indifferent a tone as he could manage. Inwardly he was recoiling from the thought of spending such an obscene amount on a single night’s lodging, but he did not mean to stay here very long. He only needed to put some distance between himself and Fuldenschau – and to that end, make himself look as little as possible like the man who had broken out of Fuldenschau’s gaol. “I’ll need some new clothes too,” he declared boldly. “You see me seriously embarrassed in that regard. Is there a stall in the market outside that sells breeches and shirts?”

“Helm boasts some of the finest couturiers in the country,” Meister Krause told him, seeming to wince at the mention of the market. “I myself would recommend the Messieurs Leblanc, and I’m sure they would be only too happy to attend Mein Herr in his rooms.”

“Then fetch them, by all means,” Mag said, beginning to see how this worked. The rich did not go out in search of what they needed. They gave orders and it was brought to them. “Have a bath drawn for me, before they come,” he added. “I’d think shame to be measured with the dust of the road still on me.”

“Josef. If you please.” The moustachioed man hastened away with a muttered “Meister.” Meister Krause, who had not so much as turned to look at him, continued to address Mag. “And is Mein Herr travelling with any appurtenances or retinue?”

“I don’t know,” Mag was forced to admit. “If you could please ask me in shorter words.”

“Luggage,” Meister Krause said. “Servants.”

“No servants. And no luggage apart from these.” Mag slapped his hand against the saddlebags, making their contents clink and jingle.

Meister Krause offered up a slightly pained smile. “I see,” he said. “Mein Herr will pardon the impertinence, but I will require a name to be entered onto our register, so that messages are properly directed and so that any of Mein Herr’s acquaintance will know where to find him while he is in town. How would Mein Herr wish to be set down?”

“My name is Magnus…” Mag began, but then he hesitated. He had given his real name to the constables in Fuldenschau. It would surely be better to go under an alias here. “.… Mirchella,” he went on, blurting out in haste the first name that came into his thoughts. “The Margrave Magnus Mirchella.”

“The Margrave Mirchella.” Meister Krause seemed nonplussed, but only for a moment. “We’re very pleased to have you with us, my lord.” With a peremptory snap of his fingers he summoned yet another of the green-liveried attendants. “Gustav,” he said, “see his lordship to the Gardenia suite.”

“Meister Krause.” The man who was addressed made a clipped, meticulous bow. “My lord, if you please.” He led the way towards the two-in-one staircase. Mag followed him, bringing the saddlebags with him.

But then Mag paused, bringing the whole procession to a halt. He reached into the saddlebags again and drew out a gold mark. He held it out to Meister Krause. “For your trouble,” he said.

A struggle took place in the man’s face. Mag had thought that he was only doing what was expected of him – for didn’t rich men reward their servants with casual bounty? – but he saw at once that this offer was not anticipated at all. Perhaps Meister Krause considered himself above such transactions. Perhaps his station or else his self-love required him to stand aloof. In any event, he stared at the gold coin for a moment or two as though it were a muddy boot print on the marble floor of his day.

They held the tableau for long enough that it became awkward, Mag with his hand held out, Meister Krause with his hands clasped at his midriff and his upper body canted back from the proffered coin. Mag was about to withdraw it when at last the other man reached out and took it – between finger and thumb, gingerly, without enthusiasm. “Your lordship is very kind,” he said, his teeth bared in what looked only a very little like a smile.

The Haut Palais was a very strange place, Mag reflected as he followed Josef up the broad sweep of the stairs. But in one respect at least it had a familiar aspect. He had made enemies here every bit as quickly as he had in Fuldenschau.
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Captain Johannes Falcke, the commander of Fuldenschau’s donjon tower and de facto head of its resident watch division, had had two very bad nights separated by an almost intolerable day.

Admittedly, some of that had been his own fault. On the first night he had started his shift late because he had been swiving a junior officer’s wife and had lost track of the time. Nobody had dared to challenge him, but he was obsessive about his men’s punctuality and meted out heavy forfeits for even a minute’s tardiness. He didn’t like to be considered a hypocrite.

Then he had played Sergeant Luce at jeu de dames, and he had put money on the table. Having lost the first game he had doubled the bet and lost again. This was a disaster on two fronts, first because it made him poorer and second because Sergeant Luce had no more discretion than a drunken whore and would boast about his victories, to the further detriment of the captain’s reputation. Falcke would now be obliged to catch the man in some infraction or else invent one and punish him severely for it just in order to right the scales again.

Then there had been the explosion. Nobody had seen the ball that struck the tower, and no pieces of it had been retrieved. Perhaps it had not been a cannon shot at all but some kind of bomb. Falcke thought not, though. A bomb capable of doing so much damage would have had to be huge, and whoever placed it would have been obliged to attach it to a point twelve feet above the ground, where the breach had occurred. They would have had to do it without being seen and without leaving behind any sign of their having been there. Every part of this seemed unlikely.

Therefore a search for illegal ordnance was now in its second day. Yesterday Falcke had ordered the city gates kept shut in case the owners of the putative cannon tried to smuggle it out. But the search had borne no fruit, and when he had tried to extend the blockade for a second day he had been overruled. Too many livelihoods depended on the steady flow of goods and people through the city, like blood through a living heart. Today the gates were open.

To make matters worse, a prisoner had escaped when the tower’s wall was ruptured. The man was only a vagrant, or at least had only been arrested for vagrancy, but the captain found himself wondering. Had that lame and ragged man actually been a spy for Ehrlich or Pozhka? Had he somehow been able to guide the attack from inside the tower? Or had the attack only been launched in order to free him?

Falcke wished with all his heart that he had questioned the vagrant when the late patrol brought him in, but he had been busy losing his salary to Sergeant Luce and had barely looked up from the board. Too late now. The man had fled through the breach in the tower wall, and the posse comitatus that Falcke had sent after him had staggered back bloodied and shaken. One of them was missing a hand. Another didn’t return at all, having fallen into the river and drowned. The survivors’ reports read like a madman’s fever dream, featuring as they did a bald-headed woman and a brigade of monsters coming out of the water, but Falcke hadn’t yet been able to determine the embarrassing truth his men were hiding behind those fanciful lies. Most likely they had stopped at an inn, got themselves disgracefully drunk and done the damage to themselves – something which they could hardly be expected to admit.

And now there was this. This pestilential woman facing him across his desk – which was no desk at all but a trestle table because a falling piece of masonry had smashed his actual desk to matchwood – and arguing that she had a claim on his prisoner. Falcke would have refused to see her at all, but there was a small chance that her petition would clarify for him the question of who the man actually was. Weighing the odds he had decided to indulge her, but now he was regretting the decision. Her narrative illuminated nothing.

“You’re saying this man Tresti was your servant?” he repeated.

“A worker in my employ, rather,” the lady clarified. She was the widow Mirchella, apparently, but that meant nothing to the captain and neither did the coat of arms he had seen on her carriage when she arrived. If she was nobility at all then she was very minor nobility. He had been careful in questioning her not to use her name or any honorific. There were times when he was required to show deference to a woman, but he always felt diminished when he did so. A woman’s place was underneath a man, whether figuratively or literally. Therefore whenever he could Falcke used his authority to reinforce those positions.

He did so now. “I fail to see the distinction,” he said curtly. “Either I’m being stupid or you’re failing to explain yourself with sufficient clarity.”

“He was not salaried. He was only carrying out some repairs to the exterior of my house.”

Falcke shifted in his seat, and in the process banged his knee against one of the table’s legs. It was too small, and too flimsy. It made him feel belittled, where his lost desk had very satisfyingly reinforced his sense of his own substance. “And did he give you a reference of any kind? Did he come recommended? Had you known him in some other context? Or did he just turn up at your door and sue for employment?”

He threw out these questions scattershot, as quickly as they occurred to him. It was his way, and he was in a poor mood with little patience to spare. It wasn’t just the loss of his desk, nor the fact that he had been forced to relocate from his spacious office to this narrow vestibule. It wasn’t even the fact that he had been in the building when the wall fell in, almost literally sitting on his hands and therefore made to look like the profoundest fool. It was that in spite of his best efforts and a great deal of anguished reflection he still couldn’t say how the outrage had been perpetrated. He hated being in the dark, and he was most extravagantly in the dark on this. Therefore he would continue to ask questions, of himself and of the world, until a light went on.

A thought struck him. Another question that might be worth asking, although more likely not. He turned over one of the papers on his desk – an old duty rota – scribbled a note on the back of it and folded it neatly.

The lady meanwhile put on a pained expression and hid her face behind her hand as if to stave off the rising tide of inquisition. Or perhaps she was only scratching her nose. “The man’s name, as I told you, is Magnus Tresti – the same name he gave to your men when they arrested him. He is a veteran of the wars, where he received a wound that left him lame. I took that to be a sufficient recommendation, assuming that he had served honourably. Perhaps that was naïve of me. Certainly he was not honourable in his dealings with me. He stole from me.”

“Stole what, exactly? No, don’t answer. Wait a moment.” Carefully abstracting his long legs from underneath the table Falcke took the folded paper to the door and thrust it into the hands of the watch officer who was waiting there, a gormless young recruit whose name he couldn’t remember. “Get me a reply to this,” he said. “And bring it back as soon as you have it. Quickly now.”

The young man scanned the note, his lips moving as he read. At least he was not illiterate. Half of them were these days. “Yes, sir,” he said. “But where do I…?”

“I don’t give a blind dog’s damn. Ask the duty officer, and if he doesn’t know ask someone else. There should be a registry at the Rathaus, if nowhere else. God help you if you’re not back inside of five minutes.” Falcke shut the door in the man’s face and sat down again at the table, with all the absurd pantomime that manoeuvre demanded.

“You were saying,” he resumed. “What did this Tresti fellow steal?”

The widow Mirchella inclined her head to one side, as if to let that question pass her by. “A number of things. Whatever was light and portable. If I were allowed to search him I would know immediately what was mine.”

“More detail, if you please. Be circumstantial.”

The lady seemed to hesitate, but only for a moment. “Some silver candlesticks. A ring. A few bracelets.” Another pause. “There could easily have been more. When I noticed those things were missing I decided at once to pursue him.”

“In your own person? Rather than through the properly constituted authorities?”

“Possibly that would have been better. My thoughts were confused. Because of the shock, I suppose – that I’d harboured a thief under my roof. That my trust had been so mistakenly given, and so ruthlessly abused.”

“He had nothing of value on him when he was arrested,” Captain Falcke told her. “My men wouldn’t have missed any of the things you just mentioned.” Although they might well have pocketed them, he reflected. After this interview was finished he would put last night’s watch detail – those that were still standing – through a mangle and see what he could squeeze out of them. This might even explain the incident at the river gate. Perhaps the injured and the dead had been fighting over the spoils.

Another shrug from the lady. “I suppose he must already have sold them,” she said blandly. “There were a few other things, though, that he would have been hard-pressed to sell. Things of no intrinsic value at all, and yet more precious to me than any amount of gold or silver.”

“Oh yes? And what were they?” Falcke kept his tone mild.

“Some possessions of my late husband, stolen from my bedside table. Inconsiderable things in themselves, not worth a groat, but infinitely precious as keepsakes. When I hold them in my hand I see my Karl-Albert’s face, as vividly as if he were still with me. I should like them to be restored to me for that reason. I would even be prepared to offer a reward for their return.”

Oh, a reward! And Falcke was expected to be grateful for that, was he? To sit up like a dog and wait for the treat to be handed down to him? He stared at the woman through narrowed eyes, allowing his intense dislike to show without dilution. She didn’t look away. He would need to reach further in order to discomfit her. The young watchman returned then, entering without knocking – a sin that would normally have earned him a bruising remonstrance – to set the note down in front of Falcke. The captain read it. Then he read it again. He dismissed the watchman with a curt nod.

“That’s a very moving story, madam,” he said. He left his hand resting on the note. It might possibly have been his imagination but it seemed to him that the lady was attempting to read it upside down. It amused him to make that as difficult for her as he could. “It’s striking, though, that while you tell me these keepsakes summon vivid memories you’re exceedingly vague in your description of them. You’re aware, I think, that we suffered an attack last night. You’ve seen for yourself the damage done to this very building.”

“Oh yes,” the lady said. “So terrible! I hope you catch the traitors and scoundrels who were responsible.”

“Well, that’s the thing,” Falcke said, leaning forward in a manner he hoped was intimidating. “You see, it’s more than possible that this lame veteran of yours had something to do with it. The shell that was fired broke open the wall of his cell and allowed him to escape. And then he evaded a concerted pursuit in some way that I’ve yet to understand.”

“Extraordinary.” The lady stroked the edge of the table with her smallest finger, her eyes cast down. “And yet not, I would say, pertinent.”

“Not pertinent?” Falcke let his tone harden.

“No.” She raised her gaze again to meet his. There was nothing but ingenuousness and calm in her expression. “Captain, only a fool would attempt to free a confederate by firing a cannon at the building in which they’re confined. Why, the most likely outcome would not be to liberate him but to blow him into pieces.”

“But perhaps they would have been happy with either outcome,” Falcke countered. “I mean, if the man was a spy. Free or dead, he wouldn’t be giving away any secrets.”

“I follow your reasoning,” the lady said. “But I find it fanciful.”

Falcke stood and stepped out from behind the table. “Well, so did I,” he said, “until now. But your coming here, madam, has altered my thinking.”

The lady quirked an eyebrow. She took her hands from the table and folded them in her lap. Aggravatingly she said nothing, so Falcke didn’t get the satisfaction of shouting over her. He considered goading her with a slap, but there was a rhythm to these things. A process. Words first, physical indignities later. He pressed on. “I had considered this man, this Tresti, to be nothing at all. And I didn’t see how getting himself arrested could be a part of some wider scheme to break the city’s defences. He escapes when the donjon is fired on, but it might be that he only saw an opportunity. He manages to face down half-a-dozen armed men, leaving one dead and another crippled, but their reports were so muddied I was half inclined to think they’d brawled among themselves.”

“It sounds very likely,” the lady murmured. She had closed her eyes. Her brow was slightly furrowed.

“Aye, I thought so too. But now you come here inquiring after him. A wealthy lady, in her own carriage, with a story that has more holes in it than this tower. Why on Earth would you do that? Why would you ride all this way in pursuit of a thief, when you could just have found a sheriff or a bailiff and made a formal complaint? And why would you be riding in a carriage that doesn’t even belong to you? A carriage that bears the arms of a house with which you have no connection at all?” Falcke uncovered the note and thrust it in front of her. It bore a botched copy of her carriage’s blazon and its accompanying motto, für Treue und Verdienst, along with the text of the accompanying entry in the heraldic register. House Ludendorff, the entry read: a cadet branch, as indicated by the invected line in the bordure. The young recruit had been thorough. “I believe you’ve compacted in some way with this man Tresti, and that the two of you are Pozhak spies. I believe you came here to secure Tresti’s release, not realising that he’d already escaped, and I’m arresting you as his accomplice.”

He expected the woman to collapse at this point; to faint, possibly, or burst into tears, but at any rate to drop her subterfuge and throw herself on his mercy. To confess the scheme to which she and this man Tresti were party. He believed that he might at last be closing in on an answer to the question of what in Hell’s name had happened to his donjon. The lady’s response, though, did not meet his expectations at all.

She opened her eyes, and as Falcke looked into them a great weight seemed to settle all at once on his shoulders. “The carriage is rented,” she said. The weight pressed the captain down, forcing him suddenly and shockingly to his knees. It felt as though one of his legs might have broken because the pain was terrible. He tried to cry out. His cheeks bulged but his mouth was locked shut somehow, refusing to discharge the shriek of pain that filled it.

“I am not compacted with Magnus Tresti,” the lady said. “Not in any way at all.”

The weight doubled, and the captain sprawled full length. He squirmed and struggled but could not lift himself even an inch from the cold stone slabs of the floor.

“I feel very much inclined to kill you now,” the lady told him. “It would look like a crisis of the heart, but under these circumstances I think your men might still feel inclined to detain and question me. And since you let Tresti escape like the imbecile you are, I need to go after him before he gets too far. So congratulations, Captain. Tell your young man out there to escort me back to my carriage and you’ll live to see another sunrise. Try to denounce me, or to hinder me in any way, and your heart will explode like an overripe peach falling on a hard stone. Do you understand me?”

Falcke tried to speak. No sound left his mouth. The lady made an impatient gesture and his will was his own again, though he was still pinned to the ground like a cockroach under a boot.

“Do you understand me?” the lady repeated. “Come. I’ve wasted too much time here already.”

“Y-y-yes!” Falcke choked.

“Then look at me.”

He did his best. He couldn’t raise his head from the stone, but he could turn it a little and swivel his eyes so that she came into his vision. The lady was holding up her right hand, as if she was swearing an oath. “You see this hand?”

“Yes!”

“This hand is your life, Captain. So long as I hold it open, like this, you will continue to live. If I clench my fist your time is done. I’ll ask one last time for the sake of clarity. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“Yes!” It came out as an agonised moan. Falcke felt as though the explosion she had promised was imminent. His heart was labouring, pounding against his ribs as if it were an animal penned inside him and trying to escape.

“Very well.” The widow winked her left eye and the weight was gone. “No foolishness now,” she warned him. “I see a long and prosperous future for a man like you. That is to say for a half-cultured thug with a conscience that’s hardened to a rind. But defy me and that future ends all at once. Now get up.”

Falcke climbed slowly to his feet, clutching at the table for support. His legs were shaking. A terrible weakness filled him, and a terrible fear. “You’re a witch!” he blurted.

The lady smiled. “And you’re an oaf. Shall we stand here exchanging pleasantries, or shall we get on with our business?”
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Jannae managed to keep her steps even and her head high as she walked out of the donjon, rounded the rubble piled up haphazardly around the tower’s base and crossed the square to where her carriage waited. Captain Falcke escorted her most of the way, and she made a point of keeping her open right hand pressed to her chest where he couldn’t fail to see it. She wanted to remind him of what would happen if he should give her cause for concern.

Or rather, of what she had told him would happen. The truth was that if he had chosen to strike her down right then she could have done nothing to stop him. The cantrip she had woven had pressed him to the ground and kept him there, but the man’s own panic had done the greater part of the work. She had already discovered long before how much harder it is to weave a cantrip in a hurly-burly than it is in silence and solitude. With the confines of the donjon pressing on her and the captain offering his vile threats she had done the best she could, and for the rest she had bluffed.

Now she felt so spent and dizzy she could hardly stand, but she knew that to show weakness would be to invite disaster. Therefore she looked straight ahead of her as she walked and did not even acknowledge the captain’s presence, making it seem that she had already dismissed him from her mind.

He was not yet done with her, however. As they approached the carriage, and as Mirko seeing her come held open the door for her to ascend, Falcke put out a hand to stay her. Jannae turned and stared at him with all she could muster of contempt and condescension.

“You have something to say to me?” she demanded.

“Only this,” Falcke said, through bared teeth. His face was pale and sweat stood out on his brow. He glanced down to check that her right hand was still open before looking her in the eye. “Those that compact with the devil forfeit their souls. Whatever you think you’ve won today, on judgement day it will be me that wins. I’ll watch as you’re flung down into Hell.”

Jannae smiled. It cost her an effort, but however wretched she felt, and however great her danger still was, she would not allow this hectoring dog to preach a sermon at her. In his face, in his person, she saw the gaolers and the inquisitioners of Pillen. Eike Mahl. Baer Wolfram. Frederick Leopold. She knew full well the cruel and unconscionable things that Falcke must do each day in the name of his employment. “Count your own sins, Captain,” she advised him solemnly, “and keep your own tally of good and evil. If I ever come to Hell I’ll visit you there.”

She turned from him to Mirko. “Back to the gate,” she ordered him. But Mirko was looking at her with concern. He knew her better than the captain did and must have noted the pallor in her face. “Are you well, Frau Mirchella?” he asked her anxiously. “Do you need a cup of water?”

“I need nothing except to be gone from this place,” she snapped. “Do as you’re bid, sirrah.” She stepped up into the carriage without another word, closed the door and drew the shade-blind down over the window. As soon as she seated herself she fell into a swoon. She felt the lurch and hitch of movement as the carriage started into motion, and after that she felt nothing for a while.

When she came to herself again the carriage was still moving. She had no idea how much time had passed. Raising the blind an inch or two she saw fences and hedges, fields of yellow wheat, a row of cottages. Dirt road rather than cobbles. They had left the city behind then, but where were they going? She had only told Mirko to drive to the gate.

She called a halt, and he stepped down from the bench to see what she wanted. She spoke to him through the carriage’s window, preferring for the moment to sit rather than stand. “What road is this, Mirko?” she demanded.

“The same road we were on, Frau Mirchella. When I got to the gate you were asleep and I didn’t want to wake you. And since we’d been heading west before, I kept on going that way. Did I do wrong?” He looked anxious, clasping his hands and staring earnestly up at her.

Well, that was very much the question, Jannae realised. She told him to wait and drew the blinds closed again. Once more she opened the devil’s purse, took out the charmed kitchen carver and set it loose. As before it bobbed gently back and forth before settling on a direction: still due west. Having escaped from the donjon, it seemed that Tresti had lost no time in continuing on his former heading. Perhaps he had some particular destination in mind. Not his home, for his accent had been Schönwalder and they were now leaving that province behind. The capital city, then? It might be that he intended to lose himself in its maze of streets in case anyone from Fuldenschau’s watch was still pursuing him.

She looked forward to surprising him.

“This is the right way, Mirko,” she called. “Ride on.”

“Aye, Frau Mirchella!” She could hear the relief in the man’s voice.

The carriage lurched into motion, and shortly after Mirko resumed his tuneless singing.
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Mag took a long time in the bath, scrubbing and scraping away both the dirt of the road and the lingering smells of gaol cell and snake innards. Then when he was clean he lay a while longer, luxuriating in the feel of the hot water against his skin. He almost fell asleep, but as weary as he was he was also exceedingly hungry. He wanted to eat before he slept.

Dressed in a white bathrobe that felt softer than the feathers of an eider he explored the room. To Mag’s eye it was both splendid and ridiculous, and though it was luxuriously appointed he did not like it overmuch. As in the lobby downstairs there was too much of gold and marble and too little of actual comfort. There were chairs, but they were flimsy things with little patches of padded fabric blossoming from the seats and arms like blisters. He was certain that if he sat back on one and put his feet up it would collapse under him. The bed was bigger than the tent he had shared with three other men on campaign, and piled so high with pillows and cushions that he wasn’t sure in what region of it he was meant to sleep. The bath, likewise, had been wide enough to swim in. Nothing here was built to a human scale or designed with human usage in mind.

But it must be assumed that rich men appreciated all this extravagance, since they tolerated it, and Mag could count himself as one of their number now. If this was to be his new life perhaps he should make the effort. Most likely he would come to enjoy it in due course.

A clock chimed somewhere nearby, which meant that he had been up here in the room for more than half an hour. He had expected a visit from the Messieurs Leblanc: he needed their ministrations before he could appear again in public. His own clothes he had left in a pile beside the tub, intending to have them disposed of as soon as his new garments were ready. The boots might be salvageable, but the jerkin, undershirt, breeches and hose were torn and ingrained with filth. He looked forward to walking forth in finery that befitted his improved station.

But the tailors did not appear. Mag climbed out of the bath at last and towelled himself dry. To put the dirty clothes on again would undo a lot of the good work done by the bath, so he wrapped the towel around himself instead. That done, he rang the bell beside the bed that he had been told would summon a maid to answer his need. No maid came. He rang a few more times with no better result.

He must come at the thing another way then. He fished the tinderbox from the pocket of his discarded trousers and once again introduced flint to steel. Keal appeared standing right beside Mag, close enough to make him start. Mag put down the box and hugged the towel tighter around him. Keal’s proximity made him feel naked in spite of it.

Keal looked around the palatial chamber with a discriminating eye. “Well now,” he said. “This is a step up from your previous lodgings.”

“I need some clothes,” Mag told Keal.

The devil affected surprise. “What,” he exclaimed, with a nod in the direction of Mag’s discarded rags, “this elegant tenue no longer enchants you? How jaded your appetites have become, commander!”

Mag gritted his teeth. “It’s a jest to you, then. Very well, laugh if you list to. I need clothes that go with this place, and that will allow me to walk here without being pointed at and ridiculed. You must know what I mean. You’ve far more experience of the world than I do!”

Keal’s expression hardened, his pantomimed astonishment seeming – in Mag’s eyes, at least – to shift into genuine affront. “Of your world? This world? Not a bit of it. I come here as seldom as I can, and you will please remember that I come here now only as a slave to the box and to your will. This uniform is all my finery.” He slapped his hand to his chest, to the leather armour there. “For a long time, I wore it with pride. All my care was to honour it. I gave no thought to silks and satins, ruches and ribbons.” He all but spat the words, and Mag recoiled in alarm.

Seeing this, Keal reined in his anger. It cost him a visible effort. “But in the service of my lord Satan I acquired and practised a great many skills. Reconnaissance consists mainly in reading the ground, which hereabouts is simple enough. If you’re content to look like all the other popinjays and trulls who infest this place, I dare undertake for the mission.”

On the last word he disappeared, leaving Mag to plant his backside precariously on one of the tapestry-covered chairs and wait. He did not wait for long, however. Keal was back inside of a minute, carrying over each arm an immense pile of variegated clothing. He dumped the entire haul without ceremony at Mag’s feet. “See if there’s anything there that catches your eye,” he said. “If not I’ll make a second sortie.”

Mag thanked him, knelt and began to rummage. He was puzzled at first, and then chagrined. The garments were all extremely well made, finer by far than anything Mag had previously been able to afford, but the colours were so bright they were almost hurtful to the eye and the styles and cuts were bewildering to him. Everything he picked up was queasily overflowing with buttons, buckles, ruffs, decorative pleats and embroidered edgings.

“I’ll look like a fool in these,” he protested.

“Very likely,” Keal agreed. “But it will be hard to pick you out from all the other fools hereabouts. I chose these items from the wardrobes of the richest and highest-born men in your polity. This is what you asked for, commander.”

“I’m not your commander. Call me Mag.”

“I prefer not to.”

“But I command it.”

“And therein lies my dilemma. Very well, Mag. Let’s pretend we’re equals.”

Mag threw down the armful of shirts he had been searching through and sat again. “Herr Devil,” he said. “Keal, rather. I’m sorry to say this, but what I asked for doesn’t sort very well with what I now realise I want. I hate to waste your time, but there’s nothing in all this great mountain of cloth I could wear without blushing. Will you please to bring me a pair of breeches that are brown or tan, a white shirt that fastens with ties and not with buttons, a brown longcoat with no trim and brown boots with low heels.”

Keal bowed and clicked his heels. “The commander – whose name is Mag – had only to ask.”

He absented himself again, returning only moments later with the garments Mag had requested. Mag was about to try them on for size when he realised that Keal was still present, still watching.

As a soldier he had shared quarters with a great many men, had seen them naked without remarking it and been naked before them. Somehow this was different, though he knew the difference lay only in his own unsettled feelings. “I should wish you to look away,” he said, feeling like a fool in saying it.

“You blush like a maid,” Keal observed, before turning his back on Mag and folding his huge arms across his stout chest.

The clothes were a perfect fit. Mag experienced an unexpected delight in looking and feeling like himself again. “Thank you, Keal,” he said. “This is perfect.”

“It’s what you asked for.”

“Still, I’m grateful. I wish I could recompense you – all three of you – for the help you’ve given me.”

“You may call it help. I see it differently.”

“I could order a meal to be brought, and release Borrigor and Dorsa so the three of you can break bread together. Would that please you?”

Keal kept his back resolutely turned. Mag saw this for what it was, a willed disengagement, a refusal to acknowledge him beyond what was expressly ordered. “My own company is what mostly pleases me,” Keal said.

“Then you may go,” Mag said. “I’ll only call on you again if—” But he was already alone. Keal had vanished in the very instant that Mag had given him leave.

Mag gathered up his rags and stuffed them into a woven basket which he surmised was intended for that purpose. There would be no point in washing them though. He would ask the maid when she came to dispose of them in some more permanent way. He rang again, with the same result as before.

At last, driven by hunger and restlessness, he emerged from his room and descended the stairs, with a handful of gold marks from the saddlebags clinking in his pocket. Meister Krause was stationed at the bottom of the staircase with his hands clasped behind his back, surveying his domain with a stern eye. Men and women in green uniforms came and went around him, occasionally taking murmured instructions or being deflected onto new courses by a word or a gesture from their master. Mag was reminded of the scurrying of ants after a clod of earth has been turned over.

When Meister Krause saw Mag he gave a visible start, the first spontaneous response Mag had seen him make. “Your lordship is dressed!” he said, almost in a tone of protest. “The tailors have been sent for. I… I had thought your lordship was waiting for them to arrive.”

Mag saw how that must look, and cursed himself for not thinking the thing through. There was no logical way for the outfit he was wearing to have made its way to his room without anyone seeing its delivery. All he could do was to make up a plausible lie and hope he wasn’t called on it. “These are the clothes I came in,” he said. “I washed them myself, in the bath. They came up better than I had expected.”

“Indeed,” Meister Krause said. It took him three attempts to get the word out past whatever other questions or exclamations were crowding his windpipe.

“I’d like to have dinner,” Mag said, shutting down further questions. “Is there an inn nearby where I can go?”

Meister Krause still seemed extremely agitated. Something was weighing on his mind. “Can I suggest that your lordship dines in his room? The weather looks inclement, and our own grand café requires a prior booking. But I can have an ample supper served to you in the privacy of your chambers.”

Mag gave this due consideration, but decided that he preferred to take in some of the sights of this new town. He had money to spend, and he had been starved of human company – the widow Mirchella excepted – for a very long time. “Just tell me the name of a place with a good kitchen,” he said.

Meister Krause’s mouth worked for a moment without making any appreciable sound. “The…” he began. Then “I would recommend…” And finally “Perhaps after all I can find a table for your lordship here in our own dining hall. There’s no better fare to be found anywhere in the city. And perhaps your lordship is aware that today is market day. The square outside will be full of drunken ruffians carousing. There may be cutpurses abroad. God forbid your lordship should fall foul of that sort again after your earlier misadventure!”

The man seemed so distressed that Mag couldn’t find it in himself to refuse him. “Very well,” he said. “I’ll eat here, then.”

“A wise choice!” Meister Krause exclaimed, seeming almost overcome with relief. “Celestina.” He snapped his fingers again and one of his green myrmidons was on hand at once, a middle-aged woman whose handsome face was set in a frown. “Show his lordship to a table.”

The woman looked from her master to Mag and back again. “But—is this—?” she began.

“Number twelve should do,” Meister Krause said over her, his voice both loud and brisk. “It’s close to the rear windows and has a good view over the gardens. Come, come. His lordship is hungry and it won’t do to make him wait!”

“Of course, Meister Krause.” The woman cast another troubled glance at both of them before muttering, “If your lordship will follow me,” and walking away at speed. She led Mag down a broad hallway into a room that was mostly glass. It was a little reminiscent of the cloche frames used on farms to grow rare and expensive flowers, except that it was as big as a church and lit by more than a hundred candles, whose flames the tall windows reflected and multiplied into bewildering infinities. Like a cloche this great room had flowers in profusion, the blooms being men and women in costumes of fantastical colours. It also had an actual tree growing from a well at its centre – an orange, somehow already in blossom despite the season. The heady scent perfumed the air. Mag felt drab indeed as he wended his way through this fantastical space, following the serving woman to a table up against the far wall.

“If it please your lordship to sit,” she said.

He moved forward to pull a chair out for himself and she hopped away smartly as if she were fearful of touching him. It was possible that she had seen him when he first arrived, Mag reflected, and was concerned in case he might be carrying lice or fleas. He thanked her and sat.

“I’ll take a stoup of ale before I—” he began, but the woman was already scurrying away. Possibly she was hard of hearing. Mag leaned back and looked around him, amazed to find himself surrounded by so much elegance and beauty – and so much wealth spent in the most extreme ostentation! He had seen his share of poverty on the way to this place, had learned for himself in how hard a case the kingdom stood. Was the one thing connected to the other, somehow? If these people were to give up their lives of luxury and pleasure, would any of the money saved trickle down to touch the peasantry of Schönwald? What if there were no great lords and ladies, no wealthy men and titled women? Could all their hoarded coinage be shaken from their pockets and made to rain down on the poor? It was a thing Mag had never considered when he had no money of his own. Now that he was on the other side of the aisle he found himself troubled. Perhaps he could be the kind of wealthy man who funded public works. Surely there must be a way to be rich without being a parasite.

As these thoughts chased each other around his head Mag was struck by something odd. The green-clad men and women who came and went, delivering food and wine to the diners at their tables, all seemed to be glancing in his direction whenever they passed. Moreover a little knot of them had gathered at the door of the room to peer in, all of them likewise staring directly at him until Meister Krause appeared and shooed them away.

Curious, Mag thought. Of course, he had cut a strange figure when he had arrived and no doubt the story had been much retold since, but this level of scrutiny still felt uncomfortable and excessive – not to mention out of keeping with the quiet dignity that seemed to be the Haut Palais’ hallmark. It made Mag uneasy. He began to review the events of the last few hours to see if there was anything he might have missed or misunderstood.

The pattern was there as soon as he looked for it. Meister Krause had promised to send the tailors to his room, but the tailors had not arrived. Then the maid had not responded to his summons. Later, when Mag descended the stairs fully dressed, Meister Krause had seemed surprised and anxious. He had proposed that Mag return to his room and have his supper sent up to him. Only when Mag refused to do so had he suggested the Haut Palais’ own refectory as an alternative.

Meister Krause’s sole aim throughout, expressed through these different stratagems, had been first to keep him in his room, and when that failed to detain him within the building.

Mag cursed. It was a full-blooded curse and he forgot to lower his voice. The room was filled with a hubbub of conversation, after all, and words were only words. But a young woman at the next table gasped as she overheard the coarse phrase, clapping her hand to her mouth. An equally young man sitting beside her looked from her to Mag and back again, then leaned in close to speak to her in whispers.

Mag took out the tinderbox and laid it on the table in front of him. He scanned the room again, this time looking for doors. At first he thought that there was only the one, but on a second pass he noticed that some of the grand café’s hundreds of windows were not what they seemed. They extended all the way to the ground and had handles at waist height. They were not windows at all, in fact, but doors without panelling, doors made almost entirely from glass. Mag had never encountered such a thing, but he saw the use of it. A room like this must become very hot in summer: the camouflaged doors would let cool air enter and allow the diners to breathe in the scents of the gardens beyond.

Unfortunately they also multiplied the directions from which a threat might come, as Mag was now certain it would. He tried to keep them all in view as he reached out to open the tinderbox.

Before he could do so, a hand clamped down on his shoulder. He turned, surprised, to find that the young man from the neighbouring table was standing over him. The man was even younger than he had seemed, probably only just broaching his third decade. His clean-shaven face was flushed, his slender frame rigid with indignation. Like everyone in the room he was dressed in shiny, lustrous fabrics, in his case mostly white and powder blue. He also wore a sword, and he had thrown back his coat so that he could put his hand on its very ornate hilt.

“You, sir,” he said, “have outraged a lady with your foul oaths. You will apologise at once, or else you will answer me at your convenience. The choice is yours.”

He glowered down at Mag. The lady in question peered around him so that she could glower too. The rest of the party watched with varying degrees of affront and prurient interest.

If the choice was Mag’s then it was an easy one. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve a loose tongue, but I meant no offence.” He barely looked at the young man as he said this. His eyes were on the main door where the myrmidons in green livery now stood aside as a small group of men strode by them. These newcomers were also in uniform, but theirs was grey and black: grey Brunswick coats with hoods, grey woollen trousers, black boots and black armbands. But even without this blazon Mag would have known from their grim faces and the stout batons at their waists that they belonged to a watch or city militia. They were bearing down on him quickly, no doubt intending to collect him and hale him away with the minimum of fuss and disruption. Mag picked up the tinderbox.

The powder-blue man struck it from his hand, sending it clattering away across the floor.

“Damn it, sirrah!” he yelled. “Not to me! To the lady, God curse you! Apologise to the lady, or I swear I’ll run you through like a dog!”

Mag stood quickly, toppling his chair. The man stepped back, but his blood was up and he drew his sword at the same time. It was not a soldier’s sabre but something much slimmer with a point but no edge. An oversized needle, more or less, though no doubt capable of doing considerable harm.

If there had been time for diplomacy Mag would have done his best to talk the young man into a calmer frame of mind. Since there wasn’t he advanced quickly inside the blade’s reach, where that wicked point was of no use at all, and rammed his head into the bridge of the man’s nose. The man fell backwards, as one pole-axed. His lady screamed, and as if she were providing the tonic note for a chorus the scream was taken up all around the room.

The watchmen were closing on him. Mag considered taking up the sword, which had fallen at his feet, but he would have had little idea how to use it. He used the table instead, tipping it onto its side and seizing hold of its pedestal leg. In this orientation it became both shield and battering ram. Mag charged, forcing the watchmen to scatter to either side – and more importantly allowing him to advance to where the tinderbox had landed.

He let the table fall, snatched up the box and wrenched it open. Unfortunately it was upside down. The contents spilled across the floor. There was widespread commotion now, with the diners leaping to their feet. Most fled headlong but the friends of the fallen man and some of the serving staff rushed in to tackle Mag, impeding each other and the watchmen. He flung himself down at their feet. One man tripped over him and went sprawling. Three or four more leaned in and seized hold of whatever they could reach – an elbow, a leg, the tail of his coat.

Mag’s left hand found the flint, his right the striker. He saw a watchman’s baton descending and twisted desperately, so that it hit the man who was fastened onto his arm. The man slumped with a grunt of astonishment and pain, and his grip loosened. Mag swung the flint. It scored his knuckles and completely missed the striker.

The watchmen were on all sides of him now. A blow from a baton landed ringingly against the side of his head, taking the world away for a few sickening instants. Someone knelt on his back, wrapping an arm around his throat and squeezing tight. Hands were plucking and pawing at him. Blindly, his eyes watering, he pulled his left arm free and swiped the flint again. He felt it bite.

From where he lay on the ground he saw the resulting flash only dimly, a lessening of darkness at the edge of his vision. He heard the screams though, and he felt the boards under him creak as some great weight settled on them.

“Help!” he wheezed hoarsely. “Help me!”

No acknowledgement came, only a series of booming reports. With each of them the floorboards throbbed like the skin of a drum. The strangling grip around Mag’s neck was loosened and the weight of his unseen assailant was lifted from him. The other clutching hands fell away too. He rolled onto his back and looked up, blinking the tears from his eyes.

Borrigor stood in the centre of the room, dwarfing the orange tree and threatening the very ceiling. There was a frown of ponderous concentration on his slab-like face as he laid about him. Several men were already sprawled on the floor at his feet, dazed or unconscious or dead. He had lifted one of the watchmen off the ground and was dangling him by the scruff of his neck. Two more grey-clad officers were running to the man’s aid, but the devil’s other arm came around in a great scything sweep and knocked them off their feet. For the rest there seemed now to be a clear space around Mag. Most of the diners were in panic flight, forcing their way out through the main door and trampling each other in their haste. A few had forced the doors that led out onto the garden, or else had used their chairs and tables to shatter windows and were now scrambling out over the broken glass.

The two men who had been felled by Borrigor’s sidelong swipe were now struggling to their feet. Borrigor flung the man he was holding at one of the two, flooring him once more. The second man charged the devil from the side, courageously striking out with his baton. The blow caught Borrigor on his shoulder. It did not seem to hurt him, but it did serve to draw his attention. He plucked the baton from its owner’s grasp and snapped it in two. Opening his hands he let the broken ends fall to the floor.

The man backed away in alarm. He turned to run, but he was much too slow and he had underestimated the extent of the devil’s reach. Borrigor’s arm shot out like a recoiling cannon. Borrigor’s hand closed on the man’s neck. Borrigor’s thumb flexed up, and then down again. The watchman’s neck broke.

The sound was only a wet, muffled snap. Mag wouldn’t have heard it at all had it not coincided with a sudden, inexplicable lull in the screaming. As it was he heard it all too clearly. It went through him like a lance.

It seemed to have surprised Borrigor too. The devil raised the limp body to head height to stare at it more closely. He shook it a little to see if it would move. When it didn’t he knelt, slowly and carefully, and laid it on the floor. He placed his hand on the man’s chest, tapping with his index finger at the place where his heart should have been beating, as if by mimicking the rhythm he could make it start up again.

Borrigor’s mouth opened and his head tilted back. He made a sound deep in his throat that was a little like the lowing of a cow. There were no pauses in it, and it seemed to Mag that the devil could have sustained it for ever without drawing breath.

Appalled, he cried out, “Enough. Enough, Borrigor! You’re released! Go back, now!”

The devil only turned his great head towards Mag, his single eye wide and – Mag could have sworn – wet. The expression on his face was forlorn, pleading. “He’s dead,” he growled, in a voice of stone on stone. “This one. This one is dead. Do you see?”

“I see,” Mag said. He looked towards the doorway. It was empty. The last of the diners and servers had fled. But surely it would not be long before more watchmen came, or failing that soldiers. Whatever he’d said or done that had given him away, they must know him now as the man who had broken open the donjon tower at Fuldenschau and maimed a watch officer in escaping. All of Meister Krause’s delaying had been to make this ambush possible. “Go back!” Mag said again. “I release you. I dismiss you. I send you back to the box. Please!”

Still the devil knelt there – a monster raised from Hell, inexplicably grieving for the mortal man stretched out before him. Mag’s nerve gave way at last. He gathered up the tinderbox, which he’d let fall again in the melee, turned and ran for the nearest of the broken windows. He clambered out over the ledge. His stiff leg made an awkward fit and he was forced to lean at a steep angle to haul it through, in the process gashing his arm deeply on a jagged spear of glass. As the blood welled up thick and dark he mostly mourned the sleeve of his new coat. The pain would come later.

He dropped down into the garden where he crouched for a moment behind a screen of neatly trimmed shrubbery, looking to left and right and listening for voices. There were many, a whole pandemonium of shouts and yells and screams, but they were far away. He could yet escape from this if he kept a level head, but his old injury meant that he couldn’t do it by running – and he would try his best not to call on the devils’ aid. He wanted no more deaths on his conscience.

He tacked to the left, staying close to the wall. The bushes provided ample cover so long as he kept his head low. He had not chosen his direction at random. He was heading away from the main entrance, which was well lit and open, towards the rear of the building.

He passed two side doors, both closed, before he finally happened upon what he had been hoping and praying he would find. The stables, though, were not empty. He could hear voices from inside.

Mag approached stealthily, stepping off the path onto the soil of the flower beds where his boots would make less noise. When he reached the door of the stables he peered around it cautiously.

Three men, all wearing servants’ green, stood in a close huddle only a few yards away. One of them glanced towards Mag and he froze, readying himself to run, but the man’s gaze passed over him and he went right on talking to his comrades. The interior of the stables was lit by three lanterns hanging from hooks in the ceiling, while Mag was out in the dark and therefore – so long as he remained still – all but invisible.

The three were talking in low voices about the debacle in the dining room, which they had all escaped. “That wasn’t a man!” one of them asserted, strongly enough that he must be disagreeing with something another had said. “Did you see how tall it was?”

“And its eye!” a second man exclaimed. He made the sign of the cross. “The fires of Hell were in that eye! God help any that cope such a one!”

“God save the souls of them that did!”

Mag debated with himself for a moment, then stepped in out of the night. “Those are pious sentiments,” he said, as all three turned at once to stare at him. “But my friends, they won’t save you. My devil is still hungry.” He threw out his arms and declaimed. “Vobiscum! Miserere! Peccavimus!” They were only words from the Latin mass dredged desperately from the well of his memory; there was no magic in them. But the three men did not know this. They fled incontinently. It was fortunate for Mag that the stable had another door at its further end, and that this too stood open. He had given no thought to what would happen if he had been barring the only exit. The men would have had to stay and see for themselves that his conjuration had no effect.

Swift was in the nearest stall, with his saddle and bridle hung neatly on wooden pegs beside him, but Mag had never tacked a horse in his life. He had no choice therefore but to take out the tinderbox again and summon Dorsa. She unfolded from the dark outside the open doors like a black flower.

“What is it this time?” she growled, her dark eyes narrowed. “A dog to roust out game for you? A monkey to caper on your shoulder?” The bitterness in her voice surprised Mag. It had not been present on the two previous occasions when he had summoned her. This time she sounded more like Keal.

He held out the bridle and reins. “You’ll need to show me how to place these,” he said. “Please! I’m in something of a hurry!”

Dorsa uttered a contemptuous snort, but she made short work of the tack. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” she asked sardonically as she fastened Swift’s bridle and made it tight. “I could slit some throats, for example. My skills in that regard are considerable.”

“No!” Mag said. “No throat-slitting!”

“No? You should have told Borrigor, then. Your scruples are wasted on me. And you may change your mind quickly enough when the men who are looking for you come in through that door behind you.”

“How many?” Mag asked, his heart sinking. He took in the rest of what she had said only after he had spoken. What had he done to Borrigor, in making him fight a roomful of men? In making him murder? But there was no time to ask.

Dorsa closed her eyes and sniffed the air. “A dozen. Perhaps a few more than that. Their stink is so strong it throws me off a little.”

“Please don’t kill them,” Mag said. “But if you’d be so good as to slow them a little, I’d be grateful.” He remembered in time that both she and Keal had made a point of obeying only direct orders. “No deaths,” he repeated. “No blood. Do what you can to hinder them without harming them.”

Dorsa offered up a louche and ragged salute. “I serve at your pleasure,” she said – again reminding him of Keal’s acidly mocking subservience.

Mag vaulted up into the saddle. He was about to explain that he had summoned Borrigor only by accident and in extremity, but the sound of running footsteps outside changed his mind. He touched his heels to Swift’s sides and the horse was off at once, seeming to sense his master’s haste even from that light tap. He galloped out of the far side of the stables and into the night.

The gardens of the Haut Palais were criss-crossed with dozens of paths, each one lined with hedges of bay and privet. Mag had no idea where any of them went and couldn’t take the risk of following them. They might lead him into the arms of the city watch, or into a dead end where he might be easily caught. There was only one sure way he knew of to leave the grounds, which was through the main gates that led out onto the market square.

So he rode Swift into and over the hedges as if they were in the kind of race called a steeplechase. The stallion took this in his stride, clearing every obstacle with vaulting leaps as if he were a child of Pegasus and had suddenly remembered that he could fly. It was all Mag could do to keep his seat, which he did by flattening himself against Swift’s back and hanging on like a limpet with the saddle horn digging cruelly into his shoulder.

He rounded the building again, returning the way he had come. Running men and women, some in grey and black and some in green, scattered before him or in some cases beneath him as they ducked under Swift’s flashing hooves. From behind he heard a confused medley of yells, crashes and shrieks of pain as Dorsa put her own interpretation of his terse instructions.

Swift took one final fence and came down not on grass but on stone slabs. The Palais’ front courtyard opened up around Mag, illuminated now that it was night by a hundred hanging lanterns. The gates were full in his path. Relief flooded through him and he straightened in the saddle, at exactly the wrong moment. Something thudded into his right shoulder with shocking force. Looking down in consternation he saw what looked like an extra button on the lapel of his coat, dark brown rather than bright silver. Only when it began to expand did he realise that it was blood. The pain came along with the understanding, as if it had only been waiting for Mag to catch up. He had been shot!

More shots boomed out then, and more pistol balls sighed and whistled past him as he spurred Swift on towards the gates. Mag leaned sideways in the saddle and Swift took the hint, heading for the gates not in a straight line but in a great curving arc. Then he shifted his weight and the horse wheeled again. When you didn’t know where the fire was coming from all you could do was to make your own course as unpredictable as you could.

A ball tore through his sleeve, but without piercing his flesh. Perhaps another had scored his cheek because he tasted blood on his lips, but it was just as likely he had caught himself on a branch or bush in his wild charge through the garden.

From the brilliantly lit courtyard Mag rode out into the now deserted market square, tacking between broken crates and feculent piles of rubbish, and then into the narrow, twisting streets beyond. The shouts of pursuit grew fainter behind him. He rode past startled late-night walkers who turned to stare at him as he went by. Mag was terrified that one of them, hearing the shouts from behind, might step into his path to stop him and be trampled.

Fortunately though there was a dearth of civic duty in the streets of Helm that night. The houses grew smaller, the gaps between them wider. When Mag was out at last on an open road he slowed Swift to a canter, looking behind him every few seconds to make sure he wasn’t being followed. The stallion’s sides steamed in the chill night air but he held to his pace without faltering. He wasn’t even winded.

Mag’s condition was less promising. His shoulder ached and his vision swam. He would need to stop soon, if only to tend to that wound. But it felt as though there were other things besides that needed to be tended to, perhaps more urgently still.
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It took Jannae Mirchella a good long while to recover both her strength and her calm. Mostly, she realised, it was the latter that was wanting. It was not that she had expended so very much of herself on the cantrip that had gravelled Captain Falcke. It was more that she had had to cast it when she was in fear of her life, with her thoughts and emotions all in turmoil. In terms of the casting itself she was well pleased, for the spell was one she had invented and deployed on the moment rather than one she had laboriously prepared. It gave her to wonder what she might accomplish with more practice in the application of her powers.

She was sensible though that in using magic in such a public place, full in the middle of a township and against an enemy with resources and powers of his own, she had put herself at risk. She had Mirko ride on all through the heat of the day, not stopping even to rest the horses until the sun was well past its zenith. But in late afternoon she considered she was far enough from Fuldenschau and its watch captain that it was safe to break their journey. When they came to a coaching inn she had Mirko leave the road and tether the horses in its broad yard.

“We’ll eat here,” she told Mirko, “and then be on our way again. I’m sure we can reach Helm before dark.”

