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Author’s Note

For those (like me) who hate reading things in the wrong order, The Vagrant and the City takes place after The Malice, and as such is best enjoyed after you’ve read that. The story is self-contained, but refers to characters and places explored in previous books. It also teases a few things for The Seven, and may deepen your enjoyment of the book.

Thank you for joining the Vagrant on another adventure.

Peter Newman


The Vagrant and the City

The man wakes before the dawn, his body still, his eyes restless. He has been many things: a squire, a vagrant, the bearer of Gamma’s sword, and now he is none of them. He has surpassed the role of squire, found a home, and his daughter, Vesper, bears the Malice more comfortably than he ever did.

For a while, she and the other senior people of the Shining City debated how best to use him and what he should be called:

The Knight Commander wants to put him back in the field, winning glory for the Empire of the Winged Eye. The Knight Commander does not mention that he finds the man difficult and intimidating, merely noting that such experience of the wider world is best put to use somewhere else. Somewhere far, far away.

Obeisance wishes to make the man into a symbol, an inspiration for the citizens of the Shining City. An icon herself, and voice of The Seven, she accepts that this will take time, a lot of work, and more than a little surgical intervention. But if the man must be broken a little first before reforging, she reasons, it is a small price to pay.

Vesper says he should be given space to find his own role within the Empire. She says that she needs him around, but not exactly where. That she needs his help, but only in general terms. 

Vesper has good intentions. The others listen to her and agree, assuming that, in this matter, she knows best.

This is a mistake.

They call him their champion, in honour of his past deeds. But he does not look like one, and little pride manifests in his gait and posture.

Vesper’s time and attention is absorbed in the business of keeping the Empire afloat whilst, fundamentally, trying to change it. Soon, she is submerged in her own tasks, too busy to notice her father drifting about, aimless, useless …

He sees less and less of Vesper. Her visits to the farm are sporadic and all too brief in duration, a mirror for the time he spends in the Shining City. A month becomes two, becomes six, a year. A year becomes five, each morning the same: waking before the dawn, restless. 

He gets up with whichever of the suns is first to rise and wanders among the nearby hills, watched by scores of goats, who wearily blink at the man, unconvinced of the need to hurry.

Always, the morning circuit ends at the smaller building next to the main house, and an encounter with the goat. She is old now but makes up for her lack of energy with bile and persistence.

On this morning, it pays off. The man’s amber eyes are preoccupied, and he does not remove his hand fast enough.

Jaws, toothless, clamp around a finger, the bony gums shockingly hard. With a start, the man yanks his hand free, shaking it vigorously before sucking at the wound.

He glares at the goat.

The goat glares back, but only briefly. Satisfied that her work is done, she settles to sleep and happy dreams.

The man returns to the house, his mood set for the day.

Voices from the kitchen make him pause. They belong to the strays he and his daughter once found and brought here and made family; Harm, his companion, and Jem, hers.

Usually, the man would go into the kitchen and prepare some breakfast. Usually it is the lure of food that brings them from their beds. Today he can smell something cooking already, sharp-scented herbs, unfamiliar … 

He enters the room, nostrils wrinkling.

Jem stands at the worktop, busy. Since living here, a good diet, a lack of stress, and a tendency to idleness have changed him from skinny youth to stocky man. Whatever he is saying is cut off mid-sentence.

From his usual seat, Harm smiles at him. ‘Morning.’

The man nods and walks over. He sees Harm is wearing a necklace, silver, with interlinked letters spelling out a message of love. It is a gift from Vesper, one that Harm wears only on special occasions.

The man frowns.

Though he has said nothing, Harm tilts his head, reading meaning in the silence. ‘There’s nothing to worry about. Actually, we’ve got good news. Vesper’s coming home.’

Jem turns from his work to smile agreement, but the gesture is too quick, feral teeth darting in and out of view, turning reassurance into challenge.

While Vesper’s return usually provokes joy in the man, his frown remains, a stain, stubborn, marring his scarred face.

Jem’s answering chuckle is almost triumphant.

‘I’ve only just found out about it myself,’ says Harm in a harder voice than usual, and Jem manages to look briefly guilty. ‘Anyway, I’ve made up her bed but I’ll need your help getting some things out of the storeroom. I tried going in myself but it was hopeless, far too much clutter. You know, if you’d organize things in there, like I asked you to, I’d be able to learn my way around.’

The man raises his hands, apologetic.

‘I’d help,’ adds Jem, ‘but she’ll be hungry when she gets here and there’s lots to prepare.’

‘There was a very specific list apparently,’ adds Harm.

The man looks from Jem to Harm and back again, but gets no further explanation. Grudgingly, he allows himself to be put to work.

Surfaces are cleaned, then cleaned again. Tools are returned to their proper homes. Half-finished projects that have languished randomly, like scuffed ornamentation, are cleared away. And Jem presents a list of things that need fixing: from protruding floorboards, to doors grown stiff with age.

Whenever the man’s frown returns, or he stops to think, Jem finds another thing that needs doing, another deficiency of the house.

Soon, the suns swirl directly overhead, and all three men are sweating from their labours.

In the cloudless sky it is easy to see the black dot approaching from the direction of the Shining City. The man puts down his tools and shields his eyes to watch.

The dot becomes a shape of metal, glinting red and gold in the sunslight, two streamers trailing behind. Closer it gets, until it has resolved itself into a sky-ship, gleaming wings rotating to make engines vertical, allowing a swift descent.

Dust plumes and goats clear the area, shouting at each other as they go. As the sky-ship touches the earth, Harm emerges from the house, one hand brushing the doorway, then reaching out across empty air until it finds the reassuring shape of his companion’s arm. Jem follows, smoothing creases from his top, nervous.

The three wait as the sky-ship’s engines quieten and the frame comes to a shuddering stop. There is a pause and then a pop as the hatch yawns open. After another pause a bright red mop of hair appears, attached to a man in a simple black uniform, the symbol of the Winged Eye flashing bright at his collar. His name is Genner and he is one of the Lenses, a network of spies that watch for the Empire, keeping track of allies and enemies alike.

Genner is joined by a group of four squires who, under his direction, assist Vesper out of the hatch.

The man’s face creases in worry as he watches the squires move with unusual delicacy.

‘What is it?’ asks Harm. ‘I can feel the tension in you.’

The man shrugs, leaning forward to try and get a better view.

Despite her protests, the group bring Vesper down the ramp as if she were made of glass.

The man starts down the hill towards them, pulling Harm along for the ride. Jem has already started moving.

As the two groups come together, details can be discerned. She wears Gamma’s winged sword on her back, but is dressed strangely, her clothes loose and flowing. The man checks Vesper’s face. It is fuller, rounder, flushed but not feverish. There are no signs of fresh injuries, no bandages or dressings visible, but she moves slowly, as if tired.

His visual examination comes to an abrupt stop as he takes in the distinctive curve of her belly.

The man’s mouth falls open.

Jem takes a hesitant step, wanting to move closer but staying away, unwilling to approach the squires. Despite the distance, he and Vesper share a conspiratorial moment.

The man clocks it, and takes a deep, shuddering breath.

Harm squeezes his arm, asking for a second time, ‘What is it?’

Vesper raises a hand and gives a smile, sheepish. ‘Hi.’

‘Hello Vesper,’ replies Harm. ‘Why do I have the impression you’ve got some news?’

‘Can we go inside first, Uncle?’ says Vesper. ‘I’d much rather tell you about it when we’re all sat down.’

*

Genner and the squires remain outside, but they do not leave. Every time Vesper’s father goes to the window and glances out he sees the sky-ship, powered down, waiting.

Vesper has been given Harm’s chair, her swollen ankles propped up. Mutigel cushions are squished behind her back, shaping themselves, supportive, to the contours of her body. A warm drink sits waiting for her on the table, along with the sword which, for the moment, sleeps, its eye shut, content. Despite repeated claims that the fuss is unnecessary, she does reward them all with a grateful smile.

‘Can I get you anything?’ asks Jem. He has taken up a post alongside Vesper, forcing Harm and her father to the other side of the kitchen.

‘Something to eat would be great.’

He quickly returns with a steaming bowl.

Vesper sniffs it. ‘Something else?’ she says before noticing Jem’s face. ‘Sorry.’

‘But it’s what you asked for.’

‘I know, I know. But now it’s here I—’

‘It’s fine,’ he says, cutting her off, and goes to collect a second dish.

The man watches Jem from the window with narrowed eyes as he returns to Vesper’s side with a new offering.  

‘This is much better,’ says Vesper, taking the plate. ‘Really.’

Harm waits until he judges she has eaten half of it and had time to enjoy her drink before clearing his throat.

‘Yes,’ mumbles Vesper through a mouthful of food. ‘Well. I’m pregnant. Very pregnant, actually. I’m due in about twelve days.’

‘Congratulations,’ says Harm. ‘Is it a live father?’

‘I’m the father!’ exclaims Jem, unaware of amber eyes boring into the back of his skull.

Vesper reaches up and takes his hand. ‘Jem’s the father,’ she confirms.

‘We’re happy for you,’ says Harm, giving Vesper’s father a nudge. ‘Both of us. And we’re shocked. Why all this secrecy?’

Jem looks away. Vesper watches the steam waft from her cup. ‘I was going to tell you. I was. And I asked Jem to wait so I could be there when you found out. It just never seemed like the right time, and then things at the Shining City needed my attention and before I knew it …’ she looks down at her belly. ‘Boom! And here we are.’

Vesper’s father shakes his head.

‘It’s not all my fault,’ she retorts. ‘If you’d been at the Shining City like you were supposed to be instead of hiding here, you’d have known months ago.’ Anger builds in her voice as she continues, ‘You said you were going to help me. You promised. But when I looked for you, you weren’t there.’

Now it is her father’s turn to look away.

‘I’ve managed to persuade Obeisance that I can have the baby here and believe me that was difficult. It was bad enough explaining that I didn’t want it grown in a tube. But that means I’m going to be out of action longer, and there are things that can’t wait. Things that –’ she clenches a fist ‘– I’d happily deal with myself if my body wasn’t doing –’ the fist opens again to wave, vague and frustrated, ‘– what it’s doing. So I’m going to hold you to that promise.’

There is a moment of silence, awkward, broken by Jem.

‘It’s so unfair! I’m trapped here, Harm’s trapped here. But you can go anywhere you like.’ Jem raises a finger. ‘I’d give anything to be with Vesper and you can’t even be bothered—’

Amber eyes snap up, silencing. With another shake of his head, Vesper’s father turns away, striding towards the front door.

Jem glares after him. ‘Oh yes,’ he hisses when he considers the distance safe. ‘Walk away. You’re good at abandoning people, aren’t you?’

From further away the man hears Vesper calling for him to come back, then Harm’s voice, trying to soothe the situation. ‘Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. I’ll talk to him …’

All the words reach his ears, stinging in different ways, but he does not stop, his legs having a momentum of their own. Through the hallway to the front door he goes, then out into a hot afternoon.

A young male goat is waiting outside the door, peering in for signs of Vesper, hopeful. When, instead, it finds her father bearing down, it retreats with a scream, bounding quickly out of sight.

The man barely notices, his attention focused inward as he descends the hill.

Though forgotten, the sky-ship and its passengers are still there, and Genner steps out of formation to block the man’s path.

‘Champion,’ he says, saluting. ‘I had a feeling I’d be seeing you before the end of the day.’

The man stops, blinks.

‘I assume the Bearer has told you about our needs.’

The man nods.

‘Good. The sooner we can leave, and I can give you a full briefing, the better.’ Genner is about to turn away when a thought occurs. ‘Apologies. I’ve been waiting to act on this for a while now. There’s time for you to say goodbye, if you want.’

The man looks back up the hill, scowls, then shakes his head.

‘In that case, Champion,’ says Genner, pointing to the open hatch, ‘please follow me.’

*

The journey to the Shining City is brief, a matter of minutes, but during this time the man’s scowl weakens. He moves from looking angry, to looking at his hands. He tuts at himself, then raises a fist, knocking three times, firmly, on his forehead.

Hills become fields flying by beneath the sky-ship, a blur of brilliant green, and then the great platinum pillars come into view. Each one a landing pad decorated with vertical gardens. The sky-ship comes to a stop directly above one, wings turning, engines lowering it gently into place.

The hatch opens and Genner sighs as he unstraps himself. ‘That’s a relief. Between us, Champion, I’ve grown to hate flying. Of course,’ he adds, ‘it’s not quite over yet.’

They climb through the hatch to arrive on top of the pillar, where wind punches at them, playful. Within the circular platform six smaller circles are etched with precision, and within each circle stands a bullet-shaped capsule seven feet tall and three across. Static electricity charges the air, prickling skin and further animating Genner’s windswept hair.

Doors swing open on each of the capsules, revealing a narrow, padded space. There are capsules for the squires, for Genner, and one for the man. ‘The pilot will have to wait for the next wave,’ says Genner. ‘In you go –’ gesturing towards the open door of one of the narrow chambers.

The man climbs inside and doors swing closed at his back, eager, shutting out the light. With a hiss, the padding expands, pressing arms against sides, pressing legs together, hugging tight.

Trapped in the dark, there is nothing for the passenger to do but wait. The charge in the air builds, and then there is a lurching sensation, his stomach detecting movement other senses cannot.

As if by magic, each capsule lifts into the air, sailing on invisible currents, arcing down towards a similar set of circles set into a metal disc at the pillar’s base.

The landing is abrupt, though the capsule’s inner padding removes the sting before shrinking away, allowing doors to open.

Genner is already at the base of the pillar, watching the man limp out into the light. ‘I wish I could say that’s the last time we’ll be using those for a while, but I’d be lying.’

Seen from the air, the Shining City appears nothing more than a vast circle of pillars around the Sanctum of The Seven, a huge cube of silver, rotating and ponderous, suspended in the sky. However, the bulk of the city exists underground. Hollow hills scatter between and around the pillars in neat rows; housing hidden under grass, dirt and plastic. Tunnels thread them all together, and lead deep beneath the earth, to laboratories, training facilities, factories and vast storehouses, dug out by immense machines from a bygone age.

Genner guides the man to an entrance concealed in the side of a hill. The two of them enter, following metal corridors lit by sunslight bouncing from mirrored tubes. Muffled sounds reach them, the singing of children, deferent, and the soft steps of purposeful feet. The very air hums with work being done. Everyone in the Shining City has designated duties, their time measured carefully and portioned out to maximize efficiency.

‘How’s your leg doing?’ Genner asks. ‘I noticed it giving you trouble earlier.’

The man doesn’t reply but makes more of an effort to walk normally.

‘What I’m saying is: we can help.’ He comes to a stop in front of a circular door, emblazoned with a winged eye, and raises one arm. A square of light glows underneath the skin on the back of his hand as he sings his identification.