“Aye, Frau Mirchella,” Mirko said, and hurried to open the door of the inn for her.

The inn’s parlour was large and crowded, but they found a table at last in the corner furthest from the bar. While Mirko went to procure food and drink for them both Jannae sat back and rested from the road. She considered with herself whether this might after all be a good place to spend the night. It seemed a respectable establishment, and was clearly popular. The only question was whether or not it was a safe enough distance from Fuldenschau.

It occurred to her as she was turning these thoughts in her head that the parlour was uncommonly silent for a room of such a size housing so many groups of people. There were a few murmured conversations, and two priests in the window seat were talking animatedly about the Eucharist, but most people were swigging their ale in silence and most faces Jannae could see wore expressions that were either grim or impassive.

Mirko returned at last bringing a glass of spiced wine for Jannae and a stoup of ale for himself. He reported happily that a tray of bread and meats would be following close behind him. “The mood here seems far from festive,” Jannae observed. “I wonder what’s amiss.”

“It’s the arrests, Frau Mirchella,” Mirko answered her readily. “They were talking at the bar about someone being arrested. I didn’t catch the name.”

Jannae was curious. It must have been someone very popular to have elicited such an extreme reaction. And surely many of these people were not locals but travellers like herself and Mirko making an interruption in their journey in order to provision themselves.

When a pot-boy came to their table with their food Jannae touched his sleeve to stay him. “What’s the occasion for all these dark looks?” she asked him. “My manservant says someone was arrested. Was it someone famous in this neighbourhood?”

The pot-boy’s mouth set in a tight line. “It’s not someone, ladyship, it’s some many. There’s three that I know of, but that’s not all by a yard and a yarrow stalk.”

“Speak plainly,” Jannae told the boy.

“To speak plain, they’re haling honest folk out of their houses from here to Good Friday. Gottfried Eicher was taken, who’s ninety next December. And Yannis Thurm was arrested in the church, though the church is sanctuary. Yannis that’s never done harm by anyone.”

“Never done harm?” Jannae raised a sceptical eyebrow. “What was he taken for then? For talking during Mass?”

“No, ladyship. It’s because his mother Elfrid went for a Ghost.”

Despite her years of isolation Jannae had heard of the Ghost Army, the revolutionaries who wanted to unseat the king. More than once she had heard them proscribed by a public crier, ringing his bell and pronouncing the names of those suspected. “So they’re accused of treason, these people?” she asked, not certain that she’d understood.

“They’re not accused of anything, ladyship.” The boy’s tone was plaintive. “It’s only to make the Ghosts come and surrender themselves, or if they don’t to punish them for going against the law. Pastor Kranz says it’s a sin to hurt the innocent to spite the guilty.”

“That’s good scripture,” Mirko said stoutly. “He said well.”

“He said well enough that they took him too.” The boy departed quickly, being shouted for by the innkeeper. He left Jannae in sombre thought. Mostly she was thinking of the fallow fields and ruined farmhouses she had passed on the road. It seemed to her that this was the other side of the same equation. The people of Allesheim had lost much by the war, and some of them had been driven to reckless measures in response. But surely acts as cruel and arbitrary as this would only create more unrest. The king must be absolutely certain of his power to issue such a vicious decree and expect it to stand.

But of course he was. That certainty rested in his tame warlock, Wilhelm Gluck.

Jannae finished her meal in silence, though Mirko chattered on about this and that. The horses mostly, and how he had now after great deliberation named all four. He had elaborate explanations for each name and was keen to share them. Jannae only nodded from time to time, her thoughts on much grimmer matters. She barely tasted the roast meats she was eating, and as soon as the two of them were done she declared they must return to the carriage at once. She had missed Tresti at Fuldenschau: she would not miss him a second time.

More haste, less speed, as the saying goes. They were closer to the capital now, so some stretches of the road were cobbled, but the cobbles had not been repaired in a long time: huge potholes threatened the carriage’s wheels, some of them full of water so it was impossible to determine their depth except by driving into them. Mirko was obliged to slow to a crawl. Their progress over the next two hours was far from swift.

At last they reached a crossroads, where Jannae told Mirko to stop. Straight ahead, forty leagues or more, lay the capital, Königsbrucke. Helm stood to the left and Ghassell to the right-hand fork. If they erred here they would lose a great deal of time. It seemed to Jannae only good sense to consult the oracle one last time before she left the main highway.

She took out the charmed carver and set it free. After a little bobbing to and fro it pointed hard left, towards Helm. Satisfied, Jannae reached out her hand to take the knife again. She stopped short. The knife had not quite settled. By small increments, but visibly and unmistakeably, it was drifting to the right. For a moment she was puzzled and not a little vexed, thinking that the spell had lost focus and integrity. But it wasn’t that. When she reached out to feel it with the part of her mind she used for spell-weaving she sensed that the connection was still there, as strong as ever. The knife was moving because Tresti was moving.

And something else was therefore true. He must be close. For his movement to make the knife traverse so quickly he must be very close indeed. This presented her with a dilemma. She couldn’t use the knife where Mirko could see it: if she did she would reveal herself as a witch. She needed therefore to wait until Tresti stood still, and then advance on him before he moved again.

It seemed that Tresti had visited Helm, but he had not lingered long. Perhaps he had caused as much havoc there as he had in Fuldenschau. Certainly he was moving away from the city at speed, after spending what could not have been more than a few hours there. Perdition take the man! He must be calling on the powers of Hell every hour of the day and night. Could he not rein in his vicious appetites even for an hour?

Jannae mulled the thing over for a few moments longer. She didn’t relish the prospect of spending the night at the roadside, but there was no point in taking the road to Helm tonight only to retrace her steps tomorrow. She would lose too much time. Equally there was no point in going any further while Tresti was still on the move. No, she would wait for him to go to ground. Then at dawn she would close the distance and take him before he moved again.

She stepped down from the carriage and told Mirko what she had decided. He was dismayed, on her account rather than his own. “But you’re used to a soft bed, Frau Mirchella!” he protested. “With no clouds in the sky we’ll be getting a sore chill. And this will be your second night sleeping in the carriage!” The fact that he would be sleeping on the driver’s seat out in the open air did not seem to weigh with him so much.

“I’ll do well enough, Mirko,” Jannae told him. “And now I bethink me there’s a travelling cloak in the carriage that you can have tonight.”

“You should take it yourself, Frau Mirchella. The cold doesn’t trouble me.”

His concern for her was oddly touching but his subservience grated on her. She felt an urge to slap him. “Nonsense, man,” she said gruffly. “You’re no use to me if you freeze to death.”

There was some further wrangling, at which Jannae lost all patience. She told Mirko with asperity to take the horses out of their traces and let them graze. While he hurried to obey she retrieved the cloak from the tangle of garments she’d used to cover herself the night before and dumped it on the carriage’s footboard. That done she retired inside. Mirko could choose for himself whether or not to suffer. She hadn’t undertaken to care for him, only to pay him for his labours.

As for her own suffering, she had no choice at all in that. She tossed and turned in her makeshift nest of rucked and wrinkled clothes for a long time, unable to sleep. It was not so much the cold that tormented her, it was a restlessness of spirit compounded out of a great many things. She was keen to come at Tresti and pay him out for his theft and betrayal. She was still seething with rage at the bullying arrogance of the guard captain in Fuldenschau. She was afraid that he might denounce her after all, despite her threat, and set the watch after her. She was hungry to discover the true nature of the power Tresti was wielding, and to deploy it to her own benefit. These powerful passions combined to keep her from rest.

But at last she dozed, and as she had the previous night she dreamed. She was in Bruna Sozen’s house again, this time in the parlour. She and the doctor reclined in their deep armchairs. A table between them held a tray of sweet kaiserschmarren, and there was a glass half full of port wine in Jannae’s hand. Everything was startlingly real: the smell of the cakes, the warmth of the fire, the feel of the chair’s fabric under her hand. The doctor had a finger crooked under her chin, her elbow resting on the arm of her chair. She was staring at Jannae, wearing a frown of concern.

“But you must tell me,” she said to Jannae with a solemn insistence, “what it is.”

“What?” Jannae exclaimed. It seemed they were in the middle of a conversation, but she had no idea what it was they had been discussing. She knew instantly that this was a dream, because Bruna was once again on fire. Though there was a joy to be had in seeing her again, it only lasted for a moment before the truth pressed down on Jannae with all its dismal weight. Bruna was dead. Jannae’s own stupidity and selfishness had exposed her, and then in her cowardice Jannae had denied her as Peter had denied Christ. These things could not be forgotten, or forgiven.

Yet here the two of them were, sipping port by the fire as if time had run backwards through all those horrors, unravelling them as it went – except for the flames of the stake, which flickered and roared and darkened the air with their billowing smoke.

“My dear child,” Bruna said. She leaned forward to stare pleadingly into Jannae’s eyes. “Must we pretend? Dissemble with one another? Or will you tell me?”

“I…” Jannae felt her heart lurch and stutter in her chest. This was horrible almost beyond bearing. Why was her sleeping mind tormenting itself so extravagantly? Why could she not wake? “I have nothing to say,” she managed.

“And yet,” said Bruna, “here we are. Again.”

Jannae flinched back from the stifling heat of the flames, the smoke’s bitter reek. In the waking world, she knew, the night was bitter cold. She lay huddled under a great pile of garments and was still chilled. But here there was this foretaste of Hell, this fire that had been kindled in Pillen twice ten years since and refused to go out.

“Tell me, Liebchen,” Bruna insisted. “You must talk to me, or this will never stop.”

In desperation, Jannae cupped her hand around the bowl of her glass and squeezed as hard as she could. The glass shattered, slivers and splinters of it biting deep into her fingers and the flesh of her palm.

The pain was as real as everything else in the dream. It woke her at once, a shriek of agony rising in her throat. Jannae stifled it with her fist, her whole body trembling as she fought down the shock and the panic and reminded herself where she was. Who she was. In the carriage’s chill confines she was drenched in sweat as if she had just broken a high fever. She lay and whimpered, wiping tears from her cheeks. Her hand still throbbed as if the flesh had been laid open in a dozen places.

The atmosphere of the dream would not be shaken, and the turbulence of her thoughts made further sleep impossible. Jannae raised the blind and looked out of the window. It was still the full middle of the night, with a half-moon hanging in a clear sky.

Once more she had recourse to the charmed knife. It hung stock-still in the air, which meant that somewhere out there Tresti had also come to rest. She longed to be up and about, to find him at once and have a reckoning, but there was nothing to be done in the pitch dark.

Or perhaps there was. The thought came to her suddenly and she found it intensely appealing. Day’s light was fit for day’s business, but what she intended to do when she caught up with Tresti was best done with no eyes but hers to see it. The man could not be far away, and the knife could find him unerringly even in the dark. Why not do it now, while Mirko slept?

Jannae disentangled herself from her covers and stepped down out of the carriage, wincing because her legs and back were stiff. The footboard creaked when she put her weight on it, shockingly loud in the silence of the night. She froze and listened. She heard nothing at first, then the sound of Mirko’s soft snoring reached her, carried on a stray breeze. She leaned over to look up at the driver’s bench, where he lay huddled in a tight ball. She was gratified to see that he had taken the cloak.

She closed her eyes and wove a cantrip of stealth. It was a spell that drew all sounds to itself, carried them high into the sky and released them to the winds of the upper air. It came easy and cost her little effort.

Knowing herself safe now, she made her preparations briskly and efficiently, not troubling to be silent. Witches had long been known to fly in the night sky using as their chariots the things that came most readily to hand – besoms, fallen twigs and branches, the discarded feathers of birds. Jannae chose the carriage’s singletree, which she detached from the traces by hand rather than expend a second spell. Her encounter with the watch captain in Fuldenschau had proved to her that she had greater reserves of power than she had ever imagined, but she knew they were not infinite. She would be careful to husband her resources, and she would not cope Tresti until she was back at full strength.

She wove again, making the singletree believe that it was a great bird of the night with soundless, invisible wings. She bade it hover before her at the right height for her to mount, but then before she seated herself she attached the kitchen carver to its forward end. You’re a bird that loves to hunt, she told the singletree in the silence of her mind. An eagle, or an owl. And where this blade points, that’s where your prey is. His name is Magnus Tresti. Go now and find him. Stoop on him with your silent wings.

And I’ll provide the talons.
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Mag rode as far as he could, and further than he should have dared. If Swift had set his hoof down in a hollow or tripped over a root in the dark it would have been the worse for both of them. But the horse was sure-footed almost to the point of miracle, and it was not the dark that stopped them.

After an hour in the saddle a dizziness and a weakness crept over Mag by degrees. The pain from his wound, shocking at first, had faded to a dull throb that kept time with the beating of his heart. More than once he felt himself canting over in the saddle. His eyes were closing against his will, his head bowing forward onto his chest. He was forced at last to rein in, knowing that somewhere within the next mile he would have fallen from Swift’s back in any case.

Dismounting one-handed proved more difficult than he had imagined, but he thought he was coping well enough until suddenly he found himself lying on his stomach on hard ground. Evidently he had fallen. Equally evidently he couldn’t just lie where he had landed. He had the taste of dirt in his mouth, which meant he was still on the road.

He forced himself up onto his knees, but when he tried to stand he discovered a second wound in his left leg. The pistol shot had struck him in the thigh, less than an inch away from where the musket ball had hit him at Ketowik. That place always hurt, a deep, steady ache punctuated by rare but shocking conflagrations of agony, and so he had not registered the impact for what it was. The wound went very deep and it had bled copiously. It was still bleeding now, which did not bode well at all. Mag knew from his time with the Stalwarts that some wounds never scabbed, but kept on weeping blood until there was no more left to come.

He would find a safe place, and then he would call on his devils. Surely one of the three would know some medicine, or else some magic that was better still. He struggled to his feet, slowly and carefully, putting as little weight on his left leg as he could. Swift was standing right beside him, which was fortunate: leaning against the horse’s flank helped to keep Mag from falling again as he led or at least coaxed Swift off the road into the scrub. He was hoping to find the forest again but this was farmland, open fields separated by sparse hedgerows. There was nowhere he could safely go to ground. All he could do was stumble on, using up the last of his strength.

At last he saw a line of trees off to his left. He turned Swift’s head towards them and tugged on the reins, hoping that the horse would understand his meaning. Swift went on at a steady walk and Mag allowed himself to be pulled along, just about managing to put one foot in front of the other.

To no avail. When they reached the trees at last he found a broad river standing in between. The ground fell away steeply, right below his feet, with a rushing torrent some twenty feet below. It was the Anhaas, the same river that ran through Fuldenschau, twice as wide here but flowing just as quickly. Mag sank down with a sob of exhaustion at the very edge of the drop. He could go no further. The world tilted and shifted before his eyes, the rippling play of the dark water expanding outwards in all directions until it seemed that all was in ceaseless motion including him.

Swift nudged his sleeve, as if to make him rise again, but when Mag reached out a hand to pat the horse’s muzzle he found nothing there. It seemed he had fainted again for now Swift was a dozen yards away, grazing quietly on the long grass at the edge of the bank.

He must have recourse to the tinderbox then. He had gone as far as he could alone. He needed his three devils to help him. But as he fumbled for the box he saw a shape occult the bright stars overhead – too big to be a bird, too close to be a cloud. Then it crossed the moon, revealing for the smallest instant the outline of a head, a shoulder, an arm.

A whisper of sound told him that something had touched the ground nearby. After that came footsteps, the rustling of grass.

“How now, Magnus Tresti,” said a voice from very close at hand. “I believe you left some work undone when you quitted my service.”

He fought off the weakness and numbness that was threatening to overwhelm him, enough at least that he was able to look up. Jannae Mirchella stood over him, a look of grim satisfaction on her face. Her hands were at her sides, empty, but a knife floated at her shoulder. Mag knew the knife at once. It was the same kitchen carver that had pointed at his heart in the widow’s kitchen. It was pointing at his heart now.

Mag couldn’t help himself. He let out a chuckle. It seemed very much in keeping with his luck of late that the widow should find him now, when he had not the smallest hope of defending himself. With the river at his back there was nowhere to run, and in any case he was too weak to walk another step. He sat upright though, determined to give as good an account of himself as he could – and if nothing else to die with a little dignity.

“Well and all, madam,” he said, “you didn’t pay me as much as a penny, so I think you had the better of that bargain.”

“But you stole something that was mine,” Jannae Mirchella said.

“Not I!” Mag slid his hands into his breeches pockets, groping for his knife, but even if he hadn’t changed his clothes it wouldn’t have been there. The watchmen in Fuldenschau had taken it. In the left-hand pocket was the tinderbox, and in the right his pipe – the latter useless as always because he had never succeeded in buying any tobacco for it. “I didn’t touch a single thing in your house,” he went on, hoping to distract attention from this search. “I might have done, to cover the wages you owed me, but I took nothing. I’m no thief.”

“But yes!” The widow bared her teeth, angered by his denial. “That’s exactly what you are. You promised to bring me everything you found about that fallen carcase. Then you kept the last and greatest treasure for yourself, and fled my house before I found out your treachery. But here I am, to claim what’s my due and to give you your punishment.”

“But not my wages,” Mag said, managing a faint grin.

“I remind you, Herr Tresti, the work wasn’t finished. Your wages are therefore forfeit. Except for the wages of sin. Those are wages every man receives late or soon.”

Mag drew his hands from his pockets, moving very slowly so that the widow could apprehend no threat from him. He showed her the pipe and the tinderbox, both lying flat on his open palms. “Might I have a smoke, at least,” he said, “before we have our reckoning? It’s a kindness to give a condemned man one last request.”

Jannae Mirchella stared at him through narrowed eyes. She crooked one finger and the carving knife shot down, stopping within an inch of Mag’s throat. “It’s the pipe, then,” she said. “Or else it’s the tinderbox. No, it’s definitely the box, because you had that pipe the first day you came to me. Put it down beside you now, and move away from it. You shouldn’t have tried to trick me, Herr Tresti. I was minded to spare your life, and only turn you over to the watch in Fuldenschau. But I see there’s a ditch right beside us, and a ditch seems the right kind of place for a man like you to die in.”

Mag’s heart sank. He had one more stratagem in mind and it was a desperate one indeed – to throw the pipe, as a kind of lure or decoy, and then to flee while the widow’s attention was drawn away. It had little chance of success, depending as it did on his being able to jump up and run, outdistancing a flying woman and her floating knife.

But then the widow’s words belatedly penetrated the fog that filled his mind, and he realised he had another card to play. He held out his left hand, showing her the tinderbox. But then instead of laying it down he pulled it back and thrust it out behind him – over the rushing waters of the Anhaas.

“You’re no fool, Frau Mirchella,” he said. The words came out a little slurred and he was dismayed at how much his hand shook, but he tried his best to hide his weakness and put up an air of defiance. “It’s the tinderbox you want, to be sure. And it’s a greater treasure than you can possibly imagine. But so please you, I’ll ask you to leave now and come back another time. For if you send that knife where it’s pointing you’ll lose your chance for ever.”

The widow’s eyes widened. She seemed not to have considered this possibility, for all that the river’s roar had been sounding in their ears the whole time they’d been talking. “You’re lying!” she exclaimed. “You wouldn’t do it!”

“Well, if I’m to be dead in any case,” Mag said, “I’d hate to have you be so richly rewarded for the killing of me. Why would I not, Frau Mirchella? What do you think would stop me? So be off with you now, and come at me another time. We’ll say this skirmish left the matter still to settle.”

Mag was in great pain now and darkness was encroaching on his thoughts. Each of these bold words felt like a coin he was spending out of a very limited store. The muscles in his left arm were screaming, and in his head the sound was louder than the roaring of the river. The only courses left to him were to surrender the box or consign it to the flood, and within a very few moments the choice would be taken from him. But which was worse? To give Keal, Dorsa and Borrigor over into the witch’s power, or to leave them sealed in their prison for ever with the box lying lost on the riverbed or washed far out to sea? He could not decide. He could hardly think at all.

Jannae Mirchella, though, had a look of shrewd calculation on her face. “Now, now, Herr Tresti,” she said, “there’s no need for us to go to such lengths. Not while we still have our reason and our common sense to guide us.” Her voice sank to a cajoling murmur. “Perhaps I was hasty when I spoke of murdering you and leaving your body in a ditch. That’s hardly a civilised proceeding. How would it be if I paid you what the box is worth? You may name your own price.” When Mag made to speak she hurriedly raised a finger to her lips. “No, no. Don’t reach for the first sum that comes to mind. Give it serious thought now, for this is a serious matter. I wouldn’t have you say afterwards that I cheated you. It’s best to measure twice and cut once, as I’ve told you before. Only think on it. I’m happy to wait.”

At any other time Mag would have been thankful for the respite, but because of his wound and his weakness it was time itself that was his enemy. Nonetheless he paused a moment, grateful to be able to draw breath.

In that moment he felt the change. It began at his feet, rising steadily and evenly up his body. He thought at first it was only the same numbness and weariness he had been feeling ever since he fell from Swift’s back, but this was different. He was losing sensation, losing the sense of himself, and it was happening quickly. Within the space of a few breaths it had proceeded to his waist. Looking down he saw the advancing line, even more starkly and clearly in the livid moonlight than it would have been by day. His boots, his breeches, the tails of his coat, all had lost their natural colours and become a uniform grey. When he reached down to touch it – with the hand that clutched his pipe – the same grey spilled across his fingers, his wrist, his forearm, bringing the numbness and loss of feeling with it.

Looking from his own sprawled body to the widow Mag found her exactly as she was before, standing with her arms at her sides and a look of intense concentration on her face. With a thrill of horror he realised what was happening. Jannae Mirchella was casting a spell on him. She was turning him into stone.

If he had stopped to think he would have been lost, but all thought had deserted him. He did the only thing he could. He threw himself flat and heaved himself sidelong, away from the witch. Over the edge of the bank.

He didn’t feel himself fall. Even the shock as he hit the icy water couldn’t reach him, but it was no matter. The river took him just the same, seized him in its greedy maw and carried him away.
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“And then?” prompted Wilhelm Gluck. “What happened after that?”

His guest – if that was the right word – was a young man named Anton or Anselm Bornhagen, the second or third son of a noble family too poor or too provincial to have a presence at court. He had a haughty bearing all the same, though it was undermined at the present moment by the sorry state of his face. There was a spectacular pattern of bruises around the man’s eyes and nose, which resembled the relief map of some exotic archipelago. Perhaps this image came so readily to mind because the swelling that accompanied the bruises had given Bornhagen’s face something of the aspect of a globe of the world.

“Why then,” the young man declared, with nasal bravado, “I stood and confronted him. ‘Sirrah,’ I said, ‘you have insulted this lady and you will apologise to her. Or else you will satisfy me in duello. The choice is yours.’”

“That was well said,” Gluck remarked.

“As a man of honour I could do no other.” Bornhagen looked around him anxiously. They were in Gluck’s solarium, the most austerely furnished space in his tower rooms within the royal palace. When a matter of nominally public import intersected with his personal concerns, this was where he preferred to pursue it, the court at large being a tangled web of competing interests in which the professional spies could scarcely move for the enthusiastic amateurs. The walls on all sides of them were much more window than wall, and yet the two of them were not overlooked. There were only rooftops all around, and the blind walls of other towers whose windows looked out elsewhere. The two men sat facing each other on straight-backed chairs, Gluck’s comfortably upholstered, the young man’s of plain wood.

“So you challenged him,” Gluck summarised. “And then what?”

Bornhagen’s gaze met Gluck’s for a moment before flicking away across the roofscapes. “He attacked me. Before I was ready. And with his hands, like a ruffian.”

“And that was reprehensible,” Gluck agreed, all sympathy. “But it’s important to be clear about the sequence of events. That’s why I requested this private interview with you. The broad details we already know. This man, going under the name of Mirchella, turned up out of nowhere with a suspicious quantity of gold, some of which he used to rent a room at the Haut Palais des Voyageurs. He chose to dine there, in the so-called grand café, which is where you yourself encountered him.

“Meanwhile the hotel’s management, their suspicions raised both by the man’s behaviour and by the assumed name under which he was travelling – for there is no Margrave Mirchella – summoned the watch. When a group of officers arrived to question him, some sort of… confederate, I suppose, came to his aid. A one-eyed man of towering stature who proceeded to commit horrific acts of murder and mutilation.”

“That was no man!” Bornhagen’s voice took on a shriller tone. “It was a monster! A demon out of Hell, that hungered for human flesh”

“Aye, most likely. But as I said, these things we have heard confirmed from many witnesses.” Gluck leaned forward in his seat and laid his hand on the young man’s arm, which seemed to startle him. “What I want to know, young my lord, is what you saw with your own eyes, since you were the only one brave enough to confront the man alone and at close quarters. What did he say? What did he do? No detail is irrelevant. School me, I pray you, and I will listen.”

Bornhagen made to speak, hesitated, began again. “Well, he… he seemed to realise when I challenged him that he had overstepped. He made apology – but in rough and ready terms, not adequate or respectful.”

“And then?”

“And then he seemed to dismiss me from his thoughts.” Bornhagen scowled. “He had the audacity to take out his pipe. Or no, that’s wrong, I didn’t see a pipe, but he took out his tinderbox so it was very clear that he intended to smoke. I was struck dumb by the sheer insolence of it! I dashed the thing right out of his hand.”

Well now. This was interesting. Perhaps interesting enough to merit the time lost in exchanging words with this high-born numbskull. “Where were the watch at this point?” Gluck asked, as gently as he could – seeking to direct the stream of memories, not to dam it up.

“They were there. They were already come. I think he’d seen them across the room, for he was looking full at them.”

“And yet he reached into his pocket for his tinderbox.”

“Aye. And when I struck the thing from his hand he attacked me. Did this to me.” The young man gestured towards his battered face. “The next I saw he was grovelling on the floor like a dog, trying to pick it up again.”

“He went to pick up the tinderbox, when he knew he was about to be taken?”

“He did, yes. Then the watchmen seized hold of him, and I thought that would be the end of it. But…”

“But the demon appeared.”

“The demon appeared. All was… was blood, and horror, and confusion. I managed to get the young ladies in our party safely to the door.”

“And then returned to give assistance to the watch?”

“There was no time.” Bornhagen’s hands twisted in his lap, the fingers of the one hand grappling with the fingers of the other. He did not seem aware that this was happening. “The struggle was not long. When I turned back to look the watchmen were all strewn on the ground like… like… I cannot say what they were like! There was a great deal of blood. And the monster had one man in his grasp, a hand around his throat.” Bornhagen’s eyes sought the floor tiles again. “I deemed it more important to get the ladies to safety.”

“Once again the gallant and chivalrous thing to do.” Gluck stood. “You’ve been most helpful, my lord. Indeed your testimony has been invaluable. I’m indebted to you.” As Bornhagen stood too, taking his cue to leave, Gluck drew him into a brief but tight embrace. The young man winced at a pain in his shoulder, slight and sudden – but seeing that he was receiving such a mark of affection and favour from one of the most powerful men in the land, he said nothing. Gluck saw him to the door, with more thanks and courtesies, and gave him into the hands of a serving man to escort him down out of the tower and off the palace grounds.

It wasn’t even magic. Gluck had only pricked Bornhagen with one of his poisoned rings. It would take effect in an hour or two when the man was safely away from the royal precinct, killing him quickly and painlessly. It would appear as though his heart had given out, unlikely in one so young but not impossible. Gluck had almost decided to let him live, but it was best to be cautious. He had let his curiosity about the tinderbox show in his face and voice, and the story of the debacle at the Haut Palais was a good one. Doubtless Bornhagen would have been prevailed on to retell it many times. This was the only way Gluck could be sure that the pertinent information stayed with him alone.

And it was pertinent. In fact its significance was so vast it all but left him reeling. He sat down again in his chair and sank back into the embrace of the many cushions, massaging the underside of his chin with the balls of his thumbs. He closed his eyes, the while he wrestled a great many unruly thoughts all into a line.

Mirchella was the name of the widow of Rubik, the owner of the house where the Visitation had occurred. And from Rubik to Fuldenschau to Helm was almost a straight ride from east to west. Therefore this man calling himself Mirchella at the Haut Palais was almost certainly the same who had called himself Tresti when he was arrested in Fuldenschau. Both names were most likely aliases, but that scarcely mattered. What mattered was that he had been present at the Visitation, and had taken something away with him when he left it. What mattered was the power he had called on in Fuldenschau and Helm, and the nature and identity of the being that had answered.

Was it certain, though? Or was Gluck letting his hopes cloud his judgement? He had entertained for so long the thought that something like this might happen. He had never admitted it to himself but he had been waiting, prolonging his own life by magical means because surely the longer he lived the more that slender reed of contingence and wishful thinking thickened towards inevitability.

He considered. There was a way of making sure beyond any doubt, but it was a thing he seldom dared to do because the pain was almost more than he could bear. This once, though, given that the prize was so great… If only he could make someone else undergo the ritual in his place! But he had tried that and his surrogates invariably died before they could be of any use at all. You needed to be able to balance the forces within yourself, which meant you needed to be a witch of very considerable skill – and he had killed all the witches, both to take away from them such Visitation artefacts as they might have found and to eliminate any competition for new ones when they arrived.

So if a scrying were to be done at all, it must be done by him.

A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. “Enter,” he said. He had given orders that he should not be disturbed, but he had allowed for one exception to that. It would go hard with this visitor if his business with Gluck proved to be anything else besides that one thing.

The door opened. A messenger in scarlet livery came a scant inch or two into the room and bowed. The look on his face bore witness to Gluck’s reputation among the palace servants – a reputation as fearsome as it was deserved. “Meister,” he said, his voice starting low but then veering treacherously towards a squeak, “you asked to be informed about the prisoners.”

Gluck frowned. “About whom?”

“My apologies, Meister. The… those taken for treason. You asked to be informed when the count was full.”

“And?”

“The last contingent has now arrived. I’m told the total stands at two hundred and eighty-three.”

“Good. And the scaffolds?”

“Still being assembled. The carpenters ran out of timber, but more has been sent for. They say they will be ready. Meister, the castellan has complained that the cells are overcrowded. The prisoners are packed in very tight, with no room even for piss pots.”

“That will be a concern for exactly forty-eight hours, after which time the cells will be empty and the floors can be properly scrubbed.”

“Aye, Meister. Shall I bear that message back to the castellan, Meister?”

“You may bear it where you like. Now leave me.”

The messenger did so with great alacrity.

Gluck had been so immersed in his own concerns that he had all but forgotten the campaign against the Ghost Army. He was pleased that all was in train there and proceeding as it should. There should be no need for any intervention from him. The Ghosts might well attempt an attack on the palace that night to free their kin, or more likely the morrow night because many of them would be coming from far afield. The attack would fail both because the royal guard were a well-disciplined force and because Gluck had blessed their weapons with certain enhancements in case the matter ever came in doubt. The palace was secure.

And the Ghosts were a spent force, or would be soon enough. He would turn the Heldenplatz into a threshing machine, a spectacle of retribution not seen since the darkest days of the Inquisition. Let them try to recruit fresh fighters after that! There might still be a Ghost Army for some little while but they would be ghosts indeed, loose spirits wailing their fate around the lanes and hedgerows of the countryside until the last echoes of them faded. The king would show his gratitude with fresh titles, or more likely with bejewelled kickshaws – thinking that Gluck loved ornament for its own sake when in fact the necklaces, chains and rings he wore were his weapons and his armour.

All of which was well enough. But other matters entirely consumed him now, and there was no putting off what needed to be done.

He passed through from the solarium into his study, its shelves lined with the wisdom of every human culture there had ever been, telling himself the while that he had not yet decided. There was no need to act precipitately. Better – much better – to wait and see what came, spreading a wider and wider net for Tresti/Mirchella and acting promptly on every piece of intelligence until the tinderbox came at last into his hands.

All these things were lies. He would not wait. He would ask and he would suffer. And then, depending on what he learned, he would act.

At one end of the study, underneath its single window, there was a cedarwood chest. Gluck undid its locks and wards, both physical and magical, one by one until the lid of the chest slid up by itself. He bowed low, not to the chest but to its contents. He had no idea whether there was an actual intelligence in the scrying table, but it did no harm to show respect when dealing with powers so far beyond his own. Of all the Visitation artefacts he had amassed over the years (many of which he wore about his person) this was the only one he was actively afraid of.

“I come to you again,” he said. “With humility, praying that you shine your light into the darkness of my ignorance. And ready to pay for that light in whatever coin you choose.”

Going down on his knees he took out one by one the scrying table and its oils. These terms were only loose approximations. The table was not a table but a black tray made of some unidentifiable metal with a bevelled rim and a bed that was polished to perfect, near-miraculous smoothness. The oils were not oils, though oil was somewhere in their make-up. A thousand titrations with ten thousand reagents had not sufficed to tell Gluck what else was in there.

Still kneeling, he set the tray carefully on the empty air, where it remained absolutely still. It was not floating. It had made the air beneath it reject its exotic substance, a perfect balance of forces. He conjured underneath the tray a flame whose furious heat was channelled so that the greater part of it went directly upwards.

The next part was irksome. Gluck had to wait until the steel was red hot, and it always took a great deal longer than he expected. He knelt through long minutes absolutely still, again out of respect for the power held inside the scrying table, which he was ever anxious to placate. By now the air in the room was heating too and sweat was beading on Gluck’s brow, but he stood patiently by with the two bottles unstoppered in his hands and watched with close attention. Timing was important here.

When the metal had reached the ideal temperature he quickly poured the contents of the two bottles into the tray’s shallow bed. They rushed together as though eager for their own dissolution, bright red roiling into olive green and then giving birth to a thousand other colours that were born and died within a second. The combined liquids responded at once to the searing heat. They steamed, sizzled and reached a seethe, a single blister appearing in the centre of the mass. But then instead of boiling or taking fire the blister bulged still further, tenting up into a perfect hemisphere. Finally the blister lifted itself from the metal surface and the hemisphere became a sphere entire, floating in the air above the tray. It was perfectly transparent, only visible at all because the parts of the room that could be seen through it were magnified by its curvature, seeming closer than they were.

The spirit that lived inside the scrying table never spoke, but Gluck felt its expectancy in his mind like a scratching against the interior surface of his skull. It was inviting him to speak.

He had rehearsed his questions in advance, in the prescribed order, which he had memorised as quis, quando, Quemadmodum, quod, ubi. The last two were by far the most important of these, and yet they must needs come last, wherefore he put the first question quickly. The bubble would not last for long now that it was no longer in contact with the hot metal, and he could only interrogate it so long as it was there before him. “The man apprehended at Fuldenschau,” he said, “who calls himself Magnus Tresti. Who is he? Show me his face.”

The surface of the sphere ceased to be transparent. It roiled now with sudden, vibrant colours. The colours resolved themselves quickly into a scene. An expanse of dirt under a louring sky. A parade ground, for there were soldiers standing in a line. Most bore visible injuries, had bandages over their eyes, stood on crutches, lacked an arm. Even the ones that were whole mostly had the carriage of invalids, stooping as though their bodies’ weight was too great a burden. An officer, a colonel by his blazon, was walking along the line and handing out largesse in the form of silver coins. He was declaiming as he walked, his mouth moving constantly, but the scrying table could not replicate sound. In perfect silence, then, the officer advanced; and when he reached one of the soldiers in the line the image froze.

Then it expanded until the man’s face filled the whole space. It was an unremarkable face, the eyes a washed-out grey, the expression a washed-out resignation. A face that any wounded veteran might wear. The census had been correct, then. Tresti really was a soldier.

Gluck committed the face to memory and proceeded straightway to quando. “When did he become a sorcerer?”

The scene vanished. The colours darkened and drained away until the surface of the sphere was an unblemished and lustrous black. That meant the question had no true answer. Tresti was not a sorcerer at all.

Quemadmodum. “Then how did he escape from his prison cell? And evade the men sent to fetch him back? How did he bring a monster to fight for him in Helm?”

The sphere blossomed into brightness again. One scene followed another: the shattering of the donjon tower by a behemoth with skin like moss-covered stone; the fight by the water gate, when savage beasts that seemed half hound and half reptile had come to the man Tresti’s aid, summoned by a woman with bone-white skin; the attempted arrest in the Haut Palais des Voyageurs, which had turned into a rout when the behemoth appeared again and laid about him with fists as heavy as cannonballs.

Gluck exulted. He had been right, and this was more than he had dared to hope for. Both the behemoth and the white-skinned woman were clearly demons. Living demons, not the offal he had seen heretofore and plundered from, after they plummeted down out of the sky and fell to Earth like God’s infected tears.

The sphere was shrinking now, losing cohesion as it cooled. A milky opacity was occulting the moving images. But there was time yet for the two final questions, quod and ubi. “If the magic’s not inside Tresti, what does he use to achieve these things? It needs must be in something he carries. Is it a tinderbox? Whatever it is, let me see it.”

The colours melted and ran, then came together again into a shape. A tinderbox, exactly as Bornhagen had said. It was utterly unremarkable to look at, made of battered and slightly rusted tin, and clearly it had seen hard use. Nobody who didn’t know what it was would spare it a second glance, yet it was the treasure Gluck had sought for most of a lifetime.

He put the final question, as the sphere shrivelled and shrank in on itself. “Where will I find it? Where can I come to it? Show me!”

The image of the tin box gave way to one of a city street. As with the very first image of the parade ground it did not stay still but moved. From details of the architecture Gluck surmised that it was a street here in Königsbrucke, but it was not one that he knew. Then an inn sign swung into view, very much to his relief. The name of the inn and the painted sign that bore it would serve as a good reference point.

But the image was still moving. It rounded the side of the inn, revealing a narrow alley. In the alley there was a yard, seemingly attached to the rear of the inn, and in the yard there was a wagon, a dray, with metal racks in its bed to hold barrels of ale or spirits.

Excellent! This Tresti would come to Königsbrucke then; was perhaps already on his way. Gluck could and would give order to confiscate any and all tinderboxes coming into the capital, and sift them after, but if that failed he had this failsafe: eventually the thing he sought would arrive at a predestined spot. He wished he could have asked the questions in a different sequence, ending with when, but the scrying table was exacting and intolerant of change. He had discovered this to his cost – just as he had discovered that he needed to limit himself to precise and narrow matters of fact rather than huge and enduring mysteries. You couldn’t cheat the oracle by asking questions into which many smaller questions had been packed.

He turned away from the sphere, which had shrunk to the size of a lady’s hand mirror. It would wink out of existence within the next few moments, and when it did the other half of the transaction would begin. Gluck had asked five questions, as was the inviolable custom. He must pay for each one in the accustomed coin.

He heard a soft sound, almost a sigh of breath, as the bubble burst.

The answering burst from inside Gluck’s chest was like the exploding of a cannon shell. The agony spread at once to every cell of his body, and when it had nowhere else to go it began to intensify, like music rising from octave to octave until it passed beyond hearing.

He should have lain down. It had been so long since he had done this that he had forgotten the suddenness of the onset. He crashed to the floor as his legs stiffened and spasmed. A scream rose in his throat but never made its way into the air. His every muscle locked, Gluck could not utter a sound, could not move a finger. He could only lie still, and suffer.

Five questions. Five minutes of agony. Unbearable, except that it must be borne. Incommensurate with human life and thought and meaning.

But finite.

And worth it.
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It was the pain that roused him. A fresh pain, cutting through older pains that had faded almost below the threshold of awareness (his awareness wasn’t all it had been).

Mag opened his eyes to find a rat tearing a bright red gobbet of meat from the back of his hand. The shock and revulsion that filled him should have brought him bolt upright, screaming, but he only shuddered and remained lying exactly where he was. Which was on his stomach and – judging by the taste – in a trough of mud. He couldn’t even drag his arm out of reach: it was the wounded arm and it didn’t seem to want to do his bidding.

That slight stir of movement was enough to make the rat jump back, but not for long and not far. It made a cautious return after only a few moments to continue its grazing on his flesh. Mag succeeded at last in coaxing a stiff, lurching movement from his arm, drawing it back in towards his side, at which the rat fled from his sight. It was probably still lingering in the general vicinity though: his sight, like the rest of him, was very much the worse for wear. He tried to rise up out of the mud but found that he lacked the strength for such an ambitious manoeuvre. He rolled onto his side instead, spitting filth from his mouth.

River filth. In a pale pre-dawn light that was almost no light at all Mag saw that he was lying in the margins of a river, his feet still in the rushing water that had spewed him up onto its bank. He was also drenched to the skin and freezing, his body a useless lump, his brain a cold hearthstone. Memories rose in him sluggishly, breaking like bubbles in his waterlogged mind. His escape from Helm. His flight to the river. The widow Mirchella’s ambush and the way he had just barely escaped it.

His wounds. He had been bleeding to death. He had intended to summon Keal or Dorsa and beg their aid, but then… The widow. The fall. The dark. The rat. This. Now.

The hand on which the rat had gnawed was clutching something solid. A dull hope surged in him, but when he opened his fist he saw that it was only the broken stem of his old pipe. His left hand was pinned underneath him and he could feel that it was empty, the fingers splayed wide.

Weariness and despair drained Mag of what little strength he had left, making him fall forward on his face again. His forehead struck something, landed hard against its sharp edge. He groped blindly to push it away. His fingers slid across a smooth surface, colder than the mud.

It was only his will that made him move: his muscles had nothing left to give. Levering himself into a half-upright position he pawed at the mud again with his one good hand. Nothing, nothing, nothing…

Something. Something with an edge, a corner, a raised rim. Mag pulled it up into the light, which was stronger now, laboriously repainting the world in its diurnal colours. He brought it close to his bleared eyes so they could verify what his fingers had already told him.

It was the tinderbox. He might yet live after all.

“It does not belong to you.” The voice was like music, like a carillon of bells. The words came so pat upon Mag’s thought it was as though they answered it. Along with them came a light that was not the light of the sun. Mag tilted his head back, blinking the mud out of his eyes. An awe-inspiring figure stood over him, shining with its own effulgent light. It was a man – or perhaps a woman, it was hard to tell – of a stature that almost rivalled that of Borrigor. It was dressed in armour of bright gold and its hair was the self-same colour, not blonde but truly golden as though each strand was a filament of lambent metal. Its face had a beauty that was almost frightening, because it was a beauty that had nothing human in it at all.

The angel squatted down beside Mag. Its bright eyes had no pupils but the intensity of its gaze fell on him like a weight.

“You must give it to me,” the angel said in that same chiming voice.

“Help me!” Mag pleaded. “I’m wounded. I… I think I’m dying.”

“Then give it quickly. If you die with the box in your possession, your soul is damned.”

Mag’s head reeled. “Damned?” he repeated. “No! No, I’m not…” He was about to protest his innocence, but the memory of how he had acquired the box stopped his mouth. And in his time of soldiering he had broken the most important commandment, the one against killing. He could hardly argue that he didn’t deserve a place in hellfire. He bowed his head again, cowed by that unearthly perfection. “I can’t stop you,” he muttered, “if you want to take it.”

“I cannot do that.” The angel sounded impatient, almost angry; as though it was speaking to a child who needed the simplest things explained to him. “The realms of Earth are a neutral ground, by ancient treaty between Elohim and Satan. We of Heaven are forbidden to act here. Those of Hell too. But Hell has defied that edict. The box is proof. If I take it before Elohim I will win their favour and advance the war.”

“The war?” The words were startling enough that they forced Mag into a reply, even though he was weak and in pain and shivering from the chill that seemed to have sunk into him bone-deep. “You mean the war with Pozhka and Ehrlich?”

“I know not where those places are. I mean the war between Heaven and Hell. Between Elohim and Lord Satan. Man, you must give me the box.”

Mag’s strength was leaving him momently. Each word that dropped from his lips seemed to make his heart’s blood ebb a little further. If the angel was right, if he really was standing on the brink of a precipice, ready to fall into Hell as soon as his last breath was uttered, then this visitation was Providence at work. He could buy redemption, at the eleventh hour. But he needed to know what coin he would be buying it with. “If I give you the box,” he mumbled through chattering teeth, “what will become of the devils that live in it?”

“They will be condemned. They will perish. But that is a good thing. They serve the cause of evil, and their death is pleasing unto Elohim.”

A sigh escaped Mag, though he tried his best to keep it in. He had hoped for a different answer. “I can’t do it,” he said.

“You must!”

“I can’t. Not to save my soul.”

“Then your soul will be forfeit.” There was no carillon of bells in the angel’s voice now. A painful discord had crept in, that seemed to stab through Mag’s ears to his very heart. “You have only this one chance, man. What folly possesses you that you will you not take it?”

Mag bent his head and screwed his eyes tight shut, as a man might do to weather a storm wind. The voice still resonated inside him, plucked at him, dragged a dull blade across his nerves. He offered no answer. He scarcely knew the answer himself. Perhaps it was that he felt more kinship with the three devils than with the wondrous, alien vision standing over him. Perhaps it was that he had seen Borrigor weep after he had killed a man.

But no, he realised, it was mostly because the angel’s words had confirmed what he already knew. If this was indeed a war then Keal and Dorsa and Borrigor were soldiers, as Mag himself had been for four long years until the army cast him out. The memory of the firing squads at Ketowik rose in his mind as vomitus might have risen in his gorge. The horror of it, and the helplessness. The interminable time of standing and watching while bound men were laboriously cut down. He could not square in his mind the act of giving three soldiers over to death with any idea of virtue or salvation.

And so he lay in the mud while the angel promised him perdition in a voice with a hacksaw’s fretted edge. He let the sense of the words wash over him. He did not want to hear what was being offered, or threatened. He did not want to be tempted, because he had no strength left and he was desperate to live – desperate enough that he might say yes. And finally the terrible noise ceased. The unearthly light faded. He lifted his head to find that the angel was gone.

Mag had heard a story once about a wicked man sent to Hell, whose punishment for his crimes had been to roll a great boulder endlessly up a hill. The labour that faced him now seemed somewhat like that labour must have been. Every movement was pain, was arduous, was fruitless, was repeated into infinity. It seemed that he lived a whole life in the shallows of that river.

The first needful thing was to open the box. Tucking it between the crook of his injured arm and his chest, Mag fumbled at the lid, trying to open it one-handed with fingers too chilled to have any feeling. When he finally managed his knuckle struck the box’s rim and tilted it so that the flint tumbled out. If it had fallen into the muddy water it would have been lost for ever, indistinguishable from a thousand other stones that lined the riverbed. Mag only caught it by throwing himself flat again so that the flint fell on his stomach. Then he set the box down on his stomach too and searched inside it for the striker. With the striker clenched in his teeth he retrieved the flint. His whole arm ached as if it was on fire, and his fingers shook uncontrollably. He was terrified that he would faint and lose everything.

There remained the question now of how to draw a spark from a flint and a striker drenched with cold river water and caked with mud. Only a fool would think that such a thing could be done. But perhaps the magic subsisted in the stone and the metal, and the spark was only the outward sign of it.

Mag brought the flint up to his mouth and dragged it across the striker’s saddles. The faint vibration in his teeth told him that the metal and the stone had made contact, but barely – without force and without speed. Without result too. He tried a second time, and a second time there was nothing.

Soon, very soon, he would come to the end of his strength. He would fall asleep and not wake up again. If the widow Mirchella were searching along the riverbank she would find his body and take the tinderbox at her leisure. He would have achieved nothing beyond sparing her the effort of killing him.

He waited as long as he could before the third essay, husbanding his strength. He would strike with as much violence as he could this time. If the stone’s edge cut him, it was no matter. He probably had no blood left to shed. He raised a trembling hand, and brought it down.

The flint scored his face but it hit the striker too, with such force that Mag lost his grip on both. The world went white.

While he waited for his sight to return he heard a heavy tread right at his shoulder. “I swear by my master Satan, Magnus Tresti,” said a familiar voice, “every time we meet I find you in a worse case than before. You lead a very strenuous and fretful life. When you left the army, was it because you found the ordinary ruck of battle too dull?”

Mag raised his head, with some difficulty. Keal was standing with one booted foot in the mud and the other on a fallen log, leaning over Mag and staring down at him with a distant interest. His elbow was resting on his raised knee. His manner was that of someone who in wandering by had only chanced to look down and see the lamentable figure stretched out at his feet.

“Friend Keal—” Mag rasped.

“No. Start again.”

“Keal, I’m hurt. My shoulder. My… my leg. I was shot.”

“Yes, I see that. Your account holds water thus far. Your breeches, likewise.”

“Have you… skill with wounds? Can you heal me?”

“I?” The devil scratched behind his ear, ruminating for a moment. “I could cleanse the wounds with fire, but you might not thank me. No, it’s Dorsa you need. If I were you I’d call on her soon. You don’t look well at all.”

He turned as if to go. “Wait!” Mag cried – though the word came out as a croak, hardly louder than a whisper. Keal paused.

“I dropped the flint and striker,” Mag said.

Keal pursed his lips. “That’s ill luck,” he said.

“But can’t you go and fetch Dorsa yourself? You bide in the same place!”

“We do, yes. But the conditions of our incarceration are not so loose and casual that one of us can free the other. You must do it yourself.”

“I can’t!” Mag protested hoarsely.

Keal tapped his chin with his thumbnail. “Then I’m at a loss what to suggest.”

“Bring up the flint and the striker!”

Keal gestured. Both appeared at once between his fingers.

“Now put the flint in my hand and hold the striker close.”

Again Keal did as he was bid. Now that Mag could see the target he made a much better fist of it. Though he gasped at the pain as he leaned forward, he struck Dorsa’s sella on the first try. She appeared straightway, standing beside Keal. She too stared down at Mag.

“Damaged, is he?” she said.

“In some sort. They’re not well made, are they? They fall apart at a touch.”

“Dorsa!” Mag groaned. “I need…”

“What?”

“Medicine. Can you…?”

“Oh yes,” Dorsa said. “I can. Is it your wish that I should?”