There is the briefest pause and then the door sighs open.

Inside is an empty room, white walls overlaid with a grid of green plasglass.

A woman awaits them, also in white, save for her gloves and the lens fitted over her right eye, which are black. Genner salutes and she returns the gesture.

The man gives her a curt nod.

‘This,’ says Genner, ‘is Val, our most experienced Purifier. She works with those that have been exposed to the taint, those that survive the purging anyway. Actually, you’ve seen some of her work. She oversaw the reconstruction of Harm’s eye sockets.’

‘Ah yes,’ says Val. ‘I remember that case. In the end we could only provide cosmetic assistance. Too much nerve damage. A shame.’

‘Without doubt, Val is our best, and she’s been authorized to assist you.’

The man frowns.

‘Don’t worry. You’re in good hands.’ He backs out through the door. ‘I’ll be outside when you’re done.’

The man’s body leans in the same direction as if to follow, but he stays where he is.

A moment later, the door closes, sealing the room.

‘Stand here,’ says Val, pointing to the middle of the grid. ‘Let us look at you.’

The man complies and the plasglass lines that run along the floor, ceiling and walls burst to life, covering the man in a net of green light.

Val adjusts the lens over her right eye, closes her left. For a full minute she studies him, making a slow circle. Throughout, her concentration is intense, as if she is staring through, not at him.

‘Interesting,’ she says at last.

The man looks at her, patient.

‘As in: this will be an interesting challenge. Structurally, you’re in reasonable shape. Your leg needs repair, and I have concerns about one of your lungs in the longer term. But these things are easily hidden, provided you don’t need to fight.

‘It’s the rest of you.’ She tuts, and the man folds his arms. ‘The hair will have to go back to an appropriate length and you need to put on some weight. Our champion should project strength, not pity.’ She walks round him a second time, considering. ‘The scars can stay but they need to be reigned in a little. Something that says “battle hardened” rather than “victim”.

‘Now, I’m told that you are required urgently but I want to push for surgery and at least one round of skin remastering before your first public appearance.’

The man steps backwards, hands raised, defensive, and the lights in the room fade.

‘Didn’t they tell you? While the Bearer is away, you are going to be our symbol of inspiration. You will be paraded in front of the people on a daily basis in order –wait, where are you going?’

The man has turned away from her, and started to bang on the door. It opens to a surprised looking Genner on the other side.

‘Is something wrong?’ he asks, but the man ignores him, pushing past and away into the corridor. Genner looks at Val for help but she just shrugs.

‘Nothing to do with me. Are you sure you’ve got the right one?’

*

While surgery is optional, a change of outfit is not. Genner takes the man into a small room, lined in hard plastic. One wall is mirrored, and a stud of mutigel has been locked into shape to form a crude seat. A neat square of clothes sits on top, eye-searingly white. Next to it, on a stand, is a suit of armour, similar in style to that worn by the Seraph Knights but grander, heavier.

The man examines it, thoughtful, double-taking at the oversized shoulder plates. A gauntlet is lifted, held against his own hand for comparison. It is nearly twice as large.

Amber eyes stare pointedly at it, then at Genner.

‘The armour was constructed on the orders of Obeisance herself. She felt that an outfit was needed to match the legends of your deeds. I’ll send a squire to help you get into it. When you’re ready, they’ll bring you to the briefing room.’

Genner leaves and shoulders slump. With a sigh, the man takes off his battered old coat and his muddy boots. Trousers and top are removed, folded badly, and put in the corner.

He picks up the new clothes and puts them on. They fit perfectly, following every curve of muscle, pressing snug against wrists and ankles. The man struggles to get a finger inside the collar and work it free of his neck.

He finds it is no easy task.

Partway through the battle, a squire arrives. She is a typical denizen of the Shining City, her hair cropped to the skull, her skin smooth, unblemished, her appearance impeccable.

Without preamble, she bows and begins helping him into the armour. Greaves slot into place against his shins, and are strapped snug. Heavy boots are worked onto his feet, the boosted soles adding several inches to his height. Chest and back plates are snapped together, their design giving the impression that the man has a much bigger frame, with bracers, gauntlets and shoulder plates adding to the illusion.

Smart-webbing links each piece together, staying flexible, breathable, but designed to harden when under threat.

When she is finished, the squire steps back, giving him space and, with a dramatic clank, the Champion stands up.

The squire passes him up his helmet. The visor is featureless, save for a single slit at the front that is filled with toughened plasglass, red-tinted.

The Champion puts it on, wincing as it clicks into place.

Satisfied, the squire turns and leaves the room.

The Champion goes to follow, but his artificially lengthened stride confounds, sending him staggering to the left, then the right, then clutching at the armour stand for support.

He pulls himself upright again, takes a few deep breaths.

The squire’s head appears at the door. ‘Please, Champion,’ she says, anxious, ‘will you come with me? They’re waiting for you.’

The Champion nods, waving her away. As soon as she is gone, he risks a step, more carefully this time, finding that if he keeps his stride short, he can totter forward in relative safety.

As soon as he emerges, the squire hurries off.

The Champion grits his teeth and follows her.

With painstaking effort, he manages to keep balanced, though nothing can be done to stop the boots exaggerating his limp, turning it comical.

They pass through one of the training halls, where young squires are put through their paces. Some prepare on the sidelines, warming voices and muscles, while others spar, doing their best to remember stance and strike. Practice swords clunk together, dull, and the squires sing alone, their voices strangely flat without blades to amplify them.

Nobody says the word ‘champion’ aloud, but news of his passing goes quickly from one to the other, transmitted by thought, via chips housed in each of their brains.

Several try to glance at him out of the corner of their eyes, hoping that perhaps the champion will notice them and approve. Meanwhile, the more dedicated take advantage, scoring easy hits on their distracted fellows.

He stops for a while, half watching, half remembering, a wistful smile tucked beneath the visor. Two knights march up and down the hall, dispensing criticism. They too glance his way, and when he does not notice, they turn back to their duty, taking out irritation on those under their care.

The Champion sighs, nods to the squire who has been waiting for him, patient, and the two continue.

The next hall has fewer people. They are working on a light drive, taken from a downed sky-ship. They have been tinkering for years, trying to patch the gaps in their knowledge with luck and logic. Heads are scratched, shaken, the sense of inertia palpable. But as soon as the thud of the man’s boots resounds in the chamber, everyone is busy, inspecting random pieces of plastic, turning dials connected to inactive machinery, doing all they can to appear important.

The Champion sighs again.

A third hall is passed, this one silent. Pieces of wreckage have been placed here and carefully labelled. Each one is a relic from history, recovered armour, weapons, ornaments, technology, all broken. Too precious to throw away, too damaged to use, they are stored indefinitely, a problem for another generation to address.

Finally, they arrive in a circular chamber with a bench running around three quarters of the perimeter. Genner waits for them here, along with three others, a knight and two squires.

All stand and salute as the man enters, remaining on their feet while he manoeuvres his way to the bench, not sitting until he sits.

The squire who brought him here is dismissed without a word.

‘Welcome, Champion,’ says Genner. ‘Sorry to have to bring you all the way down here, but given that you don’t have a functioning chip, I thought it would be easier to show you the situation as I explain it.

‘Before we get to that though, some introductions are in order. This is the team that will be accompanying you on the mission.’ He indicates the knight, pale eyed, who’s lack of height makes her look like a child in costume. ‘Sir Heras will be going with you for reasons that will soon become clear. Her squires, Borz and Nama, will be there to assist you and to learn.’

With matching uniforms, haircuts and humble postures, it would be hard to tell the two squires apart, save that Borz is a foot taller, and Nama’s hair a shade lighter.

Genner waves his hand and an image appears between them: The Empire of the Winged Eye viewed from above. The Shining City is marked out, along with each major settlement. Genner waves his hand again and the map spins, leaving the northern continent behind. A digital sea fills their view briefly, and then it zooms in on an island, dominated by a single mountain, squat, drawn in beads of light. Ledges have been cut into various points of the mountainside, allowing structures to be built, creating a town that sits mostly on the peak, but also spills down onto half a dozen smaller shelves.

‘This is Fortitude’s Peak, one of our south western colonies. Officially, at least. Since the Battle of the Red Wave, there have been questions over its loyalty. We know they’ve been trading in secret with other parties, and rumour has it they have their own stockpile of weapons. I’d love to be able to tell you more but the last decent report we’ve had from the region is nearly a year out of date.

‘What hasn’t changed is the colony’s value. There’s a mine within the mountain that taps into the purest silver, silver that we sorely need for the great recovery. The colony’s current administration is far too aware of this fact and they’ve been using it against us, holding out on delivery and refusing to talk to us unless we meet a set of excessive demands. We suspect this is the first step in their attempt to claim independent status.

‘If things were different, we’d simply march in and change the administration, but as it stands, we’re years away from a return to that level of manpower. That’s why we need you to negotiate.’

The Champion snorts, then, when nobody admits to the joke, his eyes widen.

‘Previous attempts to communicate with them have been ignored, but now, suddenly, they’ve asked to speak to us. More than that, they want to deal. We don’t know what’s prompted the change of heart, but we do know that our relations with the region have changed for the worse recently.’

The Champion gestures for Genner to continue.

For once, he looks reluctant. ‘About two years ago, our Lens there vanished. He’d been in deep cover, and his reports gave no hint of any trouble. We sent another Lens. She lasted less than one month, and could discover nothing about her predecessor’s disappearance. We know her first attempts to infiltrate the upper ranks of the Fortitude’s Peak administration also met with failure, and she turned her attention to investigating one of the nearby colonies, Sea Garden, that had sent out a distress call and then gone mysteriously dark.’

Genner tilts his hand and the map matches the movement, bringing a cluster of tiny islands into view, all joined by bridges.

‘Turns out the First had heard the call too and got there before she did. But for once, things hadn’t gone the infernal’s way. Our agent found one of its ships drifting not far from Sea Garden.’ A small dot winks at them from the map, indicating the ship’s location.

‘Abandoned, stripped bare, but completely intact, not a scratch on it. Only thing our agent did find was some armour and one of those black helmets the First often wears, and that was in three separate pieces, each riveted to the mast.

‘The agent then communicated that she was going on to Sea Garden itself. That was last we heard from her. 

‘When she didn’t return, we dispatched a third Lens to Fortitude’s Peak, and she didn’t even make it through two weeks. Her last report also featured Sea Garden and its environs: rumours of raiders on the seas growing bolder, and ships going missing, here –’ an area of the map darkens between Sea Garden and Fortitude’s Peak. 

‘So, as you can see, the situation is escalating and needs immediate action.’

The man holds up a hand, taps his fingers to his chest, and shrugs.

‘Why you?’

The Champion nods.

‘To be honest, we’re running out of options. Our intelligence has failed us and our military is already stretched too thin. If we don’t act soon, we’ll lose Fortitude’s Peak, either to the First or to these mysterious raiders, or they’ll just break away.

‘We need to send someone to negotiate with them, someone important enough to show we’re taking Fortitude’s Peak seriously, someone who has a reputation for solving problems and dealing with infernals. Someone they will trust, a hero.’ Genner pauses, then adds quietly, ‘And with Vesper out of the picture, you’re all we’ve got.’

*

Above ground, at the base of one of the platinum pillars, the Champion is led to a waiting capsule. Without stopping, he takes a deep breath, and climbs inside.

He hears Genner’s voice at his back, ‘This is where I’ll be leaving you. I have other duties that can’t wait, Bearer’s orders.’

The Champion tries to turn, to protest, but the door to the capsule is already closing, the padding expanding, holding him in place. He catches a glimpse of Sir Heras and her squires being squeezed in place in other capsules.

‘Winged Eye watch over you, protect you, deliver you.’

A swift flight follows, claustrophobic and dark, like that of a baby animal carried in the pouch of a rough, uncaring mother. Then passengers stumble from capsule to sky-ship, to meet a pilot who does not introduce himself, and a set of waiting seats. Much to their disappointment, the squires find themselves directed to the opposite end of the hold, leaving the Seraph Knight and the Champion alone.

‘I thought this would be best,’ says Sir Heras. ‘Give us a chance to talk in private.’ She gives a disapproving look in the squires’ direction. ‘They tell me Borz and Nama’s scores are excellent but you wouldn’t know it to talk to them. I doubt either of them would have qualified back in my year but these are tough times.’ She shakes her head. ‘How we’ll make iron out of polystyrene I don’t know, but we have to try.’

She looks at the Champion for a reaction but he says nothing.

‘I’ve never been in a sky-ship before but I expect you have.’

The Champion nods.

‘More than once?’

The Champion nods.

‘I guessed as much. You probably go in them all the time.’

The Champion glances up in thought, then holds up three fingers but Sir Heras doesn’t notice.

‘Yes, all the time. The Seraph Knights used to have their own wing of sky-ships, did you know that?’

The Champion shakes his head.

‘Most went down in the Battle of the Red Wave, and those that we kept were requisitioned by the Lenses. It’s a rare thing to see a knight in a sky-ship these days.’

When the Champion does not respond, Sir Heras falls quiet.

There is little distraction in the hold of a sky-ship, the engines are quiet, and complex mechanisms ensure that the ride is smooth. But for the sure knowledge they are travelling south, and at speed, they would not know they were flying at all.

Time moves slowly. In the hold, the squires whisper to each other, taking turns to be excited or nervous, while the Champion merely waits, all too aware of Sir Heras trying to catch his eye.

When subtlety fails and patience runs out, Sir Heras opts for a full social assault.

‘You’re probably wondering why I, of all the available knights, was assigned to this mission.’

When it becomes clear that Sir Heras is waiting for a response before continuing, the Champion musters a weak smile and a nod, reluctant.

‘There were, of course, several other knights that qualified. Who, like me, passed their squire’s training with distinction, and who had, like me, completed several difficult missions in subsequent years. What sets me apart is my history.’ 

She pauses and leans towards the Champion. When she continues, her voice is pitched lower, just for his ear. ‘You see, I was born in Fortitude’s Peak. Two of us in my batch qualified for ruling class. Though I was the more promising, the old governor at the time decided that my brother, Leeram, should be prepared as successor, while I was sent to the Shining City to become a squire.

‘I’ve not been back there since I was a child, but I know the colony, and,’ she adds with a frown, ‘I know my brother.’

She is about to say more when the pilot’s voice comes to them from the cockpit. ‘We’re on approach to Fortitude’s Peak but they’re refusing to clear us for landing.’

‘Are they now!’ exclaims Sir Heras, unstrapping herself and getting up. ‘We’ll see about that.’

The Champion watches as the diminutive knight storms out of the hold. Though he makes no move to follow, he cannot help but hear her.