“Yes! Please!”

“Best you should sleep, then. You won’t want to be awake for some of the things I’ll be doing to you.”

“Wait, though! Swift is—you’ll need to—”

“I said sleep.”

His eyelids fell shut like steel doors. His consciousness toiled on in the dark awhile, but lost its way soon enough and dissolved into its component parts.
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The next time Mag woke it was a thing of near-infinite degrees. He sensed himself rising, not like flotsam on a tide or smoke from a fire but in a way that was slower, more vegetative. He felt like a tree growing towards the light over days, weeks, months.

The light at least was real. When he opened his eyes the sun was on his face. The air around him was warm, and smelled of violets. Whatever was under him was soft, pillowed.

He sat up. The movement cost him no effort, brought no pain. On the contrary it was an active pleasure to move, as though his body were an engine defined by its function, only fully itself when it was working. A strange euphoria rushed through him, prickled his skin and made him gasp. He ran a hand across his shoulder where the pistol ball had punctured it. There was no wound. No scar either. The same was true of his thigh. The bone-deep ache of his wartime injury was still there, but of the more recent wound there was no trace at all. Where his fingers touched he felt a fugitive tingle, as if the nerves there were still awake and wary, but the skin was unbroken and smooth. The hole the ball had gouged in him had repaired itself so completely he couldn’t remember exactly where it had been.

Full of wonder he looked around him. He was lying in a bed, completely naked, in a room with broad oak beams across its ceiling. The floor was bare boards, but polished to a shine. The tinderbox was standing on a three-legged table beside the bed, along with a ewer and basin and a small pile of gold coins – presumably the ones he had had in his coat pocket when he fell into the river. The ewer was decorated with a bucolic scene: happy peasants labouring in abundant fields. Through the room’s two windows, which both stood open, Mag could see a flower bed – the splash of bright purple must be the violets he was smelling – and part of a paved path. For a moment his mind misgave, thinking that he was back in the Haut Palais des Voyageurs, but this place was not so steeped in luxurious display. It was well kept and clean, not opulent.

Dorsa was sitting cross-legged on the window’s sill, looking out across the garden towards distant, wooded hills. “You’re awake, then,” she said without turning. “How do you feel?”

“Hale and well,” Mag said. “Better than I did before I took those wounds. I think… better than I’ve felt in a great many years. Thank you! Thank you a thousand times, Dorsa!”

She shrugged her shoulders, still with her back to him. “One time is enough. Too much, Keal would say. He wants to talk to you.”

“He’s still here?”

“He waits downstairs. The box wants him back, but since you didn’t dismiss him he can resist its pull for a while. Still, he asked me to pass his message along as soon as you woke. He wants to talk to you. Urgently.”

“About what?”

“I should think that would be obvious. And now that I’ve done as I was bid I’ll leave you.”

She stood, with supple grace, and tucked her head into her chest. Another moment and she would have faded into greens and golds and disappeared into that distant vista of trees as if she had never been anything more than a trick of the light. “No,” Mag cried. “Stay. Please.”

Dorsa frowned. “That word again.”

“That word, yes. I don’t command you. I only ask it. Stay a moment, if you would.”

The frown deepened. “Why?”

“First, so I can tell you again – whether you want to hear it or not – that I’m grateful. That I’m sensible of my debt to you. You saved my life. You—” Mag threw out his arms to indicate his body, wiped clean of wounds as words are wiped from a slate. “You did this. I don’t know how, but you did it.”

“I have the tending of my beasts,” Dorsa said. “I keep a store of medicines. A set of instruments, as a doctor does. You’re different from most of the patients I’ve worked on, but a body is a body and the working parts of it are much the same from case to case. The only question was whether your heart would give out before your flesh knitted, because some of my tinctures are very potent. It came close, at times. But I judged you strong enough and I took the risk.”

“And I’m glad you did! Dorsa, I can’t tell you how much I—”

“That part is said. What more?”

“What became of Swift? I don’t think he was hurt when I fled from Helm, but I rode him hard. And then when I fell into the river—”

“There’s good pasture behind this house. I found him where you left him, and brought him there.” She hesitated a second. “I think the better of you that you asked. Many men would have forgotten. It doesn’t make up for what you did to Borrigor, but it disposes me to think that some of what seems like viciousness in you might after all be mere stupidity. What more? Or may I go now?”

Mag had forgotten until then how Borrigor had first killed a man and then wept over his corpse. The memory was so strange and so terrible that he shied away from it.

“Can you tell me what place this is?” he asked her instead.

Dorsa shrugged again. Impatience was written on every part of her. And yet she had stayed to watch until he woke. She had had some concern for his wellbeing, even if only out of pride in her own work. “A house,” she said. “Keal found it. And since it was empty we took up residence.”

“What if the owners should return?”

“They’ll find when they get to the door that their memories will fail them. They’ll wonder why they came. They won’t even be certain who they are, and so will wander off again looking for some clue to their own names and natures.”

“That’s terrible!”

“It will wear off. Would you prefer us to let them inside and then cut their throats?”

“No!” Mag exclaimed, appalled.

“Well then, all is for the best. Will you let me go from here now? I’ve laboured long and I’m weary.”

Mag gave her leave to depart. She had made it clear that she didn’t wish to be burdened with his gratitude, and he could find nothing else to say to her. Once she was gone he summoned Keal; not with the tinderbox, since Dorsa had told him he had not returned to it. He simply spoke the devil’s name and Keal appeared beside him.

“Dorsa said you wanted words with me,” Mag said.

“If it please you, commander.”

“Nothing would please me better. But only if you’ll remember my wishes, already expressed, and call me Mag.”

“If it please you, Mag.”

“And sit. I don’t want you standing to attention the whole time we’re talking.”

“There’s no chair.”

“In all the house? I don’t believe you. And while you’re looking for one, bring me some water. My throat is parched.”

Keal vanished, then reappeared holding a carver chair in one hand and a pewter jug in the other. He handed the jug to Mag, set the chair down and set himself down upon it. He did these things with a brusque demeanour, as one begrudging his own actions. “Will you give me leave to speak?” he said.

“Yes,” Mag told him, after drinking a long draught of the water straight from the jug. It was very cold and very welcome. “And I give it going forward. You needn’t ask me again.”

Keal acknowledged this with a curt nod. “Dorsa has as keen a sense of smell as any hound. She said that when she tended to you she caught a whiff of something very unwelcome to us. The spoor of Heaven. Have you had to do with angels, Mag?”

“Only the one angel. He came to me when I was on the riverbank, before I called on you.”

“To what end?” Keal leaned in a little, his red eyes like banked coals regarding Mag closely. Now that they were this close his odour of exotic spices was stronger than ever. For all its sweetness Mag tried not to breathe it in: it made his head spin and his heart pound. “What did he want of you?”

“The box,” Mag said, pushing away distracting thoughts. “He told me that I should give it over into his care. Though it was a thing of Hell, he said, he believed it could be made to serve Heaven.”

“Oh doubtless,” Keal said sourly. “The bastards would love to get their hands on us, if only for the intelligence we might be carrying. They’d wring us out like washcloths and sing a whole hymnal while they were doing it. What did he offer you?”

“Nothing. Only he said that my soul was at risk as long as I carried the box. That I’d be damned if I kept it.”

“Why did you, then?”

“I don’t know. I suppose I didn’t like his face very much.”

“His perfect, radiant face.” Keal’s lip curled a little as he said this. “Fresh from his maker’s kiln, stamped all in gold.”

“That face, yes. Let’s say that my tastes run otherwise.”

“Towards myself, for example.”

“I…” Mag began, but no words came.

“I don’t need Dorsa’s nose to sniff you out, Mag. I see well enough how you look at me. You could command me to rut with you.”

Mag felt blood rise to his face. He looked away. “No,” he said.

“No? But you don’t deny that you would like us to have such commerce. And therefore you refused the angel, that you might come by me in your own time, in your own way.”

“I didn’t do it for that.”

“So you may tell yourself.” The devil’s tone was hard, unyielding.

Mag turned again to face him, stared full into his bright red eyes. “Keal, I forbid you, now or ever, from lying with me. If ever I gainsay this, if I order you to come to me, don’t listen. Don’t obey. Be bound by this, my absolute command that annuls any other.”

Keal inclined his head. “That’s fair,” he said. “It doesn’t mean anything, but I appreciate that you tried.”

“It means I can’t—”

“That’s not how it works, commander. The most recent instruction will always take precedence, as with wills and testaments. You can’t bind up your later wishes in fetters made out of your earlier ones.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Mag insisted. “I swear I’ll never give that order. Believe me or not as you choose.”

“Should I tell you what my choice is, out of those two?”

“No.” Mag shook his head, which was still full of Keal’s scent. “Tell me this instead. What are you?”

“I?” Keal’s stare went from slightly mocking to slightly mystified. “I would have thought that needed no explanation. You called me devil when first we met. I hope I’ve done nothing since to call that name into question.”

“But what is a devil?” Mag persisted. “And what kind of devil are you? If I’m to be damned for this acquaintance, it feels as though I should know why.”

“Did you never go to church, commander?”

“I did, aye. And when I was a child I believed what I was told there. But when I came to be a man I saw how much of religion was about staying in your place and obeying your betters. Also how wide a gap there is between the way priests talk and the way they behave. There seemed to be so much cant and nonsense that I dismissed it all. I didn’t believe in devils until one fell out of the sky at my feet. Now I’ve seen devils and angels too, so perhaps I need to pick up again some of those beliefs I was so happy to throw away. But I’m chary of going straightway from accepting nothing to accepting all!”

“That’s a wise precept,” Keal allowed. The chair creaked as he sat back, folding his arms. “But then why would you believe anything I tell you? I’m bound to be partial.”

“True, but aren’t you bound to be honest too? If I bid you tell me the truth, are you allowed to lie?”

“I meant,” Keal said, “that my truth and that angel’s truth might not have altogether the same flavour.”

“I understand. But I charge you to tell me what you can. Why is Hell at war with Heaven, and what’s your part in that? If you and your comrades are, as I think you are, soldiers in Hell’s service then how do you come to be shut up in a tinderbox? And if devils are as fierce as they’re reputed to be, why did Borrigor weep when he snapped a man’s neck?” This last was the greatest part of why he was asking, but there was urgency enough to the rest of it too. He felt like a man bathing in very deep waters and suddenly wondering what might be swimming under him. It might not do him any good to know, but he had had his fill of ignorance.

Keal said nothing for a moment or two. When he did speak his tone was more solemn than it had been up to then. “These are not small matters,” he said. “To address them all will take some time, and any answers I can give you are bound to draw on further questions. Can I ask you, at least, to listen to me in silence until I’m done? After that, if you need more, you may go to.”

“Agreed,” Mag said.

Keal stood. “Not here, though,” he said. “This space is too narrow for me, and I despise it. This house has a garden. In the garden there is a bench. I propose that you sit and listen to me in the open air.”

“Willingly,” Mag said, not at all reluctant to test how his newly repaired body might fare when put through its paces. He reached for the covers to throw them aside, but realised as he did so that he was still naked. “Stay, though. Did my clothes survive the water?”

“In some sort,” Keal said, “though torn and stinking and fouled with enough river-filth to fertilise fifty acres. We left them where they lay. But I think I know your tastes well enough by this time. Give me a moment.”

It was longer than a moment, but not by very much. Keal returned with a costume identical in all ways to the one Mag had requested before. He waited while Mag dressed, having turned away in accordance with Mag’s earlier request, then led the way down the stairs to the door. The empty house gave them back their echoing footsteps. Mag was astonished and overjoyed to discover that his limp was not so pronounced as before, and the ache of the old wound was somewhat less than it had been. Dorsa’s skill as a healer was astonishing.

In the garden Keal pointed out the promised bench, which had been set out under an old and spreading pear tree. Mag sat. He was left alone a second time as Keal went back into the house, returning in a short while with a very dusty bottle and two glasses. “Brandy,” he explained. “If I’m to do justice to this account I’ll need to be fortified. And you’ll need the same, I promise you.”

He poured them both generous measures, handing one glass to Mag and setting the bottle down on the arm of the bench. “Remember you promised to allow me to speak without interruption,” he said.

“I remember,” Mag said. “Never doubt me.”

“Very well.” Keal took a swig of the brandy, puffing out one cheek and then the other as he let it sluice the inside of his mouth. He nodded in approbation. “Whoever lives here has my gratitude,” he said. “For his cellar if nothing else.” He leaned his back against the pear tree’s broad trunk and swirled the liquid in the glass. “In your churchgoing days, commander, no doubt you were told that God made the universe, ab nihilo, with his own hands. Nothing could be further from the truth.”
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In fact (Keal continued), God’s hands had nothing at all to do with the thing.

Oh, the initial idea came from God. Nobody would deny that Elohim had a mind capable of envisaging the most intricate and exquisite things. But intricate and exquisite things need to be fashioned and assembled, and for that work many hands are needed. For all their greatness and their formidable intellect, Elohim couldn’t see the project through alone.

Therefore were the angels made. The name means messenger, but the message they carried was the logos, the divine word, which was to the material universe what a blacksmith’s hammer is to hot iron, pounding and pummelling it into shape. The angels went forth in their multitude and majesty, and they beat out the stars and the gulfs between the stars and then the planets that circled the stars, and then the things that lived on the planets that circled the stars, and on and on for a time almost beyond measuring.

Until at last Elohim, seeing that it was good and that all was shaped according to their plan, said unto the angelic host, “Give me back my word, my logos, so that I may incorporate it once more into my ineffable being where it belongs.”

This was where the divine plan began to go awry. Some of the angels obeyed at once, surrendered the power that had been entrusted to them and happily returned to their former place as servants and celebrants of Elohim’s glory. Others had doubts. They had known what it was to wield power of their own. Also they were aware that in the making of the universe most of the hard labour had devolved to them. Should not some of the rewards accrue to them too? Had they not earned equality with God by doing God’s work?

You should understand, commander, that at this time the angels had not even been given names. Elohim had never thought names were needed. When they addressed the host of Heaven they addressed them en masse, treating the angels in every wise as a single tool with a great many parts.

Now the irreconcilables, the angels who refused to surrender their share of the logos, bestowed names on themselves. They declared their desire to be considered not as implements but as entities – indeed, as gods in their own right – and they chose names that reflected this desire. Adrammalech, which means “king who rules in splendour”. Semyaza, or “the one that sees all”. Belphegor, “lord of the infinite void”, and so on. But the greatest of all styled himself Satan, which simply means enemy. He it was who rallied the other rebel angels and formed them into a second host. He said Elohim would come for them sooner or later – would come in force, to take back the lost logos: when that happened they must either stand and resist together or fall one by one.

And Satan was right, obviously. Elohim wasn’t content to live depleted, with only a fraction of their former power. They demanded that the rebels surrender, or else be unmade. When that ultimatum failed, Elohim declared war.

This was a very long time ago. Your world was not as it is now. There were beings somewhat like you, but they were also somewhat like beasts. They had no reason. They spoke no words. When you began to know yourselves, the two sides – who had been embroiled in bloody battle for eons of your time – met and debated what should be done about it. Elohim considered you little slivers of life and purpose to be the fruit and flower of Creation; he had intended all along that you would praise and magnify the divine name and bear witness to the divine magnificence. And as for the rebels, what were they fighting for if not the right of all beings to decide their own fate? Both factions agreed to hold this world a neutral territory in whose affairs neither would meddle.

Then they returned to their struggle, which persists to this day.

So much for your first question, commander. Your second relates to me and my companions. You asked how we came to be the prisoners of the box. More brandy? No? Well pardon me, but I will. This part leaves a taste in my mouth that’s not easily borne.

I am, as you surmised, a soldier. With no false modesty I can say I’m a very good one. Or was, I should say. I’m skilled with weapons, adept at killing with edge and point and my own unburdened hands, as well as with the armaments that propagate their effects across a distance. Moreover I possessed in abundance the greatest virtue a soldier can own, which is to do as he’s told without fretting overmuch about whys and wherefores. I rose in the legions of Hell to the rank of sergeant, and I held that rank for some thousands or tens of thousands of years.

You may exclaim at that. It may seem strange to you that I was content for such a long time to stand in place, to know no advancement. You may ask why I did not chafe at it. I can only say that time doesn’t mean the same to us as it does to you. We are made of spirit. We exist ab aeterno. We have a formidable patience that can be a great or a terrible thing depending how you view it. Our natures, after all, have been ingrained in us over the course of eons. We don’t change readily, or quickly.

But that’s not to say we’re incapable of change.

It’s not easy for me to tell you in how many battles I fought. Even from your own brief service you’ll know that such numbers are meaningless. War is a thing that keeps no time except its own, and this war began before time even existed. Thousands, commander. Thousands piled on thousands multiplied by still more thousands. And though I say that we of Hell are things of spirit, we’re not imperishable. We take hurt. We suffer. We die. Not so readily as you do, to be sure, but death is death. You were there when it claimed my captain, so I’m not telling you something you didn’t already know.

I fought for Lord Satan on many fields, killed for him and bled for him. I did these things for long enough that they became the normal furniture of my life. I became inured to them, you might say. Accustomed. War was my home and my element.

But there came a time when most of those I knew well were gone. Those sovereign souls, those heroes who had made their pledge of service alongside me, who had been forged in the same smithies and annealed in the same furnaces, all had fallen. I looked around for familiar faces and found none.

(Keal paused at this point and stared for a few moments at the ring of braided hair he wore on his smallest finger. There were memories attached to it, certainly, and strong ones too. Mag wanted to ask but did not, and in due course Keal resumed.)

No matter, you might say. That’s the way of war. But here’s the thing, commander: our ranks never thinned. The regiment in which I served stood still at its full strength. It could not be otherwise. Both armies had been near-infinite in number to begin with, and since both sides possessed the logos they could continue to bring new cohorts into existence as quickly as the old ones were slain.

That made me wonder at last what exactly we were about. How could either side win such a war? What would winning even look like? We weren’t fighting for territory, for wealth, for influence. The only prize was the logos itself, and the logos could not be taken. It could only be given. Since neither Elohim nor Satan was prepared to surrender it, all that was left was for each side to abrade the other to the limit of their abilities, and in the end that meant nothing because each side was a reservoir endlessly refilled. The casualties did not matter, except to themselves and to any that loved them. The greatest of victories, the most crushing of defeats, could be undone in a moment by Elohim or Satan saying, “Let there be more.”

Having once accepted these thoughts into my mind I couldn’t easily set them aside again. I still fought, but I was troubled. Unhappy. Adrift from my purpose. Where before I had seen merit in service and sacrifice, now I saw only futility. Waste. It angered me, and then it sickened me. Almost it made me despair.

But then I met Dorsa. She was transferred to us from another regiment, bringing her beasts with her. I didn’t take to her at first. I found her narrow focus on the comfort of her animal charges small-minded, trivial compared to the suffering of our own kind. But to her it was the other way around. Angels and demons both, we chose our lot, and therefore if we suffered we could not complain because we had consented to it. But the beasts she trained and sent into the breach, and nursed when they were hurt, and buried and mourned when they were slain… Well, that was different. They had not been given a choice, and Dorsa came to see the insults done to them as intolerable.

It was the merest chance that we chose to trust each other with these scruples. The army of Hell is not a place where scruples are indulged. But we spoke, and in speaking found common cause. We agreed that the war was without meaning or purpose, an endless outpouring of life into a void that would never be full no matter how many died.

We were convinced that we could make others see this too. We chose those we thought had doubts of their own, or those we thought intelligent enough to entertain the argument. We spoke to them, singly or in small groups, choosing moments when none else were nearby to overhear. We asked them to spread the word further, and the word was this: there can be no war if we refuse to fight.

We made good headway. Within a short while there were more than a hundred of us, drawn mostly from the lowest ranks but we had a dozen or so officers in our muster too. The officers enabled us to expand our operation, giving us access to barrack rooms and warehouses where we could preach our gospel to dozens at once. We saw the risks in this, but we were carried along by a fervour that was – there is no need to point out the irony – almost religious. The benefits of peace were so obvious, the futility of the conflict so egregious. We thought we were uncovering an incendiary truth that would set light to any soul that saw it.

And we were right. From a hundred we grew to a thousand, ten thousand, twenty. Any slice taken from infinity leaves infinity still intact after the cutting, but we could see the revelation we offered being taken up on all sides and carried onwards. It’s only Elohim who calls his servants messengers but we were messengers indeed. And our new word, our word of peace, seemed as potent as the logos itself.

We never learned who it was that betrayed us – and it hardly matters, since the outcome had been inevitable from the very start. There is a phalanx within the army of Hell that regulates and polices all the rest. No doubt you have something similar in your earthly armies. Ours are called the Panoptes. They came for Dorsa and me in the middle of the night, dragged us from our bunks while we were still half-asleep, and brought us before their captain, Apirox.

For some reason they arrested Borrigor too. He was of our number, but there were so many others by this point. He was not actively promulgating our gospel, as Dorsa and I were. I think the Panoptes drew inferences from his size and his strength and assumed he must be more important than he was. Poor Borrigor, mistaken for a subversive thinker!

Apirox questioned us, but only briefly. He already knew all he needed to know, which is that we were spreading treasonous doctrines. He wanted to know the names of our confederates, but we gave him nothing – Dorsa and I because we were determined to die rather than betray our comrades, Borrigor because he genuinely didn’t know.

The captain could have ordered us executed on the spot, but he had an inkling of how serious a problem pacifism might become. He decided instead to bring us back to Hell to be debriefed and interrogated there. I think he was desirous of making us be someone else’s problem, and I can’t say I blame him.

He took out his tinderbox and set it on the trestle table in front of him – this was in his tent, full in the middle of our camp. With Borrigor’s help we might have broken free and killed the Panoptes who were guarding us, but there were a million more between us and freedom. We waited to see what the captain would do.

None of us had ever seen the tinderbox before, but I had a shrewd suspicion as to what kind of thing it might be. Any object can be made into an anchor for a spell, and skilled mages will oftentimes use the mundane devices and trinkets they keep about their person as repositories for their magic. Dorsa employs such a trick to summon her beasts, and the captain wore a pair of copper bracelets that he used to… but that’s no matter. The tinderbox, I guessed at once, must be a magical anchor or focus. Apirox wasn’t intending to light an extra candle, he was bringing into play a sorcery prepared and infused into the box’s metal long before.

He touched his fingertip to the box and spoke the word that triggered the sorcery. Dorsa, Borrigor and I found ourselves sequestrated from our physical frames and penned inside a space that was no space at all. A space within which we were nothing but bodiless awareness, incapable of any movement or action.

It was an elegant magic, and a potent one. The captain summoned us out again one by one, and this time when he questioned us we had no option but to tell him the truth. We realised then that so long as we were the slaves of the box our will was no longer our own. We gave up the names of all those who had come over to our cause, and Apirox wrote them down in a notebook with a cover of grey leather. That was why I asked you what else the captain had about his person when he died. I’d be very keen to retrieve that notebook if I could. It may be that its contents haven’t yet been disclosed to anyone else.

I can’t tell you how long ago all this was. Time in the box is a thing that stutters and stalls. We can converse there and we’re aware of each other’s presence, but we have no more substance than mist or moonbeams and we don’t experience either hunger or thirst. From what you’ve already told me it seems plain that when he was done with his questions Apirox set out for Hell to deliver us to his superiors. Along the way he met with some fatal mischance, a circumstance that causes me no sorrow at all, and the tinderbox fell into your hands.

Thus is your second question answered. To the third and last, then. You asked why Borrigor wept after he had killed a man. Commander, if this is a mystery to you I confess myself astonished. You have seen him. How strong he is, how capable, how impervious to hurt. In every engagement we fought he was one of the first to be sent into the breach. He has killed uncountable millions. And then he has gone back to his tent and tried to sleep each night with the memory of what he has done. Did you never see such on the fields of Earth? Soldiers who could not set aside the horror of the slaughter once the battle was done? Soldiers whose minds are dipped for ever in red, though they scrub their hands to the bone?

Well, such a one is Borrigor. In our war that has no ending he was the warrior who was given the least respite, the least pity. The lords of Hell fashioned him into a weapon most serviceable and versatile, and they used him whenever they had a mind to, which was often and often.

And now he has you for a master. You may console yourself that you’re only continuing where his previous masters left off.
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Having delivered himself of this oration, Keal finished his brandy in a single gulp and dashed the bottle against the stones. He had employed it for punctuation while he spoke, but apparently had no further use for it now. It was all but empty in any case, for he had drunk liberally throughout.

“Before God,” Mag said, when he could find words at all, “I am ashamed.”

“Are you so? I’ve no doubt it will pass.”

Mag winced at the bitter words, but he didn’t rise to them. “You’re right,” he said. “I have seen men whose wits were unsettled by battle. Men who sobbed and shrieked and harmed themselves, because the tumult of the war had sunk into their every waking thought. I’ve seen them shot for it, because the filthy fools who commanded them called it cowardice and pretence.

“I saw too how in Fuldenschau Dorsa did all she could to prevent me from calling on Borrigor a second time. I thought nothing of it then, because I’d seen what Borrigor had done to the donjon wall. In my imaginings he was as strong and unyielding as a mountain. So it never occurred to me to wonder whether he was sorrowing. And in Helm, though I didn’t order him to kill anyone, I asked him to defend me in a room full of people.” Mag passed a hand across his face, trying to blot out the memory. “I should have thought what that would mean.”

“You don’t strike me as a fool, commander. You knew well enough what it would mean.”

“No, Keal. I was afraid, and in desperate straits. My thoughts were scattered. I won’t make the same mistake again. In fact I won’t call on Borrigor again at all.”

Keal only laughed, a bleak and rueful sound. “You make these promises very easily,” he said. “You won’t make me come to your bed. You won’t summon Borrigor. Such heroic self-restraint! From what I’ve seen, though, as soon as you’re in any kind of difficulty you’re very quick to make use of us. I imagine we’ll all see you again.”

“No.” Mag rose from the bench, his fists clenched. As before he felt Keal’s contempt keenly, the more so because his feelings for the devil – confused and unavailing as they were – were now no longer hidden. “When I called on you first I didn’t even know what I was doing. And I’ve called you since then when I was in dire need, but still I did it without fully understanding. I had no thought for your own trials. I had not the smallest inkling of what had passed in Heaven and Hell that might have brought you and Dorsa and Borrigor to your present state. Now that I know, I’ll have more care. I’ll ask nothing of you that you’re not prepared to give.”

“But there’s the rub, commander,” Keal said. He brought his face up close to Mag’s – close enough that Mag could feel the fire of his breath, and breathe it into his own mouth after. It was like the blast from an oven in which a tray of cinnamon bread has begun to burn. “There is nothing we give of our own free will. There is nothing you can ask, you can only compel. The smallest demand or the greatest, it still makes us your slaves. And though I cannot rebel against my servitude neither will I lie quiet in it, or soothe your conscience with feigned courtesies. I will make you mindful, every time you command me, that I resent your power over me with every atom of my being.”

This last sentence was uttered with such force that Mag quailed from it and almost took a step back, which he felt was what Keal had intended. He stood his ground, and faced the truth of it. It was a bitter truth, but Mag could find no crack in the devil’s argument. “You’re right,” he said quietly. “I see that you’re right.” He swallowed, his throat suddenly constricted. “I ask no pardon for what I did in ignorance, but you’ve opened my eyes. So tell me how to release you – all of you – from my service. I’ll do it right now.”

The frightening passion seemed to go out of Keal as quickly as it had come. He turned away from Mag with a weary shrug. “The magic is more durable than that, commander. It inheres in the box, so our servitude will last as long as the box exists.”

“And when the box is gone you’ll all be free?”

“As the birds in the sky.”

“Then I’ll destroy the box.”

“And now we stray from the heroic to the absurd.” Keal went down on one knee, still with his face averted from Mag. When he stood again he was holding a piece of the broken glass from the brandy bottle, lustrous green on one side, dull and dust-encrusted on the other. He turned it in his hand. The smooth side caught the light, the dull side quenched it. “Look at this,” Keal said. “Do you think the makings of Hell are like those of your Earth? Like this fragile glass? If so you’re mistaken. We build to last. There’s no power you can summon that could destroy the tinderbox. Only the engines of Hell – or those of Heaven, obviously – could encompass such a thing. Be of good cheer. You won’t be required after all to make such a noble sacrifice.”

“Well, I believe I will try my hand at it in any case,” said Mag. “A box is a box. But if I break it you won’t be hurt?”

“No. I told you, destroying the box would also destroy the tiny cosmos in which we’re confined, and break the spell that binds us. But I also explained to you that the thing can’t be done. Must all our conversations devolve into futile repetitions of things already established?”

“No.” Mag nodded. “Thank you, Keal. You may depart. Or stay, if you’d like to enjoy the garden a little longer.” He turned on his heel and returned to the house, resisting the urge to look behind him. He climbed the stairs to the room where he had first awakened and found the tinderbox where he had left it, on the table beside the bed. He took it in his hands. It was made of the cheapest tinplate, almost as thin as paper. There was rust around its edges and corners where it had already begun its slow surrender to time and chance. Mag could feel the metal give as soon as he pressed down on it. A child could ruin it.

But it would need to be completely destroyed, Keal had said, not merely damaged. For that Mag needed something stronger than his bare hands.

Downstairs in the kitchen there was an oven with a hopper underneath it for coal. The hopper was already full. A bucket close by held more coals, punk wood to get a fire started and – wonder of wonders – a box of slender sticks, all cut to a length, crusted thickly at one end with white powder. Mag recognised them for what they were, though he had seen them only once before, in a house in Pozhka that had been sacked by Allesheim forces. They were Promethean matches. The stuff on the end of each stick was some mix of sulphur and antimony, like the priming powder in a matchlock pistol. You scraped it on stone or any rough surface and the friction ignited the powder, making the stick burn at that one end.

Mag used one of the matches to set a fire, and fed it carefully until the red flames quickened to bright yellow and then to white. For a moment, and then for a time that was longer than a moment, he stood by the oven’s open door with the tinderbox in his hands. The next step was proving harder than he had imagined it would be. The box and its attendant devils had brought him a great deal of trouble. They had also helped him out of it again. They had put him in the way of pain and peril and serious injury, then remade him better than he had been before. He thought he would miss them, but not in the main because of the power and wealth they had put into his hands. For a little while he had been part of a cohort again, and henceforth he would be alone. That was a saddening thing.

But he knew in his heart that what he was mourning was only a fantasy. He had never been a comrade to the three devils. He had not even been – for all Keal’s mocking insistence – their commander. He had been to them what a slave master is to his slaves, and to continue on that path would make him deserving of the very worst of Keal’s contempt. He dropped the box into the flames. Then he drew a chair up by the fire and warmed himself while he waited for the tinderbox to melt.

He was still waiting an hour later. He had fed the fire until it put out a furnace heat, but the box remained intact at the heart of the blaze. When Mag raked it out of the embers with a poker and picked it up to examine it, the metal wasn’t even warm. Impulsively he crushed it in his hands, bent it back on itself and then worked the thin metal to and fro, trying to make it break into two halves. It seemed always about to yield but never did, and as soon as he relaxed his grip the box sprang back again into its wonted shape.

There was an iron doorstop against the wall at the far end of the kitchen. Mag fetched it. He set the tinderbox on the floor and knelt beside it, where he proceeded to give it a determined battering. A single blow smashed it flat, but it burgeoned again as he watched, filling out like the bladder of a bellows or the skin of a balloon. And when he reached out and touched it, it felt as solid as before.

Mag swore a bitter oath. The box seemed after all to be everything Keal had declared it to be, a thing from Hell’s own forges, perdurable. Exhausted, he slumped on a joint stool in front of the oven to catch his breath and collect his thoughts. Would a greater heat – say a blacksmith’s forge or the fire inside a volcano – prevail where the oven had not? Would rolling a great boulder onto it so it stayed flat achieve anything at all? Could yoked horses or oxen tear the lid from the case and the case into pieces? He had no reason to believe so.

There remained one other possibility. The operation of the box required the bringing together of the flint and the striker. How if he were to bury the box in one place, the flint in a second and the striker in yet another, many miles apart? Anybody might find one of the three, but they could do nothing without the other two.

That would at least release the three devils from any bondage to him, though it would consign them for ever to that narrow place Keal had described. It was a partial solution at best. And it would leave Mag without defences. As soon as the widow Mirchella caught up with him again (he did not for a moment believe that she had given up the chase) she would have him at her mercy. He had escaped her the last time only by the skin of his teeth. The thought of facing her again, defenceless, chilled his heart.

And once he was in her power the rest of his plan would unravel at once. Frau Mirchella would surely force him either by magical means or else by torture to tell her where he had buried the box and its parts. He would have achieved nothing except to transfer Keal, Dorsa and Borrigor from his aegis to hers. Would she hesitate to order Borrigor to kill again? Mag thought it unlikely. When she met him at the river she had seemed on comfortable terms with murder.

He sank further into these doleful thoughts. Into a doze too, because the fire’s heat made it hard for him to keep his eyes open. He didn’t drift all the way into sleep but his thoughts became untethered from themselves and showed him moments out of sequence from his near and distant past.

He saw himself tramping the roads with Giovanni de Luca, discovering love and the tinker’s trade at the same time. He saw himself, older now, taking the king’s coin and the king’s uniform rather than live in penury – wondering how he had come to such a narrow range of choices in a world so wide with possibilities.

But the world had narrowed. That was the truth of it. The war – Frederick’s cursed, pointless war! – had stolen away most of those choices, closed most of those paths. It had made the people of Allesheim mistrustful of foreigners, so that his beloved Giovanni had been spat on in the street even though his accent was that of Etulia, not Pozhka or Ehrlich. It had made them close their doors to strangers, until a tinker’s visit was met with stony faces rather than excitement and gaiety. “Come with me,” Giovanni had begged, when he gave the thing up at last and made up his mind to go home. But Mag had been unable then to imagine life in a country whose language he didn’t speak, whose people (with one precious exception) he didn’t know. He had decided to stay, hoping up to the very last moment that Giovanni would change his mind.

He had loved nobody else since. Oh, he had lain in many men’s beds (or rather on their sleeping mats which is the closest any soldier in the field comes to a bed) but what he had given of himself and what he had taken had never gone beyond the joy of the moment and the body’s urgent questing for its own release. And for the rest, his life had shrunk as the world had shrunk. He had been sucked into the maelstrom of the war: all the misfortunes that had befallen him since had been a result of that.

And wasn’t that true of a thousand others? Of the whole country? Wherever he had gone he had seen the marks the war had made, both on people’s lives and on their souls. It was like a sickness that tainted all it touched, doomed all it infected. Some died of it all at once, others succumbed by slow and painful degrees, but nobody escaped.

And he knew now from what Keal had said that the devils were victims of the same great curse. Mag and they were comrades in adversity if nothing else. Where King Frederick wanted a wider throne, God and Satan wanted control of the supreme power of the logos – and all conducted their arguments in the same manner, by throwing soldiers into the breach and making a causeway out of their broken bodies.

Of a sudden, Mag’s eyes opened wide. A thought had struck him, and it seemed almost too big a thought to fit inside his head. Then another thought came on its heels, and the trailing ends of the two thoughts joined together into something astonishing. Something that made his heart surge and his imagination falter.

He could not destroy the tinderbox, and he could not in conscience surrender it to the widow Mirchella. It seemed he must keep it therefore, and be the custodian of its power. So far he had used that power only for selfish ends, either to pluck himself from danger or to bring himself wealth that he had never earned. He had lost sight, in this narrow focus on his own survival, of the wider world and its wider concerns. He had lost sight of the war, that great vice in which all of Allesheim was pressed. He had also forgotten the one great lesson the army had taught him, which was that things properly connected open new possibilities, become immeasurably greater than they were when apart.

“I will do it,” he said – because he was very much afraid of what he purposed, and speaking the thing aloud brought it just a little closer. Being closer, smaller; being smaller, less daunting. Made it seem like a thing one man could bring about, if only he had the right tools and the requisite courage.

I will do it, he repeated, in his mind’s echoing silence.

I will free the devils.

And I will end the war.
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Jannae Mirchella stood at the uttermost edge of the grassy bank, with the wet soil crumbling beneath her feet and the black waters of the Anhaas rushing by ten or fifteen feet below her. Only a scant few seconds earlier, Magnus Tresti had toppled over the brink into those waters and been carried away. In her haste to snatch the tinderbox before it fell Jannae had almost followed him.

All that limitless power had been literally within her grasp. She had reached out for it, knowing that her cantrip of petrification had woven its way into Tresti’s mind and limbs and was paralysing him from the inside out. Then he was gone, plucked out of her reach between one breath and the next. He had used the last of his strength and will to propel himself into the flood and away.

It was hard to bear. The man was a fool, a witless oaf, and yet he had slipped through her fingers twice now! But all was not lost. However far the river took him she could follow on her singletree, with the enchanted kitchen knife guiding her. She released her grip on the knife so that it could float free and find its focus.

The knife fell to the ground and lay there unmoving. Jannae stared at it, impatient and uncomprehending, until the truth dawned on her. It was the river, of course. The running water, which was an enemy to many strong magics, had erased this one. She formed the cantrip again in her mind: the shape of it was still very clear in her memory, so it took little effort. The knife rose up off the ground, the hilt first and then the blade. It found a level but drifted for some little while to left and right before finally pointing at Jannae’s heart.

She had fashioned the spell to look for a strong source of magic close at hand. The only one it had found was her. Chagrined, she plucked it out of the air again and returned to the singletree, still lying where she had left it up against the trunk of a willow where it would not be noticed.

She climbed astride it and launched herself skyward. Thick clouds obscured the face of the moon so there was no light to see by, but she was perfectly capable of making her own. She formed another spell and set it loose, sending a ball of radiance shooting down from her hand to skim the surface of the water, weaving to and fro to illuminate both banks. Wherever Tresti had fetched up he would be in no state to move. Jannae could only hope that he had kept hold of the box.

After only a few minutes, though, her magic lantern flickered and died. At the same moment the singletree juddered, its front end dipping down towards the river below. She had overextended herself, weaving too many cantrips one after the other until her will and power were depleted. The running water was her enemy here too, draining her more quickly than she had expected. She took the singletree into a steep dive, landing at an awkward, stumbling run on a slender sandbank in the middle of the river. She slipped from the singletree just before it became completely inert, falling to the ground with a heavy, final thud.

She knelt for an hour in the sand, her eyes closed, letting the calm of the night sink into her and steady her, letting her mind and spirit find their level. When she was sure her power was again sufficient to the task she took to the sky once more and returned to the carriage. Nothing had changed. Mirko still lay in deep slumber on the driver’s bench. She reattached the singletree, weaving the spell of silence once more so that the jingling of the chains wouldn’t wake him. That done, she retired. She was sure the perturbation of her thoughts would keep her awake but she fell asleep at once and knew nothing more until morning.

She was awakened by singing. Mirko was up before her and harnessing the horses, murmuring endearments to each in turn as he put them in their traces. Jannae signalled that she was awake by winding down the carriage’s window, at which he presented himself smartly and asked her for instructions. He must be hungry, having missed his dinner the night before, but he made no complaint. “Only I’d like to get some hay for the horses, Frau Mirchella, and mayhap some oats for we’ve ridden them a long way and they’ve done bravely by us so I think they’ve deserved it. Though if you’re loath to undertake the expense I’ll buy the oats myself for there’s plenty left from that groat you gave me and oats will likely be only a penny or two for a bushel. At least that’s what they cost in Rubik, though hereabouts they may be more.”

“We’re going to Helm, Mirko,” Jannae told him, damming up that endless rush of words. “We’ll take breakfast there and then we’ll find ourselves lodgings. The man I’m seeking was there recently and he may have told someone where he intended to go next.” She wondered why she was bothering to explain this. Mirko had never asked what the purpose of their journey was. He seemed content to go wherever he was told to. The only time he had ever evinced the smallest initiative was when he had found the dairy farm and bought some milk for her to drink outside the gates of Fuldenschau. He was a simpleton, and his prattling tongue could be exasperating, but he had a good heart. In Jannae’s estimation that made him a great rarity in the ranks of men.

They arrived in Helm as the clocks were striking ten, but found that there was no inn that could accommodate the carriage. A kindly passer-by directed them instead to the Haut Palais des Voyageurs, an establishment that seemed to Jannae to be merely an inn reimagined on an unfeasibly large scale. She left Mirko in the company of one of the many grooms to deal with both carriage and horses while she went inside to find a table and order their food.

If the road to Fuldenschau had left Jannae cast down because of the neglect and decay she saw around her, the Haut Palais dismayed her in a different way entirely. The place was grotesque. Its exterior was intended to evoke the royal palace in Königsbrucke, but the builders had also had a fortress in mind and had incorporated some features that were ridiculously out of place. There was a round tower at one corner whose windows had balistraria for archers to fire through, and a portcullis over the front door that was welded into position.

The hall immediately behind that entrance was no better. Oh, it was grand enough – too grand, if anything, with all its marble and crystal very aggressively on display. Jannae had been a whore, and therefore knew another whore when she saw one, even if it was cast in stone. This opulence did not impress her.

Neither did the man dressed almost entirely in white who came to greet her. He carried himself with an air of solemn self-importance, with his somewhat oversized stomach thrust out before him, as if he were walking in procession and the stomach was a banner he was privileged to carry. The other servants parted for him when he passed by with hushed deference, inclining their heads in salute while he kept his own held high with the chin elevated above the horizontal. Clearly he was, or considered himself to be, the pick of this litter.

“May I assist, madam?” he asked in unctuous tones.

“I’d like some food,” Jannae told him brusquely. “Do you have any?”

The man looked grave. “I regret to say that our grand café is currently undergoing redecoration,” he said. “But there is a full waiter service on the terrace.”

“I’ll freeze my arse off on the terrace.”

“Or the conservatory—”

“No. Not that either.”

The man breathed in loudly through flared nostrils – a kind of reversed sigh. “Well, if madam were to take a room we would be only too happy to serve her there in comfort and privacy. Otherwise I’m uncertain what to suggest.”

“Very well,” Jannae said. “I’ll take a room.”

“As madam wishes, and may I wish her a very cordial welcome to the Haut Palais.” This was delivered with a bow, so overdone that it verged on parody. “Madam will pardon the impertinence, but I will require a name to be entered onto our register, so that messages are properly directed and so that any of madam’s acquaintance will know where to find her while she is in town. How would madam wish to be set down?”

“The Bürgermeisterin Jannae Mirchella,” Jannae said.

The effect on the white-clad popinjay was immediate and extreme. He started so violently that his feet actually left the ground. When he touched down again he took a step back from Jannae, his hands fluttering and his face suddenly pale. “What?” he stammered. “What name…? What did madam…? Mirchella? Mirchella, did you say?”

“Mirchella, yes,” Jannae snapped. “What’s the matter, man? Are you ill?”

The man made no answer. Instead he uttered a strangled gasp. “The same name!” he squealed. “The very name he gave! She’s leagued with him! Monsters and devils!” He staggered back, raising a trembling hand to point at her. “Take her! Take her into custody!”

Utterly dumbfounded, Jannae also stepped back. Whatever she had walked into here, it seemed sensible to walk back out again as quickly as she could. But the green myrmidons were rushing on her now. Not all of them – some stood rooted to the spot, and one or two had turned tail and fled – but two men moved to block her path while a third grasped her arm.

“Leave me be!” Jannae cried, but the words were drowned out as the man in white continued to wail and bellow. “Bring the watch! Someone bring the watch! Put her in irons!”

Jannae tried to pull free from the grip of the grim-faced young man who had seized her hand. He would not let go, and now a second man grasped her other wrist, pinioning her. A third must have come up behind her, for now an arm was thrown around her neck.

Each of her attackers was trying to immobilise her, but there was no coordination to their actions and they were pushing against each other so that Jannae was being violently jostled between them. She had no freedom to move of her own volition but neither could she stand still. And above all this ruck and tumult rose the shrill voice of the white-suited man yelling for help, help, help!

Jannae closed her eyes. To form a cantrip required calm, stillness, room to meditate and allow the delicate parts of the spell to come together. This chaos was not conducive at all. Nonetheless she felt that she had no choice. Something had happened here (something? It was Tresti! What else could it possibly be?) that had made her name instantly suspect and justified such an extreme and violent response.

She had been incarcerated for witchcraft before. She had seen what became of women who were swallowed by the machinery of justice. She could not allow it to happen to her again.

A hand was in her hair now, pulling her head back so that her neck felt close to snapping. The hands grappling her arms had multiplied. Someone struck her in the face. She did her best to ignore all of it. She made it recede from her. In her bed at night, listening to a storm, she had oftentimes marvelled at the fury of the world-girdling elements held at bay by a single flimsy skein of bricks and mortar.

So.

Here.

Now.

She retreated from the violence that was being done to her into a narrow place of calm whose walls were white bone. A sanctuary. Inside her skull there was no din, no turmoil. There were only her own thoughts, out of which she wove…

… nothing. Nothing would come. She would begin, and then she would lose the thread as some spear or bludgeon of pain or noise or shaking broke through the barricade she had raised. The half-made cantrip fell apart and all was to do again.

There had to be another way – and desperation, that wayward teacher, helped her to find it. She had imagined an impermeable wall, but it was too hard to maintain. Moreover she was wasting half her strength on it. Now she let it fall, and erected a flimsy curtain in its place. She was in a bower, in the canopy of her bed, and the storm was raging just outside. She let it in, since she couldn’t hope to keep it out, but she admitted it a single piece at a time.

She took the tumult of sound, holding it in her mind as you might hold a squalling, spitting cat in your two hands, at arm’s length, and made it part of her cantrip. It didn’t want to come but she was insistent. She smoothed it into place.

She took the shaking, the turbulent and discontinuous motion, and wove that too. When it resisted her she folded it intricately so that it cancelled out its own violent energies and became still.

Lastly, the pain. She teased out the strands of it, the iron grip on her arm, the stranglehold around her neck, the tugging on her hair, a sudden, random blow that landed on her shoulder. They sorted together very well, being all of one nature and effect.

Having no peace, no respite, she made a cantrip out of chaos and uncertainty. She let it take a shape that seemed natural and innate to it. And when the shape was perfect she let it go.

Jannae had kept her eyes tight shut through all of this, so she did not see the spell take effect but only heard it. The sound was a hollow boom and a great rush of air, as if God himself had clapped his hands for silence. And silence followed, unbroken. The noise and the shaking and the pain had all stopped at once, first gathered within her and then thrown out into the world again to do what work they would. The hands that had held her had fallen away.

Jannae opened her eyes. Nothing at all had changed in the great room of marble and crystal, except that she was the only one standing there. The others, the men and women in green and their master in white, lay like fallen leaves all around her. The spell had struck them down, concentrating on them all the violence of their own hateful thoughts, shouted curses and hectic movements.

Jannae knelt to examine them more closely. They were not dead, for she could see the shallow rise and fall of their chests, but the cantrip had overwhelmed their consciousness. Actually, one man probably was dead. He had cracked his head on the mirror-polished stone of the floor as he fell, and blood was seeping from the wound. From his position she guessed that he was the man who had been attempting to throttle her, which took away any impulse she might have had to regret his passing. The man in white was no longer quite so immaculate, having voided his bowels. Some of the others were bleeding from their nostrils or from the corners of their mouths.

On shaking feet Jannae picked her way over the sprawled bodies and made her way back to the door. She and Mirko would be obliged to look elsewhere for their breakfast. And they would need to eat quickly, because from this point onward she would be proscribed as a witch.
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Mag used the fire he had stoked in the oven to make himself a sumptuous supper, helping himself to the good things he found in the kitchen’s well stocked larder. There was no fresh meat but there was both white sausage and smoked knipp, which he boiled up in a sauce of tomatoes, carrots and juniper berries spiced with paprika and thickened with fresh cream. He poured this delicious broth over a baked potato the size of a cannonball, and completed the meal with a bottle of red Dornfelder.

He ate and drank his fill, then cleaned the dishes and put them back where he had found them. He wiped the table clean too, and left one of the gold marks there in payment for what he had taken.

This done, he went out into the garden again and sat on the same bench where he had talked with Keal earlier. He took the flint and the striker from the tinderbox and summoned all three devils. Keal first, then Dorsa, and finally Borrigor. Borrigor sat down straightway on the grass and bowed his head onto his folded arms. Dorsa reached up to put a hand on his shoulder to reassure or soothe him. Keal glanced from the pair of them to Mag and let a sour smile touch his lips.

“So much for your latest resolve, commander,” he observed coldly. “What would you? We wait on your will.”

“No,” Mag said. “Not this time. I didn’t bring you here to give you orders.”

“Then you waste our time,” Keal said. “But I suppose it’s yours to waste.”

Mag held up the tinderbox, then leaned forward and placed it on the ground at his feet. “I tried my best,” he said. “The box is stronger than it looks. I couldn’t even dent it. But I have thought of another way to come at the matter – one that may offer a way forward for all of us. Will you hear me out?”

Keal shrugged. “Only if you command us to.”

“I don’t.”

“Then send us back.”

Mag sighed. He had hoped for better, but knew that this response was possible. He would try again in the morning. “Very well. Keal, Dorsa, Borrigor Tromaktikes, I hereby dismiss you—”

“No,” Dorsa said. “I’ll listen.”

Keal stared at her in surprise and chagrin. “To a man fashioned out of clay and dust?” he demanded. “Why?”

“Because I choose to!” Dorsa’s tone was savage. “You stand too much on your hurt pride, Keal. Tresti could have surrendered us to Heaven, and chose not to. He stood his ground when an angel came against him. I’d say that earns him a hearing, if nothing more.”

“That’s one voice against, then, and one for,” Mag said. “Borrigor must speak for himself.”

“I’ll stay,” Borrigor mumbled, without raising his head. “It’s better here than in the dark place.”

Mag turned again to Keal, who returned his look with one of grim disfavour. “It appears I’m outvoted,” he said. “In which case, go to. I’d hate to be the only one to miss the entertainment.”

“A moment then,” Mag said. He had brought with him another bottle of brandy from the house’s cellar, and four cups. He poured four measures. Keal and Dorsa watched him in silence. Borrigor’s stance did not change.

Dorsa shook her head emphatically. “I said a hearing, Tresti. I said nothing about carousing with you.”

“I know it,” Mag replied. “Nor did I offer, yet. I’m not trying to pretend that there is anything like friendship between us. But sometimes when a bargain is sealed men drink to it. Perhaps devils do too. We will see.

“Here is my proposal, then. Keal, you said that only the engines of Hell could unmake a thing of Hell’s manufacture. Is that not true?”

“You tried yourself,” said Keal. “So you know it is.”

“And if I were to ask you now to go and fetch me one of those engines – one capable of destroying the tinderbox and the magics that power it – what would you do?”

There was a moment’s complete silence. Dorsa’s eyes went wide. Even Borrigor lifted his head to stare. Keal raised a hand to stroke his chin, and for a moment or two made no reply.

“I would obey,” he said at last. “I could not do otherwise.” There was no inflection at all to his voice. He spoke the words as though he were reading them aloud from a book.

“And what, then, would you bring?”

“An Articulate Bombard,” Dorsa said at once.

Keal shook his head. His face had become a frozen mask. “Not a Bombard. They’re too big – and too heavy, even for Borrigor. Any of the Sunderers would do. The Greater. The Indiscriminate. The Audacious.”

“And if you brought me one of these weapons,” Mag pursued, “one of these Sunderers, could I fire it? Is its operation simple enough for me to understand?”

“Its operation is not complex,” Keal said. “It’s somewhat like one of your cannons, except that instead of a fuse it is activated by a word. We can teach you the word. But all of this is—”

“Please,” said Mag, holding up a hand. “Not yet, Keal. For the bargain’s not made, and until it’s made you’re still my slaves. You can do nothing that you’re not commanded to do. I have more still to say.”

Keal closed his mouth. Mag waited. Keal gave the smallest of nods.

“If I were to command you so, and you obeyed, bringing this engine of Hell here so that I can destroy the tinderbox and set you free, what would you do with your freedom? Would you return to the war?”

“I can only speak for myself,” Keal said.

“For yourself then.”

“First I’d find Captain Apirox’s notebook and burn it, keeping our comrades’ names secret and their lives safe. Then I’d take up again where I left off, preaching an end to war in the hope that some will listen.”

“And I would do the same,” said Dorsa.

“I would sleep.” This in a half-heard murmur from Borrigor. His enormous round eye was unfocused, staring at some interior landscape. “For a thousand years at least. I’m so tired.”

“Can’t you sleep inside the tinderbox?” Mag asked, too surprised to hold the question back though it advanced no purpose.

“No.” The devil’s mouth tugged down at the corners. “We can’t do anything inside the tinderbox.”

“That’s true enough,” Dorsa agreed. “Tresti, the look on your face is the look of a man who schemes. Will you not bring this to a point?”

“To the point then.” Mag turned his face to each of them in turn, hoping there was some honesty to be seen there along with the scheming. Hoping that they would trust him, though they came from a world where trust was for the most part dangerous and unwise. A world very like his own in that respect. “You wish to put a stop to your war. I have come to a similar desire, and I think now that I should have come to it sooner. But where your war seems fated to continue for ever unless you can persuade your fellow soldiers to down arms, I believe mine can be brought to an immediate end by the death of a single man. The widow Mirchella, who now pursues me for my life, explained the thing to me when I was under her roof. This conflict comes from my king’s desire to rule over our neighbours. He claims he has a right by blood and law. They say no, and will not yield. My king has no children, and therefore with his death his bloodline ends. His claim dies with it.

“So here at last is my proposal. And I’m asking you to agree to it, not as slaves but of your own will. I will give you one final order, to retrieve the Sunderer from the fields of Hell and bring it to me. Once you do so I will destroy the tinderbox and set you free. Then we will go together to the royal palace in Königsbrucke and you will help me to kill King Frederick, who bides there. What say you?”

He sat back and waited. He expected them to ask more questions or to argue the matter among themselves but Dorsa spoke up at once with fierce emphasis. “I say yes. It’s a fair bargain, and offered fairly when you might just command us. I say yes, whether my brothers agree or disagree. I pledge to it, Magnus Tresti, of my own will freely given.” She grinned, and there was a world of eagerness in the grin.

“Half yes, half no,” said Borrigor, and ducked his head again.

“He means he agrees to the bargain but he won’t kill,” Dorsa translated. “He’ll help us with anything that falls short of that. You know what killing means to him.”

“I do,” said Mag. “I’ll take both the yes and the no as they’re meant.” He turned to Keal. “That only leaves you,” he said. “And I think I know your mind, but I hope you’ll agree in spite of it. For it’s just one last command, one last day as a slave, to win your freedom back for ever. I think this gives us both what we want most.”

“I think,” Keal said, stony-faced, “you humans never know what you want from one moment to the next. I think you’re so blind to your own motives you spend half your lives immiserating yourselves and the other half finding ways to blame your unhappiness on others. I think anyone who makes a bargain with one of your kind is a fool.”

“Keal,” Mag exclaimed, “I beg you to think again! Only consider what you stand to gain from a single—”

“I didn’t say I refused your offer, commander. I was only pointing out the stupidity of accepting it. You swear now that you’ll set us free, but when the wind changes your mind will change with it.”

“Perhaps it will,” Dorsa said. “Perhaps not. We lose nothing by trying.”

“Oh, we may lose much.” Keal addressed himself now not to Mag but to his fellow devils, his posture ramrod straight, his face filled with a mix of strong emotions Mag could only partly untangle. “To go back to Hell and steal one of the Sunderers from the midst of our fellows is no small thing, even with Borrigor in our muster. What the commander so blithely asks of us could lead directly to our death.”

“In which case,” Dorsa said, “we die fighting for our freedom rather than by excruciation or execution. We die instead of rotting away inside a box. You’ve already decided, Keal, so why rehearse the arguments for deciding the other way?”

“Only to make it clear what we’re attempting.”

“It’s clear enough. If you’re accusing me of blind optimism, I take exception.”

They held each other’s gaze a heartbeat longer, then both at once turned to Mag. Borrigor was looking at him too, having finally unfolded from his crouch and come up on one knee. He seemed to sense that some crossroads had been reached and that he might now be called upon to act.

Keal held out his hand. Mag was about to offer his own, but realised in time what the gesture meant. He handed one of the four stoups of brandy to Keal, then gave to Dorsa and Borrigor too. The cup looked like a thimble in Borrigor’s huge hand. Mag raised the last glass himself.

“To a bargain then,” he said. “A free alliance in our mutual interest.”

Keal rolled his eyes at this, but he emptied his cup and threw it down. The others did likewise. Then one by one they stood.

“It will take time,” Keal said. “The journey will be arduous. The attempt will entail complications and contrivances I will not trouble to outline for you. If we return at all there is no telling how long it will take. Days. Months. Years. We will be passing from this lesser sphere of yours into eternity, so all the measurements of time you understand will become meaningless. You should resign yourself to a long wait.”

“I have nothing else to do with my time,” Mag said. “Will your spell of concealment hold, with you gone? Will I be undisturbed here?”

A nod from Keal.

“Then I will wait. I would say God be with you, but I assume he’s not. Good fortune attend you, devils, and bring you safely back.”

Keal brought his heels together and bowed – which surprised Mag so greatly that he offered no bow in return. A moment later, and before he could gather his wits to speak, he was alone. All three devils were gone.

Leaving the cups and the bottle where they lay, Mag headed back towards the house.

A sudden gust of warm air shouldered its way past him, bringing with it a whiff of rot and bitter ash. He turned again to find the three devils standing side by side on the grass behind him, almost exactly where they had been standing before they departed. But they were not in all ways the same as they had been. Dorsa was mounted on the back of a frightful beast that seemed to be a thousand seething, squirming rats assembled into the shape of a horse. Both she and Keal were streaked and boltered with blood, with red-rimmed rents in their leather armour through which their bare flesh could be seen. Borrigor was carrying across his shoulders a thing like the barrel of a cannon mounted on four stout legs instead of a wheeled carriage.

“We are returned,” Keal said. “It went most excellent well.”
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Even the most prosperous and well-ordered of towns has its hinterlands, intended for the humble and impoverished on whose labour the comfort of the well-heeled citizenry depends – but home also to criminals and outcasts of every stripe. In Helm the most ill-favoured of these districts was Ettin, and in Ettin’s most insalubrious street, the Kummerstrasse, there stood a particularly unsavoury tavern called The First and Last.

Jannae Mirchella paid for a room there for herself and Mirko. There was no point in taking two rooms because neither of them would be staying the whole night in any event. She just needed a place to rest and consider what might be best to do now that she was known to be a witch – known under her own name, which she had very incautiously given.

The innkeeper at The First and Last had required full payment up front, but he had not demurred at the unexampled sight of a well-dressed lady and her serving man come looking to him for lodgings. This was because he was not seeing a well-dressed lady and her serving man. He was seeing two men of grim demeanour and of such a size that they had needed to stoop under the door’s lintel as they entered. The face of one man – the one who handed over the two groats the innkeeper charged for his attic room – was scarred from hairline to chin. The other had a tattoo on his bare arm (he wore only a sleeveless jerkin with no jacket) of crossed daggers thrust through the eyeholes of a skull. Neither looked like the sort of customer he would choose to meddle with.

Once upstairs Jannae dropped the charm of false likeness she had cast and slumped down on a corner of the bed (the room boasted no chairs). Mirko, who had not been aware of the charm in the first place, looked at her with an expression of anxious concern. He had been completely bewildered when she fetched him away from the stables of the Haut Palais before he could finish strapping on the horses’ nosebags, but he had obeyed at once, trusting that she must have a valid reason for it. “Shall I fetch you a dram of brandy, Frau Mirchella?” he asked now. “Or would you like to take some supper? We passed a man with a brazier selling baked potatoes. Or I could ask downstairs what they serve on a trencher here. It might be they will fry a schnitzel or a sausage if I ask it, since I’ve money left from the groat that you—”

“No!” Jannae cut in sharply. “Listen to me, Mirko. Listen to what I tell you now.” She reached into her purse and scooped out a handful of marks, held them out for him to take. “Take these. Take them.” When he hesitated she forced the money into his hands. She gave him all she had: the crisis she faced now was not one that could be solved with coin.

“But…” Mirko looked at the bright gold in perplexity. “This is more than you said, Frau Mirchella. Much more. Unless you mean to travel longer and further, which I wouldn’t mind, only I’d want to send a message back to my Gerthe, and since I can’t write it myself I’d have to impose on you to—”

“I said listen! Where I go and what I do is no longer your concern. You must go home, Mirko. Back to your family. The post chaise will take you, or you could use some of the money to buy yourself a horse. In fact a horse is better. Do it now, this night, and set off straight away. You can sleep on the road. And should anyone ask you if you know me, say no. Say you never heard my name.”

Mirko blinked. His look of utter incomprehension might in other circumstances almost have amused her. “But… we have the carriage,” he said. “I’ll go fetch it.”

“Absolutely not. You mustn’t go near it. If its old owner wants it badly enough, let them come and find it for themselves. Your only concern now must be your own safety.”

“My safety?” The man’s confusion took on a tinge of dismay. “But it’s not my safety that matters, Frau Mirchella, it’s yours.” He laughed, but there was little conviction in it. “And in any case, what should threaten me?”

“The people of this town, if they realise you came here with me.” Jannae stood again, drained and trembling though she was. She might have to expel Mirko by force. Certainly words seemed to be making little impression on him. “Mirko, I am hunted. I won’t tell you why, because knowing it might be enough to make you seem complicit. Just go. Ask no more questions. Take the money I’ve given you and do yourself some good with it. I’ve no more need of you, and you’ll suffer by staying by me. Out! Out!”

She advanced on him and he backed away from her, not out of fear but seemingly from sheer alarm at the prospect of accidentally touching her, with all the attendant embarrassments that would bring. “But Frau Mirchella,” he protested, “you engaged me—”

“And now I dismiss you. What must I say? You’ve been of no use to me. I prefer to go on alone. I can fend for myself, all the better for not having to make provision for you!”

This seemed at last to have some effect. Mirko stiffened as if he had been struck, but he did not turn and leave as Jannae had hoped. He only stood there, his mouth opening and closing many times before any words came out. “That’s not fair, Frau Mirchella!” he protested at last. “I’ve worked hard for you. Didn’t I bring you warm milk at Fuldenschau? And haven’t I done everything you told me to, as quickly and as well as I could?”

He seemed about to cry, but Jannae hardened her heart. Hurt feelings were better than a scaffold. “Let’s say you did adequately, then,” she said. “But still I’m impatient with your endless talk and the slowness of your wit. And I tire of explaining myself to you. You must go, Mirko. Don’t stand there arguing with me, just go! And speak to no one. Nobody wants to hear what you’ve got to say. Leave this town tonight, on the best horse you can find. Go home.”

Mirko’s mouth worked, but for a moment or two no sound came out. “I will,” he said at last, his voice thick. “I’ll go. But I did nothing bad and I don’t deserve to be treated like this.”

“You don’t deserve to be made rich either,” Jannae yelled, throwing out a hand to indicate the gold heaped in the man’s hands. “Yet here you are. Unless you mean to stand there quarrelling with your good fortune until the stars go out. And if that is your plan then I pray you, do it on the other side of yonder door!”

There was some more indeterminate shrugging and gesturing, and some actual tears that welled up in Mirko’s eyes to spill down his cheeks, but he had run out of words and at last he turned and left.

It was not before time. As soon as she was alone Jannae sat down very suddenly on the bed once more, then sprawled full length as the stress and effort of the last few hours took its toll all at once. She sank into sleep like a stone flung into a well.

But in sleep there was no rest. She found herself immediately kneeling on the tiled floor of Bruna Sozen’s surgery, in the harsh light of the mirrored lamps. She climbed to her feet, knowing even before she turned around that she would not be alone in the room.

Bruna was at the sink, dipping her instruments into a bowl of what she called her counter-sepsis. The man on whom she had just operated was still in a state of unconsciousness induced by both pharmaca and magic. The doctor’s manner was sombre, preoccupied. Inevitably she was afire. “Well now,” she said gravely, “here we are again. I could wish, Jan, that you would speak up. Have I not encouraged you to ask questions whenever I said or did anything you didn’t understand? Be bold, then, and give a name to what troubles you.”

“There is nothing, mistress,” Jannae said in the dream.

“Then why did you come to me?”

I didn’t! Jannae wanted to protest. It’s you who keep coming to me! You who won’t stop reminding me of what I did to you!

But that was obviously untrue. It was her own mind that was the author of these fantasies, and its purpose was clear: to remind her that her guilt could never be expunged. No matter how long she lived or how wide she ranged, Bruna Sozen’s death came with her. She wanted to plead her case. It may seem that I’ve been sluggish, that I’ve forgotten you, but I’ve only been building my plans, refining my powers. And then I pursued the thief Tresti across the face of the kingdom so that I could take back what he stole from me – no less than the might of Hell itself – and enact my revenge on those that hurt you!

But she could say none of this. Her quest had ended in disaster. She had lost the trail, and now she had exposed herself to the judgement of the world and the censure of the authorities. Her failure was absolute. She couldn’t even ask for forgiveness: she had done nothing to earn it.

“Let me go!” she cried. “Oh let me go! Let me wake! I can’t bear this any more!”

Bruna’s face took on an expression of surprise; perhaps of distress. “You must go then,” she said. “In any case you have a visitor coming. Such a one as you must be very wary of. You’ll need your wits about you for that. Another time then, Liebchen. But don’t linger. Some day soon you’ll look for me in this place only to find me gone. I’d hate for that to happen before we’ve said a proper goodbye.”

She raised her hand and gestured, opening her fingers as though she were releasing something caged between them.

Jannae woke on the instant. She sat up, her cheeks drenched with tears. It was the middle of the night and the room was as cold as a tomb. The single candle had burned down almost to a nub, its light now wavering and fitful.

She went to the window and looked out. The moon’s harsh light made the street look like a stage in a mummers’ play. Nothing moved there except a stray dog padding from shadow to shadow, nosing for scraps.

Jannae considered with herself what she might do next. She could not go home. Her life in Rubik was done. As soon as the factotum at the Haut Palais made his report to the local watch, order would be given to seize her possessions and take her up as a witch. Neither could she stay here. A search would be conducted, and although she could disguise her appearance at least for a while it was likely that any and all strangers would be questioned. When her charms faltered the watchmen would know her and they would shackle her.

This was where her reaching after the power of Hell had brought her. She had exposed herself, left her place of refuge and braved the furious furnace of the world, which would now consume her. She would end as Bruna Sozen had ended, ashes in a bonfire.

“I cannot,” she growled, her eyes squeezed shut. “I will not. Let them come! I’ll fight them with my last breath!”

“Or trust in your maker,” said a voice like notes being struck on some strange instrument, “to forgive you and to guide you.”

Jannae turned from the window. There was an angel in the room with her. An angel all in armour.
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The Audacious Sunderer was far and away the strangest weapon Mag had ever seen. It had a barrel like a cannon, but the resemblance began and ended there. It was much larger than a cannon, the barrel extending to some twelve or fifteen feet and standing as high as the great horse called a percheron. Instead of a single mouth it had four, and they were not circular openings but asymmetrical fissures, fringed with teeth or spines and disturbingly mobile. The Sunderer had no carriage, no limber, resting instead on four stout legs that were like the legs of a horse only much thicker. Each of these legs terminated in a horned hoof shod in brass. The body of the thing seemed to have more in common with leather than with iron, being dun in colour and covered in overlapping sheets or plates with visible stitching between them. This rugged surface was criss-crossed with the scars and stripes of old wounds. It was warm to the touch and it moved under Mag’s hand as though it were breathing.

It also spoke. “I owe no fealty to you,” it said through one mouth, and through a second “You should kneel before me, not stand.” The voices were different, the one hollow and booming, the other with a horrible gurgling undercurrent.

“Hush,” Keal commanded, and all four orifices crimped themselves shut. But still Mag drew back, horrified at this evidence of life where he had looked to find only a cold and fixed mechanism. He looked around wildly at Keal, at Dorsa, even at Borrigor. “Has this thing wit and sense, then?” he asked in a voice that shook. “A mind of its own?”

“Not a mind such as yours, or ours,” Dorsa said.

“But it—if it can speak—”

“The spell gives it the illusion of life. And the illusion of choice. If you shout your name against a mountain’s face, another voice will answer you. But it’s your name that’s spoken, not the mountain’s.”

The devils had removed the Sunderer to a ruined barn some three or four miles from the house they had commandeered. The four of them – the three of them and Mag – sat around it now at the four cardinal points of the compass while the moon rose in the sky and Keal described the means by which they had obtained it. A single lantern lit the barn’s cavernous interior, casting wild shadows across their faces as its wick guttered. From time to time Swift whinnied or huffed, tied on a loose tether in a corner of the barn with an opened hay bale beside him.

The regiments of Hell were virtually endless, Keal said, as were those of Heaven. They had found a camp where none of them were known, and had walked in among its soldiers as though they belonged there. They had made their way to an ordnance store and presented themselves to the sentries as auditors looking to ascertain that all the weaponry that was meant to be stored there was in its rightful place.

“And they accepted that?” Mag asked, amazed.

Keal shrugged. “I have a sergeant’s rank,” he said. “These were privates, accustomed to obey when a sergeant gives an order. They had no reason to believe that we were other than we said we were.”

“That changed, though,” Dorsa said, “when Borrigor picked up one of the Sunderers and made to leave with it. We said it had been requisitioned, but the quartermaster clerk demanded to see a written order.”

“And so…?”

“And so we laid about us. Keal, myself, my dogs and sundry other of my lovely ones. Borrigor held the doors shut so we weren’t overwhelmed, the while we dealt with those who would have challenged us. It griped me a little to have to kill those who were only what we ourselves once were – good soldiers, doing what they had been told to do. But such is the way of it. Those that will not question perish in the service of those that brook no questioning.”

“We killed more thereafter,” Keal broke in. His gaze was on the shadows in a far corner of the barn, but it was clear he could see nothing but these recent, bloody memories. “The cannons of Hell, commander, are not like those of your world. Where your weapons are driven by mere mechanisms, ours are given a semblance of life so that they can choose their own targets and make their own decisions. Always within the limits of any command they’ve been given, of course. They are woken into action by a word of command, and since I served in an artillery regiment I know most of the words and how to apply them.

“I woke the weapons in that storehouse. Not all of them, but enough. I gave them their orders – to consider any that came into that place apart from our own three selves as enemies. I set them loose.”

“And then Borrigor opened the doors,” Dorsa took up. “Just before they would have fallen. A great ruck of angry janissaries came charging in, and met such a storm of rebuke as they’d never dreamed of. We would never have escaped alive otherwise. We couldn’t have hoped to win out in a fair fight. But we mounted our own charge then, knowing that the weapons we’d awakened would be aiming at anyone else but us, and we cut through on the wings of that storm.”

Borrigor made a sound at this, a wordless rumble at the back of his throat. He grimaced. Mag guessed that the memory of this slaughter did not sit well with him, though he had killed none himself. “If I’d known what I was asking of you…” he began, but he didn’t finish the sentence because what he had intended to say would have been a lie.

“Aye,” Keal said. “You’d have asked in any case. And we’d have answered, all the same. I don’t share Dorsa’s scruples about those that died, commander. Whether they knew it or not they were fighting to perpetuate their own servitude. We fight to end it. The lives we took will be outweighed a thousand, a million times by the lives we save.”

“If we succeed.” Dorsa’s stare was unwavering, her tone grim. “We’ve a million miles to go and this was a single step.”

“Then let’s take the second step,” Mag said. “Tell me the word that commands this weapon, and we’ll have it do its work.”

“Destroy the tinderbox, you mean?” Keal asked.

“Of course,” Mag said, holding the box up for them to see. “What else?”

Dorsa rolled her eyes. “Keal has an opinion on that,” she said. “As he does on most matters.”

“We will destroy the box,” Keal said, favouring her with a hard and humourless stare, “in good form and in good time. But it will be after we’ve completed our commission.”

Mag was nonplussed. “But we agreed,” he protested. “One final command, we said, and then you would be free. You’ll come with me to kill the king, but you’ll do it as your part of the bargain set between us, not because I command it. You’ll do it as your first willed act after the hold of the tinderbox is broken.”

“And there’s the rub,” said Dorsa drily.

Keal bared his teeth. It might have been a smile, but Mag did not think so. “Commander,” he said, with grim emphasis. “Hear me now, for these are needful words. They may save you from grievous harm. You’ve done a fine thing, and no doubt you think therefore that you’re a fine fellow. You could have been a tyrant, and had us as your indentured servants for ever. Instead you’ve chosen to put that power aside and treat with us as equals.”

Keal reached out a hand – to be shaken, Mag thought for a moment, as if in renewal of their pact. But then he closed his fist, a scant inch in front of Mag’s face. The muscles in his great forearm bulged. His nostrils flared.

“But we are not equals,” he said. “And you seem most wondrously ignorant of what your generosity of spirit means to me. When the box was in Captain Apirox’s hands I felt my degradation keenly enough. Then it came to you, and I chafed a great deal more. Can you imagine a man, chained and collared, dancing asinine capers while a dog holds his leash? Well, that man is me, and that dog is you.”

“I’m no dog, Keal,” Mag said quietly.

“So say you, but I think the comparison is apt enough. And now, you see, I find myself in the position of a man who is expected to make compact with the dog that held his leash. Swear solemn oaths to the dog, and have the dog give him approbation. Do you understand, commander, how irksome that might be to me? How it might seem, for all your magnanimity, more like an insult than a benison?”

“I see that you feel yourself—” Mag began.

“And now again you interrupt before I’ve reached my peroration. Please listen, commander. As I said, I’m trying to spare you unnecessary hurt. If you were to destroy the tinderbox now, and set us free, and then stand back all smiles expecting us to kill your king for you, I fear me that I might have to disappoint you. I might choose instead to rip your head from your shoulders and kick it into yonder hayloft. I might do this thing not out of any ingrained hostility towards you but because you expect me to be bound by my word to you, as I might be by an oath given to one of my own kind.

“I say therefore that we will kill the king first. We will do this not because you and I are conjoined in mutual respect and amity but because you wish it done. Because you’ve commanded us to it. When he’s dead we will come back here, and you – if you choose to keep your word – will set us free. And once that’s done, why then we will say our fond farewells and go our separate ways. And since I won’t need to linger in your company I’ll be less inclined to mark our parting with some deplorable act of violence simply in order to reclaim some trifling ounce or two of my self-respect.”

Keal unclenched his fist and withdrew it, folding his arms across his chest as a sign that he had finished saying his piece. A dead silence followed it. Mag had been confused at first, and then dismayed, but by the time Keal was done he had shaken off both of those emotions, as well as any fear he might have felt at the threat. He saw, or thought he saw, all the way through this very pointed and polished performance. He could understand how Keal’s tender pride might require this face-saving, and how in this one instance he might prefer being commanded to being a free agent. And though it hurt to be thus berated, Mag guessed that the heat of Keal’s anger was almost entirely directed inwards at himself.

“Very well,” he said. “We understand each other. I’m still your commander, until the king is dead. Until our project – my project, I should say – is complete. As your commander, then, I order you to tell me the word that will make the Audacious Sunderer unleash its fire.”

It was Dorsa who replied to this, while Keal still sat with folded arms and a forbidding scowl on his face. “There are three words,” she said. “The first tells the Sunderer to choose a particular target and to aim its next shot at that target when the command to fire is given. The second primes the weapon and the third unleashes it.”

“Tell me all three, Dorsa,” Mag said – and since the devils were still tethered he did not add a please.

“Here in the weapon’s presence,” Dorsa said, “we must be cautious in speaking them aloud. It can be done, but not negligently or without thought. Hold out your hand, Mag.”

Mag offered his right hand, not without some misgivings. Dorsa took it in both of hers, laid it against her thigh and stared at it, narrowing her eyes until they were almost shut. Mag uttered a cry of surprise as a sudden, sharp pain stabbed at his palm. He would have snatched his hand away but Dorsa’s grip was too strong for him to break. The pain persisted for the space of a dozen breaths, waxing and waning and moving across his flesh as though he had thrust his arm into a hive of wasps and they were stinging him in a hundred places at once.

“There,” Dorsa said at last. She relaxed her grip and Mag quickly drew back his hand. He stared at it in wonder. Inscribed on his flesh were three words.

In blue ink: dialege.

In black: proetoimaze.

In red: belaze.

“But how are these words pronounced?” Mag asked. He flexed his wrist, which was still a little on fire. When he rubbed at the letters they didn’t smudge or smear. He wondered if he would have to carry them for ever.

Dorsa coached him in the unfamiliar sounds, taking them in reverse order. The reason for this, she explained, was that the weapon would not fire without first being primed, and once being primed would only wait for the space of a minute for the order to fire, thereafter returning to its slumber. Therefore the words out of sequence were deprived of their power.

“And for the command to take aim?” Mag asked. “How long will that last?”

“Indefinitely,” Dorsa told him. “Unless it’s countermanded by the word xechne.”

“Very well then,” Mag said. “Thank you, Dorsa. And will the Sunderer take my instruction when I give it?”

“Not yet.” Dorsa turned to Keal, waiting for him to speak.

“This part also irks me,” Keal said, his basilisk gaze directed at the ground.

“Everything irks you these days. If we wait for you to be in humour the war will have ended by itself.”

“I doubt either of us believes that,” Keal muttered. He spoke rapidly, in a language Mag had never heard before. The words of it rose and fell, into and out of his hearing: the parts he couldn’t hear seemed to press against his skin as if the words were lumbering around in the world, fierce things looking for prey.

“You have an honorary rank,” Keal said when he was finally done. “And since any nomination I chose would be equally absurd I told the Sunderer you were a general. It will accept your commands. Use it as you will.”

“I’ll use it as I said I would. If I’m a dog, Keal, I’m a dog that has learned only a few tricks and stays with what he knows.”

Mag stood and approached the open maw of the Sunderer. He meant to give the weapon its target right there and then, since he only intended to use it the once and he was fearful of its power being unleashed by some accident against anyone or anything else. But now that he was this close to the thing his courage faltered. Near to, it looked even more like a savage beast. He could see that the four mouths all had tongues, which from time to time rose up from the depths of its maws to lick the ragged edges of each orifice.

“I… I am your commander,” he said, his faltering tone belying the words. “You will obey me when I ask it.”

The four mouths moved, contracting inwards towards their shared centre. Then one of them spoke. “You are a very small commander,” the Sunderer said, in a new voice that was hoarse and grating. “It’s good that you told me. I might have mistaken you for a bug and trampled you in passing.”

“Behave yourself,” Dorsa scolded the weapon. “That’s no way to speak to your master.”

“I am greater than any of you,” the Sunderer fluted, all four of its mouths speaking at once in eerie chorus. “I should be the master. It demeans me even to walk among you.”

Dorsa glanced at Keal. “That reminds me of someone,” she observed. “I wonder who it could be.”

“If we’re done here,” Keal said, pointedly ignoring her as he turned to address Mag, “perhaps you might dismiss us now. On the morrow you will ride to the capital, where the king’s palace sits. The Sunderer will be safe here until you return, concealed under the same charm we laid on the last place you lodged, so that none will approach it or see it if they pass by. Once you reach the palace gates, strike three times and summon us all. We’ll make short work of His Majesty.”

“But, Keal,” Mag said, “this sounds very much like you commanding me.”

The devil bridled at this, though Mag smiled to show that it was a jest. “You will do what pleases you,” Keal said. “No doubt once we’ve done your bidding you’ll find some excuse to keep us still under your thumb.”

“Judge me as you find me,” Mag said. “And until you’ve proven me, hold back.”

“I know what men’s souls are.”

“Oh, let him try!” Dorsa exclaimed, throwing up her hands in exasperation. “Keal, where is the harm in trying? You claim to fight for change, but then you wring your hands and say that all things end the same!”

Keal seemed abashed at this. “That has been a vice of mine,” he admitted. “Go to, Magnus Tresti. One way or another we’ll see it play out.”

“One way or another,” Borrigor rumbled. He had been silent for so long that Mag started at his voice. It was not that he had forgotten the giant was there: you could no more do that than misplace the sky. But he had not expected Borrigor to express any opinion of his own, or respond to anyone else’s.

“One way or another,” Mag agreed.

“It would be good to be free,” Borrigor said. “I liked it better when I was free.”

“As did we all,” Dorsa said. She reached up on tiptoe to put a hand on the man-mountain’s shoulder. “Hold to your hopes, Tromaktikes.”

Borrigor covered her small hand with his own huge one. The sight stirred Mag’s heart in some sort, for the one thing he had not expected to see in any of the three devils was gentleness. “I’ll see you next at Königsbrucke palace,” he said. “Until then you are dismissed.”

A moment later he was alone except for Swift, who stirred off in the dark and pawed the ground with his front hooves as if he were restless and eager to be off.

For his own part, now that he was come to it, Mag could have waited longer. He felt as he had sometimes felt on the night before a battle, knowing that on the morrow morn he would be running headlong against a thousand swords and guns. This time, if all went well, he would have no fighting to do at all. But he couldn’t push down a feeling of unease. He had never yet known a battle plan that lasted long after the first shot was fired.
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“Behold,” the angel said. “In the eleventh hour I am come, Jannae Kveck, to redeem you from your sin and guide you onto the narrow path that leads to salvation.”

Jannae could find no reply to this, so offered none. She rose up from her bed, impelled by what impulse she could not have said, and fell to her knees. This armed messenger of Heaven, beautiful beyond any human measure, split her open at the seams of her self-doubt and left her helpless. The angel’s very voice was a clarion call from a hundred trumpets, announcing to all who listened the majesty and rightness of its pronouncements. She had sinned. She had brought ruin and death to one who had offered her only kindness, and her whole life had been lived in the shadow of that one terrible act. There had been later sins too, but that one alone was enough to buy an eternity of hellfire. And Bruna had told her this visitation was upon her, had warned her to be ready to make accounting of herself. Could not a dream be a prophecy?

“Oh, tell me!” she cried, prostrating herself before this impossible vision. “Tell me what I must do!”

“You must begin,” the angel said, “by acknowledging your transgressions. You cannot come at grace until you confess how far you are from deserving it.”

“I confess it!” Jannae gasped. “I have transgressed. I have done much harm and little good. I am your servant, Jannae Mirchella, and I beg your forgiveness!”

“I will not give you that name,” the angel said. “When Karl-Albert Mirchella took you to wife, it was not he that spoke the words but you yourself, working through him. You stole his will, so he could not give his hand. Therefore, in the eyes of Heaven, there was no sacrament. You were never married.”

This was a bitter beginning indeed, but it was a truth Jannae could not deny. “I did,” she said, still grovelling on the floor. “I did steal his will. And I’m sorry for it, with all my heart.”

“And you practised magic, which God has forbidden. You must renounce it.”

More bitter still. And this lay somewhat further from Jannae’s sense of her own fault. She had never regretted learning to conjure. Magic was the chief gift that Bruna Sozen had given her, and which she had so poorly repaid. She might have used it better, but to blame magic for the harm it did was like blaming a knife for cutting someone’s flesh rather than peeling an apple. The knife was not the guilty one in that transaction.

Still, the angel had said her soul was at stake – and its presence here, its very existence, seemed irrefutable proof of that. This was no time to strain at gnats. If there was a God after all, and he was prepared to negotiate with her, then she must sue for the best terms she could.

She raised herself from the floor – it took all the courage she had, but she was not deficient in that regard – and forced herself to look the angel in the face. “If I do,” she said, “if I renounce magic and pray God to give me grace, will I come at last to Heaven? And will I find my beloved Bruna there? Only tell me that, angel, and I am yours for ever!”

The angel’s face took on a stern demeanour. “Woman,” it said, “souls are not like apples at a market stall, to be bought and sold by the bushel. Do not presume.”

“I will not,” Jannae promised, quailing a little from that frown. “I promise I will not. But please, tell me that Bruna Sozen was saved and raised up into Heaven. That you visited her too before she burned and gave her the chance to shrive herself, as you now are giving it to me!”

The angel looked even more affronted. “Bruna Sozen’s sins were more grievous than yours, and it was for those sins that she burned. She was a most unrepentant witch. She abjured the Church and vilified its ministers. She worked on the Sabbath day. Moreover she murdered the unborn, not by ones and twos but by dozens, a thing explicitly forbidden by Elohim. Do not the scriptures enjoin against the taking of a life?”

At this point Jannae experienced a strange dislocation of her senses. She was trying to parse this list of sins, but she was distracted from the angel’s words by the cadences of its voice. And as she did her best to cling to a clear thread of meaning she was remembering two distinct things laid each atop the other. One was her recent dream; the other was a conversation she had had with Bruna Sozen almost twenty years before, in the first days of their acquaintance.

The angel’s last words in particular had not been for Jannae the unanswerable argument it perhaps thought they were. True, scripture said thou shalt not kill. But the self-same scripture made so many exceptions that the command became meaningless. God’s servants killed in His name and were blessed for it. God Himself was a most profligate murderer, at Sodom and Gomorrah, in Egypt on the night of Passover and in a hundred other places. Moreover she could not help but be struck by the way Bruna’s poor record of churchgoing took precedence in the accounting of her sins over the abortions she had delivered.

It was this that brought Bruna’s own words from two decades before so vividly into Jannae’s thoughts. Does it not strike you as odd, Liebchen, that in laying out His ten commandments God wasted three of them in declaring His own majesty? I am your Lord, accept no others, worship no idols. He sounds less like an all-powerful maker and more like a dog pissing on every tree to claim it as his.

But what struck her even more than the tangled hierarchy of grievances was the angel’s tone. There was a wrongness to it that Jannae could not quite pin down, a false note in the sublime symphony of that voice. She remembered then that Bruna’s words in the dream had not been an annunciation but a warning. She had said that Jannae must be wary; that she must keep her wits about her. Very well, she thought, I will assume nothing here. I will listen and I will keep my counsel.

“But what, then?” she asked. “What do you want of me, angel? And what do you offer? What must I do to win my place in paradise?”

The angel seemed mollified, perhaps assuming that it had won its point. “Heaven is not what you think it is,” it said, “and therefore your question is based on ignorance. But it is forgivable ignorance. What I offer is the blessing of Him that made us all and watches over us. Is that not a wonderful thing, above anything you might have hoped for?”

“Oh, wonderful indeed,” Jannae said. “I crave that blessing. Speak on, angel, I beg you.”

“You seek an object that was manufactured in Hell,” the angel said. “When you find it, which I earnestly adjure you to do, you must take it from the man that has it – Magnus Tresti, a man you know – and surrender it to me. It has no place in your world.”

The discordance had become more obvious, impossible to ignore. It seemed to Jannae that the music of the angel’s voice arose from the harmonious balance of its thoughts and emotions. That balance seemed thrown off-kilter now. Their converse had contaminated it.

“The object you speak of,” she said. “It is a tinderbox.”

“That is its appearance, but not its function.”

“What is its function, then?”

This earned her another withering frown. “You must not ask,” the angel said. “It is not your place to know these things.”

“I meant no harm by it,” Jannae said. “But it seems pertinent. Am I to know at least where the box – and Tresti – are to be found? I can do myself and you no good by groping in the dark.”

“Tresti sleeps this night in a barn some twelve miles from here. Tomorrow he purposes to ride to your capital city, Königsbrucke. You might be able to find him on the road and intercept him. Or else you could go to Königsbrucke now and wait for him at the city’s eastern gate.”

Jannae did her best not to let her excitement and eager curiosity show on her face. This intelligence was more than she had managed to gather in three days on her own behalf. Her hopes for this encounter and her thoughts on the matter of salvation had shifted – had all but reversed themselves. The promised blessing, on which she had seized so avidly when it was first offered, she now saw as hollow and all but meaningless. The angel did not view sin or virtue as she did. Its goals and intentions were suspect. But it knew more than she did, and its knowledge was a prize worth having.

She thought furiously, though she moulded her features into the best blend of calm respect and bland piety she could manage. It was time, she felt, to risk more in order to gain more. “I have other such things,” she said, “that came from the same source as the tinderbox – the dead devil that fell out of the sky. I have his purse, his powder horn, his belt. A pair of bracelets. A field glass.”

“Those things are unimportant,” the angel said, “except insofar as they have magic in them. You should dispose of those that do, but you may do what you please with the rest. It is the tinderbox that matters.”

“And how may I safely come at it?” Jannae lowered her gaze now, and shook her head ruefully. “Forgive me, angel, but I am fearful. If you lay such store by the box, I must assume there is great power in it. How can I counter that power? What is the best way to fight Tresti and take the box from him?”

“You have power enough of your own,” the angel said.

“But you’ve forbidden me to use it.”

Only silence met this observation. Jannae ventured a glance up at the angel’s face, across which a number of emotions played in succession. She saw anger there, and consternation. Perhaps she saw fear too, or an anxiety so deep it might as well be fear. It occurred to her for the first time that the angel had an agenda of its own here. It had a task to perform, a mission, and for some reason it could not act alone but must needs work through proxies.

“I give you dispensation,” it said, “in this one instance. You may use your magic to retrieve the tinderbox, and I count it no sin. That done, and the box surrendered to me, you will abjure witchcraft for ever. Swear this thing.”

“What will you do with the box,” Jannae asked, “when I’ve given it to you? Why is it important to you, where the bracelets and the powder horn and the rest are not?”

The angel glowered. “It is not your place—”

“Yes, yes, you said that before. But you are here asking me to help you. And therefore it behoves you to be more civil. Or at the very least to be honest.” Jannae stood, laying aside her pose of meekness and subservience with some relief. “You say that witchcraft is a sin, but you seek to use mine in the furtherance of your ends. You issue stern edicts in the name of your God, but then you haver and equivocate when pressed for reasons. That hardly speaks of unswerving virtue. It is pragmatic, rather. And I have no quarrel with pragmatism. But if the shoe fits you then I must be permitted to try it on my own foot too.”

The angel seemed dumbfounded at this, so she pressed on. “If I’m to wrest the box from Magnus Tresti’s hand you will need to tell me what it does. I will not go blindly into a fight against weapons and powers I don’t fully understand. That would be foolish, and I don’t consider myself a fool.”

The angel drew itself up. The feathers of its wings jangled and clashed like the links of a chainmail shirt. “You are forward,” it said. “And disrespectful.”

“Are those sins too? I find myself unsurprised. Tell me, or else depart. I’m content with either.”

There was a moment when it seemed the angel might strike her. Its hand went to the hilt of the sword that it wore at its waist. But the moment passed, and the sword was not drawn. Jannae tilted her head on one side, feigning indifference.

“There are demons in the box,” the angel said with stiff reluctance. “Three of them. Soldiers from Hell’s army, servants of darkness who can be summoned forth when the box’s owner wishes it and made to serve his will.”

Jannae’s eyes opened wide at this. Demons! Soldiers of Hell! No wonder then that Tresti had carved a passage through Fuldenschau and Helm that had left both of those polities spinning like tops. And no wonder that he had managed to outwit her thus far. She had been fortunate at the river’s edge that he had not had the demons with him. She was not so foolish as to believe that her magics would have prevailed against them.

“Demons!” she repeated, in a tone of fearful wonder that was not in any way counterfeit. “But how, angel? How does Tresti fetch Hell’s host out of a box? You must tell me that too.”

“The tinderbox has a flint, and thereto a striker forged of black steel. Neither has anything remarkable in them, but a sorcery has been woven between the two, such that when they are brought together the demons are summoned. And once summoned, they must do the bidding of the box’s owner.”

“Good. Thank you. I understand. But how then do I defeat them?”

“Better not to let Tresti call on them in the first place. He is not wont to move from place to place with the three devils as his retinue. If you were to come on him unawares you might take the box from him without a fight. Or kill him first and take it after.”

Even though you said killing was a sin, Jannae reflected. How very malleable your precepts are! How easily they adapt to circumstance!

“Tell me one thing more,” she said. “Answer it truly and I’ll compact with you. Otherwise our business is concluded. You said the box is the only thing that matters, even though the devil that died let fall a great many other things, some magical and some not. What quality does the tinderbox have that raises it above those other items? Why do you seek the box alone, and ignore the rest?”

“The answer will not serve you,” the angel said. “It is immaterial to you.”

“Then you lose nothing by telling me.”

The angel wrung its hands. “Why will you not do this thing for the love of your God?” it wailed, the separate strands of its voice scraping against each other like the teeth of saws against rusted wire. “Is that not enough?”

“Evidently it is not. Tell me or begone. You’ve already told me how to win the box from Tresti. If you won’t tell me what you mean to use it for, I’ll keep it for myself.”

The angel wept. Its tears were silent, and like its hair they were of bright gold, streaming in perfect symmetry from its eyes.

“Oh please,” Jannae protested. “Show some fortitude.”

“It is for you that I shed these tears,” the angel said, still in that horrible, screeching voice. “I hoped for better when I came here. I thought there might be some good in you. Some core of virtue.”

“My core is anger,” Jannae said.

“And to give vent to anger is the surest way to damnation. But I will tell you. Elohim and Satan have sworn an oath to leave this world inviolate. The forces of both sides may visit here but they may not act here. The tinderbox is proof that Hell has broken that treaty. The three devils inside the box have acted not once but many times. As slaves of the box they had no choice. And if the box comes into my hands they will have no choice but to testify to that effect.”

“And what will happen if they testify?”

“Elohim will sue for reparations. Forfeits will be made. Rules of engagement will be redrawn. Possibly the place of your world in the greater conflict will be renegotiated. These things do not concern you, or me. But we will be rewarded for our part in them, you with God’s blessing and me with promotion to a higher rank.”

“Is that the sin of pride,” Jannae inquired sourly. “Or that of covetousness?”

“It is neither! I look for advancement only so that I can offer greater service.”

“Oh, I’m sure. Thank you, angel. You have given me most invaluable intelligence, and I’ll put it to good use. You may leave now. Or if not now, then when you please.”

The angel stared at her. Despite those pupilless eyes its surprise and indignation were easy to read. “And the tinderbox? Woman, your choice is clear. You can have no reason to refuse.”

“The book of Exodus,” Jannae said. “Chapter twenty-two, verse eighteen. Maleficos non patieris vivere. Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live. There is one reason. Your God offers me despite and expects to be loved in return. There is another reason. You thought to bully me first, and cajole me after. There is a third reason. And above all those reasons, you said Bruna burned for her sins when in truth she burned for men’s hatred and fear and because like Christ she walked among whores and tried to help them.”

The while she had been talking Jannae had been working up a cantrip. Like the one she had used in Helm it was woven out of anger, not calm, and it spewed forth from her eyes and from her fingers’ tips like a storm. It did not shift the angel from its place, but it did make it raise its hands to shield its face as the air vitrified and shattered and lashed its skin with a thousand knives. After the hardened air Jannae sent the glass of the window, then the shattered pieces of the bed, the ewer and basin, even some of the floorboards and the wooden laths from inside the walls.

“You cannot hurt me,” the angel said, when the storm abated.

“Oh, I think I can,” Jannae said. “If angels and devils are forbidden to act here, then surely your trying to enlist me in Heaven’s service constitutes a breach of the treaty you told me of. Once I have the tinderbox I’ll use it to send a message to Satan. I’ll tell him all you said, and what you would have had me do.”

“No!” If the angel’s voice had been discordant before, now it was a cacophony that made Jannae clap her hands to her ears. “No, you must not!”

“Then go from here, and abandon your efforts. The tinderbox is not for you, or for Heaven. It fell onto my property and it belongs to me. I will have it.”

“Then you’ll be damned! God will turn his face from you!”

To the angel’s visible horror Jannae laughed at this. She laughed uproariously. “And if I had no other motive for doing it,” she said, “that in itself would be enough.”

When the innkeeper came running up a few moments later to find out what all the noise and pother was about, he found the pillaged room empty. Jannae was on her way to Königsbrucke, riding on a spar of wood taken from the broken bed. The angel was gone she knew not where.







41

The further west Mag rode and the closer he got to the capital, the better the roads became: the way grew broader, the cobblestones more even with fewer and narrower ruts, the brambles and couch grass cut back on either side. Even on a poor horse he would have made good progress. Mounted on Swift’s back he seemed to fly.

It could not have been just the roads, though, or Swift’s stamina. There must have been some magic in it too. A journey of forty leagues should not have been possible in a single day, even for an eagle flying with the wind at its back. And yet in the late afternoon Mag crested a hill and saw the walls of Königsbrucke ahead of him.

And not just the walls, which were old and tall and austere, reminding all who saw them of battles fought and won in ages past. Much of Königsbrucke had been built more recently, and it had spilled past those ancient barricades without pausing. The city as it stood now was a vast sprawl that covered most of the land between the Anhaas and Loisen rivers. There were even some settlements now on the rivers’ further banks: villages, technically, though they were essentially tendrils of the capital itself.

The space within the old walls was now called the Innenraum, as though the whole of Königsbrucke were a house – like the house of God in the scriptures that contained many mansions. At the heart of the Innenraum was the royal palace, which Mag could see clearly even from this far out. It stood on the capital’s highest hill and dominated the view, its endless turrets and battlements seeming to mirror the city walls and promise yet another city within their confines. Cities nested within cities, into infinity. It was a dizzying prospect, from which Mag was more than happy to look away. His project seemed daunting. One man against this immensity! But his devils were formidable. They would see the thing through.

He nosed Swift down the hill and on towards the distant walls. The traffic on the road had grown steadily throughout his journey; not just riders but carts and wagons laden with goods to pour into the capital’s hungry maw. Anything of so great a size must require a lot of feeding. Königsbrucke was like a dragon or an ogre in an old story, demanding tribute.

As they came among the first streets and houses the press grew tighter still and the progress slower. Soon they were scarcely moving at all, standing in place for minutes at a time before advancing a scant few yards. “What’s happening?” Mag asked a carter close beside him. “Why have we stopped?”

“The searches,” the carter said. “Damn me if I know what they’re looking for, but it’s been like this all week.”

“Assassins,” said a sumptuously dressed man riding a chestnut mare – a merchant, Mag thought, since a nobleman would not have been travelling without servants. “The Ghost Army, coming for their families that were taken. The royal guard has issued an Allgemeine, a general muster, and they’re searching everyone that comes.”

Mag’s heart misgave at this news. It was all he could do to keep his dismay from showing on his face. “God forfend anyone should practise on the king’s life!” the carter said.

“Aye,” Mag agreed, “God forfend. But how should they know an assassin if they found one?”

The carter shrugged. “I couldn’t say. But it’s bags and barrels and boxes that they’re searching, not faces. I’d say they’re looking for weapons. Or else for the white masks the Ghosts are wont to wear.”

“I hear tell,” the well-dressed man said, “that the king keeps a warlock, exempt from the Verbot, who can see the future. He knows when a threat is coming, and what form it will take, and he never lets it come close.”

Mag didn’t like the sound of this at all. It came much too close to his own purposes. He rose up in the saddle as high as he could, standing in Swift’s stirrups to peer at the road ahead. He could see no watchmen or guard post, which meant that he must still be some distance out from any such. He could give up his approach and retreat the same way he had come. It would not be easy though in all this crush. And would it not arouse suspicion for him to turn around in the very face of a search? Would his fellow travellers not denounce him, perhaps even try to detain him? He had already drawn more attention than he liked just by asking these questions. He fell silent and considered with himself what he should do.