‘… And you tell them that the Champion of the Empire of the Winged Eye is on board. Yes, that Champion. Perhaps you’d like me to put him on and you could refuse him directly … Oh. A problem with the landing pad? It’s unsafe? Really? What unfortunate timing … I have no doubt you do think you’re sorry about this but when I arrive, I assure you, you’ll realize that you were mistaken. This is only a hint of sorry, a little fucking sniff of sorry. When I’m through with you, you will be sorry inside and out. You will sweat sorry. You will shit sorry, do you hear me, you sad excuse for a human being?’

The squires lean forward in their seats, thrilling to every syllable.

‘Give me your name and rank … Yes. Go on … Yes, I think that’s the very least you can do. And when we reach Fortitude’s Peak, rest assured that I will be inspecting this landing pad, and if I find it to be anything other than exactly as you describe, then you had best crawl back into whichever substandard birthing tube produced you. And tell the governor that if this is an indication of how Fortitude’s Peak is run, our report is going to be very damning, very damning indeed!’

Sir Heras walks purposefully back to her seat, shaking her head. The squires instantly return to their old positions, staring at the wall as if nothing has happened. ‘I don’t believe this story about a faulty landing pad, Champion. Not for an instant. They’re obviously stalling us. The question is: why?’

*

The sky-ship puts down on a small, flat rock at the base of Fortitude’s Peak, and the Champion, Sir Heras, and the two squires climb out to drizzle and the last of the day’s light. Salt and spray fill the air, along with a multitude of birds, crying, circling.

The Champion gives the birds a wary glance as he disembarks.

Fortitude’s Peak is mostly one large mountain with a small skirt of rock at its base. An old pathway winds around the mountainside, stopping at each segment of civilization on the way to the top. Lifts still function, simple discs of metal fenced in with rusting lattice,  taking heavier goods and lazier travellers where they need to go. Regular maintenance only slows their degeneration, and the lifts creak constantly when in motion, breakdowns a regular part of colony life.

Sir Heras commandeers the last spot on a lift as it is about to ascend, squeezing in between a crate of fish and several sacks of unidentified mush. ‘I’ll prepare the way for you, Champion, and find out where the welcoming party is. When I’m satisfied things are as they should be, I’ll send down a lift for you.’ She looks critically at the lift. ‘Which might be a while.’ Sir Heras turns to the young man and woman next to the Champion, who immediately snap to attention. ‘Squire Borz, Squire Nama, if the Champion is anything less than delighted when I return, you will be held responsible.’

‘Yes, Sir Heras,’ they say together.

‘And remember,’ she adds as the lift begins to hoist her upwards. ‘The Winged Eye is watching, always.’

The three of them watch the disc sway as it lurches slowly towards its first stop. Neither squire relaxes until it is out of sight.

Wind whistles free and loud around them, underscored by the screech of birds and waves breaking on the rocks.

Time passes.

Borz begins to fidget.

Nama looks off to her right in order to surreptitiously scratch her nose.

The Champion works to suppress a yawn.

‘Excuse me, Champion, sir,’ says Nama. ‘Are you hungry?’

The Champion shakes his head.

She looks disappointed, then asks, ‘Thirsty?’

The Champion shakes his head.

‘Oh.’

A stubborn glow hangs in the sky, staving off the night if not the cold.

The Champion yawns.

Borz yawns.

Nama yawns.

The two squires exchange a look and something passes between them. Borz is the first to crack, his serene expression crumbling under the urge to giggle. Nama gives him a warning look but soon follows. The harder they try to remain composed, the more energy the unvoiced laughter gains. But a lifetime of training is not for nothing and the squires slowly marshal their faces to calm.

When the Champion takes off his helm, his grin is broad, and he has to wipe wetness from the corner of his eye. When he is sure he has the squire’s attention, he yawns again.

Nama locks her jaw into place but Borz is not so successful, contorting his face in a variety of ways to stop the yawn from taking over.

The Champion’s shoulders start to shake and Nama howls with laughter, undignified. This is too much for Borz, who starts laughing too.

When the three have settled, Borz plucks up some courage. ‘Ch-Champion, may I ask, forgive me, I mean no offence, but I was wondering, I, well, that is … are you bored?’

Still smiling, the Champion nods.

Borz looks to Nama for support but the other squire stands transfixed by the moment, unable to offer help. ‘Ah, good, I mean, not good, bad in fact, that is, if you don’t mind me asking, what would you like to do?’

The Champion considers, breath misting in the evening air. Amber eyes sparkle with a sudden idea. The helmet is clicked back into place and he points at the sword on Nama’s back, before opening his hand.

As if moving in slow motion, Nama draws her squire’s sword and offers the hilt to the Champion.

He takes it, tests it, nods. Little more than a practice weapon, the blade has no song and no essence flows within, but it is well made and weighted, more than capable of causing injury.

The Champion points at Borz’s sword.

‘You want to take, no, you want me to give you my weapon too?’

The Champion shakes his head. He points at Borz, then assumes a ready position.

‘You … want to spar? M-me?’

The Champion nods.

Even as Borz’s brain tries to cope with what is happening, his body assumes the proper form, his weapon held high, tip pointing towards the Champion’s head.

‘Are you, are you really sure?’

The Champion lifts his free hand, beckons.

‘A-alright then,’ says Borz, teeth chattering from nerves rather than cold. The young squire takes a breath and then attacks, singing the accompaniment to each move out of habit, unnecessarily. The first attack starts swiftly, but slows before impact, Borz unable to bring himself to hit the Champion properly.

Thrusts are swiftly parried, the two blades moving easily into a rhythm.

Even boosted by his armour, the Champion is not much taller than Borz, the squire having the advantage of size and youth. As his confidence grows, so too does the strength of his attack. The Champion steps back, allowing them to slice air, or he blocks, twisting the heavy strikes away, skilful.

Then, without warning, the Champion moves forward, breaking the rhythm. Borz is thrown, trying to pull back into a defensive stance, his blade naturally moving to a high guard.

But the Champion’s attack is low, the flat of the blade slapping his unguarded thigh. On reflex, Borz yanks his sword down but the Champion’s is no longer there, arcing up, to tag Borz’s shoulder.

‘Shit!’ says Borz and then falls into a long litany of apologies.

The Champion steps back, salutes, and Borz, still apologizing, does the same.

Nama looks at the Champion, nervous, but daring to hope her turn has come. When he returns her weapon, he does not ask for Borz’s, instead he gestures for the two of them to practice.

Instantly, they do, Borz using height and reach to his advantage, favouring the high stance, while Nama goes low, aggressive.

Only when they are fully committed does the Champion’s posture slump. Panting, shoulders rounding, he leans against a rock to recover, working his sword arm in gentle circles. Now that he no longer hides it, his hand trembles with fatigue.

But when the squire’s have finished, he stands tall again, their champion, unbreakable, unbeatable, a rock for resting hope.

*

The lift, when it finally descends, has undergone a transformation. Cleared of crates and sacks, sandblasted, scrubbed, a rushed job done well. Some stains are too stubborn to shift but, around them, polished surfaces glint under neon lights.

Sir Heras and an honour guard come down with it. 

Next to the Seraph Knight, the guards look messy, young men and women in ill-fitting uniforms, worn through years of use and repair. Despite the fact that life and opportunity still stretch ahead, they show little spark.