He decided to wait for the time being and see what came. The progress on the road was so slow that he would have plenty of time to see what was ahead of him as he drew closer to it. While he waited he pondered unanswerable questions. How had the king, or this warlock if he existed, known that he was coming? Or had they not known? Was there some other assassin on his way whose attempt on King Frederick’s life had just happened to coincide with his own? That would be either a great blow or a great good fortune. If there were one such, he might accomplish the thing without Mag or the devils having to stir themselves at all. Or he might have sabotaged Mag’s enterprise in pursuing his own. It all depended on this search – how thorough it was, and what was being searched for.

After a long and weary time of shuffling and standing, Mag at last saw the guardsmen standing to either side of the slow-moving throng. There were four of them, with another two sitting on the high seat of a wagon a little way off from the road. The four who were conducting the search bore swords at their waists but their hands were empty. The two in the wagon had muskets, at the ready and presumably loaded.

As the merchant had said, the guards were mostly interested in what travellers were carrying. They scanned faces and asked questions, but they spent the greater part of their time rummaging through every pack, opening every crate, delving under every saddle blanket and tar-palling.

And yet, Mag thought, they did not so much as glance at the knives most of the travellers wore on their belts. None were confiscated. None were inspected at all. And some men who carried stout staves found these ignored also, though a stave could easily become a spear or a pike if it had an auger hole drilled through one of its ends.

The guards were looking for something more particular then. But what? Over the next few minutes Mag was able to narrow down the possibilities as he saw the items the guards examined most closely. A lady’s reticule was emptied out, all her perfumes and kerchiefs dumped into the road over her shrill protests. A soldier, though he pleaded his loyalty to the king most earnestly, had his sabretache removed from his belt and all but eviscerated. Purses and wallets, unless they were so small that they could only have held a few coins, were invariably opened and their contents examined – and men were made to turn out their pockets, which indeed caused the greatest delay for it was the fashion in the kingdom for breeches to have pockets both plentiful and deep.

But a pocket or a purse was not a likely place to hide a weapon, unless the weapon were a vial of poison – and if it was poison the guardsmen feared, why did they not unstopper the lady’s perfume bottles and at least sniff the contents?

No, they were looking for the tinderbox. Mag was convinced of it. By some means they had been brought to know not just that Mag was coming but what he would be carrying when he came. The entire point of this search was to apprehend him and take the box from him before ever he entered the city.

It occurred to him now it was too late, that he could have avoided this trap with great ease if only he had anticipated it. Among her many beasts Dorsa must surely have some that were able to fly: he could have had one of them carry the tinderbox over the city wall and deposit it in some safe place, from where he could have retrieved it in his own good time. Or else he could have had Keal bring him a wagon and a team of horses, and taped or tied the tinderbox to the underside of its bed. The guards didn’t seem to be carrying their inspection that far.

But now he was trapped. The option of turning around had expired as soon as he was within sight of the guards, and he could hardly throw the box away. He needed to keep it about him, or else all would end in disaster. So long as it was his nobody else could use its power, but what if it were lost? The road was muddy, churned up by ten thousand wheels and twice ten thousand feet. Mag knew that the box would not take harm if it fell down there, but it might easily be buried, trodden down into the mud until it could not be glimpsed at all. It might lie there for years. For ever, even. And Keal and Dorsa and Borrigor would sit all that while in the dark realm where they were no better than phantoms, only half alive.

There must be some other way, but Mag could not see it. Keep the box, or let it fall. There was no third option.

But he was a Schönwalder, and Schönwalders were renowned for a gift they had of coming at things sidelong; of making their way in the world by tricks and stratagems, whether fair or foul. Back when he earned his living as a tinker Mag had chafed under this blazon: some people when they heard his accent assumed straightway that he could not be trusted and that his wares must be suspect. He had always done his best to dispel the common prejudice by dealing honestly. But this was not to say that the gift had passed him by.

Keeping the box would not serve. Nor would discarding it. So he needs must bestow it in some different way, and without being perceived. He looked around him, giving more attention now to his fellow travellers. The merchant looked to be a prosperous and important man. Perhaps he would be of sound enough reputation to avoid close scrutiny. Mag might slip the tinderbox into one of the man’s saddlebags and then take it back again on the other side of the checkpoint.

But no, that would not do. The guardsmen had searched a serving soldier, without apology or mitigation. They were paying no heed to appearance or status.

Somewhere else then. Mag’s gaze wandered across a family of peasants carrying baskets of fish, the children hauling loads almost as big as those of their parents. A child might be trusted where a grown man or woman would not, but he could not rely on it. If the guards had emptied out the lady’s pochette, they probably wouldn’t scruple at upending a punnet of herring.

A hay wain. A bevy of nuns riding side-saddle on bay trotting horses. A man leading a bear on a rope. A two-horse landau in which a beautiful young lady sat and sulked while her coachman wore a look of stoical disdain. More peasants, another hay wain, a brewer’s dray piled high with barrels, three men in black suits and ruffed shirts who might be lawyers.

The dray. Mag looked at it more closely, angling Swift’s slow, ambling walk to bring himself up directly behind it. The driver was a Türkler, dark-skinned and bare-armed. He was singing, or perhaps praying, and his eyes were on the road ahead. The barrels were small, most likely containing spirits rather than beer, and stacked three deep in a metal rack. All bore the same mark: three yellow crowns arranged in a triangle.

The stacked barrels and the spaces between them ran the full length of the wagon bed, and it was hard to see inside more than a little way. In order to conduct a proper search it would be necessary to remove all the barrels, which would take a deal of time because they were lashed down tightly, no doubt from fear of theft.

It was not a perfect hiding place, but Mag couldn’t see a better one. Urging Swift into a canter he drew alongside the dray. The driver had not seen him, and nobody else was looking. He took the tinderbox from his pocket. In a single quick movement he thrust it into the space between two barrels and let it drop. The sound of its landing was drowned out by the general din.

Mag pressed forward a little. It would be better if he passed through the checkpoint ahead of the dray. Then he could wait until it passed through and follow it to its destination, where he would find some opportunity to retrieve the tinderbox while the barrels were being unloaded. The driver gave him a look of deep displeasure when he slipped in before, but such things were happening on all sides and he did not make a fight of it.

At last Mag’s turn came. One of the guardsmen beckoned him forward and then bid him dismount. “Ho, Balian,” another of them shouted to the dray’s driver. “Let’s see you.” So both Mag and the dray were brought to examination at the same time, but the dray was passed through almost at once. Mag saw why this was. The driver had handed a leather flask to the guardsman, who waved him on with a nod and a wink.

Mag was not so lucky. He was made to turn out his pockets, and then to explain what his business was in the capital. He decided not to risk the lie he had used at Fuldenschau, that he had family in the city and wished to pay them a visit. It was not that the claim was implausible, only that he feared he might be pressed for a specific address or for details he could not supply. He said instead that he was looking to enlist.

“You might do that at home,” the guardsman said. “The recruiting sergeants pass through every town and village.”

“Aye,” said Mag. “But it’s my wish to serve in the king’s own cavalry. I thought that might be likelier to happen if I signed up here in Königsbrucke.” All this while he was watching the dray disappearing up the road. Soon it would be lost to view.

“The royal lancers?” The guardsman was incredulous. “They’re rich men’s sons, you numbskull. They must supply their own horses.”

“I have a horse,” Mag pointed out. “A fine one, as you see.”

“Aye.” The guardsman looked Swift up and down. “I do see. Where did you steal him from?”

“I worked in a stable yard. He was my master’s gift to me.”

“Very like.” The guardsman did not look convinced. “I’ve five or six geldings of my own that came to me the same way. Whenever I give my captain good day he hands me off another horse. You should go home, old man. You’re wasting your time here.”

“Still,” said Mag, “it’s mine to waste. May I go now, goodman?”

“No. Open your shirt, and let’s see if there’s anything tucked away inside it.”

Mag complied, seeing that to argue would only make this curmudgeon delay him longer. After the shirt he was made to unlace his boots, and then to take off his coat so the guardsman could feel along the length of its lining in case something was hidden there. When at last he was sent on his way, with a curt “Run along, then,” he set off as quickly as he could after the dray. But the single straight road opened up almost at once into a dozen branches – which was presumably the reason why the checkpoint had been set in that particular place.

Mag had no idea which road the dray had taken, and as he led Swift at a half-gallop past the mouth of each in turn he saw no sign of it.

His mission had miscarried. He had lost the tinderbox.
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In an inn close under the city walls Mag sipped half-heartedly at a stoup of ale and reflected ruefully on his own idiocy. Now that it was too late, half a dozen better courses of action came to him one after another. He could have feigned illness, pulled out of the line and then had Dorsa spirit him inside the city as she had spirited him out of Fuldenschau. He could have tucked the box under the edge of Swift’s saddle blanket, which had not been searched. He could have tried to bribe the guardsman, as the driver of the brewer’s dray had done without any difficulty at all.

And on, and on. None of these thoughts were helpful in the slightest; they only added to the sting of his failure the further ache of knowing that it might have been avoided. He could think of no way to amend the situation now that it had come to this pass. He had searched the streets in vain for more than two hours. He had asked everyone he passed if they had seen a wagon laden with barrels driven by a Türkler, only to be met with cold stares or brusque dismissals. His Schönwalder accent was not much liked in Königsbrucke. He had had to accept in the end that he had come to the end of his resources. So now he sat and drank and chafed his spirit, trudging round and round on a treadmill of self-reproach.

His aim was to get thoroughly drunk, which would at least have brought some respite from the treadmill because his thoughts would have been too fuddled to keep to a circle. But he ran out of pennies and tried to pay with a gold coin, which the innkeeper took to be a forgery. He didn’t bother to argue with Mag but flung him out on the street. “You Schönwalder bastards think to cozen everyone you meet,” he said. “But I’ll be damned if I’ll let you cozen me.” He spat on Mag for good measure and went back inside, slamming the door behind him.

Mag was inclined to take that challenge and go back inside, but he had sense enough to recognise the foolhardy confidence the ale had given him for what it was. This was not his city, and nobody here was his friend. If he made himself too much of a nuisance he would end up in gaol again, this time with no magic to fetch him out of it.

So he stayed where he was, staring up at the darkening sky and feeling the great weight of his own foolishness. Between him and the sky swung the inn sign, which seemed to chime in with its own verdict. The inn was The Headless Man, and the image on the sign was that of a man seated at table, knife and spoon in hand, who had just been served his own head on a platter. On his shoulders was only a stump of neck with a nubbin of white bone comically protruding from its centre.

Mag stared at this grotesque image for a very long time. A thought had occurred to him, so simple and obvious that he wanted to dash his head on the cobbles and brain himself for not thinking of it earlier. The stamp on the barrels! Three crowns in a triangle. Surely that had to be some kind of badge of ownership, indicating where the whole cargo was bound for.

He hauled himself upright. As he did so a man emerged from the inn, swaying a little on his feet: clearly he was fully drunk compared to Mag’s halfway. Mag caught him by the elbow as he passed. “Tell me, friend,” he said, “as one sot to another. Is there a tavern in this city called the Three Kings?”

The man stared at Mag muzzily, blinking as he tried to make his eyes focus. “I never heard of it,” he said. “Why? Is there good ale there?”

“The Three Crowns, then. Is there a place of that name?”

The man shook his arm free. “The Headless Man’s good enough for me,” he said. “If you want to run a country mile looking for a better draught, the more fool you.” He staggered off into the night, whistling tunelessly.

But Mag was not deterred. He debated with himself. He had left Swift in the care of an ostler two streets away, and had paid for his care up front. He could go and take him back, but this might be an errand best undertaken on foot – and in any case the walking would sober him. He set off determinedly, heading towards the city walls and the distant palace.

Nobody had heard of the Three Kings, or the Three Crowns. What about an inn that used such an image on its sign? Or a brewery, perhaps, that served a number of establishments within the city? No, there was none of that name, or that blazon.

The evening was wearing on now and the crowds on the streets were thinning out. Mag passed through one of the gates into the Innenraum just before sunset, having decided that he would rather spend the night inside than out. If he managed to find the tinderbox he would at least be within reach of his quarry.

He quickly decided this had been a mistake. There were no checkpoints here inside the walls but there were a great many armed patrols on the streets and they were stopping people at random to search and question them. Mag could not afford to arouse their suspicions by doing the exact same thing for different reasons. He desisted from his questions and only scanned each inn sign that he passed, hoping to stumble on the right place by sheer good fortune.

It was a very slender reed to cling to, and he was not surprised when it didn’t hold. Instead of an inn with three crowns on its sign he at last turned a corner and found himself in the midst of a mob.

Mag hadn’t realised until then how deep people’s resentment against the war ran, or how fervent it had become. All the mutterings he had heard had seemed no more than that, the discontents of this one or that one, unconnected from each other and from any concerted action. In a dizzying instant he realised that he had been glimpsing the submerged outline of something huge.

The mob was not of one fabric but was a ragtag of all sorts and conditions of people. Mag saw labourers’ aprons, students’ gowns, travelling cloaks, shirts of fustian and cotton and some of silk, petticoats and skirts as well as breeches and hose, leather boots, hempen slippers, wooden clogs. What he didn’t see was faces. All these men and women were wearing masks of plain white cotton. Some had cut round holes for their eyes but most had not bothered, presumably because their masks were of thin fabrics that were easy to see through. Mag had no doubt that he was finally in the presence of the Ghost Army of which he had heard so much.

More, he was a part of it – and this whether he chose to be or not. The mob rushed like a torrent through the streets and caught up all it touched. If it hadn’t been for the ale he’d drunk Mag might have been quick enough to duck back into the alley from which he’d just come before he was irrevocably committed: as it was he found himself running along with the crowd because otherwise he would have been trampled underfoot. The shouts he had heard earlier and ignored now resolved themselves into a repeated chant. “Down with the king! Down with the king! Down with the king!”

It was a sentiment with which Mag fervently agreed but nonetheless he was terrified of this great tide of people, feeling himself like a twig caught up in a riptide. He had no more control over his movements than a twig would have done, and no better sense of direction.

The mob knew where it was going though. The running men and women, with Mag unwillingly among them, broke out of the narrow confines of the street into an open square. The wall of the palace rose before them, and in the wall a gate. Between the gate and the teeming throng of angry citizens stood a phalanx of men in Allesheim grey: not guardsmen but soldiers, trained in war and therefore unused to dealing with unarmed civilians.

Except, Mag realised, the people around him were not unarmed. Many were carrying crude cudgels cut from tree branches. Others had knives drawn, and not a few had swords. He even caught a glimpse of a pistol. But it was not with any of these weapons that the fight began. The front ranks of the mob drew back their arms and let fly, and suddenly the air was filled with a volley of missiles, from stones and brickbats to red roofing slates and clods of earth.

The line of soldiers wavered, but it didn’t break. Mag would have been surprised if it had. On a battlefield the missiles would have been musket rounds and cannonballs, and these men had probably seen their fair share of battlefields. With a sickening clarity he foresaw what would happen next, but he was powerless to avoid it. The single line of soldiers that they could see, most of whom carried pikes or lances, knelt down all at once, revealing a second line behind them. The men in the second line had muskets, already raised and aimed.

Time reversed itself, as Mag had known it to do before in such situations. The men and women in ghost masks reeled and fell before the sound of the muskets’ firing reached his ears. It seemed that the musket balls had roared in triumph after finding their targets. The brilliant yellow flashes from the guns’ muzzles had presumably preceded all, but their after-images lingered like a curtain in front of Mag’s dazed eyes, and therefore though they were first they seemed to come last.

The impact of that musket volley was out of all proportion to the guards’ numbers. So many of the masked men and women fell, it seemed to Mag that every ball must have found its mark. Moreover it did not even seem to matter where a shot landed. In full view of him a woman was wounded in the arm, high up near the shoulder. The musket ball did not enter her, but only gouged her flesh and tore the sleeve of her dress in passing by her. She fell as if she had been struck to the heart, and afterwards did not move.

Now the pikemen and lancers in the front line took up their part, again as Mag had known they would. They levelled their weapons and strode forward, skewering any luckless souls who couldn’t get out of their way in time, forcing the rest to scatter. The mob was now mostly a menace to itself as the people who had been surging forward only moments before now turned on their heels and fled, running full tilt into the press of those behind.

All was madness and confusion. Mag’s ears rang with shrieks of agony and bellows of rage. He took an elbow to the face and another to the chest. If he had fallen he would have been trampled, but the crush of bodies around him kept him upright. He was fortunate that he had come so late on the scene, for that had put him close to the edge of the crowd. Where he had been helplessly borne forward, now he was helplessly pushed back, out of the square and into a narrow street with lightless windows on either side.

The mob began to dissolve into clots and clusters of fleeing, terrified people. They had flung themselves against a rock and they had broken. Unlike a rock, the soldiers pursued. Scattered bursts of musket fire sounded as they took aim at the backs of the retreating rioters. The pikemen went ahead of them at a run.

And died in their turn, as from the houses on either side of the street a second wave of Ghosts burst out. Many of these were women. They carried kitchen knives, pestles of wood or stone, smoothing irons – weapons with little reach, but then a pike’s long pole is of most use on an open field and as part of a solid line. In among buildings and in a cramped melee, it can quickly become an encumbrance. The pikemen were battered to the ground. Many of them were battered to a pulp.

Mag saw one soldier drop his unwieldy weapon and draw a pistol from his belt. He took aim at a woman who was bludgeoning his comrade with an iron boot-scraper. Mag barged into his back and toppled him before he could fire. The two of them wrestled briefly for the gun, with Mag lying across the soldier’s back and pinning him down. Despite the awkwardness of his position the soldier refused to relinquish his grip. He was younger than Mag, and stronger. He managed to lever himself upright, pushing back against Mag’s weight. When his other arm was free he took a hold on Mag’s wrist, clamping it in place. Inch by inch he brought the pistol around, the muscles in his arm standing out like cordwood, until Mag found himself staring directly down the gun’s muzzle.

But the shot never came. A tall, lean woman passed by at that moment and tapped the top of the soldier’s head as she went by. Instantly the man was seized by a powerful convulsion, his limbs spasming and twitching as if with the most grievous palsy. The pistol fell from his hand and he followed it a moment later, crashing down full-length on the cobbles. His lips parted and his swollen tongue was thrust out from between them, his mouth working furiously as he struggled to draw a breath.

Astonished, Mag turned his gaze from the stricken man to the woman who had felled him. She hadn’t paused or even slowed and was now some twenty yards away, easy to make out even in all this roil on account of her fiery red hair. She could not be more than thirty years old and she wore a peasant woman’s skirts and apron, but she had the bearing of a queen. Or perhaps that of a dancer, for her arms wove peculiar arabesques and her body swayed as though to a beat only she could hear. From time to time her hand – always the left, never the right – would flick out and touch or point at one of the soldiers involved in the melee. These soldiers fell down precipitately in her wake exactly as Mag’s erstwhile adversary had done.

Mag did not stay to watch any more, but lurched to his feet and staggered away. He was now at the very edge of the brawl and was quickly able to withdraw from it into streets nearby that were deserted and silent. His stomach clenched and his legs were shaking. He had encountered worse things in battle, many times, but there was something terrible about seeing such slaughter in a city street, in among the trappings of hearth and home. He needed to find a quiet place where he could sit and recover his breath.

He walked at random, his head ringing and his stomach all a-lurch. At first there were others around him, running towards the fight or away from it. Then he was alone. He found a wooden rail, a hitching post for horses, and sat down on it to rest for a moment. He was outside another inn, but its door was closed and its windows shuttered. Above him, the sign creaked as it swung to and fro in a sudden gust of wind.

Mag looked up at it. It was just a black shape against the sky until of a sudden the shutters of one of the upstairs windows were thrown back. “Away from there!” a man’s voice called. “We want no trouble! I’ll call the watch on you if you don’t leave!”

Whoever was speaking was carrying a light, or else there was a lantern lit in the room behind him. Mag didn’t turn to look. All his attention was on the inn sign. It showed a desert scene. A star high in the sky, brilliant white, with eight spears of light radiating out from it as if someone had set it inside a compass rose. The spear that pointed downwards was longer than the rest and almost touched the ground. On a hilltop some distance off, and facing away from the viewing eye, three men on camels watched. One pointed up at the night sky, turning to his fellows as if to speak.

The inn’s name, painted in gold across the bottom of the sign, was The Star in the East. Below the words were three golden crowns in a triangle, signifying the three kings who had followed the star to a great revelation.

Mag felt a kinship with them in that moment.

He rose to his feet and staggered away, hearing the shutters slam closed above him as he did so. The shouting man was apparently satisfied to see him moving on. But Mag did not go far, only around the side of the building where he found what he was hoping and praying he would find. The inn had a yard, a small space closed off from the street by a wicker fence. There was no gate, only a rope that had been tied across a gap in the fence perhaps five paces wide. Sitting in the centre of the yard was a wagon. Traces and tack were hanging on a rail beside it, the horses presumably having been stabled long before. The barrels were gone too, but the metal rack set into the wagon’s bed confirmed that this was the very vehicle in which Mag had stowed the tinderbox.

Mag glanced up and down the street. There was nobody in sight. He slipped under the rope and into the yard. Hardly daring to hope he crossed to the wagon and reached down into the empty bed. It was too dark to see whether or not there was anything there. All he could do was trail his fingertips across the space where he thought the box should be.

He found it on the first try. With a gasp of joy and wonder he drew it up. Best to release the devils now, he decided, before chance intervened to add still further complications. He pushed open the lid, took out striker and flint and held them poised.

Before he could bring them together he was slammed so hard against the side of the wagon that one of the wooden boards splintered with a resounding crack. Mag slumped to the ground, his legs giving way under him. The box had flown from his hand, striker and flint and all.

Stunned, Mag tried to stand but could not make his legs do what he asked them to. He looked all around, trying to see what it was that had struck him. As far as he could see he was alone.

But it was just that he was looking in the wrong place. His assailant drifted down out of the air, like thistledown, coming to rest between Mag and the yard’s entrance. He was a man of impressive stature and handsome face, younger than Mag or at least seeming so though his thin white hair showed the skull beneath.

As surprised as he was to see a man glide down to earth like a bird, there was a corner in Mag’s astonishment that arose simply from recognition. He had seen this man before, though not from this disadvantageous angle. It had been on the field at Ketowik, after the battle, where the man had walked at the side of the king. Then as now he had been laden down with a great weight of jewelled or gilded trinkets. Mag had asked his name but no one had been able to supply it.

There was something almost absurd about all that ill-assorted finery. Though he was clearly in the presence of magic and though he had been struck down with a weapon that was not apparent to sight, Mag was not seriously afraid until the man smiled. When he smiled he became terrifying: the smile was only an expanse of teeth, as an assassin might unsheathe his sword before deploying it.

“Well now,” the man said. “This is a happy coincidence. I was looking for a tinderbox just like that one. Do you pick it up for me now, and place it in my hands, or as God is my witness I will boil you down to grease and thickened air.”
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Gluck could afford to smile. His evening had gone well and now promised better still.

The attack from the Ghost Army had been both concerted and bold, but it had been anticipated. The Ghosts had come in force, hoping to carry the palace by storm. The seasoned troops brought in to bolster the palace guards had met them full on, with a robust plan and with ruthless discipline. They had prevailed, holding the line and routing the attackers. Gluck had put his own thumb on that scale, of course, setting a charm over the troopers’ ammunition so that every ball would kill in an instant whatever living thing it hit.

Gluck had not been present for any of this. He had taken up position on a roof overlooking a tavern, The Star in the East. Right below him was the inn yard the scrying table had shown him and he maintained his station there, unwilling to leave in case he missed his moment. Still, he had watched the battle through the eyes of stray dogs and passing birds, a power granted him by a gold medallion he wore on his chest – the fruit of his third or fourth Visitation. If he had been required to intervene he would have done so, but the need had not arisen.

His vigil had mostly been somewhat tedious. Through most of the evening the inn yard below remained completely deserted and undisturbed. While the inn was open more than a few men came out into the alley to piss, but none of them went near the rope that cordoned off the inn yard. Then the inn closed and a little while later the lights in the downstairs rooms were snuffed out. The silence was absolute, until the Ghost Army gathered and the night became hideous with screams and gunfire. Then those sounds faded and the stillness resumed. By the time Magnus Tresti (or the man who sometimes called himself by that name) finally appeared Gluck was almost half-asleep.

He watched as the man ducked under the rope and crossed to the wagon. He continued to watch as the man reached into the wagon bed and rummaged around there. A moment later he withdrew his hand, holding what could only be the tinderbox. The responses of the scrying table had given Gluck no hint that it had been present in the inn yard all along; he had assumed therefore that Tresti would have it on his person when he came. But it seemed that he had wasted his time. He could have gone down at any point and taken the thing from where it lay.

Gluck was displeased, and someone somewhere at some time – most likely Magnus Tresti, here and now – would feel the weight of that displeasure. But as was his way he hid his feelings behind an imperturbable front. Only fools wore their hearts where crows could pick at them.

With a flick of his fingers he called up a charm that allowed him to control the weight of his own body. Stepping off the edge of the roof he glided down silently behind Tresti. Tresti had opened the tinderbox by this point and stood poised to bring flint and striker together. Much better, Gluck decided, not to let that happen. He didn’t even need to cast a second spell: the one he was using kept his body’s weight in a kind of suspension, a debt he had borrowed from the world. Now he paid the debt in full, flinging the weight that had been annulled suddenly against Tresti’s back. The force of it lifted the man off his feet and slammed him with great force against the wagon’s side. He fell to the ground, dazed, and the tinderbox flew end over end out of his hand.

“Well now,” Gluck said as his feet touched ground. “This is a happy coincidence. I was looking for a tinderbox just like that one. Do you pick it up for me now, and place it in my hands, or as God is my witness I will boil you down to grease and thickened air.”

Tresti did not answer. Tresti did not even move. Perhaps, Gluck thought, he had gone too far and killed the man. That would be irksome: if he were dead, Gluck could not question him as to exactly how the tinderbox’s magic worked – how it summoned devils and enforced their obedience. He crossed to where the man lay and knelt down beside him, feeling at his neck for a pulse.

Tresti’s fist caught him under the chin and sent him sprawling.

Gluck was not accustomed to being struck. Even aside from the pain, the sheer shock of the assault made him slow to respond as Tresti – not dead after all, or even unconscious – jumped up and hauled one of the broken boards free from the wagon’s side. The man was much quicker than he looked. As he swung with the board Gluck raised his arm and took the jarring impact on his elbow, rather than on his pate as Tresti had intended.

Tresti drew the board back for another blow, but Gluck was having none of that. “Tessera!” he snapped. Forming the word in his thoughts would have been enough, but voicing it gave the cantrip added force. Gluck had enchained spells to all the Greek numerals from one to twelve, keeping them always in a state of readiness such that the speaking or contemplation of the number completed the charm and brought the spell into effect. Tessera, or four, was one to which he seldom had recourse because he almost never put himself in situations like this – situations of direct physical danger.

The effect was immediate. Tresti staggered and fell to his knees, then pitched forward onto the ground as his nerves and muscles rebelled against him. He lay there twitching feebly. Not a single one of his limbs would now obey him. He was as helpless as any child.

Gluck scrambled to his feet, his heart pounding. For a moment he had been at risk of actual harm. He might have been killed, his skull laid open and his precious brains spilled, by a ruffian knave he had already disarmed!

Rage and spite rose in him, too powerful to be gainsaid. He might have reached for another spell, but such depth of feeling required a more direct and immediate release. He brought back his foot and delivered a vicious kick to Tresti’s stomach. Then to his ribs. Then to his head. The stomach again. And again. And again.

There was such release in this savagery that it was some time before Gluck could bring himself to stop. By then Tresti was no longer twitching. He lay absolutely still on the earthen floor of the yard. Perhaps he really was dead this time. In which case, so be it. Gluck would puzzle out the tinderbox’s secrets with his own unaided intellect, or as a last resort by interrogating his scrying table. Surely if a cashiered soldier had managed to make sense of the thing, the king’s own sorcerer would take it in stride.

He ventured a little closer, raising a light with a whispered cantrip to see better. Tresti was still breathing after all, which was so much to the good.

But when Gluck went to claim his prize the tinderbox was nowhere to be found. The yard was not a large space. He searched it from end to end, turning his magic light from a lantern glow to a small sun so he could peer into every corner. He bespoke all the metal in the yard, commanding it to rise into the air and reveal itself. The bolts from the wagon’s wheels and the nails from its boards all floated free and hovered like a swarm of flies in front of Gluck’s avid gaze, but the tinderbox was not among them.

He turned his attention back from the collapsed and disassembled wagon to the battered and bloodied man sprawled at his feet. It was all he could do to hold back another storm of violence, but he contented himself with a fulminating oath. Somehow Tresti had managed to hide the box where Gluck was unable to come by it – which meant he did have some magic of his own after all. And all magic apart from Gluck’s own was proscribed throughout the realm. There was a hot and painful fire in Tresti’s future. And before that, a conversation that might prove more painful still.

Gluck spread his hands and once more invoked his spell of weightlessness, lifting himself and the unconscious man into the air. They glided soundlessly across the night sky, over the dead bodies in the main square and on towards the turrets and battlements of the royal palace.
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Only when she was sure they were both gone did Jannae Mirchella emerge from covert, dropping the charm of invisibility that had hidden her up to that point. She left the inn yard on her own feet, walking at a measured pace. She had no wish to draw attention to herself, since she did not enjoy the immunity in which Wilhelm Gluck rejoiced.

She smiled as she walked. If she was a little chagrined to have been robbed of a final confrontation with Magnus Tresti, still she was more than satisfied with the outcome of this encounter. In her left hand she held the tinderbox, in her right the flint and striker. While the two men were taken up with their witless brawl she had carried the field without a fight.
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During his youth, when he tramped from village to village as a tinker, Mag had slept in every kind of accommodation imaginable; in houses when they were available, but just as often in barns, in outhouses, under haystacks, in shepherds’ bothies, in the doorways of churches, sometimes just out in the open in a field. Such things are easy when you’re young, and so is sleep itself: most of his nights had been unbroken and unmemorable.

In the army too he had been accustomed to sleep in any space where he could set down his pack and lay his head on top of it. Soldiers learn quickly not to be particular about such things.

Still, Mag’s last three awakenings had offered more surprises and more variety than any similar stretch of time earlier in his life. The first had been in the marshland north of Fuldenschau, where he found himself covered in the bile of a giant snake; the second, half-dead on a riverbank after his escape from Helm, the third in a sunny room under the cleanest and crispest of white sheets, being nursed back to health by a she-devil.

But this was the strangest waking yet. It began with sound rather than sight: angelic voices speaking one to another, very close at hand. Not from above him though, but very definitely from below. He wondered if he was dead, but the pain he felt in almost every part of his body suggested otherwise. The pain, and also the weight, because he was not lying down but hanging over some space, his upper body pressed hard against something strapped or pinned or bolted across his chest. And then there was the sourness of the air, sharp with the ammoniac stink of piss.

When he tried to open his eyes nothing very much happened. He tried again. His left eye still resisted. His right opened a very little but through the crack that was opened he could only see blurred shapes and uncertain movements. He flexed his arms, which felt uncomfortably constrained, pinned tight against his sides. They didn’t move, but there was a faint creaking sound from above him and his whole body shifted a little. At the same time a new collection of aches started up, some dull, others so sharp and searing it was all he could do not to scream.

What had happened to him? Dorsa had healed the damage he took in his escape from Helm, so these pangs must be from entirely new injuries. For a long while, distracted by agonies and by the conversation of angels, he couldn’t place them. Then the recent past came back in a drizzle of disconnected memories, all of them unpleasant. The inn yard. The extravagantly dressed stranger. The fight, if you could call it that, in which he had taken a savage drubbing without his enemy ever touching him at any point.

And he must have lost, although that part was very unclear. He must have been overpowered and taken to some other place, because angels didn’t congregate in inn yards. And with that reflection came the most terrible memory of all. The tinderbox. He had found it, only to have it ripped out of his hand. The man decked all in jewels and trinkets, whoever he was, had anticipated his coming to the capital and lain in wait for him. Had come expressly to claim the box from Mag, which he must have done since Mag was once more a prisoner.

Mag felt despair rise inside him, his merely physical pains suddenly dulled as an agony of another kind clenched his heart. Keal and Dorsa and Borrigor… he had failed them all. He had promised to free them, and instead he had let the box be taken from him. It was a bitter draught to swallow. Tears rose of a sudden to his eyes and scalded his face in falling.

Some little time passed, punctuated by changes in the location and intensity of his many pains brought about whenever he tried to move. The pressure on his chest seemed to increase too, each breath coming now with a laborious and protracted effort. His sight improved though, as the tears washed away whatever had gummed his left eye shut. Mag found he was looking down into a narrow room with stone walls and a stone-flagged floor. The only light in the room came from a single window, narrow and set into a deep embrasure high up on one wall – high enough to be more or less on a level with Mag himself, who seemed to be dangling somewhere near the ceiling.

The room was full of a great crowd of people. There must be at least two score of them, men and women both, and children besides, the youngest of an age when they must only recently have learned to walk, the oldest probably now in their teenaged years. It was the voices of the children that had roused Mag from his daze. One girl was singing to a younger brother or sister, who she held cradled in her arms. Two boys chanted Strom, Fluss, Träne, trinken as they played at jackstones. The adults meanwhile were glum and silent, sitting with bowed heads or staring bleakly at the bare walls. None of them spared a glance for the man dangling above their heads, which was probably an index of how long Mag had hung there. He must surely have been a novelty when he first arrived.

“Where…?” he croaked. He intended a whole sentence but his throat was as dry as a desert and his tongue all swollen up to fill it. The single word was all he could get out. Some of the people below looked up at him, but only for a moment, their expressions for the most part weary and incurious. Nobody offered an answer.

“Where are we?” Mag persisted. “Tell me!”

“In the king’s palace, sir.” This came from one of the two boys playing jackstones, a lad of some ten or eleven years. “In Königsbrucke.”

“And what… why are you here?”

Evidently this was a harder question to answer. The boy said nothing, but went back to his game. Mag would have asked again, but at that moment, as if triggered by his having spoken at all, there came a ratcheting sound from directly below him – the sound of a bolt being drawn back – followed by an echoing boom as a door was thrown open. Two men in the king’s livery appeared below him. They kicked out at Mag’s fellow prisoners – for such they must surely be – until they all scrambled back, clearing a space below Mag.

He was lowered to the floor, by some means he could not fathom except that it involved a great squealing of metal on metal and a great clanking of chains. When he was lying full-length the men unfastened more chains from around his chest. They removed the harness of iron ribs or bars that had pinned his arms to his sides and kept him suspended in the air, hauling the harness all the way back up again when they were done.

They paid no heed to the cell’s other occupants while they did this, and the prisoners for their part were careful to keep their distance, pressing themselves tight against the walls. When Mag was finally released from the strange device, which he could see now was a kind of hoist like the ones builders use to lift pallets of brick or slate up to the upper storeys of houses, the two men took a step back from him, their hands on the handles of thick wooden cudgels that were tucked into their belts.

“Can you walk?” one asked him.

Mag had no idea. He essayed to stand and found that his legs, though they were weak and shook a great deal, were capable of carrying him. He followed the guards out of the cell, one of them locking the door behind them and sliding home the bolts, and then along a dingy, windowless corridor lit by parsimonious torches in widely spaced wall sconces. They passed other cells, and from all of them Mag heard voices crying or begging to be set free. It wrung his heart. But he had troubles enough of his own to contend with and there was nothing he could do. He tried not to listen to the unending chorus of wretchedness and misery.

He thought he was only being transferred to another cell, but the journey was a great deal longer than that. It took them into areas of the palace that did not look as though they were used for incarceration: grander rooms, wider hallways, lighter spaces.

At last the guards ushered him into a room that seemed to be someone’s private chamber. A complete suit of clothes was laid out on a bed, beside which a ewer and basin stood on an elegant folding table with three corkscrew legs. The whole of one wall was a mirror in a gilded frame. Catching a glimpse of his own face, Mag was shocked. He had known from the distribution of his aches and pains that it would be swollen and bruised, but he had not expected the effect to be so disquietingly hideous.

“Hot water,” one of the guards said, pointing. “Towelling cloth. Oil. Pumice. We were told to wash all the stink off you, but frankly I’d sooner you did it yourself. What say you?”

“I think I’ll manage the thing,” Mag agreed.

“Good. Call us when you’re ready.”

The two men withdrew. Mag undressed, lamenting the ruin of yet another outfit. He was wont to be much more careful in such things. He left the soiled garments in a heap on the floor and washed himself thoroughly, though he made but sparing use of the scented oil. A pumice stone felt much more natural. The washing took a lot longer than it should have done because moving at all continued to be fraught with difficulty and intermittent agony. Every time Mag shifted position he glimpsed in the mirror another injury, a fresh field of bruises. Some were so tender that he couldn’t bear to touch them, so his ablutions were perforce something of a patchwork.

When he felt he had done the best he could Mag dried himself at last and dressed again in the new clothes that had been provided, except that he ignored the soft sandals in favour of the boots he had had from Keal. It comforted him a little to have some reminder of the three devils about him, now that it seemed unlikely he would ever see them again.

He went to the door and opened it, giving himself back into the hands of the guards. This time their journey was a great deal shorter, only as far as the end of the next corridor and then up a great long staircase that wound around and around the interior of a tower. At the top there was a narrow antechamber, completely bare; at the further end of it, a single door.

One of the guards stepped forward and knocked.

The door opened with no hand touching it. Mag glimpsed a riot of bright colours beyond, without at first being able to resolve them into anything that made sense. The guards each took a step back. The one who had knocked indicated with a nod of his head that Mag should go in alone.

Mag advanced. As things stood he was not surprised when the door swung to behind him, again unaided. There was the sound of a key turning in the lock, though a quick glance confirmed that there was no key.

The room was octagonal in shape. On four of its sides there were doors, on the other four tapestries depicting the four seasons – the source of the vivid colours Mag had seen from outside. On the domed ceiling was a fresco of billowing clouds from which half a sun was peering. Instead of stone or wood the floor beneath his feet was – inexplicably – of bare earth.

One of the four doors opened. Mag passed through onto what seemed at first like a kind of balcony, until he realised that he was not out in the open air but surrounded by glass. Every wall of this room was made of glass instead of stone, so that the full light of day shone into it. Even the wall through which Mag had just passed was now glass, though it had been stone on its further side.

In a chair in the centre of the room sat the man who had ambushed him in the inn yard, dressed in the same ridiculous and ill-assorted finery as before. He waved his hand, indicating that Mag should sit in a second chair directly in front of him. In between the chairs was a table set with cakes and sweetmeats. There were silver goblets there too, and a battered pewter jug that looked somewhat out of place.

“Come,” the man said. “Refresh yourself. You must be hungry and thirsty. You’ve come a great way, after all. Rubik. Fuldenschau. Helm. And your journey was so packed with incident that you’ve likely had but little rest along the road. Eat and drink, and for the moment put the future to one side. It may be long, or painfully short, but we have this moment. Use it, Herr Tresti. Or do you prefer Mirchella? Or perhaps some other name?”

“Tresti,” Mag said. “Magnus Tresti. Mirchella was only a name I borrowed.” He limped forward and took the seat. There seemed no reason not to. This was the man who had taken the tinderbox. If there was any chance at all that Mag might come to see it again, hold it again, it lay here.

The stranger had been watching Mag closely. He pointed now at Mag’s leg. “That injury is not from our recent encounter,” he observed. “It’s older.”

“Ketowik,” Mag said. “I was shot with a musket ball.”

The stranger nodded. “A thing that happens in war,” he said. “At some point, if we come to an amicable arrangement between the two of us, I can heal the bone and tissue so it’s as good as it was before.”

This was so far from what Mag expected to hear that he could muster no answer to it. He only nodded in return.

“Perhaps,” the man said, “I should apprise you more fully of your situation. My name is Wilhelm Gluck, adviser and envoy plenipotentiary to His Majesty King Frederick, long may he live and reign. This edifice is His Majesty’s palace on Osterberg Hill, and the chamber in which we are seated is located at the top of the Clerestory Tower, the palace’s highest point. A fine view, is it not? When Satan tempted Christ he took him up to the top of a mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world. I could do that too, if I wished it. For the moment, though—” the man threw out his arms in an expansive gesture “—I show you Königsbrucke.”

Mag understood none of this, but he had been aware all this while of the pewter jug sitting on the table in front of him. He had no idea what liquid it might contain, but neither did he care. Whatever else might come of this conversation he could at least slake his terrible thirst.

He picked up the jug and one of the goblets, tilted the jug to pour, but nothing came out of it. When he peered inside he found it empty.

“You need to form a desire in your mind,” Gluck said. “What you wish to taste, the jug will provide.”

Water, Mag thought, and poured again. The clear liquid filled his goblet, and he could feel even through the metal how very cold it was. He sipped, and all but shuddered at the crisp, pure fullness of it. It was the epitome of waters, the perfect essence of what water should be and almost never was. He had no choice but to finish it, letting that balm pour across his swollen tongue, down his arid throat and into the hollow of his stomach. He felt he could eat now: a moment ago he would have thought it impossible.

But he did not eat. He was in the presence of an enemy, and it would not do to lose sight of that on account of these inexplicable courtesies. “Meister,” he said, setting the goblet down, “what do you want of me?”

“And that is the pertinent question,” Gluck said gravely. “I said I had only Königsbrucke to display to you, but I think I’ve already shown you more than that. When I brought you here I had you sent down to the donjon, and since there is at present so little space down there I suggested that you might be accommodated in the strappado. You experienced it in its mildest form, being merely left to hang there with the weight of your body taken mostly by the chains and straps. There are other configurations that put strain on a particular bone or joint. Arms can be pulled out of sockets, shoulders and backs broken, and so on. It’s a device intended for excruciation, you understand me?”

“I believe I do,” Mag said.

“And now you have experienced this.” Gluck gestured at the table. “Although I see you haven’t eaten. You really should. A man in your position can never be sure how far he may be from his next meal.” He huffed out a breath, not quite a sigh. “I feel I’ve expressed myself poorly. Let me begin again. I wanted you to be aware of…” he tilted his head to one side, then the other, the smallest inclination in either direction “… of two futures, let us say. Mutually exclusive, but both well within the bounds of possibility. In the first, you come out of this alive and well and adequately compensated for any physical insult you’ve suffered. In the second you fare much less well and come by way of extreme pain to an ignominious death.”

Mag said nothing. When someone offered you a carrot and a stick in the same breath it was generally because they wanted something from you. He deemed it wise to give away as little as he could until he had some idea what the something might be and where this was going.

“It may be hard for you to believe,” Gluck went on, “but I hold no personal animus against you. In fact I care not a straw whether you live or die. But there is a small favour you could do me that would change my indifference to actual affection. Wouldn’t you like me to look on you warmly, Herr Tresti? To be solicitous about your wellbeing? Wouldn’t you like your future to be more like this—” glancing down at the table “—and less like the place you just came from?”

“I’d like to live,” Mag confessed.

“Of course you would. To live and – the vicissitudes of the world permitting – to live well. It’s all anyone wants, surely. No.” Gluck held up a long, slender finger. “Allow me to amend that sentiment. It’s all that most men want. For some little while now I’ve been aiming somewhat higher than that. I’ll tell you the story of it, but I insist that you eat while I talk.”

“I’m not hungry,” Mag lied.

“No? A shame. These delicacies will go to waste if you spurn them. But you know your own mind best.” Gluck leaned forward and took the jug, pouring for himself. What came out of it now looked like red wine. He set the jug down again and sat back, taking a deep swig from the goblet before he went on.

“As a young man I worked for some little while as a lawyer’s clerk. One of my duties in that capacity was to file affidavits at the Landgericht, the regional court in Ephzugen. One afternoon when I was returning from Ephzugen to my own town of Bahlesch I chanced upon an extraordinary thing. A gentleman of prodigious stature and bizarre appearance was lying in the road ahead of me. He was dead, and his injuries were such that I was convinced he must have fallen, but from where I could not say. There were no trees round about and the ground was flat. It was as though he had fallen out of the sky. Which in a sense he had, although to say so simplifies a wondrous and intricate thing.

“I examined the body. I think I can say that I examined it very thoroughly indeed. I have ever been of an inquisitive turn of mind, and I wished to understand this bizarre and unsettling phenomenon. I discovered that the gentleman in question had three rows of teeth in both his upper and his lower jaw, and bony spurs like claws in the heels of his hands. This was in addition to the fact that he was fully ten feet tall and had skin as thick as leather.

“From all these remarkable features I drew a single conclusion. I dare say you know what it was.”

“Not me, Meister,” Mag said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Gluck took another sip of his wine. “I take it ill when people lie to me,” he said reflectively, swirling the liquid in the glass, “but I will let that pass – for now. The truth is that I feel a certain kinship with you, soldier. We’ve both of us been witness to a miracle, the incursion into the human sphere of something from outside, from the realms eternal.”

Gluck paused, looking intently at Mag. He seemed to expect some response, but Mag made none. Gluck quirked an eyebrow, laconic and weary. “No? You still wish to pretend ignorance? Sincerely, I would advise against it. Of all things, it’s ignorance I hate the most. But no matter. Your face speaks most eloquently. To resume. This deceased gentleman had numerous items about his person. I examined them too, meticulously at first and then much more quickly as the body began to decay. Some charm had been laid upon it, such that it could not long survive the airs of our world. Within only a few minutes it had burned down to smoking cinders.

“Before that transpired, though, I had realised a goodly haul. The gentleman’s pack, in particular, yielded riches. A dagger. A stropping leather. Several lead spheres like musket balls only larger. A black steel tray and two bottles of bitter oils. A length of wire so thin and fine it can cut through anything – including, of course, the hands of the one who holds it, so that was a mixed blessing.” Gluck held up his left hand. The top joints of the small and middle finger were missing. “I took them all away with me, leaving only black ash where the body had been.

“My life after that was diverted into strange channels, Herr Tresti. I became fascinated with things preternatural and arcane. I found a witch – a very skilled one – and learned magic from her. I took a position at court, lowly at first, and began my ascent towards this current eminence. But I continued to be haunted by that fallen gentleman and the enigma of his origin. I felt as though I had been blessed and cursed at the same time. The veil of illusion under which we live and labour had been parted for me, but only for an instant. Like Jacob in the scriptures I had been vouchsafed a vision of the true nature of things, but it was the smallest glimpse. I could do nothing with it. Certainly I could not just go back to living the life of blindness and ignorance that satisfies everyone else.

“Fortunately, I had the means to pursue my curiosity. The tray I spoke of, and the oils – they proved to be an instrument for uncovering hidden truths. A capricious instrument, it’s true, and one that exacts a toll on the user, but I used it nonetheless. With its aid I was able to determine when and where other such incursions would occur. Again and again I asked and was answered. I went to far-flung places where I waited like a pilgrim at a shrine until the skies opened and the benison of Heaven – or of Hell as it might be – rained down on me.”

Gluck looked to Mag again, this time with no arrogance or archness. He looked haunted. “Seventeen,” he said. “My current tally. Seventeen men and women – to call them such – who fell from their native element through the darkness of the outer ether and the skies of our own tiny orb to land at my feet. And I despoiled them, Herr Tresti. I took from them everything they had.

“I also managed to locate a number of similar items that had fallen into other hands. This is why I declared a proscription against witches, and stipulated that their property once they were dead should belong to the state. I scooped up my fair share of treasures in that way. It’s also why I’ve supported and encouraged His Majesty’s wars in Ehrlich and Pozhka. It’s not only on our soil that the angels and devils fall, and I needed to extend my reach as far as possible.”

Gluck gestured at the bizarre assemblage of objects that hung about him. “Some of the items I have kept in their original state, others I have recast to make them more portable, but I have wasted nothing. And the things I took enhanced my power beyond the reach of any mortal man before me. All well and good, you might think. And so it was, up to a point. I have no cause to cavil.

“However, it wasn’t power per se that I was seeking. Oh, at first, yes, it suited me very well to have at my disposal a pipe whose music induced madness. An enamelled fly that could eavesdrop on any conversation and then report it back to me in the voices of those who spoke. A strangling cord that could worm its way through a keyhole and find its prey in the dark. I was overjoyed to find these things, and I made good use of them. I am as you see, the highest power in the land under the king. I could be king myself, if I wished it, but temporal power comes with a burden of duties and responsibilities. I’m a philosopher, not a politician. My passion is the seeking of hidden truths. Therefore I like my present position better.”

Gluck set down the goblet with a little more force than was necessary and rose suddenly from the table. He loomed over Mag, who flinched a little, girding himself for a blow, but it was restlessness rather than anger that had brought Gluck to his feet. He crossed to one of the windows and stood glowering at the sky, his hands clasped behind his back.

“But it is not enough,” he said, his voice a low growl. “It has never been enough, since that first visitation. You can’t see such things, know such things, without wanting to learn more. I need to understand, to encompass the full scope of what there is to know. How and when did the universe have its birth? Who rules it, and by what authority? What existed before, and what will supervene after? And what tumult shakes the eternal spheres that angels and devils rain down from the sky?

“And there are those who could resolve these questions!” Gluck was still staring straight upwards, as if his gaze could pierce the clouds. “They bide just beyond our view. Above, below, outside, it matters not what word we use, since all our words are wrong. It’s not given to us to understand them. To converse with them. To share their wisdom. They only come among us when they’re dead.”

Gluck turned from the window to fix his hungry gaze once more on Mag. “Or at least that was so until now,” he said. “The devils in your tinderbox are alive and aware. They are susceptible to question. They will give me my answers at last. So tell me where you hid it, Herr Tresti, if you please.”

Mag barely managed to suppress a gasp of surprise. He had expected a question about the box’s function, and was about to point out that there weren’t many things you could do with a tinderbox besides strike a spark and make a fire. Or else he thought his captor might be curious about the box’s origins, in which case he would have said nothing. The story Keal had told him was not his to pass on.