Twice, the lift stalls on the way up, prompting Sir Heras to impatient muttering and the guards to mumbled apologies. They pass several small clusters of buildings, mostly habitation. The best offer views of the sea, the worst have no windows at all. None of the residents have decorated, leaving the birds free to paint instead, speckling and streaking, off-white on grey plastic.

The sound of industry greets them at the top: four giant cylinders, fat legged, each squatting over a hole in the floor. Milky tubes run vertically from beneath them into the mountain, humming. Around them are scattered a number of factory buildings, linked by more tubes, shadows flickering inside as unidentified objects are passed from one location to another. 

Not many people are outside in the open on top of the mountain, but those who are move quickly, nervously. As soon as they see the Champion and his entourage, they form a line and kneel. Several recite the litany of the Winged Eye, regarding the new arrivals with a kind of grudging hope.

‘I checked the landing pad,’ Sir Heras says to the Champion as they pass the line of lowered heads. ‘One of the support struts was damaged. It was difficult to get a close look at it but I could see signs of wear.’ She tuts. ‘So it may just be poor maintenance. Either way, they should have informed us of the situation earlier. There are protocols for dealing with problems like this. Clear and detailed protocols. It troubles me when they’re not followed.’

They are led up a steep set of steps towards the highest part of the mountain where a solid building awaits them. Little spikes have been set into the rock, a hundred middle fingers raised against any birds with the desire to nest. At the top of the steps, beneath broken antennae and a turret, the long barrel well oiled, is a door.

Inside, they find a small room filled with a rotating image of the colony that switches off as they enter, leaving the space bare, save for a short man in governor’s robes, and a bland-faced attendant at his shoulder.

‘Welcome to Fortitude’s Peak, Champion,’ says the short man, and as soon as his face animates, the likeness to Sir Heras is unmistakable. ‘My name is Leeram. How may I assist you?’

Sir Heras answers for him. ‘You can start by explaining yourself. Things have gone downhill since I lived here.’ She begins ticking things off on her fingers: ‘Faulty lifts, a landing pad unfit for purpose, disrespectful comms staff!’ Her voice has risen an octave. ‘And your soldiers can’t even muster a decent set of fucking clothes!’

The attendant’s face twitches at the sound of swearing but Leeram doesn’t react. ‘I do apologize. Things have been trying of late.’

‘Trying? Have you looked out of your window lately? Fortitude’s Peak is unclean, undisciplined, unfit for purpose.’

Leeram gives the Champion a nervous look. ‘That seems a little harsh.’

‘It does not. This colony is a disgrace!’

‘Yes,’ he agrees, lowering his head, submissive. ‘You’re right. We should be doing better.’ The attendant’s lips move and Leeram’s eyes lose focus for a moment before he adds, ‘Now that you’re here I’m confident we’ll be able to turn things around. As I mentioned, we’ve been having difficulties. Would you care for refreshments or do you wish to get straight to business?’

At the mention of food, the Champion starts to nod but Sir Heras is already replying. ‘I think we’ve had enough time wasted for one day, don’t you? Let’s get to it.’

Something in her manner manages to get under Leeram’s skin, and for a moment his face becomes a mirror of her aggression, before fading, making the man seem older, weaker. ‘Of course. As you know, these are difficult times and, out here on the fringes, it sometimes feels as if the Empire forgets we exist.’

Sir Heras grinds her teeth. ‘The Empire has never forgotten Fortitude’s Peak, nor has it forgotten that you haven’t delivered your latest quota.’

Leeram seems to crumble; he looks at the floor.

‘In the governor’s defence,’ responds the attendant in neutral tones, ‘he has sought aid for maintenance through proper channels, including a number of requests for skilled engineers to come and fix the lifts, latterly flagged as urgent, but they have been ignored. If it pleases you, Champion, I can have the exact times and dates of each request for engineers and special parts made available to you. Our records go back over three years.’

The Champion shakes his head.

‘Ah yes,’ says Leeram, rallying. ‘This is Gull. ‘He knows the workings of the colony better than anyone.’

‘Nobody should know the colony better than its governor,’ says Sir Heras.

‘Regarding the landing pad,’ Gull continues, ‘until your unscheduled visit, we’ve had no cause to use it. We have no sky-ships of our own and all visitors come by sea. Your arrival brought to light the state of decay in a number of key load-bearing sections. This was a cause for great alarm. I take full responsibility for the oversight, but felt that, above all, your safety was paramount. The conduct of the comms officer is regrettable, and you will have a formal apology and details of punishment by midday tomorrow. Is that acceptable?’

The Champion steps forward, silencing Sir Heras, and nods.

‘You mentioned the state of our soldiers,’ says Gull. ‘The truth is we have no army, those that came to greet you are volunteers who operate for us on a part time basis.’

‘Yes,’ says Leeram. ‘Which really is the heart of the problem. Since the troops stationed here were redeployed, we’ve only had a skeletal force to protect the colony. That isn’t usually an issue, our isolation alone is enough to protect us. But with all this talk of raiders, I felt I had to do something.

‘And, as always, Fortitude’s Peak rose to the challenge. There was no shortage of volunteers. Willing bodies we have in abundance but they’re poorly equipped and mostly unarmed. May I ask, Champion, if you are planning to send troops to fortify our position?’

The Champion shakes his head.

‘But the raiders?’

The Champion makes a show of looking for something, his head turning left, right, left and right again, then armoured shoulders shrug.

‘It’s true,’ Leeram concedes, ‘we don’t know much about them, but they’re real, and they’ve taken Sea Garden. Word is they’re on their way here. Even the First couldn’t stop them! One of its warships is floating out there as testament to that. Our captains are afraid to sail, and others are afraid to come to us. Morale is getting lower by the day. There’s even talk of people abandoning the colony altogether. Champion, I’m begging you, help us before it’s too late.’

‘There is another option,’ Gull adds quietly.

‘Oh, not this again,’ mutters Leeram.

‘Go on,’ says Sir Heras. ‘All options should be heard.’

Leeram steps back, allowing Gull to continue. ‘A cache of weapons is stored here, enough for us to outfit a sizeable force, but they are locked tight in the colony vault. While the Governor has the key, he cannot use it without authorization from the Empire. If you, Champion, were to give that authorization, the colony could arm itself.’

There is a pause.

‘Would you consider doing that for us?’ asks Leeram.

Everyone looks at the Champion.

The Champion looks from the pleading face of Leeram, to the unhappy one of Sir Heras. Out of the corner of his eye, two squires stare.

After a while, he shakes his head.

‘But what about the raiders?’ asks Leeram.

The Champion points at the governor, then points to his eye.

‘Have I seen them?’

The Champion nods.

‘Well … not in person, no.’

The Champion points at Gull.

‘I haven’t seen them either,’ the attendant replies, ‘but ships have gone missing, and the loss of Sea Garden is undeniable.’ 

The Champion points to himself, to his own eye, then points towards the door.

‘You’re going to Sea Garden yourself?’ Leeram exclaims. ‘But that would be suicide. You can’t!’

‘You forget yourself,’ Sir Heras interrupts. ‘The Champion goes where he pleases. Now, show us to our beds. We leave at dawn.’

*

‘Between us,’ Sir Heras says as the sky-ship skims dawn-touched seas, ‘there is considerable risk in approaching a hostile location with such small numbers. Are you sure you wish to proceed?’

The Champion raises an eyebrow.

‘I’m not concerned for my own life or that of the squires,’ she adds. ‘But if anything happened to you, it would be a great loss to the Empire.’

The Champion turns away so she cannot see him roll his eyes.

The sky-ship soon reaches its destination: a lone warship, drifting, the prow dangerously low in the water.

Setting its engines to hover, the sky-ship hangs in the air. Cables unspool from one wing, magnetic tips locking into place on the larger vessel’s deck.

‘You’re good to go,’ says the pilot.

Sir Heras insists the Champion wait while they ensure the vessel is safe to board. Borz is pushed to the edge of the open hatch and clipped to one of the cables before being ejected, unceremonious.

When he has landed, and waved to prove he is alive and unbroken, Sir Heras attaches herself. ‘When I’m satisfied with our initial search, I’ll give the all clear.’ And then she steps out, to be whisked away by cable, magnets and gravity. 

Nama and the Champion watch from the hatch. The young squire risks a look over her shoulder, then says, ‘May I ask a question?’

The Champion gives a nod, firm.

‘Why did you bring us here?’

The Champion reaches out, taps the side of her head.

‘Oh,’ says Nama, ‘well, if was going to guess, I’d say you don’t trust the governor.’ The Champion moves his index and middle finger in a circle. ‘… And you wanted to see the ship for yourself …’ His fingers keep circling. ‘… But we already knew about the ship from the briefing so there’s no point in coming here unless …’ Her eyes widen. ‘You don’t trust the briefing either!’

The Champion gives her shoulder a squeeze and starts connecting himself to one of the cables.

Not long after, Sir Heras gives the signal and the two of them rappel down to deck.

Stripped of weapons, supplies and crew, the warship feels barren, forsaken. The Champion begins to walk, moving quickly from one area to the next, Nama following in his wake. There is little to examine; few places warrant a search.

‘It’s as reported,’ says Sir Heras, joining them. ‘The ship’s been completely ransacked. Everything that isn’t bonded to the frame has been taken, and a few things that were. What really puzzles me is that the main engines are missing. I don’t see how that’s possible. The raiders would need something of this class of ship or bigger to manage that. Worrying. Very worrying. And how did they perform the operation at sea without cutting a great big hole in the hull? I’m no engineer but it suggests skills and expertise beyond even the …’ she trails off, shaking her head. ‘No, it’s ridiculous to even consider it.’

The Champion keeps walking, finding little, a frown settling beneath the visor.

‘I’ve sent Borz to complete the search below but I doubt he’ll find anything.’

They arrive at the main mast. Pieces of black armour have been riveted into place, close to each other but not touching, making the shape of a man, exploded. On top is the face plate of a helm, cracked, three pieces arranged to show the original shape but not rejoined, emphasizing the breaks.

The Champion looks up at it thoughtfully. After a while he puts a hand on the mast. Stripped bare, there are no handholds, nothing to aid the climb.

‘Nama,’ snaps Sir Heras, ‘bring the Champion down a piece of the armour.’

Dutifully, the young squire tries, scrambling up partway before sliding down again.

Sir Heras tuts. ‘I’m going to check on Borz. By the time I get back, I expect to see some black plate in the Champion’s hands.’

Nama salutes and returns to the task. Enthusiasm gains her an extra two inches of height, her prize still well beyond her grasp.

‘Useless,’ mutters the knight, ducking through a nearby door.

As Nama tries a third time, the Champion shakes his head.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m just not good enough.’

The Champion gives a sad sigh then walks to the base of the mast. Linking his hands together to make a platform, he braces himself before looking at Nama, expectant.

‘I couldn’t,’ she begins, but a smile, small, determined, has already appeared on her face.

The Champion continues to watch her.

‘I’ll go on three,’ she says, backing off to get a good run up. ‘One, two, three!’

At speed she leaps, her foot finding his waiting hands. He pushes up, she kicks off, sailing into the air. Using that momentum, Nama climbs for all she’s worth, getting far higher than before.

But not nearly high enough.

When she cannot get any further she clings stubbornly to the mast, as if a pause will restore her strength, not drain it further. Gravity slowly asserts itself and, with a long, shrill squeak, she slides back to the deck.

The Champion sighs.

Nama hangs her head. ‘I am useless.’

For a few moments neither move. Then the Champion smacks the side of his head, and marches away. He goes to the cables running to the sky-ship above, and detaches them, before walking back to towards Nama.

Alert to the change, the pilot allows the sky-ship to drift with him, making it appear as if the Champion were dragging it across the sky, like a giant metal balloon.

Cables are quickly attached to the mast and Nama to the cables. The Champion steps back, smiling, as the young squire is whisked into position, removing the armour with ease.

By the time Sir Heras comes back, Nama has returned to deck, and the Champion is studying part of the faceplate.

‘You did it in the end then,’ comments the knight before walking round to the Champion’s side. ‘Yes, that’s the First’s armour alright.’

The Champion shakes his head.

‘But it’s the same black armour it wears. And these weird lines around the mouth look like teeth. Horrible.’

The Champion shakes his head.

‘But … if this isn’t the First’s armour, then what’s going on?’

‘It could be to scare people away,’ says Nama. ‘If they can convince—’

‘Quiet,’ interrupts Sir Heras. ‘We’re trying to think. If we want your opinion we’ll tell you.’ She turns back to the Champion, oblivious to the way amber eyes have narrowed. ‘Clearly this is a ruse to scare the local populous. If they believe these raiders can defeat the First, then no ship will dare to sail these waters. But again, the question is who would profit from this?’

Nama looks for an invitation to speak, hopeful. She doesn’t get one.

Instead they go below deck, walking through storage chambers, smooth walled, where Borz is waiting for them, trying to conceal his excitement.

‘Report, Squire Borz,’ says Sir Heras.

‘I searched the ship but I couldn’t find anything.’

‘That’s it?’

‘Well,’ says Borz, ‘yes and no, Sir Heras.’

‘You had better start making sense soon, squire.’

‘Y-yes, Sir Heras. I thought it was odd to find nothing, that is, no signs of battle, and so little onboard. This is a war vessel, at least it looks like one, but the gun ports are empty. There’s no ammo pods, which is understandable because the raiders would have wanted to steal them but there are no turrets either. Not a single one!’

‘We know this already and it makes sense. The raiders have the skill to take the engines, so taking the guns is hardly a problem.’

‘But, but, if they can do that, why not take the ship?’

‘Because,’ says Sir Heras, ‘they wanted to leave this here as a warning, to show their power. Now I think it’s time we were going.’

Borz raises a hand. ‘I have more to say.’

Before Sir Heras can reply, the Champion gives a nod.

In his excitement, Borz’s words come thick and fast and hard to follow. ‘I checked carefully and the only damage the ship has received is where she’s drifted into some rocks. Otherwise she’s in perfect condition. I thought this was odd too: most of our ships have seen years of action. So I tried to find out which ship this is and it doesn’t have a name or log number! And then I had an idea, it’s just a theory but I think it’s right, it feels right anyway—’

‘For suns’ sake, Borz, get to the point!’

‘Sorry, Sir Heras, sorry, yes, what I’m thinking is: this ship was never launched or named or crewed at all. And the raiders didn’t steal the engines because the ship never had any! Do you see? This is just a shell that was never outfitted.’

‘So,’ Sir Heras says, ‘the raiders towed an unpowered frame out here and spread the rumour that it belonged to the First.’

‘If there even are raiders,’ adds Nama.