But no, it was not that at all. Somehow, though it seemed to make no sense, Gluck hadn’t managed to find the box after it flew out of Mag’s hand!

Mag could not parse what that might mean, and he kept his face carefully blank while he considered. Certainly it didn’t mean that he had any grounds for hope. If someone else, some hidden onlooker or chance passer-by had taken the box, they would surely be long gone by this time. The devils might wish to help him, if they were free to act on their own behalf, because once he was out of this place he could keep his promise to them. But how should they be free? With Mag’s death the tinderbox would bestow itself on a new owner, and their servitude would continue.

All was spoiled therefore, and could not be mended. But whoever had the box now, they had at least come by it without hurting anyone. He could hope that they would be a better master to the three devils than this Wilhelm Gluck would be. Perhaps they might come to hear about the Audacious Sunderer and agree to finish the project he had started, setting the devils free once their wishes had been granted.

And in the meantime Mag could keep this prattling bully from guessing the truth and going on the hunt again. He forced himself to smile, though it sent fresh needles of pain shooting through the swollen side of his face. “I’m sorry, Meister,” he said, “but I’m not going to be of any help to you in this matter.”

“Oh no?” Gluck’s expression was impassive but his tone was laced with menace. “Why do you say so?”

“Well, the truth is that I can’t remember. I might have stowed the box in the bed of that wagon, or under a loose stone. Or I could have thrown it up onto the roof of the inn to catch in the gutter. Perhaps the beating you gave me shook loose some of my wits, for my mind’s just an empty bucket. And a bucket with a hole in it, besides. It won’t hold water.”

Gluck rolled his eyes with impatience. “Obviously you used magic to spirit the box away,” he said. “A cantrip you’d prepared precisely for that purpose, in case the box should happen to leave your hand. You’ve taken it out of the world into an adjacent space, or else I should have found it by now. It was well done, Tresti, a very sensible precaution.

“And you haven’t tried to summon the box back into your hand while you sat here. I gave you every chance, but you did nothing. So I surmise that whatever charm you used can only be undone in the place where you originally cast it. The box is still in the inn yard, but invisible and insensible to touch until you bespeak it with the proper words. So tell me what those words are, and you’ll live. Or keep your secret and let it burn with you in the bonfire. Because that is how you will die.”

Mag didn’t hesitate. “I’ll take the second of those, so please you.” It made a very bold and grand declaration, he thought. And it conveniently hid the truth: that in fact he had no choice at all, there being no charm. Even if he had been tempted to give Gluck what he had demanded, he could not have done so.

“Do you think you’ll be so brave when you’re tied to a stake and the kindling is lit?” Gluck asked. “I assure you that’s unlikely to be the case.”

“I think you’ll get no better satisfaction from me then than I’m offering you now.”

Gluck shrugged. “Well, we’ll see how your courage holds. Tomorrow you’ll be tried and sentenced – a necessary formality – and the day after that you’ll burn. Enjoy your accommodations in the meantime. And consider your options carefully. I see only two.”

“I see one fewer than that,” Mag said truthfully.

Gluck summoned the guards, who took Mag back down into the donjon. This time at least they gave him a cell of his own. He was grateful for that. It meant that when he covered his face with his hands and gave vent to his despair there was none but himself to see it.
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There were seventy-three witch houses in Königsbrucke, at least according to the most recent count. They were not difficult to find, since all their doors and windows were boarded and bore the king’s seal very prominently displayed. Besides, Jannae knew what to look for, the spoor of old sorceries that hung in the air above these places like the shards of a fallen rainbow – albeit a rainbow composed of hues invisible to anyone unversed in magic. At night these prismatic clouds were so vivid that Jannae could see them from a long way off.

At the first such house she passed, she turned in off the street and walked through the door. Straight through the door, and through the nailed-up boards, which rippled like water as she passed. It was a crude cantrip, designed to be quick rather than to be subtle. If anyone had seen her Jannae would have dealt with them expeditiously and silently, but at this hour the streets of the capital were deserted. Nobody saw.

Once inside, Jannae kindled a light and carried out a cursory inspection of the rooms. There was broken glass on the floor of the kitchen, chairs and tables overturned, a door broken out of its frame and lying haphazardly against a wall. No doubt the house had been searched at the time when its owner had been arrested, and – to judge by the general disorder and the stale, musty air – nobody had entered since to put things to rights again. The property of witches belonged to the state, not to their heirs, but in this instance it did not appear that the state had taken any active steps to assert its ownership. Doubtless it had other things on its mind, what with the war and the incipient revolution.

Once she was satisfied that she would not be disturbed, Jannae installed herself in the house’s only bedroom. There was a sizeable stub of candle in a holder on the wall, which she kindled with a gesture. By its light she saw in the room’s disorder the echoes of the violence that had passed here: a chair overturned, a standing wardrobe with its doors smashed in, a dark stain splashed across one of the pillows on the bed. She wondered whether this house’s resident had lived to be tied to the stake. Perhaps she had brought matters to a head here in this very room; and perhaps she had been wise to do so.

There was a vanity table in a corner beside the window. Jannae sat herself down, and spent a little of her power to prise loose one of the window’s boards so she could peer down into the street without being seen.

The man who had taken Tresti had been Wilhelm Gluck! The sorcerer Bruna Sozen had called the most powerful and dangerous magician of the age. Jannae was glad she had not had to face him directly, here in the seat of his power. Her own abilities had progressed remarkably since she left her home, or else perhaps they had always been more formidable than she thought them to be, but one did not beard a lion in its den.

She had been very fortunate to have managed the whole affair so easily. When she had finally caught up with Tresti on the road outside the city, led there by the intelligence the angel had let fall, she had been reluctant to approach him in such a press of people and so had only followed him at a distance. If the guards had tried to confiscate the tinderbox she would have been forced to intervene, but they did not. She passed through the checkpoint a moment or two after Tresti, fuddling the minds of the guards so that they allowed her to enter without challenge.

Then she had watched in growing consternation as Tresti galloped up and down on his white charger like a man possessed. There was only one conclusion she could draw, though she took some time to reach it. Evidently she should have observed Tresti more closely at the checkpoint. Somehow he had found a way to hand the tinderbox off to a confederate, or else to hide it on someone else’s person. Now he had lost track of it and was trying to find it again. The most priceless treasure in the world, at least in Jannae’s eyes, and this dunderhead had all but thrown it away!

She was tempted to step out of covert and boil the man’s blood in his veins on the spot, but she restrained herself. There was still a chance that he would redeem his error, and therefore there was more to be gained by hanging back and continuing to watch.

And so she did, while Tresti behaved more and more erratically. First he stabled his horse and got himself half-drunk at the first tavern he passed – half-drunk because he ran out of funds, Jannae suspected, rather than because he exercised any self-restraint. Then he resumed his search, this time on foot and waylaying everyone he met to ask directions of them.

Finally he had somehow wandered into the very midst of an insurrection. Jannae had been fearful of his life, since if he had died the trail that might have led her to the tinderbox would have gone as cold as his corpse. She had almost prevailed on herself to intervene, especially when the fool had been grappling on the ground with a burly militiaman half his age.

But someone else had intervened first. Jannae had no idea who the tall woman with the flame-red hair might be, but it was clear even to the dullest eye that she was a witch. A witch using her powers openly, in the midst of a crowd, heedless of consequences. It was an astonishing thing to see. This woman was part of a cadre, a contingent of Ghost Army fighters, who knew her for what she was and yet accepted her. Or perhaps they were only using her for her magics, which seemed to be powerful, and would turn on her once the fight was done.

In any event, her arrival saved Tresti from taking a pistol ball in his brainpan. Whereupon he had taken heed of his own frailty and fled the scene, arriving at last at the inn yard where Wilhelm Gluck had waylaid him.

That had been the moment of greatest peril for Jannae. She had been about to step out of hiding herself when Gluck appeared. Had she been only a little quicker off the mark he would have seen her too and doubtless bested her because he would have taken her completely by surprise. But slow and steady had won that race, and here she was with her prize.

Now it was time to see what exactly she had won. The angel had said there were three demons imprisoned inside the tinderbox. It had also said that the demons would be compelled to obey whoever summoned them forth from the box, but Jannae was wary. She laid several cantrips of protection over herself before taking the flint and the striker from the box, and even then she did not immediately bring them together but examined them closely first.

The flint appeared to be like any other flint, with nothing remarkable about it at all. The striker was a little strange in its design, with three raised areas against which the flint could be struck where one would have been enough. Perhaps there were three because there were three demons? In which case, Jannae decided, she would use only the first of the three to begin with. Better to take the measure of these creatures one by one before she coped all three of them together.

The striker was shaped like an elongated ring, seemingly to make it easier to grip. Jannae slipped the fingers of her right hand inside it, wielding the flint in her left. When she brought them together there was no spark. Nor was there any other visible result. She was left nonplussed, staring expectantly down at her own hands.

She tried several more times with no better result. She essayed all three of the striker’s raised saddles. She swapped it from hand to hand in case the striker – being a thing of Hell – preferred the sinister to the dexter orientation. For similar reasons she tried swiping the flint upwards from below rather than down from above. None of these things made the slightest difference.

Perhaps a verbal invocation would help. “Monster from the abyss, I summon you!” she said, and then more prosaically “Devil, come to me!” Neither formula elicited any response. She was obliged to keep her voice low in order to avoid being overheard from outside in the street, but she did not think volume could be a factor here. It would be perverse to instil an object with such enormous power and make it hard of hearing.

No, there was something here she was failing to understand; something the angel had neglected to warn her about. For a moment she wished that she and the angel had not parted on such bitter terms, but she pushed the thought away. She had given the insufferable creature no more nor less than it deserved, and she could not bring herself to regret it.

So from where else might reliable intelligence be had? She could only think of one place, and she blanched a little at the thought of it. She must venture into the lion’s den after all. She needed to have words with Magnus Tresti.
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Mag’s trial was brief and perfunctory, treated by all present as a matter of no moment at all.

It took place not in a courthouse but within the precincts of the palace, in a room set aside for that purpose. Instead of a judge the presiding officer was a court official named Tobias Ackermann, who held the title of Richter am Königstribunal. He also held the privilegium de non appellando, which meant that his edicts could not be revoked by any higher court, not even by the Aulic Council of the Holy Roman Empire.

Despite these wide-ranging powers, Ackermann was not an impressive-looking man and his chamber was scarcely roomier or brighter than Mag’s cell. The Richter am Königstribunal was a cadaverous man, with a morose look and a habit of picking at his teeth the while he talked, which muffled and slurred his speech abominably. His hair was long and lank, brown streaked with dirty grey. His gowns of office were too big for him, which perhaps was something of a portent. He sat in a wing-back chair under a carved and lacquered representation of the royal seal. In front of him was a desk that was bare apart from a single sheet of paper and an inkstand. He didn’t even wield a gavel, which Mag would have assumed was the bare minimum he should have had by way of a badge of office.

There were no lawyers or advocates present at the trial, only Mag himself, the judge, Wilhelm Gluck and the two guard officers – the same two as before – who had hauled Mag from his cell. And now here he was, standing before the highest court in the land. Despite the extremity of his situation he could not help feeling that the occasion lacked something of solemnity.

Ackermann scanned the paper in front of him, squinting in the inadequate light. “We are here to hear evidence in the case of Magnus Tresti, who stands before this court accused of witchcraft and necromancy, of casting curses, blighting crops, murdering by the setting on of vengeful spirits, blaspheming against the holy name of God and trafficking with infernal powers.” He declaimed all this in an even monotone, as if such things happened daily in his experience and were not much to be remarked upon. “Prisoner, how do you plead?”

He cast a very jaundiced eye in Mag’s direction.

“I’m innocent of almost half those things,” Mag said.

Ackermann seemed surprised at this. “Well, that’s a confession of guilt,” he said, “though equivocally expressed. Did you practise witchcraft?”

“I used magic, I suppose. It wasn’t my own, however.”

“And necromancy?”

“No.”

“Curses?”

“No.”

“The blighting of crops?”

“No.”

“Supernatural murder?”

Mag hesitated. “I summoned a devil at Helm that killed a man.”

“That’s a yes, then. Blasphemy?”

“I was a soldier. When I swear, it’s as a soldier is used to swear. God’s name is mentioned from time to time. The holy family too, and many of the saints.”

“Another yes.”

“As ‘Christ’s piss’, for example, or ‘may God stiffen me if I lie’.”

“I see.”

“Or ‘that brain of yours gets no more use than Mother Mary’s cunt’.”

“Thank you. That will do.”

“Or ‘fuck your—’”

One of the guards stepped forward and punched Mag in the kidney. He staggered, almost falling, and his litany of oaths ended in an agonised wheeze.

“That brings us to the last. Trafficking with the powers of Hell.”

“Lately, yes,” Mag gasped, his hands clasped to his side. “A great deal.”

“Holy powers protect us!” Ackermann exclaimed. He looked from Mag to Gluck. “Should we excruciate him before we burn him then, Meister Gluck? It sounds as though he’s more than deserved it.”

“Thank you,” Gluck replied. “A sentence of immolation will suffice.”

“For the man who died at Helm,” Mag said, “the devil was sorry about it after. And I’m sorry too. I never meant to—” A second, much harder blow to the side of his head knocked him off his feet. He lay on the floor, for a moment seeing only flashes of violent colour that pulsed in time to the throbbing pain in his temple. When his vision cleared he was seeing the legs of the desk, which terminated in carved wooden claws holding balls. He had never seen that form of decoration before. For a moment he entertained a fantasy in which Dorsa appeared out of nowhere, brought the desk to life with a wink and a whistle and set it on his tormentors. It was a very comforting fantasy, and Mag would have lingered longer in it had not the guards dragged him to his feet again.

The judge was still scribbling, and still dictating to himself as he wrote, but he seemed to be reaching his peroration. “To which I set my hand… in His Majesty’s… Richter am Königstribunal… Ackermann… There.” He pushed the paper across the desk and set down the quill, which missed its holder and trailed a stippled line of black ink across the top of the desk. “He’s yours, Meister Gluck. I left a blank there for tortures if you want to put some in. Will your eminence require anything further?”

“Your seal,” Gluck said.

Ackermann tutted and shook his head at his own forgetfulness. He took the seal and its paraphernalia from a drawer in the desk. Mag started when he saw a tinderbox among the items the judge set out, but it was only a very ordinary example of its kind. The judge used it to light a candle, into whose flame he held a fat little lozenge of red wax. He dripped the wax onto the bottom of the paper and impressed his seal on it, pursing his lips as he did so. “There.” He proffered the paper to Gluck again. “All in good order and perfectest form of law. And please to convey all my duty and deference to His Majesty when next you—”.

“I’m beholden to you,” Gluck said, turning away before the words were out. “Take him back.” This last was to the guards, who fastened their grip on Mag’s arms and about-faced, fetching him away in a manner that required no participation on his side.

Gluck walked alongside them as they descended the many flights of steps down to the donjon. “You see, Herr Tresti,” he said, “I’m always punctilious when it comes to points of law. I have my verdict and I have my sentence. I even have an enviable leeway when it comes to how much you’re to suffer. But I forbear to threaten. You see how it is, and you don’t need me to underscore the utter extremity in which you stand. Give me the tinderbox. Or give me intelligence as to where I might find it. That’s the only way you will escape the stake. Otherwise you will surely burn, and burning is an unseemly way to die. What say you?”

They had returned by this point to the door of Mag’s cell. One of the guards unlocked it with a key he wore on a great ring at his belt. Gluck stood expectantly by, awaiting Mag’s answer. But Mag had learned in Ackermann’s courtroom that the price of an incautious word was very likely to be another blow. He kept his silence.

“Very well,” Gluck said equably. “Rot in there for another day, and another night. Perhaps you think I’ll relent and offer you better terms. I assure you, I will not. I have other means of coming at what I desire. I allowed you this opportunity to assist me because in sparing yourself the stake you would have spared me some modicum of time and effort. But you are obdurate. And so you’ve chosen your fate. Still, you have yet the span of twenty-four hours to bethink yourself and speak. The raising of a platform and the gathering of wood for the stake is a business conducted in public and with solemn dignity, so that all may see that an auto da fé is about to occur and may plan their day accordingly. You can be sure you’ll draw a large crowd.”

He gestured to the guards. One of them pulled the door wide, the other shoved Mag through it.

“Have you anything to say to me?” Gluck asked.

“Not in the present instant,” Mag said, emboldened now because he was inside the cell and the guards were outside it. He felt they would not go out of their way to belabour him unless they were ordered to. “If anything should occur to me I’ll be sure to let you know.”

Gluck shook his head with seeming regret. He gestured, and the door slammed to.

Mag sank down onto his knees and then sat back, resting his shoulders against the cool stone. His head still rang from that second blow and his elbow ached where he had jarred it as he fell. His throat felt like the floor of a carpenter’s workshop. There seemed no likelihood now that anyone would bring him food, or even water. He was condemned, his death already scheduled. What difference did it make if he died hungry and thirsty?

A heavy sigh escaped him. The Schönwalder temperament is fatalistic at the best of times, but even if Mag had been inclined to count his blessings they seemed very few in number. Gluck had said nothing about torture, even when invited to it, so there was that. And for all the many mistakes Mag had made, he had not delivered Keal, Dorsa and Borrigor into this terrible man’s hands. Outside of those two things he could think of very little to celebrate.

“Falling to despair, Herr Tresti. I would have thought better of you.”

Mag started violently. The voice had come from right beside his ear. He looked round wildly, his heart pounding, but he was alone in the cell. There was nobody to whom the voice could have belonged. The shock of this made him slow to realise that it was a voice he recognised.

“Frau Mirchella!” His own voice shook as he said it, and his spirits sank – which a moment before he would not have said was possible. He seemed always destined to meet the witch when he was at his lowest ebb and had no means of defending himself. At the river he had been grievously wounded and close to bleeding out: he had only escaped by letting the river take him out of reach. That would be a harder trick to carry off from inside a prison cell.

“Aye, it’s me,” Jannae Mirchella said. “I saw you yesternight, Herr Tresti, but you didn’t see me. You were too busy wrestling in the mud.”

“You were there! At the inn yard!” Mag’s astonishment deepened. “But then why didn’t you show yourself?” But the answer came to him a moment later. “You took the tinderbox. While Gluck and I were fighting.”

“I did, yes. I have it in my hands right now.”

“And how are you talking to me? Are you…” Mag swallowed hard. “Are you beside me here, invisible?”

“In the oubliette below the royal palace? No, Herr Tresti. I wouldn’t put myself in your shoes for all the gold in Christendom. A guest of Wilhelm Gluck! I’d rather sup with the Devil himself, long spoon or none. I doubt he means you any great charity.”

“He’s going to burn me,” Mag said. “Tomorrow.”

“Is he?” Jannae Mirchella sounded genuinely taken aback at this. “Burn you, you say? That’s the punishment for witchcraft!”

“It’s witchcraft I’m accused of. Because I carried the box, and the box was magic. Though this Wilhelm Gluck used magic to find me, and more magic to best me when we fought. I wonder if the king knows what he harbours here in his palace.”

“The king knows full well. The king has made good use of Gluck’s powers, I warrant you.” The witch’s tone was acerbic. “You asked me how I’m managing to speak to you, when we’re so far removed from each other. The answer is obvious. It is the tinderbox itself that provides the conduit. It was in your hands, and now it’s in mine. This spell I’ve woven threads a needle through time, as well as space. It uses that connection between us to make another connection.”

The widow’s tone softened a little. “Tell me though, Herr Tresti, have you no messages you’d like to send before you die? To your kin, or as it might be to a lover or a friend? I could be your emissary, if there are such. And perhaps also, if you leave behind a widow or children, I could advance them some small sum of money to ease their pain on losing you.”

Mag could make no sense of these words, or the sudden burgeoning of amity they seemed to portend. “Why would you do it, though?” he demanded. “When we met last you did your best to kill me, and came close to succeeding. You’ve no kindness in your heart for me, Frau Mirchella.”

“Because you stole from me!” All that warmth vanished at once. There was venom in Jannae Mirchella’s voice.

“I took what belonged to neither of us,” Mag said. “And if that broke a bargain between us, you were guilty of the self-same thing when you chose not to pay me for my work. I owe you no apology, and I offer none. Now you’ve got what you sought after, but I see you still must feed your spleen by tormenting me in my last hours. Go to. I can’t stop you.”

He heard a huff of breath, but could not tell if it was an access of aggravation or a reining in. “You are mistaken, Tresti,” Jannae Mirchella said testily. “On every count.”

“Am I? Set me right, then.”

“I never tried to kill you. It’s true I was in a great rage with you, but I only meant to paralyse you, to freeze you on the spot. You flung yourself into the river, unaided by me. More importantly, the thing I was seeking still eludes me, for the devils in the tinderbox refuse to answer my summons. And I didn’t come here to mock you or exult over your misfortune, but to offer you a fresh bargain. Tell me how to bring the devils forth and make them obey me, and I will…” The voice fell silent for a moment, then resumed. “I was about to say that I will grant you anything you ask, but that would not be true and you would have no reason to believe me. I won’t promise to set you free. I think that would be hard, and most likely impossible, even if I had the power of the tinderbox to call on. Wilhelm Gluck is a very old and very skilled magician. I managed to steal the box from under his nose, and came clean away after. That was risk enough to last me a goodly while. I won’t willingly test myself against one so proficient in the craft.

“But anything short of that, I will do. I’ll carry your last words to any and all, as I said. I’ll bring you a feast to enjoy here in your cell before you die. And a woman, if you like, to sweeten your last night on Earth. I’ll lay a charm of dullness on your mind that will keep you from feeling the pain of the burning. Tell me what you want, and I’ll do it. And then in return you will tell me the secret of the tinderbox, so that I may use it freely. What say you?”

Mag found himself bewildered all over again. “There is no secret to the tinderbox,” he said. “You’ve only to…” Before the next word was out he realised what he should have known all along – that the tinderbox in its current state was useless to anyone but him. “There is nothing you can do,” he amended himself. “There’s no secret, but there’s a stumbling block you can’t get over. I can’t help you, Frau Mirchella. And I don’t require you to help me. Go away now.”

But the witch persisted. “Something changed your mind just now,” she said. “In the very middle of what you were saying. What was it, Tresti? What came to you? Tell me!”

What had come to him was what Keal had told him in the forest outside the walls of Fuldenschau. The box was his until he died, or gave it freely to someone else, or had it taken from him by an officer in the armies of Hell. Currently, therefore, it would answer to no one save him. But that state of affairs would not obtain for long. As soon as he died the next morning, Jannae Mirchella would find the box much more responsive to her wishes. The devils would become her slaves, and all Mag’s good intentions would come to nothing.

The interim is mine though, he thought. And God forbid I let this chance pass by me. “I tell you this, Frau Mirchella,” he said as boldly and as calmly as he could manage. “The power of the box is a gift in my bestowing. And I’m willing to bestow it on you, but not for any of the fripperies you’ve offered me so far.”

“What then?” Jannae Mirchella sounded wary. She was a sharp woman and would go into this with her eyes open, alert for any trickery.

But Mag intended none, apart from the one truth he was hiding from her – that whatever he did the box would become hers immediately on his death. So long as she was ignorant of that fact he might yet be able to do some little good after all, even if his mission to end the war had failed. “I propose this, then,” he said. “I will give the tinderbox to you – give you the freedom of its use, I mean – if you will promise me one thing. Swear it on your life and your soul’s weal.”

“What must I swear to?”

And now they were come to it. All he could do was ask, and trust that the eagerness he could hear in the widow’s voice would override any misgivings she might feel at what he had in mind. And of course that she would be as good as her word.

“Set the devils free. When you’ve no more need of their services, don’t give or sell the box to someone else and perpetuate their slavery. Release them. I’ll tell you how to do it.”

“Slavery!” Jannae Mirchella repeated, incredulous. “You call it slavery? Men and women may be slaves. Men enslave women all the time, come to that, though they seldom admit they’re doing it. But these aren’t men and women, Magnus Tresti. They’re creatures of sorcery.”

“That’s not so. They’ve been chained by sorcery, but they lived in their own right and by their own reason for long ages before that happened. Trust me, Frau Mirchella. I know them, you don’t. But you will come to know them. And as you know them, approve them. You’ll find them vexatious in some regards, but you’ll never find them slack in your service. And to keep them in a cage, when they’re used to wider fields than we’ll ever see, is such a sin that…”

He lost his voice for a few moments, in part because of the dryness of his throat but mostly because he realised the vehemence of his feeling came from his own experience of prisons. He was in some sort pleading for himself, though he knew his own cause was hopeless. “They deserve their liberty,” he finished. “You’ll see it for yourself in time. You’ll have no reason to regret this bargain.”

“But would they not use their freedom to work evil on humankind?” Jannae Mirchella asked.

“They care no more for humankind than a cupped fart. They have business of their own, I assure you, that will take them far from our world and our doings. And it is worthy business. I have no time to explain it to you now, and no tongue either, but you may ask them for yourself and hear their answer. Your own answer must come first though. Will you swear to this?”

“That I will set the demons free when I’ve no further use for their services?”

“Yes. That.”

“And if I swear it you’ll tell me how to use the box?”

“There’s no secret there. Put flint and striker together and the devils will come. But only if the box belongs to you, which as yet it does not. Swear, and I’ll give it over to you now.”

There was a long silence. “No,” Jannae Mirchella said at last. “I cannot do it. As you say, I don’t know them yet. I’ve no reason to trust them. There are tales in which magical beings when once set free wreak a terrible vengeance on the luckless souls nearby. And besides,” she added after another pause, “I can’t say for sure there will ever come a time when I’ll feel I’m done with having such power at my beck. To swear I will do it if and when, knowing that if and when might never come, would only be to cozen you.”

Mag’s spirits, already low on account of his own imminent death, dipped still further. But he could not let the thing go at that. He remembered the blithe promises he had made, and Keal’s jaded response: anyone who makes a bargain with one of your kind is a fool. There had to be something he could do, or cause to be done, that would make Keal feel he had not been wholly deceived in Mag. And there was. It came to him then, and he wondered that he should have forgotten it for so long.

“So you won’t swear,” he said. “But you’ll keep it in mind. And if and when—”

“If and when is the best I can tell you. At least I tell you no lies.”

“But swear something else then. Among the things I took from the dead devil and gave to you there was a notebook.”

“Aye,” Jannae Mirchella said, “so there was. Are you proposing that we make a trade, Herr Tresti? That will be difficult with you in there and me out here.”

“No, Frau Mirchella, not that. I want you to take the book and burn it. Burn it to ash, and set the ash on the wind.”

This time the witch answered without hesitation. “If that’s all, then I see no objection. I couldn’t make head or tail of that book. I swear by my name, my heart and my soul’s good. As soon as I’m gone from here I’ll burn the book. But this is on condition that you give me the tinderbox and all that’s inside it for my own use.”

“It’s yours,” Mag said. And then in case something more of formality might be needed “I, Magnus Tresti, give the tinderbox into the safekeeping and ownership of Jannae Mirchella of Rubik village. I renounce all claim in it, now and hereafter. I do this freely.”

“And I thank you most kindly for it,” said Jannae Mirchella. “I’m sorry it’s come to this, Tresti. You’ve paid a very high price for your theft, and perhaps it’s true that I was not wholly fair in my treatment of you. I’m inclined to think harshly of strangers – especially men, with whom I’ve had few rewarding experiences in my life. I’m going to give you that charm I mentioned, to keep off the pain of the bonfire when you’re brought to it. I’d do more if I could.”

“Thank you,” Mag said, and meant it. The thought of the stake, of the flames had been looming large in his thoughts. “There is one further thing you might do for me, Frau Mirchella, though I won’t ask you to swear. It’s only a thing you could do if you had a mind to.”

“What is it?”

“Tell Keal – he’s one of the three devils, whose acquaintance you’ll make very shortly – tell him I did my best to keep my word to him. And say I wish him well with his mission in Hell, if he’s ever able to return to it. I hope… I hope that he…” The words petered out. They were none of them enough, and they were none of them what he really wanted to say. “It doesn’t matter,” Mag amended. “Say nothing. Only, if you don’t mind, let Keal see it when you burn the book. It matters greatly to him.”

“I’ll do that.”

“God bye you, Frau Mirchella.”

“Farewell, Herr Tresti. Be brave.”

Silence fell. Mag said nothing to break it, though it hung heavier and heavier as the hours went by.
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Jannae leaned back in her chair, a frisson running through every part of her body.

She hadn’t even known as she made that foray where she would land; only that the cantrip would find Tresti, assuming he was still alive, and allow her to speak with him wherever he had been brought. What had she assumed though? That Wilhelm Gluck, seeing that the lame soldier had nothing he wanted, would simply let him go? Obviously that had never been a realistic prospect. Still, to find Tresti languishing in a windowless cell and under sentence of death had been surprising. Surprising and unpleasant. The grudge she had held for so long dissipated in the face of this news. She hoped that Tresti would make a good death, and not suffer too much. At least her charm had removed the purely physical agonies from the equation.

Enough! She owed the man nothing, after all. Well, nothing apart from some sundry weeks’ wages, and had she not offered to pass those monies on to his family? She had done as much as she could, and more than might have been expected of her. Other concerns called her now.

Through the whole of her conversation with Tresti she had held the tinderbox in her hands. Now she set it down and once more lifted the lid. The contents stood exactly as she had first seen them, with an almost suspicious tidiness and regularity – the flint and the steel at opposite ends with the strips of punk cloth ranged in rows between. It occurred to her that this reconfiguration of the different elements was a thing not mechanical but magical, a charm or sorcery in itself. The box was not an object that existed in the world in the normal manner. It was a gateway to another world entirely, and being such it obeyed no rules but its own.

With something of trepidation but very much more of excitement Jannae took out the flint and striker as before. Where should she strike first? She should have asked Tresti which saddle corresponded with which devil, and what their individual strengths and powers were. But she would enjoy discovering these things for herself.

She chose the middle saddle, and brought the flint across it with a flourish. The room turned red, with a suddenness that made Jannae flinch, but the strange light faded as quickly as it had come. A woman stood before her. She stared at Jannae, evidently surprised to see her. Jannae was surprised in her turn. The stranger was dressed all in black leather, with skin as white as new-fallen snow and a pate as bald as an egg. She was not what Jannae would have expected to see when she summoned a devil out of Hell.

“What became of Magnus Tresti then?” the woman asked. Her voice was as great a shock as her appearance, for there was a lightness and lilt to it that was almost childlike.

“What concern is that of yours?” Jannae countered. “Tell me your name and enumerate your powers. What services can I ask of you?”

The woman’s eyes narrowed a little, but she answered at once in a ringing tone. “I am Dorsa Acherontis Ferum Soror, former mistress of the kennels of Sheol. Though I’m now cashiered from those duties most of my powers and privileges remain to me, for the kennels are an inseparable part of my being. I can bring forth any beast from there and send it against your enemies, or set it to defend you from attack. I am also in my own person a warrior of no mean skill and proficient with every weapon ever made. You’ll find no better bodyguard, and no surer assassin. To tell you fully all the services I can render you would fill a tedious hour, but that is the core of me.”

“Very good,” Jannae said, elated. “And for your brother or sister devils, here and here.” She pointed to the two other raised saddles at either end of the striker. “What are their names and their several virtues?”

“May I touch?”

Jannae inclined her head. “Of course.”

“This saddle here, with the squared grain, summons my comrade Keal, known even in the infernal host for the readiness of his cunning and the corresponding celerity of his movements. He can travel a thousand miles in the blink of an eye, and fetch back with him anything you might wish for. He is besides a subtle strategist, able to anticipate an enemy’s actions with great accuracy and to forestall their plans and projects before they’re even fledged.”

Dorsa pointed again. “And this saddle here, that has three parallel ridges, summons my excellent cousin Borrigor Tromaktikes. He is the strongest of us, and the services he can offer you arise mostly from that strength. If you should want a mountain moved or a building toppled from its base, he is the one you’d call on.”

“Was it this Borrigor that broke the donjon tower at Fuldenschau?”

“Even he.”

“I see.” Jannae stood, full of a restless energy she could scarcely contain. “You’ve answered me plainly, devil, and I thank you for it. Now tell me the nature of the contract between us. I wish to understand it fully.”

Dorsa shrugged her shoulders. “It’s simple enough. You call, we come. You command and we obey.”

“So long as I hold the tinderbox.”

“So long as you own the tinderbox. It’s not necessary for you to keep it ever in your hands”

“Very well,” Jannae said. “I am answered. And I give you leave to go. It’s the clever, fleet-footed one I need now.”

But the devil did not immediately depart. “For Tresti, though,” she said. “If I may ask—”

“Did I say that you could ask?” Despite her excitement in her new-found powers Jannae was vexed. This did not look like perfect obedience. “Go.”

Dorsa went. Jannae struck the lowest of the three saddles, the one that would summon Keal.

He stood before her in an instant. Now this was more like a devil, Jannae thought, his flesh and his eyes as red as raked coals, his stature huge and his bearing imperious. She could not forbear from clapping her hands together in satisfaction.

“Am I now addressing Keal?” she asked.

“I am Keal.” The devil frowned. “Something untoward has befallen Magnus Tresti, then? He was meant to—”

“I will not hear of Magnus Tresti. You serve me now, and you must not think of him.”

Keal grimaced a little, as if these words had a sour taste to him. “I must congratulate you,” he said. “That was your first command to me, and it’s one I can’t obey. I had assumed until now that my vassalage was absolute, but I see that it’s not. You can’t instruct me what to think, or not to think.” He bowed from the waist. “In all other matters, madam, I am at your service.”

“Then fetch fresh linens for this bed,” Jannae ordered him curtly. “And a pomander, to freshen the air. Make up the bed and the room so that I may spend the night here in comfort. Then bring me supper, for I’ve not eaten in two days.”

“What sort of meats does madam favour? Magnus Tresti, in similar circumstance, asked me for—”

This was too much for Jannae. “I said I will not hear of him!” she cried. “Though I can’t command your thoughts, Keal, I think I may at least put a leash on your tongue. That name is not to be uttered again in my hearing.”

Keal brought his heels together and bowed again. “Noted. But the question stands. What do you wish to eat?”

Jannae asked for a stew of some kind; with meat, not rabbit or chicken but something that had fewer bones. And carrots and onions. And knödels. Once she had begun she lost her reticence and made more and more stipulations until finally she had ordered an entire banquet. Keal brought it to her downstairs in the dining room and served her like any waiter, standing silent at her elbow while she ate but immediately responsive to her needs. When Jannae held out her wine glass it was filled. When she reached for the potatoes a snap of his fingers brought them at once to her plate.

She realised some way into the meal that she was not in fact as hungry as she had thought. Though the food was good and the wine exquisite it all sat a little heavy in her stomach. She wished that the business with Tresti had resolved itself in some other way. The thought that the tinderbox had brought him to his death she found grim and unpalatable. For all that she had won at last and now had the power to exact her long-postponed revenge, she was out of sorts. Her victory did not taste as sweet as she had expected it would.

She pushed her plate away and set down her glass. She turned to Keal, who stood impassive at her side.

“Tresti made a compact with you,” she said. “Promised you your freedom once you’d given him everything he asked for.”

Keal’s face betrayed no emotion at all. “I am enjoined not to speak of these things,” he said.

“I remove the proscription on this one occasion. Tell me.”

“Yes. Mag said that he would set us free.”

“And made arrangement to do so? Or was he only salving his conscience?”

“He had us bring from Hell a device, the Audacious Sunderer, that is capable of destroying the tinderbox. He said that he would use it as soon as we had fulfilled his final command.”

So that much was true. It had sounded unlikely. “And what was it Tresti required of you in exchange?” she asked Keal with sardonic emphasis. “Gold? Women? No, let me guess – gold and women both.”

The devil seemed almost amused at this. “Women? I had thought you knew Mag well, given the strong emotions he seems to arouse in you, but I see that I was mistaken. No, he did not ask for women. He did ask for gold once, but decided once he had it that it brought him little satisfaction. His final instruction to us was that we should end your country’s wars by murdering its king.”

There was almost nothing he could have said that would have astonished Jannae more. Tresti was a soldier. When she thought of him she had placed him in her mind where he seemed to fit, among strong-willed and bellicose men whose instincts ran always to violence and coercion and who could not thoroughly approve of a thing unless they controlled it. Now she was forced to admit that there was more to him than that – though the converse she had had with him in the oubliette had already made her suspect as much.

“I might be prepared,” she told Keal, “to enter into a similar arrangement with you. To free you, I mean, once I’m done with you. I make no promises. But if you serve me well and advance my goals I will be well disposed towards you. I will wish to reward you, and Tresti’s example has taught me how.”

“Madam is too kind,” Keal said. His face remained expressionless.

Jannae rose from the table. “I will go to bed now,” she said. “We’ve far to ride tomorrow, and I’d like to start early. There are some men in Pillen on whom we will be calling.” She said their names because the names were steadying, bringing with them the reassuring weight and heft of her ancient grievances. “Eike Mahl. Frederick Leopold. Baer Wolfram.”

“As madam wishes.”

What madam wished most heartily of all right then was to be out of the city before Tresti’s execution, but she did not mention this. “There are some other things I require of you in the meantime,” she declared instead. “You say Tresti asked you for gold?”

“He did. A thousand marks.”

“I should like the same. But don’t bring it here. There is a man of Rubik village, where I used to live, named Mirko.” It took her a moment or two to bring the man’s surname to mind, since nobody ever used it. “Mirko Blauer. Deliver the gold to him. Tell him it is a gift from me in recompense for his faithful service. And tell him… tell him I’ll look in on him, when I have the time, to see how he fares.”

“Should I tell him how long it took you to remember his name?”

Jannae’s temper flared. “You are insolent, sir!” she exclaimed.

Keal twitched his shoulders in a shrug, unperturbed by her frown. “You can always command me not to be,” he pointed out.

Which would be to admit that the words had stung her. This was a proud devil, she saw, who chafed at servitude. He might have flattered her in hope of manumission, but it mattered more to him that she should see his disdain. She could not imagine how he could ever have thrived in an army with its set ranks and hierarchies, its rigid discipline. “Go,” she said, flouting her hand before his face in a negligent wave. “Do my bidding.” By the time she spoke the last word she was alone.

Leaving her unfinished meal where it sat, Jannae ascended again to the bedroom. The devils had furnished it as she had instructed them, the sheets and covers fresh and new, the room clean and sweet-smelling. Now that she came to it though, she was afraid to go to sleep. Not once since she left her house had her rest been undisturbed. Every night she had met Bruna Sozen in her dreams, which had straightway turned into nightmares. She quailed at the thought of enduring another such ordeal.

But perhaps she did not have to. She crossed to the vanity table, opened the tinderbox and took out flint and striker. She struck the middle saddle, summoning the she-devil Dorsa. “Have you a remedy for troubled sleep?” she demanded. “I care not if it’s magic or only medicine, so long as it works.”

“What is it that disturbs your rest?” Dorsa asked.

Jannae felt another surge of anger and frustration. She threw up her hands. “Can none of you ever do as you’re told without impertinent comment or idle question? Must I repeat everything a hundred times?”

“I can only provide the right remedy if I know what it is I’m treating,” Dorsa said, unmoved. “Are you in pain? Have you a fever? Does something torment your thoughts?”

“The last. I have nightmares. The same nightmare, I should say, again and again.”

“Which is of what?”

Jannae hesitated. “A woman I knew. A woman I loved well. She…” Jannae swallowed. “She died by fire. And in my dreams, she’s burning still. She tries to speak to me, or as it might be to coax me to speak to her. It is… I find it hard to bear.”

Dorsa nodded. She stood a moment in thought. “May I touch you?” she asked.

“What?”

“Your forehead. If you don’t mind. It may help me to form a determination.”

“Very well.” Jannae did not relish the suggestion. The she-devil had a strange and forbidding aspect. But she steeled herself.

Dorsa came and stood behind her, reaching round to press the tips of all her fingers lightly against Jannae’s temples. “Think of this woman,” she said. “Form an image of her in your mind.”

“I don’t see how this will help me,” Jannae complained. “I want only for you to make me sleep!”

“And that’s what I intend to do. Close your eyes and think of her.”

Jannae pictured Bruna as she had seen her first, standing at the door of her house in her widow’s weeds. The image lasted only a moment before it was replaced by one of Bruna in flames. The more Jannae tried to pull away from it the more vivid this appalling impression became. She was afraid that if she opened her eyes she would see Bruna standing there in front of her, all on fire and reaching out her arms. If that happened she was sure she would go mad.

“I think I understand,” Dorsa said. “And I can help you, but you should understand that this is not a nightmare.”

“What?” Jannae opened her eyes and turned to glower at the she-devil. “What are you talking about? What else is an image that afflicts your sleep? Call it what you like, the effect is the same.”

“But the source, the purpose, the nature of the thing, those are all different.” Dorsa stepped back, flexing her fingers as if they had been strained during that brief, delicate contact. “I’ll tell you what I know, and then you can command me as you like. But it’s better you should not do that until you understand what it is you’re asking.”

“Very well,” Jannae said. She sat down on the bed. Her legs felt weak and she was close to tears. That glimpse of Bruna, even though she’d conjured it herself, had affected her almost as profoundly as her previous dreams had done. She felt an ache in the pit of her stomach as though a part of her, possibly the core of her, had suddenly and painfully been hollowed out.

“You must allow me,” Dorsa said, “to talk about the box’s previous owner.”

“Again?” Jannae protested. “I seem to hear of nothing else! But if you must.”

“Magnus Tresti told us how the tinderbox came into his hands. He said a demon, who was our captain Apirox, fell out of the sky at his feet. He said he removed a number of items from the captain’s body and gave them to you. Is that true?”

“It’s true. But what of it?”

“Among those things was there by any chance a pair of copper bracelets with green stones set in them?”

“Yes.”

“And you brought them with you? They were with you on your travels, the while you experienced these dreams? Or what you thought were dreams?”

“They were,” Jannae said. “They are. I have them with me now. I had no intention of leaving them unguarded at my house, at the mercy of thieves.”

“Those bracelets are a tool the captain used very often,” Dorsa told her. “They allowed him to converse with the dead.”
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“Tell me,” Jannae said, when she felt herself capable of saying anything at all. “Tell me how the bracelets work.” She had taken them from the magic purse and laid them on the bed. They felt warm, almost alive, but perhaps this was her mind playing tricks on her. It wasn’t something she’d noticed when she held them before.

“I’ve never used them myself,” Dorsa said. “My duties never called for it. Captain Apirox had some two hundred soldiers under his command, and attrition in our company was high. It fell to him on many occasions to debrief those who had recently fallen in battle, or to prosecute disciplinary matters left unresolved by death. The bracelets were the means through which he carried out these tasks.” As she said this, Dorsa’s gaze strayed from the bracelets to the notebook. Seeing this, Jannae remembered the oath she had sworn to Mag before she left him. But she couldn’t think about that now.

“Let me understand you,” she said. “There is, as many religions preach, an immortal part of us, and it remains on Earth after our physical bodies have failed.” Except that the military engagements the she-devil had described seemed to take place somewhere very far from Earth. “I mean,” she amended, “it remains close to where we died.”

Dorsa shook her head. “Where you chance to die matters very little. The dead cleave to those that mattered most to them – those they loved or hated or served. And in most cases their stay is short. Some leave at once, in fact.”

“To go where?”

“That knowledge Elohim has not shared with any. I have always assumed that there is a mill where old souls are washed and made new, but if there is I’ve never seen it. Perhaps they only fade. Or perhaps there is another place somewhere in which they enjoy a different existence. In any event, their persistence on this plane is short.”

“But Bruna Sozen died twenty years ago!” The words were torn out of Jannae, the pain as great as if she were pulling barbs out of her flesh.

“Forgive me,” Dorsa said, her eyes downcast, though Jannae could not believe her contrition was genuine. “When it comes to duration in time, my experience and yours are not likely to be the same, since my lifespan – unless I die in battle, as so many of my kind do – is infinite. I was speaking not of years but of centuries. Some souls have a very poor sense of direction, or nowhere particular to go.”

“Then… you’re saying that my dreams of Bruna are not dreams at all, but visits from her spirit?”

“I believe so. Your mind has touched the bracelets, and worked on them. I ascertained that fact when I touched you just now. You wanted to see her again. To speak with her again. The bracelets read your desire and interpreted it as a command. They brought her to you. But then you did not acknowledge her. She was summoned, and could not depart.”

“I didn’t know! I didn’t know! Oh God!” Jannae hugged herself. “But this is terrible. I’ve dragged her up out of her grave and then kept her in… in a kind of limbo. On fire. In torment. And when she asked me what I wanted, I said nothing. I only strove to escape from what I thought was a nightmare!” She faltered into silence. Words couldn’t contain the enormity of the thing. She had betrayed Bruna Sozen in life, and now it seemed that she had tormented her in death.

But she had the means to put this right. Though she could never hope to atone for what she’d done she could at least put an end to it. “The bracelets,” she said, pushing away her grief. She would mourn later. First she must act. “How are they meant to work? Can they only bring Bruna to me in dreams, or is there some other way I can speak with her?”

“There is most certainly another way,” Dorsa said. “Captain Apirox was not wont to conduct military business in his sleep.” She scratched her throat absently. Jannae had not noticed until then that the she-devil’s fingernails were narrow sickles that emerged like cats’ claws from the tips of her fingers. “As I said, I never used the bracelets myself, so I can give you no definitive answer. It may be that their operation is controlled by words or sigils of command. But I think that’s unlikely. Your dreams suggest that the bracelets were already responsive to you. If you give them a more explicit command they will most likely obey.”

That logic seemed sound to Jannae. She clung to it. “Thank you, Dorsa,” she said. “I am… I am grateful.”

Dorsa sheathed her claws and folded her arms. She favoured Jannae with a look of cold indifference. “For what? You asked and I answered, as I was bound to answer.”

“Even so, you have my thanks.”

Dorsa made no reply to this and her face maintained the same solemn fixity. It said more plainly than words how little use she had for Jannae’s thanks. At another time Jannae might have chastised this creature, who was meant to be her servant and yet adopted such an air of arrogance and condescension. As it was, her shame and dismay were too great. She had put herself so badly in the wrong that nothing she said would make a difference. She gave the thing up. “Then I dismiss you,” she said.

Dorsa disappeared. She did it in a manner very different from Keal’s. He had vanished at once, like a soap bubble when your finger touches its surface. Dorsa faded gradually and piecemeal, as if she were strolling away in a hundred directions at once. If it was possible to dematerialise insolently then Dorsa was doing it.

No matter though. Jannae swallowed the insult, if that was what it had been, and addressed herself at once to the bracelets. What must she do to access their power in a way more immediate and manageable than fitful dreams? Perhaps it was as simple as asking for what she wanted. “I summon Bruna Sozen,” she said. Nothing happened. She called out in a louder, bolder voice, “Bruna Sozen, I summon you!” Only silence and stillness greeted the words.

Very well then. The bracelets were intended to be worn. Jannae picked one up and slid it around her wrist. It seemed to stir like a living thing, contracting until it clasped her arm snugly. The metal, which had been cold at first, became in the space of a breath almost uncomfortably warm.

She took up the second bracelet. They were not, she saw now, a matched pair. This one was wider. After a moment’s hesitation she placed it on the same arm, her left one, sliding it up higher than the first. Again it accommodated itself to her instantly, enlarging its diameter to slide past its partner then shrinking again to embrace Jannae’s flesh.

The gems set into the bracelets flashed, washing the whole room with a soft green light.

“Bruna,” Jannae said. It came out as a whisper.

“Here, Liebchen. Always here.”

The voice came from behind her, from over by the window.

“Are you…” Jannae squeezed her eyes shut, but forced herself to open them again. “Are you on fire?”

“On fire? No. Why should I be? Those flames went out a long while ago.”

Jannae turned. Bruna Sozen stood beside the casement, dressed in a ragged white shift stained at the hem with mud or filth. She was self-evidently a ghost, being as translucent as fine lace. Her face was thinner than Jannae remembered, with hollows under the eyes. In all other respects she was the same woman, aged not a day since the moment of her death two decades past. That put the two of them now at the same age, Jannae thought with bleak amazement.

“When… when I saw you in my dreams, you were…” She could scarce get the words out.

Bruna nodded. “I know. I felt it. Not as pain,” she added quickly, as Jannae uttered a strangled sob. “Only as a kind of curtain that stood between us. I’m no nightmare, Jan. I’m only who I appear to be. And it heartens me that you still think of me.”

“Every day!” Jannae wrung her hands. “Every day I’ve lived!”

Bruna’s brow creased a little. “But you’ve lived well, I hope. Made your way in the world. Found such happiness as you could. I’d hate to believe thoughts of me made you sad.”

The words mystified Jannae. She could make no sense of them. “Bruna, the last time I saw you… it was when they haled you away. After Eike Mahl had tortured you, and made you confess. The guilt of that has sat on my soul like a stone ever since!”

“The guilt?” Bruna’s expression became even more concerned.

“Yes! Do you think I’ve forgotten what you said? And how you looked at me? You turned away from me in contempt, and for good reason. It was my words that condemned you. Only I beg you, believe me when I say that it was not meant. That I did it out of stupidity and nothing else, boasting of your skills when you’d told me time and again to keep them secret.”

To Jannae’s astonishment, Bruna laughed. “Of course I believe you. Jan, I knew your heart as well as I knew my own. I never for a moment thought you accused me on purpose.”

“But…” Jannae floundered, stammering. “But you said…”

“I said what was needful to make them spare you.” Bruna shook her head from side to side in seeming wonder. “Liebchen, there was so little I could do. I knew they’d arrested you too because Mahl kept referring to things you’d said. Answers you’d given him. I knew he was trying to make you denounce me, and that if I said nothing he would progress from interrogating you to excruciation. So I confessed. It was clear that I couldn’t save myself, but I could save you. Or at least I could try to.” She smiled, with no trace of sadness. “I’m so glad I succeeded.”

Jannae fell to her knees. She was scarcely aware that she did so. Her vision blurred as tears welled in her eyes and tumbled down. “Then you don’t hate me?” she managed to say.

“Hate you?” This was said in a tone of horror. “Liebchen, no! You mustn’t think so!” Bruna walked over to her, made to raise her up, but her hands passed through Jannae’s body without finding purchase. “I hesitated so long before taking on an apprentice – and then I found you. I was so happy when I did. And happier still when you started to surpass me.”

“That… No, Bruna, I didn’t. I was never as good as you. Never as strong as you.”

“You wanted discipline, that was all. The will and the raw power you had in great plenty. But why are we arguing about this? Jan, I never blamed you for what happened to us both. You sprang a trap, but you weren’t the one who set it. You were my joy, my heart’s heart. Perhaps I never said as much when I was alive. I cultivated a forbidding aspect, and sometimes I forgot how to take it off. But never doubt my feelings.”

“I did!” Jannae exclaimed. “I did doubt them. Because I was the one that brought the watch to your door. Bruna, the names of those who hurt you are branded on my heart. I’ve sought ever since for the power to hurt them back. And now I have it. I’ll make them pay for what they did to you. I’ll bring them all to darkness and despair.”

Bruna did not look as happy at this declaration as Jannae would have expected. “Doubtless they’ve deserved it, many times over,” she said. “But it seems a grim thing to hang a life on, Jan. I’d rather you’d made your own path than to find you still poring over mine.”

“I’m applying the lessons you taught me!” Jannae protested. “Didn’t you tell me that to forgive an injury only makes your enemies bolder?”

“I did say that.” Seeing that she could not touch Jannae, Bruna knelt beside her, leaning in close to stare into her eyes. “Death has changed my perspective somewhat. I see now how precious and how rare an elixir life is. It’s a magic greater than any we make with our charms. It was the first charm, I suppose, and the best – to make base clay stand up and talk, and think, and feel. Don’t pour out your life on someone else’s grave, Jan. Especially not on mine. I’d not have it so for all the world.”

“But they have to pay!” As she met Bruna’s stare Jannae felt all her certainties slipping. “They have to be punished for what they did to you! Perhaps then you’ll find solace enough to go to your final rest.”

“No, Jan, no! I didn’t stay because I was unhappy or thwarted. I slept a while, in the earth. Flowers grew from me. Moles and beetles moved through me. The sun and the rain worked miracles in me. It was very pleasant. I’d be there still if I hadn’t heard you calling me. And most likely I’ll go back there when you dismiss me, for a while at least. I’m not yet done with being in the world, although it seems strange to say that so long after I died.

“Jan, I can’t make your choices for you. Eike Mahl was a wicked man, and probably still is, but if you strike him down I imagine another wicked man will take his place. And if the world’s out of joint, it’s not Mahl who set it askew. The Verbot gegen Hexen came from the king after all, or from Wilhelm Gluck who tells the king what to think and what to do. Kill Mahl if doing it will bring you peace. But don’t do it to avenge me, or to memorialise me. I ask for neither.”

The two women talked a great deal more, but they did not return again to the topic of revenge. For Jannae to swerve from her long treasured agenda of retribution was a very great change indeed: she found she could not accommodate it all at once.

So they talked about Jannae’s time in service, her marriage, her widowhood – and insofar as he bore on recent events, Magnus Tresti. Jannae did her best to gloss her life as overall a happy one, since Bruna was so solicitous on that score, but she was forced to admit that she had done little with her freedom. She had hidden from the world for a very long time, until Tresti’s defection brought her forth.

“He did you a favour then, though he didn’t mean to,” Bruna said – softly, not chiding, for she seemed to sense that her earlier words had come close to chiding. “Sometimes it’s from our enemies – or those who seem to be enemies – that we learn who we are.”

“Sometimes,” Jannae agreed reluctantly. “Certainly he learned who I was. And he’s unlikely to forget it, in the time that’s left him.” She steered the conversation onto other topics – old times in Pillen, when she was Bruna’s apprentice and was discovering that the world held more than merely cruelty and want.

The candle burned down while they talked, and at last went out. By that time the first pale rays of dawn were drifting through the shutters, so there was still light to see by, but Bruna had faded little by little until she was barely an outline.

“I have to go, Liebchen,” she said at last. “Ghosts don’t fare well when the sun is up.”

“But can I call on you again?” Jannae asked, like an importunate suitor.

“Perhaps. Perhaps you can. I’d like that. And you may be sure that I’ll come if I’m able. But it feels as though the time I’ve spent here has spent me in its turn. I’ll go and sleep a while, in the place where they buried me. It’s on the far side of the abbey wall, by Katzenauge hill. In unconsecrated ground, naturally, but that just makes it wilder and better. If you summon me again, best to summon me there. It will be easier for me to come to you. Farewell now, Jan. Farewell, and be happy. Be happy, and be yourself. Steer your own course through this world, and let nobody deter you from it.”

“I will,” Jannae said, shedding yet more tears though she did her best to hide them. “I swear I will.”

Bruna turned from her, and in turning was gone.

Jannae remained for a long time where she was, kneeling on bare boards. Bruna’s words had touched her very deeply. They had become a light by which she saw her whole life, whether she wished to or not. She saw the waste of the years during which she had locked herself in her dead husband’s house and pretended the world had gone away. She saw the hollowness of her oath of vengeance, which she would probably have put off for ever if Tresti and the tinderbox hadn’t coaxed her out of covert. Most of all she saw the difference – a whole vast gulf of it – between her life and Bruna’s. Bruna had used her magics to help those who needed it, to lend strength to those who had none and enlarge their choices. What had Jannae done, in all those twenty years? How had she spent her gifts, and her life?

“If I might intrude on madam’s devotions.”

Jannae started and scrambled at once to her feet. Keal had entered the room on silent feet, or else had simply materialised at the foot of the bed as these devils were wont to do. He carried over his shoulder a pair of saddlebags, but otherwise looked exactly the same as he had when he first appeared to her.

“What is it?” Jannae snapped. “Have you done what I asked of you?”

“Alas, no. I was unable to make the delivery to Herr Blauer as requested.”

“You mean you couldn’t find him?”

“Oh, I found him easily enough.” Keal bent and set the saddlebags down on the floor. “But had I given him the gold it would only have been taken from him again as soon as it was seen. Such things are not permitted in the gaolhouse. I therefore return it to you, to use as you see fit.”

“The gaolhouse?” Jannae repeated foolishly. “How does Mirko come to be in the gaolhouse? I parted from him not two days ago!”

“Whereupon he went home to a village called Rubik, was arrested under an edict that outlaws magic and condemned to be burned as a witch.”

Jannae’s stomach clenched, and a sudden lightness in her head threatened to drop her to her knees again. “But he is not a witch!” she protested. “There’s no more magic in Mirko than there is in a stick of rhubarb. They… they cannot! They cannot do it!”

“But it’s done. Apparently there was an incident in the town of Helm. In fact there were two. The first involved a man whose name you prefer to leave unspoken. For the second I believe you may have been present yourself. In both cases the name Mirchella was used, and that name was traced back to the aforementioned village. A cursory investigation established that this Mirko Blauer had quit his job at the village hostelry in order to enter your employ. Then Blauer returned himself and was at once placed under arrest. He confessed to having been at Helm and at another town, Fuldenschau, in both of which places events of a magical nature had taken place. That was enough to warrant the use of torture. And under torture Blauer confessed himself a witch. Naturally enough, I think: if a confession is what you’re after, torture is an excellent way of obtaining one. Sentence is to be carried out seven days hence in Rubik’s public square.”

Jannae sank onto the bed and buried her face in her hands. For a long time she could say nothing at all. When she did speak it was only to reproach herself. “I did this!” she exclaimed. “I did this to him! If he hadn’t come with me, none of it would have happened!”

“Perhaps not.” Keal’s tone was one of cold indifference. “And then he would have died some other way. You spared him the tedium of old age, for a certainty.”

The off-handed cruelty in the words might have roused Jannae to fury, but right then she could spare no anger for any but herself. A single word throbbed within her, in time with the rapid beating of her heart. Again! Again! Again! Again she had escaped clean when someone near her took the reproach that should have been hers.

But all was not the same this time around. Jannae was older now, a different person entirely from the cowed girl who had crept chastened out of Pillen. The blow was crippling, yes, but she could choose whether or not to let it cripple her. Gradually, from deep within her, Bruna’s words rose to drown out the hammer beat of again!

If the world’s out of joint…

She stood, and turned to face Keal. She pointed at the discarded saddlebags. “See that this money finds its way to Mirko Blauer’s wife,” she said. “And do it in a way that brings no suspicion down on her. Make it seem like an inheritance, or a stroke of fortune that bears an innocent explanation.”

“That will be a challenge,” the devil observed drily.

“Then rise to it. And at the same time… you can disguise your person, can you not?”

“Easily enough. What would you have me look like?”

“I care not. Only wear a guise that doesn’t frighten her. Give her this message, and say it’s from me. I swear on my soul her husband will not burn. I’ll come. I’ll see to it. Although not at once.”

“As madam commands.”

Keal bent to retrieve the gold. Perhaps it was inevitable at this moment that Jannae’s thoughts should linger on the theme of unfulfilled promises. “Wait,” she said. “There is something else I’ve undertaken to do, and it concerns you.”

Keal did not answer, and his impassive expression did not change by a single iota. He only straightened again, with the saddlebags slung across his shoulder, and waited for her to speak.

Jannae crossed to the vanity table where she had set down the magic purse. She dipped her hand inside and brought out the notebook. She was gratified to see the reaction this drew from the devil. He did his best to hide it but his eyes first widened and then narrowed. “This came into my hands some little while ago,” she said. “But I see from your face that your own acquaintance goes back further. I could ask you what it is, but the truth is I don’t care. Make a flame, if you please.”

Keal held out his hand with his fingers spread wide. A spot in the air above his open palm glowed red, expanding into a sphere about the size of an apple.

“Hotter,” Jannae said.

The red sphere turned first yellow then pure white. Jannae set the notebook atop it. It took fire at once, crumbling and shrinking as flames blossomed in it and around it. Within seconds there was nothing left.

“And there is one less obligation I need to fret about,” Jannae said sourly.

The devil closed his fist, a sifting of fine ash puffing out between his fingers. He seemed strangely hesitant, and after a moment she realised why that was. There was a name she had forbidden him to speak. “Some… person… asked you to do that?”

“To do it. And to let you see it done.”

“I see. And did this person say—?”

“Whatever he said or didn’t say need not concern you. Go now. Take that money to Frau Blauer as I bid you, and come back at once when you’re done. I have other tasks to set you that will not wait.”

This time Jannae didn’t even see him leave. She was intent on her own thoughts, which were filled of a sudden with a dizzying urgency.

Eike Mahl, Baer Wolfram, Frederick Leopold. They had waited this long and could certainly wait a little longer. The more pressing task was right before her, and she would not shirk it. Bruna Sozen had shown her the way, not so much by her parting words as by her entire life.

So it seemed she would be fighting Wilhelm Gluck after all. On his own ground, and on his own terms.
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Sleep evaded Mag for a long time.

Squatting on the stone floor of his cell with his eyes closed, shoulders hunched against the cold, he reviewed all the bad decisions he’d made. They all seemed to stem from his not having gone with Giovanni into his Southern homeland. If he had followed love…

But who was to say what would have come of that? And how could he wish to have come to a different decision, since that would mean wishing to be a different person. Perhaps if the choice came again he would jump the other way. Then again, perhaps not. He was of an age now when change came hard. And of course he would not be given the choice.

He gave the thing up at last. You couldn’t sit in judgement over your own life, because the biases that had shaped the life had shaped the judgement too. And in the end there was no other judge whose opinion he would trust. Perhaps Keal. The demon’s smouldering eyes saw through all subterfuge, and he would scorn to lie. If Mag should put the question to him, whether his life when all was told had been well or badly lived, he would believe the answer he was given.

Probably just as well then that he would never get to ask it.
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As soon as Keal was gone Jannae opened up the tinderbox and summoned Dorsa once more. This time the she-devil manifested as black smoke that rose through the boards of the floor, roiling and billowing until at last she solidified in her wonted shape. “Very pretty,” Jannae said drily. “I believe you have some skill in the handling of animals.”

Dorsa’s lips curved into a wicked smile. “Say rather that some animals and I have come to an understanding,” she said, “to our mutual delight and benefit. There is no handling. There is giving and there is taking. There is hunting, eating and sleeping. There has been fighting sometimes, but to use my beasts in war is a sin against their nature, which is cleaner and simpler than ours. Tell me what you’d have of me.”

“I’ll probably come to that sin in due course,” Jannae said frankly, “for I’m skirting the edge of a war and I’m like to become embroiled in it whether I would or not. But for now I’d only ask if you have any beasts that can follow a scent as a dog does. Better than a dog does, preferably, for I’ve a very thin spoor to lay before it.”

“I have such that can smell a mouse’s fart from a hundred miles out.”

“It’s not a mouse I’m seeking though, but a woman. And I have nothing of hers, no glove or scarf or kerchief that might have her scent on it.”

Dorsa considered. “We must go about it another way then. Have you seen her?”

“What?”

“This woman. Have you seen her with your own eyes?”

“Yes.”

“And is the memory of it still fresh in your mind?”

“It should be. I saw her yesternight, but not for long or from close to.”

“Perhaps I can help you, perhaps not. If not, the fault will lie in your recall. The Ameliktos Kathaiou can take the woman’s image from your mind and then seek the same image in the minds of those who are seeing her now. But if either your vision or your memory is poor then the trail won’t be clear enough to follow. And it might be that the woman bides alone, in which case there would be no trail at all.”

“We’ll try that, then,” Jannae said at once. “Bring me this… what was it?”

“Ameliktos Kathaiou. He is hideous to look upon. You should cover your eyes or look away.”

“I’m not afraid.”

Dorsa gave an impatient shrug. “I’m nothing averse to your gazing on the Ameliktos and being reduced to madness, but I’m meant to protect the bearer of the box where I can. Look away.”

Jannae bent her head and stared at the floor. After a moment she felt a feathery touch against her forehead, as if she had stepped through a cobweb and some of it had stuck to her skin.

“Think of this woman’s face,” Dorsa said. Jannae did so, essaying to make the image in her mind as clear and full as she could manage. A sudden pain stabbed through her temples, making her gasp. “It’s well,” Dorsa said. “He’s taking the impression. A few moments longer and the thing is done.”

The pain continued to grow, passing quickly from unpleasant to debilitating. Jannae felt her knees begin to buckle. “I—I can’t!” she exclaimed. “It’s too—”

“He has it. And now he’s gone. You can look up again.”

Jannae’s eyes had remained open throughout but they were swimming in tears now and it took her a breath or two to blink them away. She raised her head, putting on an expression of cool composure that was a very long way away from how she actually felt. “How long is this search likely to take?” she asked.

“I told you,” Dorsa replied, “it’s done. The Ameliktos hunts in thought, and therefore is as quick as thought. He found the match and left it with me. The woman’s name is Lieselotte Reger. I can take you to her now, if that’s your wish.”

“That is my wish,” Jannae confirmed.

Lieselotte Reger lived, or at least presently resided, in a room above a shoemaker’s shop on the aptly named Kleingewerbestrasse. Jannae wore her widow’s weeds for the visit, putting on a great show of inoffensiveness, but still her way was blocked when she tried to climb the staircase to the little apartment by two very solid-looking men in builders’ aprons who told her that the stairs were unsafe. They could not let her ascend until repairs were made.

“I’m here to see Frau Reger,” Jannae said. “On Ghost Army business.”

To their credit the men managed to maintain impassive faces, though she saw a flicker of alarm in the eyes of the younger of the two. “There’s no Frau Reger here,” the other said. “And no one that doesn’t love the king. But you were best come up and see, if you don’t believe us.”

He stood aside, allowing Jannae to pass. As she ascended she was aware of the two men falling in behind her. Even a week ago this would have induced such alarm that her magics failed her, but Fuldenschau and Helm had taught her how to ride the wave of such emotions to a place beyond panic and perturbation. She readied a cantrip in her mind, one she had invented only an hour before and never used because she had had no one to practise on – but she was confident that it would work. And if it did not she had the tinderbox to fall back on.

The door at the top of the stairs stood ajar, but as soon as she pushed it open another man standing in the narrow vestibule beyond put a dagger to her throat. “That’s far enough, lady,” he said. “Stand hard.” The two Jannae had met first entered behind her and closed the door. “She knows Liesel’s name,” the older one said quickly, “and mentioned the Ghosts. We need to see what else she knows.”

“I’ll be happy to share it,” Jannae said. “But I’ll talk with Frau Reger alone.” She released the cantrip, freezing all three men into statues. Then she walked between them through another door into a wash-house with a great wooden tub and a mangle. The red-haired woman she had seen the night before was sitting at a deal table whose unvarnished surface had been scored with hard use and bleached piebald with lye. She had her arms folded across her chest and wore a face as cold as a fishmonger’s slab. She seemed both unsurprised to see Jannae and utterly unafraid.

“And you are?” she demanded.

“Jannae Mirchella.”

“If my brothers have taken harm, Jannae Mirchella, you’ll not leave here on your feet.” The woman spoke these fierce words matter-of-factly, with no more heat than if she had been commenting on the day’s weather.

There was one other chair at the table. Jannae pulled it back and sat. “The spell will wear off presently,” she said. “They’ve the appearance of stone, and if you were to take a hammer to them they’d break like stone, but their flesh has yet the memory of flesh and it will find its way back to what it was in due course. I wanted us to be able to talk without interruption.”

The woman set her arms on the table and rested her chin on her hands. Like the wood the skin of her hands was mottled from years of being dipped in strong bleach. “If I were to boil your eyes in your head, would that count as an interruption?” she asked in the same flat tone.

Jannae made no attempt at preamble, seeing that her coming here had already made a number of things abundantly clear. “I saw you fight last night,” she said, “and I saw you fail. You tried to get into the palace, to free your kinsfolk that were taken, but the palace guard drove you back – with magics supplied by Wilhelm Gluck, that were stronger than your own. I came here to make you an offer. I intend to breach the palace walls, and I can tell you well beforehand the time and place at which I’ll do it. I’ll make sure the gap is wide enough for a large force to pass through. I imagine your Ghost Army, if they were close by, would be able to make good use of it. What say you to that, Frau Reger?”

The other woman’s expression had not changed one whit during this declaration. “Well, there are a great many answers I could give,” she said, “but since they all boil down to the same thing in the end I’ll offer you one word, which is no.”

“No?” Jannae was nonplussed. “But… I’m offering you an alliance. To our mutual benefit.”

Lieselotte Reger gave a short, huffing laugh. “Oh, I know it,” she said. “The benefit to you is that you get to do whatever it is you’re doing, with the Ghost Army as a distraction to keep both Gluck and the soldiery off your back. The benefit to us is… no, you’ll have to explain that part. For it seems to me we’ll be caught in a killing ground between high walls and cut down like wheat at Lammastide. If I’m wrong, tell me why.”

Jannae blanched to have her intentions laid so bare. She had not put the thing in those terms, but it was true that she wanted to divide Gluck’s attention, since if she had to face him alone she felt sure that he would best her. “Was that not what you were trying to do last night, though?” she demanded. “If you had broken through the guard would you not have attempted the walls? What else was your plan?”

“There was no plan.” For the first time the other woman’s temper seemed to fray. She lowered her hands to the table, and as she spoke she clenched them slowly into fists. “The Ghosts – and yes, I’m one of them – aren’t like a regular army with generals and regiments. We’re only people that have come together to try to bring an end to something we don’t want to tolerate any more. When we come to a decision it’s not one telling all what to do, it’s voice against voice and back and forth until the room agrees.” She grimaced. “I told them what would happen if we attacked the palace, but these are people who are desperate. If their husbands and wives, their parents, their children die the heart will go out of them for good. We all see that. What we don’t see is how to save them. Last night was a disaster, as I knew it would be. Getting us through the walls doesn’t solve our problem, Jannae Mirchella. And I won’t be used as a Judas goat to lead my friends to slaughter so you can steal some plate from the palace kitchen, or whatever it is you’re trying to do.”

The woman’s anger was growing. Indeed, Jannae felt the prickle in the air as she readied a spell. They were seconds away from fighting, which would very likely end as Lieselotte Reger had said it would, with one or both of them dead on the floor. “Wait,” Jannae said hastily, raising her hands. “Everything you’ve just said is true, and I’m sorry for it. I was lost in my own dilemma and hadn’t properly considered yours. That was wrong of me. But perhaps we can still find a way to work together – and to accomplish together what neither of us could have managed alone.”

“I doubt that,” Lieselotte Reger said. “Have you enough magic to go toe-to-toe with Wilhelm Gluck?”

“No.”

“And nor have I. But if we put our two incapacities together you think they will somehow become a juggernaut that crushes everything beneath its wheels.”

“And you think not,” Jannae said grimly. She burned under Lieselotte Reger’s scorn, but at the same time she recognised something in it from her own years of hiding; the arguments she had used to convince herself that she was not quite ready yet to face the world, but must sharpen herself to an impossible, exquisite edge before she engaged with it at all. “Yet you chose to fight, just the same. You joined the Ghost Army, when you could have stayed at home and gathered the wheat at Lammastide.” She glanced around the bare room. “Or taken in washing.”

“We fight because we must.” There was iron in Reger’s voice. “It never felt like a choice because there were no other options. The country is spilling its lifeblood in Frederick’s wars. We’ve all lost more than we could easily bear, and if we do nothing we stand to lose what little is left to us.”

“That’s still a choice,” Jannae pointed out.

“Call it that if you like. Still, we knew what was possible to do and what was not. We struck bridges and roads, storehouses, military headquarters. We hindered the progress of the war in the hope that we could make the cost of conducting it too high to bear. We didn’t offer to meet the king’s armies in the field, and we didn’t challenge Wilhelm Gluck to a duel of spellcraft. In fact our greatest care has been not to meet Gluck at all. We keep track of his every movement so we can be sure always to attack where he is not.”

“Until last night.”

“Last night was different! He has our children. I counselled against that attack, but I was voted down.”

“Have you given up hope, then?” Jannae demanded. “Or what’s your plan?”

“There is no plan! Not for this! Good God, have you not listened to me at all?”

The exchange had become ever louder and more heated, both women rising from the table and leaning forward the better to deliver their sallies directly into each other’s faces. Now they both seemed to become aware of their anger in the same moment as though it were something apart from themselves, an awkward presence in the room around which they were forced to manoeuvre.

“I have a plan,” Jannae said, as calmly and levelly as she could. “One that will combine your resources and mine into something more serviceable than either. If you’ll allow me, I’ll expound it for you. But first let me show you something.”

She took the tinderbox from her purse and placed it on the table between them. Reger stared at it for a very long time without speaking. Then she touched it with the tip of one finger. By degrees an expression of surprise and wonder crept across her face.

“You feel it?” Jannae asked.

Reger nodded. “There’s a great reservoir of power here,” she murmured. “More than I’ve ever known even at a witches’ sabbath. How did you come by it? No, never mind that. What does it do?”

A witches’ sabbath! Jannae set those words aside to be interrogated later. She had never imagined such a thing, but she felt that she would very much like to see one. “It summons devils out of Hell to do my bidding,” she said. “Three of them, each with their several skills. As to your first question, its rightful owner fell out of the sky and landed in my garden.” She told Reger the story of how Magnus Tresti had come into her employ, and how between the two of them they had despoiled the body of the demon soldier who had arrived so dramatically on her doorstep. She described how she had pursued Tresti, running him to ground at last here in Königsbrucke, and how Wilhelm Gluck had interposed himself at the last moment, carrying away the man while Jannae herself had retrieved the box.

“But possessing the box didn’t in itself give you power over it?” Reger asked.

“No. Tresti had to gift the box to me. Though it occurs to me now that the dead devil made no such gift to him, so it may be that when the previous owner is dead the box becomes once again the property of the first one that claims it.”

Reger considered with herself a while. “I should like to meet your three devils,” she said at last.

“By all means,” Jannae said. “But first, Frau Reger, let us talk of ways and means.”
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The morning of the executions dawned fair. Wilhelm Gluck had told his servants to wake him early, but he was awake before they knocked, the woman bringing his breakfast and the two men his freshly laundered vestments – the formal court apparel he seldom bothered to wear. He dismissed the servants and ate alone, walking through in his mind for one final time the day’s schedule, the articulation of the event and the various failsafes he had put in place in case the Ghost Army tried to forestall the executions.

He cast a minor charm, causing the clothes to rise up and dress him of their own accord while he took a last swig of small beer and a last mouthful of kuminkäse. The remnants of smoked sausage he offered to a young goshawk in a cage at the foot of his bed, but the bird spurned the meat. He preferred his prey red and dripping, a sentiment Gluck could appreciate.

He unhooked the cage from its stand and brought it with him to the window. Throwing open the casement, he gazed down into the courtyard below. A small group of people, mostly men and all very finely dressed, stood shivering in the morning cold. “You see that?” Gluck murmured to the hawk as he unfastened the cage door. “Do they look like mice to you? They do to me.”

The bird hopped from cage to windowsill, then at once took wing and was gone among the tiles and turrets, out of Gluck’s sight in a moment. But I’ll see you again in a little while, he said inside his mind, and the hawk’s answering shriek echoed back to him from somewhere in the middle distance.

Gluck descended from his tower, but he did not go immediately to the main courtyard. He proceeded by his own secret ways to a smaller and more private area, the roofed-in cloister of a former abbey that had once existed within the palace precincts. The narrow space was all but filled with the purpose-built tumbril, much larger than the usual hastily converted hay wain, in which the condemned – aside from Tresti who would have the honour of his own conveyance – would be taken to the execution site. Some of the prisoners were already sitting in its bed, manacled and miserable, but the bulk had yet to arrive. Two dozen troopers of the royal guard, standing around the wagon in twos and threes, came to attention at Gluck’s approach.

He put fresh wards on their weapons, and a charm that would sap the strength of any who fought them. The charm was potent but short-lived, hence this eleventh-hour visit. Then as a finishing touch he took one of the chains from around his neck and fastened it to the tumbril’s rear gate. The chain was of Hellish manufacture, part of the spoils from his third Visitation. It contained an inviolatur, a shield against magical attack. His inquiries had uncovered no certain evidence of witches in the Ghost Army’s muster, but it was foolish to assume therefore that they didn’t exist. If anyone tried to rescue the prisoners by magical means they would find they could not come within thirty yards of the tumbril, and any spells they cast would not reach it.

He would have preferred to ride with the tumbril himself, making assurance trebly sure, but the king had insisted that all courtiers should ascend the platform in a single party with himself at its head. He had not wanted Gluck to make a separate entrance and potentially steal some of his thunder. That jealousy, always an undercurrent in their relationship, was becoming more of a nuisance of late. Gluck was only prepared to tolerate it up to a point.

“You must wait for your cue, before bringing the prisoners out,” he told the guard captain, a stolid, capable man named Foede. “The burning of the witch Tresti comes first. You will see the smoke go up, but stay even then until you hear a sennet from the trumpeters. That will mean the witch has expired and it will be time for the hangings to begin.”

The guard captain was not one to waste words, so he only saluted to show that he understood. Gluck turned away and made to leave through the same archway by which he had entered, but found his way momentarily blocked as another group of prisoners was brought out. Most of them averted their gaze from him. A few glared. One woman in her middle years took her courage in both hands and spat at him, but being offensive the spittle was flicked away by one of Gluck’s many warding spells before it could touch him. It hit one of the guards instead, who felled the woman with a mighty slap. Gluck passed on, leaving the tawdry exchange in his wake.

By the time he reached the main courtyard the little group he had seen from above had swelled in size to more than half a hundred. Court officials, scions of noble families, a sprinkling of mistresses. All were in a dolorous mood, though since they were here at the direct invitation of the king they put the bravest face they could on the thing. They also did their best to hide their dislike for Gluck, which he knew ran very deep – almost as deep as their fear. Most greeted him with wary civility and he responded with his usual remote calm. Nobody expected warmth from him, and it was one of the privileges of his office that he needed to proffer none.

He had timed his arrival perfectly, taking his place at the head of the throng just as the western door was thrown open and the king emerged, the still centre of a small storm of serving men and satraps. Gluck bowed deeply as Frederick approached, as did all the assembled dignitaries.

“Your Majesty,” he said. “You honour us with your presence.”

Frederick acknowledged the bow with an indulgent nod. He alone of all the company seemed to be in an equable mood. “Well, you’ve promised us a spectacle, Meister Gluck,” he said. “One I would be very reluctant to miss.”

Gluck had promised nothing, in fact. He had only said that if the Ghost Army tried to interrupt the executions they would be met with spectacular force and annihilated. The alternative scenario, that they would recognise this fact and stay away, was a great deal more likely – especially given the losses they had sustained the night before.

Still, he managed a smile as the king with all his usual pomp ascended into his coach. “I hope Your Majesty will not be disappointed,” he said.

“I hope so too,” Frederick declared. “I hope so too, very much.”

The coachman cracked his whip, stirring the team into motion. There were eight of them, cremello Arab stallions all sired by the same formidable father. They broke at once into a high-stepping trot, for their vigorous spirits could scarcely be held to a walk.

As the gates opened, two full platoons of palace guards fell in with the coach on either side, moving forward at the fast march to keep pace with it. Gluck climbed into his own carriage and sat back, waiting impatiently for it to move forward. There were protocols that governed these things. Despite the eminence of his office and his closeness to the king Gluck had been born a commoner and could not take precedence over those of noble birth. Therefore he would be roughly in the middle of the parade, not at its head where he belonged. Normally this would not have troubled him a whit, for prestige and its trappings had never been what he sought, but today it was aggravating. He was the master of ceremonies for this performance, where all the others here – not excluding the king – were merely onlookers.

There was also the fact that if anything untoward occurred it would almost certainly be at the head of the procession rather than its mid-point. As they passed through the gates he scanned the watching crowd closely, alert for any sign of concerted action. He saw none. There were sullen and angry faces, to be sure: the announcement of the executions had not been met with any great enthusiasm even in circles whose patriotism was usually unquestioning. But the limit of this rabble’s aspirations seemed to be to refuse to cheer. In absolute silence, then, the carriages with their escort of soldiery passed on into the Grand Avenue, heading for the Heldenplatz a scant half a mile away.

Gluck allowed himself for a few moments to shift his perceptions from the immediate to the more remote. Closing the eyes of his body he looked out through the eyes of the goshawk, to whose small but fierce mind he had twinned his own.

The bird had already reached the Heldenplatz. Under Gluck’s direction it flew a complete circuit of the square. All seemed to be in readiness there, which was gratifying to see. The great wooden platform was complete, along with its ten gallows trees, the one broad stake on its stone plinth and the raked seating for the assembled dignitaries. Ranged around it were three ranks of liveried royal guard with pikes and swords – like the small part of an iceberg that bobs above the water. In the buildings that surrounded the square, invisible even to the hawk’s gimlet gaze, three hundred musketeers of the line stood ready to enfilade the Ghost Army from every side if it dared to show itself, with forty cannon besides. It was unlikely that anything bigger than a housefly would survive that barrage, but assuming any did they would then have the privilege of meeting Gluck himself. They would wish that they had not.

Predictably, there was already a large crowd of upstanding burghers and city riff-raff, along with peasants from the surrounding villages who had made the pilgrimage to see the biggest public execution the capital had ever hosted. Gluck estimated over a thousand. He had issued no prohibition against onlookers, only stipulating that anything that might conceivably be used as a weapon should be confiscated.

All of this was well enough. Gluck let the hawk alight on a nearby chimney pot and set it to watch there. Since it was looking towards the palace he saw the royal parade approach along the main highway; glimpsed his own carriage in its middle rank, and realised with mild amusement that if he were to put his arm out of the carriage’s window he could wave at himself.

When the carriages reached the cordon of troops and the courtiers began to disembark Gluck abandoned the hawk’s sensorium and returned to his own. It fell to him to ensure that King Frederick’s short journey from the carriage to the platform entailed no compromising of his dignity. Alighting first, he had four servants unroll a long red carpet from the mounting step of the king’s carriage to the bottom of the wooden stair that led up to the platform. It seemed for a moment as though he expected the king to climb the steps on his own two feet. But as soon as the king set foot on the carpet the first section of it lifted itself off the ground at a flamboyant gesture from Gluck and rose into the air at a steep angle, carrying the two of them with it up onto the platform.

The king was alarmed for a moment and then delighted, his ragged gasp breaking into astonished laughter. “By the Sacrament, Meister Gluck!” he exclaimed. “If you had as little regard for the laws of the realm as you do for those of common nature, I’d be obliged to have you hanged.”

“Your Majesty’s every word is a law to me,” Gluck said with perfect gravity. Privately he wondered whether Frederick had any inkling of how badly it would go for him if he ever took it into his head to order Gluck’s execution.

The carpet deposited them at the viewing stand, where they stepped off. There was then an awkward pause as the king’s serving men clambered up the steps to join them and install Frederick in his seat, a facsimile in gilded and perfumed wood of the throne on which he sat in state back at the royal palace. An ermine rug was brought and spread across his knees. Sweetmeats were brought on a table of sandalwood inlaid with ivory and placed at his right hand. In short he was as pampered as any noblewoman’s lapdog, leaving Gluck free once more to oversee the mechanics of the thing.

He inspected the stake and the scaffolds, determining that nothing had been done to interfere with their operation since he had last checked. At the same time he searched the space below the platform using a cantrip that made the wood as clear to his eyes as any glass. It would have been a clever stratagem for the Ghost Army to conceal a cohort of armed men and women underneath it, ready to spring out behind the guardsmen’s backs just as the executions were about to begin. But they had not done so; the space beneath his feet was empty. The rooftops round about were empty too, except for the men he had positioned there himself. Gluck was not troubled by the prospect of random archers or musketeers in any case. He was more than capable of dealing with any such, should the royal guard prove inept.

He spoke briefly with guard captain Foede, suggesting that all the roads leading into the square should be patrolled at all times, and that the patrols should make themselves as visible as they could.

“But we’ve been told to let people through,” the captain protested. “So long as they’ve no knives or swords about them, nor anything that can serve as a cudgel. And they’re still coming, as you can see. They’ll be up past two thousand soon. Would it not be good counsel to keep the numbers down, Meister?”

“Not at all,” Gluck said firmly. “If the Ghost Army comes in force, we’ve a force to meet them. We must not seem to be afraid, Captain. That is the nearest way to invite revolt.”

“As you command, Meister,” the captain said stiffly. “I’ve got my men marching up and down as if they were on parade drill, and all the roads are covered. It’s this crowd all around us that I’m wary of.”

“Don’t be,” Gluck said. “Unless your men are afraid of slaps and scratches, for there’s no worse hurt they’ll be offered. Oh, and have some of your muster bring buckets to douse the fire once the witch is dead. His Majesty will want to proceed to the hangings with no unnecessary delay.”

He strode away briskly, for he had still to give the hangman and his assistants their catechism. The guard captain might have had more to say but Gluck had no time to hear it.

“The watchword here is celerity,” he told the hangman, whose name was Eckerhart Schimmer. “With so many executions scheduled all together, each of you must go through the entire business many times over. I assure you the novelty of the event will have dissipated before you’re halfway done, and even the most prurient lordling here will be wishing he was somewhere else. You must work with dispatch, both in the attaching of the noose and in the clearing away of the bodies after the drop. I want no theatre, no mummery. Your movements should be like the movements of a dance, with no effort wasted.”

“We’ve practised it a hundred times, Meister,” Schimmer assured him. “We’ll not disappoint His Majesty.”

“See that you don’t,” Gluck replied, adding in his own mind: it’s my displeasure you need to fear.

At this point he felt he had done all he could. The Ghost Army would either show up to the feast or keep their distance. The one action would lead to their immediate destruction, the other would cripple them going forward. He was content with either outcome.

He roused the hawk and sent it on one more flight around the Heldenplatz, moving outwards in widening circles. There was no sign of any movement in the surrounding streets or out at the city’s edge. If the Ghost Army were planning an intervention they were leaving it to the very last moment. Perhaps they thought their best chance lay in surprise, in which they would not have been wrong; but Gluck was sure he had anticipated all possible surprises.

He took his seat beside the king, who continued to be in a buoyant mood. He was now inflicting his jollity on the nearer ranks of courtiers, regaling them with a story about the privations of his own childhood. His father, the first King Frederick, had once beaten him for stealing a joint ring from his mother’s bedside. “It was so pretty, you see. I only wanted to look at it. But to my father the commandments were a very solemn business, and so, you see… with a birchen switch, as if I had been a peasant! But here I am. Here I am, by God. Sometimes suffering is a beacon that lights our way.”

More often than not, Gluck wanted to say, but he contented himself with a soft smile and a thoughtful nod, as though the king’s idle reminiscences contained nuggets of distilled wisdom. Meanwhile the courtiers smirked and exclaimed and murmured, each in their own key: with no idea what sort of response the king was expecting they were obliged to improvise as best they could.

The arrival of Magnus Tresti came as a relief to all, therefore. Except possibly to the man himself.
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Mag’s imminent death had had a depressing effect upon his spirits, but he was still able to find a certain grim amusement in the over-elaborate precautions surrounding his transfer from the palace to the execution platform.

He was fetched from his cell by two guardsmen to an inner courtyard, blinking in the daylight as a smith with muscles like cannonballs and his two very young apprentices put his hands in manacles and a hobble-chain around his ankles. The guards could have done all this themselves, presumably, but after the manacles and leg irons had been fastened the heads of the bolts were struck off and the joins sealed with hot solder. This seemed to be part of the punishment, the implication being that the irons would never be removed again. They would just melt in the fire that killed him.

“Are these your boys?” Mag asked the blacksmith. “And you’re raising them in your own trade? That’s a blessing in these unsettled times.” The man gave him a single glance – startled, almost pained – then went back to his work.

When he had been rendered thoroughly harmless, as if that was a thing that had been needful in the first place, the guardsmen led Mag away to the courtyard’s further end where two wagons were standing. They pushed and manhandled him up onto the bed of one of the two. The other, which was a great deal longer and wider, was full of men and women and children in irons like himself. Some of them he thought he recognised from his first accommodations in the palace. The children were in a dolorous mood, many of them crying, others wrapped in a misery so deep they seemed to have no awareness of their surroundings at all.

“What’s to become of these?” Mag asked his guards, dismayed. “Surely they’re not to be…” He didn’t want to speak the word in case the children heard him.

“Burned?” asked one of the guardsmen jovially. “No, they’ll be hanged. That’s to be the main event, once you’re nice and cooked through.”

“Shut your mouth, Wenzel,” the other man growled.

“Why should I?” the jolly one demanded indignantly. “It’s true, isn’t it?”

“Mayhap it is. And mayhap it’s true that I’ll break all the teeth in your head if you say another word.”

“You can’t countenance this,” Mag said to the second guard. “You should let the children go, at least. There’s nobody by to see you do it.”

“You can keep your hole shut too,” the guard snarled, giving him a cuff around the head. This was the first opportunity Mag had been given to test the charm Jannae had laid on him to ward off pain. He felt the blow, but at a strange remove so that it didn’t trouble him. This was a comfort, and not a small one, but it gave him to wonder: would he be able to watch his body burn with the same detachment? His flesh blacken and shrink, the fat within it bubble and steam away, the charred bones crack? He decided he would keep his eyes closed throughout. The outcome was still certain, and he was not so curious about the process that he needed to observe it.

An outer gate was thrown open and the wagon rolled out. “Be of good heart and fear not!” Mag called out to the occupants of the other wagon as he trundled by them. A meaningless exhortation if ever there was one, especially knowing what he did about the mechanisms of Heaven and Hell and the peripheral place humankind occupied therein. It seemed to him that there was a great deal to fear and not very much to hope for.

The wagon turned into the Grand Avenue, an escort of soldiery falling in on either side of it. The avenue was thickly thronged with people, who called out obscenities at the soldiers and threw stones both at them and at the wagon. The stones struck an invisible barrier and fell out of the air before they could reach their target – a gift from Wilhelm Gluck, though not for Mag’s benefit.

At the far end of the avenue they came out onto the Heldenplatz, and into the midst of an even bigger crowd. There were more catcalls now, though no missiles because the square was ringed all about with both guardsmen and soldiery. The assembled citizens stepped back hastily from the wagon as the armed men on either side of it turned outwards with their bayonets lowered and readied.

They came to the foot of a great platform, where Mag was decanted and told to climb a wooden stair. Hobbled as he was, it took him a very long time, and the steps were too narrow for the guards to assist him. All they could do was push him from behind, which he either ignored or used as an excuse to stumble, slowing his progress still further. He saw no reason to expedite the process of his own execution.

More guards were waiting at the top of the steps, and they took charge of Mag with brusque impatience. They hauled him past a grim line of gallows trees, ten or a dozen of them, to a structure at the rear of the platform that was like the raked seats in a theatre. Row upon row of men and women sat there, all of them dressed very finely indeed; and at the utmost apex was the king. Mag would have guessed who His Majesty was from the golden throne on which he sat, but in any case he knew the man at once from the battlefield at Ketowik. Then, as now, he had come forth into the realm to oversee a massacre. At his side, the only man standing among all these seated lords and ladies was Wilhelm Gluck.

Mag found a great hatred and despite rising within him, and wished with all his heart he had succeeded in his self-imposed mission. To have removed the king from the world would have been an unmitigated good. Although it would have been necessary to remove Gluck too, or else the cancer would only have grown back.

Very much to Mag’s surprise the king stood, flinging aside a rug that had covered his royal knees. He gathered himself to his full height, which was not so very great, and surveyed the crowd. He threw up a hand as if commanding silence, though in truth all sound had died away long before during Mag’s painful ascent to the platform.

“In previous ages,” the king cried out, somewhat too loud in all that stillness, “witches ruled like tyrants, plundered like pirates, wasted and withered our fair country like a murrain. It has pleased us to put an end to their depredations, and we have succeeded so far in this that there is scarcely a witch to be seen between Königsbrucke and Ketzin Havel. Still, we have not ceased to be watchful, and it seems there are always more wretches prepared to barter the priceless treasure of their immortal souls for a little power and licence. Our main business today is to tame the pride of rebels, but we can spare some little time to punish one who has trafficked with devils and caused great harm to the innocent people of Helm and Fuldenschau.”

Frederick’s arm had remained in the air through this oration, but now he brought it down to point at Mag, favouring him with a glower of smouldering disdain. Mag met that spiteful gaze with a hard stare of his own. “Magnus Tresti,” the king declaimed, “you have been found guilty of the unnatural practice of sorcery. Our decree is—”

“You!” Mag yelled. “You have been found guilty! Of wasting your countrymen’s lives in a war that serves no purpose. Of letting your cursed pride and avarice—” He got no further. The nearest guards all grappled him at once and forced him to his knees, his head pressed down still further until it was crushed against the bare boards. Even from that constrained position, he could still hear the roaring cheer that erupted from the crowd. They had appreciated his act of defiance, modest and short-lived though it had been.

But the cheering died out as quickly as it had begun, replaced by a silence even more deadening than before – a silence unbroken even by the slightest drawing of breath or the scuffle of a foot. This must be magic, Mag thought, and the thought was oddly comforting. Gluck had needed to cast a spell to keep the massed citizenry from voicing their feelings. With that thought came another: these people had not come to see him burned, or at least not with joy or approbation. Still less had they come to see a wagonload of innocents hanged. Gluck’s hasty intervention only served to underscore that there was a war King Frederick had already lost.

“Our decree,” the king repeated with an almost petulant insistence, breaking that perfect stillness, “is that you shall be bound to a stake and burned forthwith. Take him.”

Mag had somehow missed the stake earlier. It stood at the very front of the platform, right beside the gallows trees, and perhaps for that very reason made less of an impression. It was only an upright wooden beam, after all, buttressed at the bottom with four stout trusses, and set on a broad bed of broken slate to keep the heat of the blaze from burning through to the wood beneath. Mag was brought to it and made to stand against it while yet more chains were added to his already cumbersome tally, binding him tight at neck and waist and ankles.

Then the kindling was brought. It was not guardsmen who did this but a group of men with bare chests and black hoods on their heads, each of them holding either a sheaf of dry rushes or a bundle of split logs. They built a bonfire around Mag up to the height of his waist, taking some care to ensure that the heavy logs did not press hard against his skin. This was to be a death by fire, which apparently meant that no trivial injury should come to him by other means.

When all was done, the executioner stepped forth. As with the king he was not difficult to discern from those about him. He was shirtless like his assistants, but his hood was blood red as were his gloves. Across his naked and hairless chest, either painted or tattooed with inks, were the words “für diesen Tod unschuldig”: blameless for this death.

“Give me your pardon,” he asked Mag.

“Is that the custom, then?” Mag inquired.

“Aye, it is. And you being a witch, I’d like to know you’ve laid no curse on me.”

“I don’t know any curses. But I’ve no pardon to give you either. I take it ill that you’re setting me on fire.”

“But it’s my office,” the man protested. “And most of those I’ve put to death had well deserved it. Come, it costs you nothing to give me—”

“Enough!” The voice was not the king’s but that of Wilhelm Gluck, and it was full of steel. “Be about it!”

The executioner’s eyes within the holes of his mask narrowed, but he did not dare to disobey that command. He touched the torch to the kindling. “Blameless!” he muttered in a hoarse undertone. “I’m blameless!”

“Aye,” Mag said. “So I’ve read.”

It seemed at first that the fire hadn’t caught, but a crackling from within the heaped-up hay suggested that it was doing its work down there unseen. Then the flames sprang up all at once, as high as Mag’s shoulders. With them came great gusts of black smoke, which in a few moments billowed so thickly about Mag that it hid the whole world from his view. It was harsh and acrid, and he clamped his mouth shut against the bitter taste of it. But a moment’s reflection let him see the smoke for what it was, a blessing rather than an additional torment. He took a deep breath, and then another. There was no reason to stand and watch while the flames destroyed his flesh; not when this dark mercy had been handed to him. He sucked in more and more of it, choking on its foulness but grateful beyond words that his ordeal was almost over.

It was at this point that a great boom like a cannonade sounded from nearby. The platform was shaken so violently that it seemed to leap into the air like a skittish horse, then settled again with a jarring crash. Still, Mag could see nothing, though he heard yells and alarums from all sides. Another cheer rose up from the crowd, louder and more full-throated than before, followed at once by a burst of musket fire.

A dark shape came out of the smoke, so fast Mag could barely make it out, though he saw that it had horns and a tail and a great gaping mouth full of teeth like mildewed tombstones. The beast seemed about to trample him, but at the last moment it leaped into the air. Its front feet, bristling with claws as long as daggers, hit the stake fully three feet above Mag’s head.

The stake toppled, taking Mag with it. It hit the ground with such force that he was sure some of his bones must have been broken, but Jannae Mirchella’s spell kept him from feeling the pain – or for that matter assessing the damage.

His legs were still in the fire, but now the fearsome monster fastened its teeth on the free end of the stake and dragged him clear. That done, it began to worry at the chains – which seemed futile to Mag until the first one snapped, its free end lashing him across the face.

“Good dog!” he wheezed, his voice ghastly because of the smoke. “Good dog!”
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Wilhelm Gluck was a man who prided himself on his thoroughness, even in things that were relatively trivial. In the matter of the executions, which were anything but, he had taken pains to allow for every conceivable eventuality. But as things transpired the confounding factor for which he had failed to allow was himself.

To be sure, the king’s prolonged and pompous monologue played a part. It goaded the crowd, already in a truculent mood, into a simmering rage. Worse, it allowed Magnus Tresti an opening into which he had shoved his wedge of defiance, hurling accusations into Frederick’s face where the common herd could witness it.

But then, who had married Tresti’s immolation to the hanging of the other prisoners? Why, that would be Meister Wilhelm Gluck! There had never been any need to conjoin the two, and there were excellent arguments for keeping them apart. The one was a matter of public order, while the other concerned Gluck’s private passions – in which, it must be said, he had never shown any tendency towards moderation.

Still, the guards had moved quickly to subdue Tresti, while Gluck’s cantrip of suppression had dampened down the crowd’s cheering after only a moment or two. Meister Schimmer had made haste to build the fire, and Gluck had flung a second charm to make sure the blaze caught at once. All was being brought back into line with his intentions.

Then out of nowhere the report of a cataclysmic impact echoed out across the Heldenplatz – and it was apparent to all present that it came from the palace. Gluck felt a shock that riveted him to the ground and deprived him momentarily of the capacity to reason. Again, in adding Tresti into the equation, he had undermined his own meticulous plans. The Ghost Army, it seemed, had not waited for their kinsfolk to be brought out into the open square, as any sensible strategist would have done. Instead they had attacked the palace itself, taking advantage of the reduced strength of its garrison. And because Gluck had added Tresti to the day’s schedule the prisoners were still there! The troopers stationed around the square might wait until doomsday for the Ghosts to come into their snare, for the Ghosts had chosen to address themselves elsewhere.

“Pente!” Gluck cried, triggering one of his previously enchained spells. The charm translated him instantly from the top tier of the raked seats down to the floor of the platform, where he clamped a hand on Captain Foede’s shoulder. Foede spun round with an oath, his hand on the butt of his pistol, but he saw who he had to do with and did not draw it. “Meister Gluck!” he exclaimed. “The palace—”

“Is under attack. I know. Take your men and fortify it. Kill any who stand in your way.”

“But the king—”

“There are troops of the line here. They will guard the king. Go! I’ll be on hand shortly to add my strength to yours.”

In all probability he would be there first. He had already rousted his hawk and set it on the wing. Through its peerless eyes he saw the smoke rising from the palace’s west wall and – the greatest insult of all – from his own Clerestory Tower. He saw no attacking forces though, no movement at all in the streets below him.

Then, directly ahead, he saw what had made the breach in the wall. It was no cannon or mortar. It was the one-eyed demon his scrying table had shown him, a monster of colossal stature with a single baleful eye that gleamed like the beacon of a lighthouse. He appeared to have walked through the palace’s outer wall, bringing it down as he did so, and was now doing the same with the western side of the keep where the Clerestory Tower rose.

Gluck drew back into his own sensorium. This must be addressed at once, but he was not so foolish as to leave the king undefended. The forces in the Heldenplatz must be given their orders, leaving their concealed positions to rally around the royal party until the threat had been dealt with.

He began to issue those orders, but his voice was drowned out as a stentorian bellow echoed around the square. Something had just stepped into the Grand Avenue from a much narrower cul-de-sac. Gluck could not keep himself from gasping out loud. It was the most grotesque apparition he had ever seen, like a cross between a dragon and a large-bore field-pounder gun. “Know me!” it roared – for apparently this thing had the power of speech. “Know me and kneel to me! I am the Audacious Sunderer! I am your doom!”

From that point on, all plans were moot. Gluck looked round for Captain Foede but the captain was gone. Along with about half his troops he was attempting to form a cordon line at the base of the viewing stand. Some more of the royal guard were in the process of bustling the king out of his seat, presumably under the impression that he would be the main target here. Gluck was already beginning to have his doubts about that.

After that bombastic challenge the monstrous cannon had not fired a shot; had done nothing besides advance with a steady, stalking gait towards the platform. It was almost certainly a feint, possibly an illusion with no real substance intended only to draw both fire and attention. At that it was superlatively successful. The soldiers concealed in the buildings around the square were firing down on it, revealing their positions in the process. If the Ghost Army were to attack now they would find half their job done for them.

But with the palace wall breached, the Ghost Army would no doubt have other priorities. And they had not summoned either the colossus that was dismantling Gluck’s beloved tower or the cannon that stalked like a beast. There was only one in all the world who could have done that – the one who had taken the tinderbox from the inn yard. Whoever that was, Gluck was certain beyond any doubt that he would meet them soon.

Was there any point in spiriting the king away to a safer place? Probably not, since it was hard at the moment to determine where such a place might be, and in any case Gluck’s chief concern was for his own person. He might need to reserve his strength for affronts that addressed him more nearly, leaving the role of royal bodyguard to Foede. He glanced upwards nonetheless to ensure that the royal party was under no immediate threat.

He found however that he could no longer see the royal party, or for that matter anything else. In the few seconds that his attention had been elsewhere the smoke from Magnus Tresti’s bonfire had billowed out across the platform, so thick that it felt like some sort of rotten fabric where it touched Gluck’s skin.

Out of the smoke the long snaking cord of a lash struck at his face. It came from Gluck’s left-hand side, and rebounded from his wards without even touching him, but even as he turned a towering figure strode in from his right and swung a mighty blow at him with a broadsword whose blade was black instead of silver. This too was deflected, but the force of the blow made Gluck stagger. Before he could regain his balance a dazzling light exploded before his eyes, blinding him.

“Pente!” Gluck cried, transporting himself again, but only by a few yards – out of the path of whatever hurtful stroke followed upon that light. He heard a crash and a splintering of wood. Most likely his defences would have held, but he was happy they had not been put to the test.

Time to see what he was facing. “Ennea!” he intoned – the ninth of his pre-readied charms, which was a harnessing of the elements. He brought a great wind to bear down on the Heldenplatz, scattering the noxious smoke into rags and tatters. In the suddenly restored sunlight he saw that he stood at the centre of a triangle whose vertices were his three opponents.

They were what he had half-expected from the moment he had glimpsed the behemoth that brought down the palace wall. Two of the three were self-evidently not human but demonic. He had seen both types, the red and the white, in the course of his Visitations but never alive and vital as they were now. He felt a thrill of excitement at that even as he recognised the danger he was in. He was thoroughly armoured against any human weapon or foe, but these were not human and therefore they represented a dangerous unknown.

His third opponent was human enough though, and by her aura he knew her for a witch. Putting these things together cemented Gluck’s understanding of what must have happened.

“You found the tinderbox, then,” he said to the woman, taking his eyes off the other two for a dangerous second. “It was meant to be mine.”

“It will never be—” the woman began, and then collapsed. The cantrip Gluck had woven had been conveyed to her in his innocuous words, but it could not have found an anchor in her mind if she hadn’t replied. Only a fool wastes words in a fight, except when the words are part of the fight.

The two demons moved as one, and they had learned from their earlier misfires. The burly one with the fire-red face clenched his fist, and Gluck found that he was unable to draw a breath. The air around him was being drained of its invisible essence so that it could no longer nourish the lungs of those who breathed it. The bone-white harridan did not attack at all, but only parted her lips and clicked her tongue, whereupon a great swarm of noxious insects converged on Gluck from nowhere, enveloping him in the space of an instant. They passed through his wards because each in its own infinitesimal person offered him no threat – they neither stung nor bit. The harm they did was all in their numbers, and it did not become real until they congregated on his flesh. Their weight was deadening, the pressure of those thousands of tiny bodies paralysing his limbs.

For a moment Gluck succumbed to panic. He could not speak, which deprived him of a great many of his accustomed defences. But it did not leave him altogether powerless even then. Far from it. He forced himself to ignore the pressure that was building in his chest, the urge to open his mouth and suck in not air but a suffocating mass of insects. Raising his right hand, he groped through the many chains and pendants that hung on his chest until he found by practised touch the winged ruby. His touch was all that was needed to activate its power. Becoming at once as insubstantial as any unhoused spirit he let himself drop straight through the wooden boards beneath his feet, out from the pestilential cocoon and the dead air, and glided down into the dark space below the platform.

He had only a moment’s leisure. Then the boards above him shattered as the red-face swung his sword again, making a space through which the she-devil dived head first. One of the chains gave Gluck the ability to see in complete darkness, so he was forewarned of her coming. He saw her crouch, curl into a ball and then unroll again, miraculously the right way up. But he did not wait for her to land. Since he now had his breath back he spat out “Ennea!” again, once more calling the element of air to his aid. A hurricane gust, all the more powerful for being very narrowly channelled, punched the she-devil out of the air and sent her crashing through the wooden beams that held up the platform.

The propulsive force was more spectacular than Gluck had expected. The demon’s hurtling progress sent her through several beams that stood all in a straight line. No longer fully supported, the entire platform tilted with a great creaking and groaning. Hastily, Gluck expended a charm – not a prepared one but one he was forced to weave on the fly – to shore it up again and bring it partly back onto a level.

Enough of this. As the red-face leaped down to join his fallen comrade, Gluck stilled his thoughts and calmed himself. These creatures were formidably powerful, and beyond a doubt had tricks up their sleeves that he could not anticipate. He needed to deal with them at once in a way that could not be answered.

How, though? Without knowing their weaknesses…

But he did know. They had one weakness, very great indeed, that was no secret to him. As mighty as they were, these devils were bound. There was a yoke around their necks, placed there by magical means. And though Gluck had no knowledge of the charm that had been used, he could intuit the shape of it by its effects.

They had not come here of their own will: they had been summoned.

As the red-face strode towards him holding his sword in a two-handed grip, intent on slaughter, Gluck let his arms fall to his sides and faced him squarely. The devil raised his terrible weapon and made to strike; but at the last moment it dawned on him what Gluck was doing, the cantrip that was forming in his mind.

“No!” the devil cried out, in a tone of very gratifying rage and horror. “You will not—”

But by then the thing was done.
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It was Keal more than anyone else who had laid out the plans for Magnus Tresti’s rescue. Dorsa had said that he had great cunning, so Jannae saw no harm in allowing him to earn that blazon. Keal had suggested using Borrigor to breach the palace walls, drawing off some of the armed men who would be present at the execution in great numbers. He had proposed bringing the Audacious Sunderer from its rural exile and deploying it within the capital, not primarily because its power would be useful – they were not intending to mount a siege, after all – but because its terrifying appearance would affright their enemies and give them something else to worry about while Jannae and the devils did their work and the Ghost Army did theirs.

Jannae’s first priority was retrieving Tresti from the hands of the executioner. To this end she had decided to strike hard and fast against Wilhelm Gluck himself, taking him out of the fight before he realised he was in it.

But the plan had disintegrated like tissue as soon as Gluck withstood their first attacks and was able to retaliate. Jannae realised this as she returned to her senses, lying full-length on the wooden boards of the execution platform in a pool of her own vomitus. She had gone down so quickly she was barely able to reconstruct a sense of how it had happened. Gluck had hurled a defiance. She had hurled it back, and…

The words. The words he’d spoken had concealed a spell, and in replying she had allowed it to blossom within her own mind. She had never seen the trick before but she understood intuitively how it would work – a counterpart in some kind to an animal trap that used a twig with some tension on it to spring a door closed or tighten a noose. In this case Gluck’s words were the taut branch, and her reply had sprung it.

She scrambled to her feet and looked around. All that saved her in that moment was her unremarkable appearance, what Bruna Sozen so very long ago had called the charm of Respectable Seeming. She looked for all the world like one of the lesser nobility fled or fallen from the viewing stand and lost now in the brutal engagement that had engulfed the execution platform.

The brutality was all human, however. Her devils were not part of it, although she could see the Audacious Sunderer now halfway along the Grand Avenue, ringed about with pikemen and musketeers. It still had not fired, but neither did it seem to have taken much harm. There were a score or more of shallow wounds in its flanks, but no blood or ichor or fluid of any kind dripped from them. Its leathery hide was too thick for that. And it was making hay with the soldiery that barred its path, trampling them under its clawed feet or hurling them aside with great scything blows of its flexible body, that looked like a cannon’s barrel but moved like a snake.

Closer at hand, the troops of the royal guard were engaged with the Ghost Army. They had superior discipline and for sure the better weapons but the Ghosts were far from defenceless. A charm of invisibility contrived by Lieselotte Reger and Keal had hidden their weapons until now, but a word had sufficed to uncover them. Wielding hammers and mattocks, cudgels, poniards and in many cases no more than rocks, they were winning by sheer weight of numbers. The guards’ calculus – that a certain proportion of the crowd might be Ghost Army soldiers – had run aground on the fact that they were all of them Ghost Army soldiers.

The struggle had reached the platform itself, where a few forlorn guardsmen were still trying to keep the mob from reaching the nobles as they cowered behind the inadequate ramparts of their tiered seating. Of the king Jannae saw nothing, but she caught sight of Magnus Tresti at last. His stake had been toppled and he lay some few yards away from the fire, which was still blazing. Of the beast that Dorsa had sent to free him there was no sign, but some of his chains lay loose around him. The beast had been there, clearly enough, but now it was gone just as the devils and Wilhelm Gluck were gone.

Jannae ran towards Tresti, skirting along the way a gaping hole in the wooden boards. Tresti stared up at her, dazed and full of astonishment. “Frau Mirchella!” he croaked. “What are you doing here?”

“I couldn’t see you burned as a witch, Herr Tresti. Hanged for a thief, yes, but this is an insult to my sisterhood. Hold still.”

She gripped the chain that was still binding the man to the stake and closed her eyes to weave a cantrip. She felt the chain part in her hand, three or four of the links turning to liquid that oozed out between her fingers and pattered down on the boards. She had told the metal it was hot enough to melt, and it had believed her.

Tresti sat up, and then tried to stand, but his legs would not support him. “Where…?” he forced out, in the same horrible smoke-charred voice. “Keal…? Dorsa? B… Borrig—?”

“I don’t know,” Jannae snapped, “and that troubles me. We must leave while we can. Come! Come, for Jesu’s sake!”

Tresti made another essay, managing to get one leg under him. Jannae gave him her arm and he clung to it, but when she tried to hale him up he hung there like a stone. His eyes were focused on something behind her, his expression one of blank dismay. She turned and saw Wilhelm Gluck rising up through the hole in the platform with all the slow stateliness of a banner being hauled up a flagstaff. Standing on empty air, he smiled down on them.

“Ah,” he said, “good. I had business with you both, and here are the two of you together. To the most pressing matter first. Give me the tinderbox, whichever of you has it. Make haste, for I’m not a patient man even at the best of times.”

Jannae released her grip on Tresti’s arm. She would not be so foolish as to speak to Gluck again, so she would need both hands free to weave her cantrips. She flung two at him now, the first a simple incendiary and the other the mind-numbing curse she had first used by accident against a man in Pillen who had wished to rent her affections. Gluck’s outline shimmered a little as his wards deflected both spells. Potent though the cantrips were, his defences were still more formidable.

But the two attacks together took the wards to their limits, which unexpectedly gave Magnus Tresti an opening for an offensive of a different kind. He rose up with one of the split logs from his own pyre gripped in his hands, and struck Gluck a ringing blow across the face. There was a crunch of bone and the warlock staggered, taken completely by surprise.

But only for a moment. When Tresti stepped in for a second strike Gluck brought his hands up in front of his face, linking his thumbs like a man making a shadow puppet of a bird in flight. The baulk of wood flew from Tresti’s hands and he was flung backwards with such force that he turned a somersault before he came down face first onto the boards.

But Gluck was not yet done. His thumbs twitched and Tresti’s body was raised into the air, to be slammed down onto the platform a second time. Another twitch: Tresti’s still form rose up once more, limbs dangling like a puppet’s.

Jannae tried again to overwhelm Gluck’s magical protections with a doubled assault. She threw a curse that – had it landed – would have squeezed his heart in an invisible fist until it burst. At the same time she reached out to borrow the hands of one of the guardsmen who were fighting off the Ghost Army’s assault on the viewing stand. The guardsman had primed and aimed his pistol and had his hand already on the trigger. All Jannae needed to do was to turn his arm a quarter-circle to the left so that the loosed ball flew straight at Gluck’s head.

The ball went wide and did not trouble the warlock’s wards at all. The other charm he brushed away with a negligent hand so that it struck elsewhere. One of the white-masked figures now swarming the platform stiffened, pitched forward and lay still. Gluck’s counter-blast at Jannae herself did not immediately follow. He looked about him at the chaos engulfing the square, the musketeers still trying to halt the progress of the Audacious Sunderer while the remnants of the royal guard had formed a cordon around the viewing stand and were besieged on every side by the attacking Ghosts. At the very top of the stand King Frederick was sprawled at the base of his throne, his terrified courtiers trampling him as they scrambled either for cover or escape. He was not moving.

Gluck seemed to consider. Then he seemed to decide. Turning his back on the embattled king and court he strode straight at Jannae. The air between them boiled as each launched a string of cantrips against the other, their separate perturbations of reality colliding and clashing and denaturing each other before they could take effect. Jannae was astonished that her strength hadn’t drained away already, after generating so many charms so close on each other’s heels. She seemed able to match Gluck blow for blow.

But she was certain to reach her limit soon, while Gluck did not seem to have one. Where were the devils? In desperation she reached one hand into her purse, groping for the tinderbox. It came to her hand after a few moments, but she hesitated to draw it out. She would need both hands to wield flint and striker and her concentration would shift, leaving her for a moment or two defenceless. She could not see a way to do it.

And the crisis came before she could even try. Gluck clapped his hands together in a brisk gesture. Jagged lines of light shot from his fingertips. Jannae tried to deflect them, but they zigzagged around and through and between her clumsy wards, finding their way to her flesh. They did not hurt when they touched, even slightly, but when she tried to move she found she could not. She was frozen in place, a statue of herself, one arm thrust into the purse and the other held out ramrod straight before her. Gluck saw that his spell had struck home, and came all at once face to face with her.

“The tinderbox,” he said. “Where is it?”

Jannae said nothing, but her eyes betrayed her. She could not keep herself from glancing down at Captain Apirox’s purse. Gluck followed her gaze, smiled thinly, and dipped his own hand into the purse alongside hers. He parted her fingers – she could offer no resistance at all – and withdrew the tinderbox.

“How does it work?” he demanded. After a moment, when she didn’t reply, he drew a fingertip across her lips. She felt a crackling energy pass through her. “Go to. You can speak now.”

“It’s empty!” Jannae snarled, the words drawn out of her in spite of all her caution by her deep hatred of the man. “You’ll find no use for it, unless you smoke a pipe.”

“Ah, but you’re mistaken,” Gluck said. “Your devils are all at home once more. I sent them there. And now I think we’ll see if they’re receiving visitors.”
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It had been simple enough, once Gluck thought it through. The devils were bound, enslaved by magical means to a physical object and probably imprisoned in a kind of tiny non-space that used the object as a portal. In order to leave those close confines they needed to be summoned. Therefore the spell that bound them had been exercised some short while ago, effecting their release.

As the devils closed in on him from both sides Gluck flung a reversal, instructing the last spell cast upon them – which had to have been the summoning – to be undone and its effects negated. The red-face saw it coming but had no power to stop it. The two devils vanished at once, tugged back into the place of their imprisonment. Possibly the effect would also take in the third devil who was wreaking havoc at the palace, or possibly not. It didn’t matter either way because Gluck had decided that he would not be returning there. The king’s position, even if he survived this, had become untenable. There was no longer any profit to be had from the acquaintance.

Touching another of his chains, Gluck shrugged off the pull of the Earth and rose back up through the hole the devils had made to alight on the platform. He overpowered Tresti and the witch – the first without undue effort, the second offering some little difficulty but not more than could be managed.

He laid his hands – finally! – on the prize.

This was not the time, he knew. Chaos was still unrolling its rich tapestry all around him. The royal guard, overwhelmed by the bestial mob, were being subjected to a thorough and merciless reduction. Many of the line musketeers were similarly beset, while the rest were engaged with the thing that was like a living, walking bombard. The cannon-beast seemed impervious to harm and its strength was prodigious. It flung men into the air with wild swings of its flexible neck, or trampled them under its brass-shod hooves. Oddly, it had not fired a shot (assuming it had that capability) nor made any attempt to mount the execution platform. It seemed its sole purpose had been to divert the attentions of the troopers while the devils did the same to him – and while the witch, for reasons still opaque, freed Magnus Tresti.

It was not the time, but still. Once Gluck left this place he was unlikely to return, and incapacitated as she was the witch was equally unlikely to survive. It would be aggravating to depart with his prize and then discover there was some obstacle to his using it.

Accordingly, he turned his back on the carnage, shut out the din with the heavy curtains of his concentration and focused only on the witch. Once he had what he wanted from her she could live or die as fate or chance disposed of her, but he would be answered first. “How does it work?” he demanded. “In the normal way? Let us say it is in the normal way.” He opened the box and examined its contents, which were unremarkable except that the striker was designed with three contact points.

“Three saddles,” Gluck mused, “and three devils. One for each, then? That seems plausible.”

He struck the stone against the steel. It did not produce a demon, or even a spark. He tried each of the other saddles with the same lack of result.

“Not that, then,” he said. “Something else. Tell me, witch.”

“I will not,” the woman said levelly, meeting his gaze with defiance. “If I must die here, it brings me some joy at least to deny you the thing you desire most of all.”

Gluck smiled. “That was bravely said,” he told her. “Bravely, but foolishly. Since you propose to deny me, simple logic tells me that you have it in your power to do the opposite. As does your choice of words – ‘I will not’, rather than ‘I cannot’. But you will. You seem to have forgotten who it is you’re dealing with.”

He replaced the flint and striker in the box, and tucked the box away in an inside pocket. Two or three stray musket balls flattened against his wards as he did this, and fell to the ground like heavy rain, but he ignored them. He was in no danger from any weapon that was being wielded here. His fingers sifted through his chains until he found the one that best fitted his present need. He touched a finger to it.

“I ask again,” he said. “And this time you answer.”
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Jannae had braced herself for torture, but she felt her will assailed from a different direction entirely. Her heart swelled with a great love for Wilhelm Gluck and a corresponding desire to assist him in any and all endeavours.

It’s a spell, she told herself. It’s not an emotion I’m feeling, only a worm he’s slipped into my mind. She fought against it by reminding herself of all the reasons she had to hate Gluck. He had kept King Frederick in power, and thereby prolonged the war through year after year, atrocity after atrocity. He had authored the Verbot gegen Hexen, forcing witches into hiding and denying them both life and livelihood. He had of late tried to subdue the Ghost Army through the murder of their friends and families.

And he had killed Bruna Sozen. More surely than the man who arrested and interrogated her, the man who signed the warrant for her burning or the man who lit the flame, Gluck’s machinations lay behind Bruna’s death. And Bruna’s death was a crime that could never be forgotten or forgiven.

But Jannae found it slipping from her mind nonetheless. Gluck was a man of such radiant kindness, such selfless compassion, such…

“No!” she ground out. “No, no, no!”

“Come,” Gluck said gently. “It’s such a little thing I’m asking. The tinderbox, lady. How does it work?”

“It… you strike the flint against the steel, and… and they come!” She heard the words before she even knew she’d spoken, but it was her own voice and so she must have. “No!” she added, helplessly.

“But I’ve done that,” Gluck persisted. “It didn’t work.”

“Because…” Jannae tried to clamp her jaws shut, but a part of her was horrified at her own perversity. This was Wilhelm Gluck who was asking for her help. God forbid she deny him! “Because it’s mine. I have to… I would need to gift it to you. Otherwise it cleaves to me as its owner.”

“I see,” Gluck said. He took the box from his pocket again and put it in her hand. He had to part her fingers to do it, and then close them again on the box. She still had no control at all over her own limbs. But now she felt a mild tingling along her right arm, from wrist to shoulder, as Gluck made that one part of her answerable once more to her will. “Give the box to me,” he said. “Say it, and offer it.”

The words crowded behind Jannae’s lips, eager to spill out into the world. To keep them in, she bit through her tongue. The sudden jolt of pain was like ice-water, clearing her thoughts, but she knew it would not last. “I-I give the tinderbox—” she blurted, blood gushing from her mouth along with the words and spilling down her chin. She couldn’t hold them back, so she did the only thing she could think of, confounding their purpose even as they vomited out of her. “I give the tinderbox to Magnus Tresti!”

Gluck frowned and shook his head. “To what end?” he demanded. “Only to aggravate me? You should not have troubled. I’m not well disposed towards your kind even when there’s nothing in the scale besides. I’ll be back presently, madam.”

Gluck snatched the tinderbox from her again. For a moment Jannae was devastated to have disappointed him, to have offended him. Then as he turned away the pressure lifted from her mind and she saw him again for what he was. “Tresti!” she cried out. “Mag! Run! Run away!” Perhaps he already had. Or perhaps he was dead, his neck broken when Gluck haled him into the air and flung him down again.

But she did not think so. And she had discovered only lately that even in death a soul was not altogether safe from interruption. Gluck would get his way, by one means or another. She had only herself to blame, for all of this. She should have known. All those years of caution, of sequestered peace, undone in a reckless instant. She had walked into the hungry maw of the world, and the world had bitten down.

Gluck flicked a finger and cast her down again on the wooden boards, a doll he had tired of playing with. Three short steps took him to Mag.
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Well, this is a grievous thing, Giovanni de Luca said. You fell, Mag. You fell and broke your pate. There wasn’t so very much wit in there to start with that you can afford to let any of it spill out.

My wit is fine, Mag said. I tripped, Nino, that’s all. I’ll be up and about again as soon as I can find my feet.

No, the case is serious, de Luca averred. But I have an elixir here that is guaranteed to cure all such ailments. A gentleman in Florence fell so hard that every bone in his body was broken, but one sip of this excellent specific restored him to full health, such that within a day he was able to dance a gavotte with his mistress.

Did he fall out of the sky? Mag asked.

He did, de Luca said. Possibly he was not from Florence, but from some place hotter and further south. Still, the medicine worked. It worked like magic. Everyone wants a little magic in their life, Mag.

I have… No, that was wrong. I had some magic, but I lost it. And it was never really mine to begin with. I looted the corpse of a gentleman from Florence. Or else from further south. No great matter. Except that I made a promise to someone, and now I fear I’ll be foresworn.

He felt his thoughts cooling, and knew this for what it was. The musket ball at Ketowik had failed to kill him, and likewise the army surgeon. The watchmen in Fuldenschau had tried their best, and those in Helm had made a great many holes in him. The Anhaas had almost swallowed him, but had found him not to its liking and spat him out again. Now at last he was dying, and had it not been for the business he was leaving undone he would not have been too greatly aggrieved. He had not been a great success as a soldier, but in civilian life he was like a plague that took all it touched. Time to call enough, then. Time to throw in his hand, which all could see was empty.

It had been empty, but now something was being pressed into it. Mag felt his body lifted as though on a hook. He had been lying on his stomach: now, suddenly and startlingly, he was up on his knees. Through bleared eyes he saw that a man was standing before him. “Rouse yourself, Tresti,” the man said testily. “I’ve stopped the worst of your bleeding. You’ll last long enough, if you’ll only get on with it. Look down, and see what’s in your hand.”

Mag looked. It was the tinderbox. Triggered by the sight of it, a great many things flooded into his mind. He remembered being brought from his cell out into the city. The wooden platform that had been thrown up for the great spectacle. The king’s execration. Being chained to the stake, and then…

An intervention. A cataclysmic crash, as if the throne of Heaven had fallen to the ground. The Audacious Sunderer had come lumbering up the Grand Avenue, then one of Dorsa’s beasts had toppled the stake and all had exploded into chaos.

The man before him was Wilhelm Gluck. Mag recalled that he and the widow Mirchella had been fighting him, but evidently they must have lost because the widow was sprawled full-length on the ground just beyond the remains of Mag’s execution pyre, and he himself was only kneeling now because Gluck’s power had yanked him up.

But… the tinderbox! The devils would come to his aid! He pawed at it, tried to bring out the flint and the steel. It refused to open.

“It’s not for your use,” Gluck said. “I’ve sealed it with a spell. Told it never to open again for any hand but mine. But apparently I require you to give it to me. Just say the words, Herr Tresti, and I’ll leave you be. I can force you to say them, if you refuse. I can make you love me, but I used the requisite charm a minute ago and it needs a little time to come back to its full efficacy. Oblige me now, and I promise I’m done with you. You can live until such time as the executioner catches up with you again.”

Mag was still trying to prise the box open, but he was forced at last to recognise that it was useless.

“Where…?” he rasped. “Where are the devils? Where is Keal?”

Gluck snorted. “Why, they’re inside the box! Or rather in the little dungeon realm to which the box is both lock and key. Come, Tresti. Say the requisite words, or I’ll haul you back to the flames and let them finish what they started. A choice of life or death shouldn’t be so hard to make.”

It wasn’t, Mag found. It was a very easy choice indeed. He raised his hand – it took something of an effort because he was very weak – and pressed the tinderbox to Gluck’s chest. Gluck frowned a little at this unwelcome familiarity, but he made no move to pull away.

Mag hesitated. His mind was still fogged, and he had made a serious error. The tinderbox was in his right hand. It needed to be in his left. But when he tried to take it back Gluck seized his wrist and held him in place. “Come!” he said. “Say the words.”

“I don’t remember the words,” Mag mumbled.

“I, Magnus Tresti,” Gluck prompted, “give this tinderbox to Wilhelm Gluck. What needs to be remembered? Do it!”

“A moment,” Mag begged. “A moment, please.” He pulled back the tinderbox, which Gluck relinquished with visible reluctance, and transferred it from his right hand to his left. He held it out to Gluck once more.

He opened his right hand. He squinted at the words that were written there.

“Dialege,” he read. He had to hope that Dorsa was right, and that the pronunciation did not matter. “This tinderbox that I hold in my hand.”

“Very good. Go on. I give to…”

“Pro-proetoimaze,” Mag stammered.

“What?” Gluck demanded. “What did you—?”

“Belaze.”

It was fortunate that Jannae Mirchella had placed a spell on Mag so that his mind could not acknowledge pain. The Sunderer’s blast was accurate to a fault but it did not discriminate. It obliterated the tinderbox, taking Mag’s hand and most of his forearm along with it. It also punched a hole through Wilhelm Gluck’s torso that was perfectly circular and some eight or nine inches in diameter.

Mag stared in numbed amazement at his truncated arm. Not a single drop of blood issued from the wound. The heat of the Sunderer’s blast had cauterised it. He hugged it to his chest so as not to see it as tremors shook his whole body. He might still die from the shock of this, he knew. He had seen it many times on the battlefields of Pozhka, but in shielding him from the pain Jannae Mirchella had blunted the edge of the trauma. He just needed to keep his scattered thoughts together and not drift off into sleep. Sleep might slide into something deeper and undo him.

He had guessed right, that was the important thing. Gluck’s protections came from the treasures he had looted from the dead, who like Captain Apirox had been soldiers of Hell. And Keal had chosen the Sunderer precisely because it was efficacious against things of Hellish manufacture – against the tinderbox, and as it turned out against the many enfolded wards that had kept Gluck from harm hereto.

The warlock expelled the very last of his breath. It sounded like a huff of indignation or reproach. He folded from the knees and slid slowly onto his side, his eyes wide and staring. Some astonishing force of will, or perhaps another of his looted totems, kept him from surrendering at once to death’s embrace. He even tried to speak, but with his lungs cored out he was unable to frame a sound.

His wide eyes glared balefully at Mag, and one of his hands crawled like an ailing spider towards his chains. Mag felt it best not to let the hand make contact – perhaps there was some potent charm there that could bring Gluck back even from this ultimate brink. He interposed his one remaining hand to pin Gluck’s clawing fingers in place.

Gluck’s wound, like Mag’s, was not bleeding. Perhaps that was another reason why he still clung to life. The hand that Mag held was fighting with surprising strength to touch the edge of the nearest chain. Mag leaned in hard, resting his full weight on the warlock’s wrist, but still the hand moved forward inch by inch.

“Meister Gluck!” Mag exclaimed, trying only to slow that incremental progress. The warlock’s eyes narrowed, still focused on Mag with a grim and unrelenting rage, “Meister Gluck, the… the mysteries you spoke of. How the universe began, and how the parts of it fit together. Earth, and Heaven, and Hell, God and the Devil and all the rest of it. Keal has unpacked those things for me. If you had been a different kind of man you might have asked me, and I would have told you. Blink three times to show you understand, and I will tell you now.”

The warlock’s hand stopped moving. For the space of a breath nothing happened. Gluck blinked, the fall and rise of his eyelids as gradual and ponderous as a glacier calving. He managed the thing a second time, more slowly still. After the third fall there was no rise.

Mag slumped forward. All the indignities his body had suffered caught up with him in the same instant. He felt consciousness slipping away from him at last.

And the devils had not come. The destruction of the box had not, it seemed, been the remedy that was needed. He had given his all, and it had not been enough. He wanted to offer up an apology, but there was nobody left who would understand what it was he was sorry for.
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Death was not as Wilhelm Gluck had expected it would be.

He had assumed that one of two truths must obtain. Either the human soul was immortal or it was not. If it were not then he would know nothing about it. Death would be a nullity and his conscious experience would have reached its end point. But if the soul carried the imprimatur of its creator and could not be extinguished then he would be ushered into an entirely new phase of being – paradise, Hell, reincarnation in another form – and his existence would continue to follow, post-mortem, its predestined path.

This felt like neither of those things. Gluck was awake; he was aware, but aware of nothing but his own thoughts. He could not feel his body, could not move his limbs. He could not see or hear or otherwise perceive anything of his surroundings, not even to determine whether he were hot or cold. He was only a floating point of consciousness in a void that seemed to have replaced or devoured all things else.

How long this state of affairs obtained he had no way of knowing. Certainly it felt very long indeed. In life his mind had been always active, jumping quickly from one task, one stimulus to the next, never resting for long on any one thing. Now he was obliged to rest. Like a spider that had fallen into a glass bowl, scaling its sheer sides only to slide down again to its centre before reaching the top, he was borne back again and again to himself, his situation. Which was that of a man – no, a mind – suspended in a vast negation or emptiness. No light or darkness. No silence or sound. No scent or touch or taste.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Something. After at least one eternity, perhaps more, at longest last, something! A vivid green flare like the light given off by the salts of copper when they’re burned.

And before Gluck could begin to process that, to come to terms with it, the world returned. He stood again in his own rooms, his Clerestory Tower. He gazed at the familiar sight, thunder-struck. Home! He was home! This was his solarium, where he had jested with Magnus Tresti about the temptation of Christ. Bright sunlight streamed in from the zenith of Heaven. He was home! He was home, and therefore not dead after all. He could begin to recoup his losses and plot a fresh sally against his enemies. He could—

“Ah, you’re here. It worked then. I’ve never woven such a spell before, so I couldn’t be sure. Good day to you, Meister Gluck.”

It was a woman’s voice, and it came from behind him. Or… above him? Beside him? He was disoriented. He tried to turn, and could not. Though he was back in the living world it seemed he was there only as a fixed point of view, with no control over his own limbs.

Where were his limbs? He could not feel them. Had they not made the journey back with him? What was happening here?

“Forgive me,” the voice said. Gluck’s vision shifted with vertiginous suddenness, turning half a circle. A face loomed up, impossibly huge. Gluck recognised it but could not immediately tell where he had seen it before. The woman was in middle age, had black hair and grey eyes, lacked either great beauty or great ugliness and therefore fell into the middle run of faces best forgotten. She was standing much too close, crowding him, but when he tried to step back he encountered the same problem as before: having no sense of his limbs he had no means of controlling his own movement.

“Jannae Mirchella,” the woman said, as if she had taken note of his confusion. “We fought in Heldenplatz. I was the one who came to rescue Magnus Tresti. I was also the owner of the tinderbox in between the two occasions when he owned it. Do you remember me now? Oh, but you cannot answer. Forgive me. I must interpret for you and assume that you do.”

Gluck did, and his heart filled with fury at the memory. He reached for a cantrip – he could do that at least, even without voice to speak it or hands to gesture it into being. He could weave magic with his thoughts alone, and kill this witch where she stood.

But nothing happened, except that after a moment the woman laughed. “That’s not how it works, Meister Gluck,” she said, with a gentleness that was more galling than any mockery would have been. “Your present state doesn’t allow for independent action. You can only do what I tell you to do. But I brought you here for a purpose, and perhaps when I’m done with you I’ll let you speak. Look at this first.”

His vision turned again so that he was looking out of the nearest window. At first he was only seeing the courtyard below; a banner, affixed to another tower nearby and waving in a fitful wind; an outer wall with a great rent in it that was being repaired, the labourers up on scaffolding and singing as they worked.

The banner, Gluck suddenly realised, was anomalous. It should have been red, with the king’s arms upon it: instead it was pure white and bore no device at all.

The woman must have cast some spell because the image in the mirror rippled and changed, blurred and rushed forward. Gluck was down in the courtyard suddenly. Then he glided through a door – it was closed, but this did not stop him – and along a broad corridor. A left turn, and then a right. An arched entranceway, another courtyard.

He saw now where he was. This was the cloister walk where he had stationed the tumbril to bring the prisoners to their place of execution. The vision paused here to let him see. The roof that had covered the space had been torn away, and one of its walls broken down. The tumbril itself lay shattered and overturned, broken pieces of it strewn all around.

“Your wards didn’t last,” the witch’s voice said, insinuatingly close. “They died in the same moment you did. Then the giant came. Borrigor Tromaktikes. And though he has sickened of murder and mutilation he still has a most fearsome demeanour. Your soldiers fled at the mere sight of him, and the prisoners were saved. You should have seen him, Meister Gluck. He lifted the children down from the wagon as gently as if they were kittens and he their mother. He stayed with them until their parents came, and let none come by them. They have their own name for him now. They call him Bergmönch, after the friendly giant in the old story.”

Why was she telling him all this? Gluck had never had any interest in the prisoners except as counters to use against the Ghost Army. They had been part of a stratagem, and the stratagem had failed. But that was the point, he realised. She was saying it purely to gravel his spirit, to remind him of how his plans had come to nothing. He would not give her the satisfaction of replying.

Then he remembered that he could not, and was filled with bitter chagrin because the witch would not know she had failed to touch him.

They moved again, through more chambers and corridors, using a door where a door was available and passing straight through walls where one was not. Gluck was disoriented by the sudden shifts of direction, but then found his bearings again when he saw a tapestry he recognised. These were the state rooms, and they were heading towards the royal audience chamber. Its great double doors loomed ahead of him, thrown wide open and with no guards beside them.

No, there was a single guard, a stick-thin peasant wearing a livery of scarlet and gold. He had an idiot grin on his face, as though guarding this door was the summit of his earthly ambitions.

“A friend of mine,” the witch said as they passed him. “I promised him a position at court and this was the one he chose. He does it for love, Meister Gluck, for he recently came into a fortune and has no need to work for a living. It’s wonderful, is it not, to see people so happy in their labours?”

They passed on through the doors. The chamber within echoed with a great din, many voices speaking over each other. The king’s throne had been thrown down. Before it, in the carpeted space where foreign dignitaries had come to pay their respects or proffer their suits, a great long table had been set. Fully three dozen men and women were sitting at the table, arguing among themselves in a way that was raucous but not unduly aggressive. A dispute, it seemed, in which all were well invested and none was wholly carrying the matter – although a red-haired woman with a red-raw face to match had more to say than most.

What was going on here?

“The new parliament,” Jannae Mirchella said, as if he had framed the question out loud. “It’s messy, I know; and somewhat deafening. But there’s no real precedent for this, and they’ve had to make up the rules as they go along. A people governing themselves, without kings or nobility to tell them what they think or what they must do. I’ve a seat in this body myself, Meister Gluck. And I’m not the only witch in the muster, either. There’ll be more of us soon. We’re trying to invent a way where each town or city can appoint its own representative and carry its own concerns to the table for all to judge and act on.”

Gluck thought suddenly of that pure white banner snapping in the wind at the top of his Clerestory Tower. It was like the masks the Ghosts had worn. It was a blankness that signified rejection of what had been there before.

Again Jannae Mirchella seemed to guess his thoughts. “They don’t call themselves the Ghosts any more, but the Reborn. Though perhaps they should call themselves midwives, since it’s a new country, a new Allesheim they’re birthing. And in some sense, Meister, this is your work. If you hadn’t pushed them so very hard, they might not have pushed back. That was why I wanted to you to see it. That was why I troubled to bring you back at all.”

She laughed, as if at some private joke. “Well, to be honest that was only a part of the reason. My main thought was for your great cleverness and expertise. I thought of a use for you, Meister Gluck. Would you like to hear it?”

No, Gluck thought. No, I would not! Be silent!

“We’ll need great magics, if we’re to make our way in the world. We’ll have enemies who seek to tear down what we’re building. Oh, we’ve brokered a peace with Pozhka and Ehrlich, but there’ll be others. We witches will do our best to defend the new republic against whatever comes, but we’ll need all the help we can get and nobody has a greater store of spells than you, Meister. Whenever I have need of one of them I’ll summon you and consult with you. The rest of the time… well your new home is a little narrow, but you’ll have perfect privacy there, as you did in your tower. Nobody will drop in on you uninvited.”

Where? Gluck thought. What? Show me! It was abundantly clear by this time that the witch could hear him even though he made no sound.

“Of course,” Jannae Mirchella said. “I always meant to.”

The window through which he had been peering all this while flashed with a vivid silver light. For a moment it once more showed the courtyard below. Then of a sudden it became a mirror. Gluck found himself staring at the witch’s hand, and at the thing it held.

She could have chosen any shape she liked, but of course it was a tinderbox. Behind and above it Jannae Mirchella’s face loomed, calm and implacable.

“Curse you, hag,” Gluck snarled. “Curse you to a thousand Hells.” He found that he could speak at last. The witch had been as good as her word.

“But you can’t,” Jannae Mirchella told him, with the same insufferable forbearance. “The spell that binds you is exacting in that respect. You can’t do anything that would harm me. If those words had had any force you would not have been able to utter them.”

“You’d make me a slave, then! Your brave new republic will be built on slavery!”

“I suppose it will. Only the one slave, though. And you’ll be my secret, Meister Gluck. I won’t let this this small stain blot the idealism of my comrades, you may rest assured. The sin of it, if any sin there is, stays with me alone.”

“Then you alone will rue it. You alone will burn for it!”

“Perhaps.” A smile broke slowly across the witch’s face, incongruous and infuriating. “We have friends in Hell, though, and they may soon be in a position to help with that. We’ll see. The situation is still evolving.”

Gluck strove manfully for stoicism, but self-control was a virtue he had never needed to practise. He broke into a torrent of fresh execrations. Jannae Mirchella stole away his voice again before he was half done. “And back you go,” she said, “until you’re needed.”

The dark closed in on him. But it was not dark, it was only the absence of light. He fell back into a place that was not warm or cold, bright or dull, narrow or wide; a place that had no extension in either space or time. The tears he shed there were not salt, were not bitter. His screams were neither loud nor soft. He could not even tell for certain that he was suffering at all.
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As was his wont these days, Mag slept through a great many significant events. A throne was toppled, a war ended and a new regime installed while he slumbered on. Seven days in all; some of it natural, the rest induced by means both medicinal and magical.

He woke to curiously sweet music, played on an instrument he had never heard before. It sounded a little like a tin whistle or a flute but it seemed to make its own harmonies as though it were being played by many mouths at once. Almost as sweet was the voice that sounded at his ear. It was Dorsa’s voice, incongruously childlike and innocent as always.

“I had to repair you again, Magnus Tresti. At this rate I’ll be running out of needles and thread.”

She was sitting by his bedside, weaving a cat’s cradle between her fingers. The string, if that was what it was, glowed like an iron filament in a blacksmith’s fire. It was Keal who was playing the music, the instrument being a long hollow bone with more stops than human fingers could hope to deal with. How Keal himself was managing the thing was a mystery. He was sitting in the window embrasure with one foot on the floor and the other tucked up beside him.

It was the same room in which Mag had awakened after his misadventure in Helm. The same bed. The same smell of violets drifting in through the window; and probably the same violets, come to that. It had not been so very long since the last time he was here.

His left arm was under the covers. He raised it up with a mixture of hope and trepidation. It actually felt as though he still had a hand there, but the hand was gone along with half his forearm. Dorsa had sewn up the wound very neatly, leaving almost no trace of her handiwork. It looked almost as though he had been born this way.

“Thank you, Dorsa,” Mag said, doing his best to join in the jest. “I’ll try not to trouble you again going forward.” His throat was sore and dry. He was about to ask for water but Dorsa was already pressing a cup into his remaining hand. He drank greedily.

“What of Gluck?” he asked, when he could speak again.

“Gone,” said Keal. He set down his pipe to make a gesture, fingertips pressed together and then opened wide. “Your salvo was not of the kind that requires a second shot, commander.”

Mag slumped in relief. He had not been sure until that moment, had not allowed himself to be sure even though he had seen it with his own eyes.

“Borrigor wishes to thank you himself,” Keal went on, “but we persuaded him that this should wait until you were able to go outside. In any case he is currently indisposed. An ungovernable tribe of children are garlanding him with flowers and ribbons. The effect is… grotesque. The widow too sends her good wishes from a distance. Affairs of state detain her, she says, but she promises to visit soon.”

“She’s in a terrible haste, that one,” Dorsa observed. “She says she spent the last ten years inside an egg. Now she’s hatched she means to be fledged, and God help any that would stay her.”

There was a pause, during which nobody found anything to say. It was Keal that broke it. “Can you walk, then?” he asked Mag. “Or will you lie abed another sennight?”

“I can walk,” Mag said. “I’d like to walk.”

“I left clothes for you here,” Dorsa said, indicating where they lay across the end of the bed. “I had to wash you before the surgeries and I did it again after, so you’ve nothing to worry about on that score, but there’s fresh water in the ewer there if you need it. We’ll await you outside.”

It was harder than Mag had expected. His whole body ached from weakness and desuetude, and of course he was unused to dressing one-handed. The devils might have stayed to help him, but he was grateful that they hadn’t. He preferred to have no audience for his clumsiness.

He made his way down the stairs, stiff-legged and wincing. Outside on the grass Dorsa stood alone at a table on which a great feast had been laid out. Mag saw baked meat and fish, white bread, cheese, a great jeroboam of red wine from which three tankards had already been filled.

Dorsa pulled back a chair for him. Keal was gone, she said, to fetch Borrigor away from his new-found siblings. As Mag sat down they both appeared suddenly and silently, with none of the flash and dazzle that had heralded them when they came from inside the tinderbox. Borrigor did indeed look very strange, bedecked as he was with coloured ribbons and with a great garland of flowers – mostly daisies and cowslips – on his head.

They took their stations, Keal sitting opposite Mag and Dorsa on his right-hand side. To his left Borrigor squatted down cross-legged on the grass.

Keal picked up his tankard and raised it in his hand.

“To enterprises successfully concluded,” he said, “and to those still in train.”

“A pox on that,” Dorsa declared. “To Mag, who kept his word in the uttermost need and liberated us from the tinderbox.”

Keal rolled his eyes. “Aye,” he said. “Very well. To Magnus Tresti then, whose acquaintance to my very great surprise I’m happy to have made. Commander.” He tilted his head and drank. Dorsa emptied her tankard too, then offered the larger vessel to Borrigor who took it between his fingertips and swigged from it with great delicacy.

They ate in companionable silence. Again, Mag was somewhat hampered by having only the one hand to serve himself with, but Dorsa anticipated his needs and made sure his plate was never empty.

Through all of this Mag’s emotions rose and fell like a choppy sea. He was happy to have escaped death, and to have fulfilled his promises. Happier still, it seemed, in the simple pleasures of good food and good company. But he had lost a great deal, and he knew in his heart that he was about to lose more. The compact that had bound him and the devils was ended, its conditions fully met. This banquet was a great kindness, but he knew he could be nothing to them now but a reminder of their servitude – of a time in their lives that was ended and that they would never wish to revisit.

He was not surprised therefore when, the table being at last empty, Keal stood briskly and clapped his hands together. “Time presses,” he said, “and we must away to Hell.”

“I will stay,” Borrigor growled in his voice of stone on stone.

Dorsa only nodded at this pronouncement, but Keal seemed surprised. “Here on Earth? Among mortals? You’ll break everything you touch, Tromaktikes.”

“No, he won’t,” Dorsa said.

“No,” Borrigor confirmed. “I won’t. I’ll be careful.”

“But why? What will you do here?”

“I am the Bergmönch. The good giant. I protect the children.”

“Still—”

“Mirchella has promised to watch over him,” Dorsa broke in. “Let it pass, Keal. He’s earned this peace.”

Keal nodded, perhaps a little ruefully. “Aye, I suppose he has. Fair fortune find you then, Tromaktikes.” He stood up on tiptoe to clap the seated giant on the shoulder. “I hope civilian life treats you well.”

Borrigor climbed to his feet, which was no small undertaking. He put out his great hand and Mag held out his. Their fingers touched for a moment, and the giant nodded in massive and solemn acknowledgement. Then he vanished. A few petals fluttered to the ground where he had stood.

Keal turned to Mag. “It remains for us too to say goodbye, commander. Dorsa and I must return to our crusade, which is to stop a war by the interposition of a word. Absurd, impossible, but still it is what we’ve set ourselves to do, and eternity is a very long time. Who knows but that we might prevail, as the sea wears down great rocks by endless niggling.”

Mag stood too. Tears rose to his eyes, but he tried to keep them from his voice. “I wish you both every success,” he said. “I cannot say godspeed, but may you thrive, both of you, in all you do.”

“And you,” Keal said, “in whatever employment falls to one-armed men in this commonwealth.”

“You,” Dorsa told him, “are nothing but a bastard, and it’s a miracle I’ve not bitten your throat out long ere this.”

Keal threw out his arms. “I was about to say it!” he exclaimed. “It was on my tongue’s tip.” He turned to Mag. “Or you might come with us,” he said. “Your testimony might be useful. In your world wars end. Treaties are signed, like this current batch your widow has brokered. Soldiers beat their swords into back-scratchers. It will do well for those who have never known anything but war to hear such things. Moreover, in Hell Dorsa will once more have her full panoply of simples and curatives about her. She believes she can give you a new arm.”

“A new arm?” Mag could only repeat the words stupidly, in a daze. His attention had been arrested by the earlier words come with us, and he had made but a poor showing with the rest.

“So she says.”

“It will not be a perfect match to the one you have,” Dorsa said. “But it will serve. And it will likely be stronger.”

“I… I should…” Mag stammered. His throat closed as more tears welled up. He gulped them down again. “I should like—”

“It’s no easy path we’ll be walking,” Keal warned him, holding up a hand. “Not easy even for the likes of us. There will be hardships. Vicissitudes. Privations. I snore, for one thing.”

“He does,” Dorsa agreed. “Like a rockslide falling on a drum.”

“I’ll come,” Mag managed at last. “I’ll come with you. I’ll help you end your war, if I can. I ask nothing better.”

“Good, because we’ve nothing better to offer,” Keal said gruffly. “Come here, commander.”

Mag came, into the devil’s embrace which – as he might have expected – was like the hug of a great bear. A perfume of spice and sweat enveloped him. “I could not bring myself to do this as a slave,” Keal said quietly. “Now I confess I find myself somewhat drawn to it, but I still wonder if it’s wise.”

“When did love and wisdom ever meet, and have a word to say to each other?” Dorsa demanded.

“I never loved yet,” Keal said. “I do not promise love.”

The she-devil clicked her tongue. “Nor should you. One slavery’s as bad as another, I suppose. But put your faith in magic, at least.”

“In magic?” Mag asked. Confused. Uncertain. Happy.

“Three came together. Three leave together. There’s a charm in that.”

She put one hand on Mag’s shoulder and one on Keal’s. She spoke a word.

A wind rose around them, sudden and brusque, and when it died away again the garden was empty.
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