Sir Heras is about to glare when a voice crackles to life inside her helmet, distracting. ‘That was the pilot. He picked up a strange reading nearby, something under the water, then it vanished. It could be a glitch,’ she says, starting up the stairs. ‘But it won’t be. I’m going to investigate. You two, stay here and protect the Champion, and be on your guard.’ She draws her sword, the blade ringing out, amplified in the hollow guts of the ship.

Neither squire dares to speak, though both draw their weapons.

Minutes pass, tense, and then a sound reaches them, fizzing, hissing. Slowly, the two squires edge towards it, the Champion following until they reach the far side of the hull, where heat makes glowing lines on the curving wall. They arrive to see two sides of a rectangle already formed, a third quickly joining them, made by a glittering, spark spitting light.

Old instincts stir from slumber and the Champion reaches for his sword, fingers closing on empty air where once a hilt would be waiting.

Behind his visor, the Champion’s lips move, shaping a curse.

‘What should we do?’ asks Borz. The Champion puts a finger to his lips but the young squire doesn’t notice, too busy staring at the light turning ninety degrees to start the fourth line of the rectangle. ‘Sir Heras,’ he cries out, ‘we need you! Help!’

The fourth line meets the start of the first, and a section of hull pops out, tumbling down with a clatter. Smoke wafts in through the new hole and through it another ship, a small submersible, is visible, connected to them by a short tunnel. Like all of the technology involved, the seal around the edge is worn, imperfect, a steady stream of sea water accompanying the two men that jump inside.

The new arrivals wear tough clothes, travel worn, their faces covered by masks. Other details take second place to the shrapnel gun in the hands of one, and the blow torch in the hands of the other.

The first one lands, firing off a shot, wild, as he finds his feet, while the second slips, falling hard on his back.

Borz charges the gunman, but the space between them is too large, allowing the man plenty of time to take aim.

Swordless, the Champion rips off his helmet, drawing back to throw. However it is not weighted for flight and drags in the air, slowing to tap politely on the gunman’s leg.

The shrapnel gun explodes into life, covering Borz in a spray of twisted metal and knocking him to the ground.

While Nama freezes, unsure what to do, the Champion charges.

A thin sheen of water already covers the hold, making wet slapping sounds each time one of the Champion’s boots strikes the ground. He is going as fast as he can but old injuries in his thigh plague him, forcing the run into a stuttering limp, frantic.

The gunman turns but holds fire, allowing the Champion to get close before pulling the trigger.

Unlike the squires, the Champion is wearing the finest armour the Empire can produce, far too tough to be penetrated by cheap projectiles. The force however, is enough to blow the Champion off his feet, sending him skidding through shallow water.

He lays there on his back, wheezing, trying to gulp down air while the gunman advances, taking his time, taking aim at the Champion’s unprotected face.

Nama tries to move to his aid but the other man is on his feet now, holding her off with a plume of flame, sweeping it back and forth.

The Champion raises his arms as the shrapnel gun fires again, and water tinkles to the sound of rain, razor sharp. He risks a look. The gunman slams a fresh cartridge into place and the Champion tries to sit up, to take action before it is too late, but instead his face twists in discomfort, one hand going to his side.

From the other end of the hold, a voice calls out, given resonance by a singing sword. Air shimmers as the note strikes the gunman, blasting him sideways, his death cry cut off as something explodes within his skull.

The man with the blowtorch sees his companion fall. He sees Sir Heras leaping down the last few steps into the hold, and runs.

Her song is faster.

The man falls, blood leaking from his ears to mix with the rising seawater. There is a hiss and the blowtorch sputters and goes out.

Sir Heras sheathes her sword and helps the Champion to his feet. ‘Forgive my lateness, Champion.’

He waves the need for apologies away.

‘Are you hurt?’

He coughs a few times but shakes his head, pointing instead at Borz’s crumpled form.

Sir Heras glances over. ‘He’ll live. Now, we’d better get you back to the sky-ship.’ As she helps the Champion up the steps, the knight calls over her shoulder, ‘Squire Nama, check the bodies for anything of interest, and retrieve the Champion’s helmet.’

‘Yes, Sir Heras.’

‘Then patch up Borz enough to transport him onto deck.’

‘Yes, Sir Heras.’

‘And be quick about it, this ship isn’t staying afloat for much longer.’

*

The hold of the sky-ship is quiet, Sir Heras busy composing her report, the others focused on recovery.

Stubborn bits of shrapnel are wiggled and pulled, worked free of the Champion’s armour. Each one leaves behind a scar where the metal has been gouged. The Champion insists on doing this job himself, insists on having something to do, anything that keeps him from observing the similar operation taking place nearby.

Borz is strapped down flat, his face and body relaxed. Meds keep him docile as Nama tends to his injuries, teasing out shards that have hooked through armour and into flesh.

Luckily, most of the wounds are superficial, the kind that will make good stories when the squires return home. Lost blood is replaceable, and a cocktail of pills and a liberal application of Skyn enough to have Borz back on his feet.

There is no time to repair his squire’s armour however, Sea Garden already visible to the naked eye from the cockpit.

Sir Heras comes and sits next to the Champion. ‘How do you want to proceed? I’d recommend a high pass in the sky-ship. They might see us but we could at least get some idea of the situation down there.’

The Champion assents, and the pilot gets to work.

From above, Sea Garden seems peaceful. No buildings burn, no bodies litter the streets. Each little island sits serenely with its neighbours, flowers blooming in the rocks. Open bridges connect each one, and people can be seen walking them, calm and without fear.

The port appears busy, a gaggle of trader ships, independents, gathered together, ant-like people barrowing their goods by ramp, down and up again.

‘Doesn’t look like a colony under siege to me,’ says Sir Heras. ‘What now?’

The Champion points and the sky-ship descends, touching down on sheltered water between three of Sea Garden’s islands.

Much of the colony’s value is hidden beneath the surface, underwater farms that once stretched for miles in all directions. Now a more modest crop is kept, the outlying sea fields too hard to maintain in tainted waters.

Regular size insects buzz happily from one plant to another, giving a rare glimpse of what the rest of the world was like before the Breach and the arrival of the infernal hordes.

The Champion, Sir Heras and the squires clamber over one of the isles, making for the nearest bridge. People stop and stare; several find reason to be elsewhere, and soon, boats are pulling in their ramps, making for open waters.

A sailor climbs onto the bridge ahead of them and drops to one knee. ‘I knew you’d come!’ he says. ‘I was loyal! I never stopped believing in the Empire! Don’t punish me, punish them!’

Another man joins him, pulling off his cap and pressing it against his chest. ‘Yes, make them pay. I got goods rotting in my store because of these bastards!’

The Champion ignores them, focusing on one of the central isles, where Sea Garden’s administration are based.

A woman watches from another bridge, a battered harpoon slung over one shoulder. She is neither deferent nor afraid.

Sir Heras leans closer to the Champion as they walk. ‘I’ve seen a few like her since we landed. Clean them up, put them in uniform and they could be soldiers. They’ve had training, I’d stake my name on it.’

At the other end of the bridge a lone house is flying a flag of the Empire of the Winged Eye. The creases have yet to drop out of it. Further up, they see people hurriedly putting things away, ornaments and trinkets from the south, signs of new wealth, of guilt.

‘Mark them,’ says Sir Heras to the squires. ‘I want the names of every failed citizen recorded for my report.’

The rocky path that leads to Sea Garden’s headquarters is empty, people falling over each other in their rush to not be seen, retreating behind closing doors, ducking behind buildings and rocks. One woman even dives into the sea, screaming, as the Champion strides into view.

Doors open before the group arrive, the people on the other side of them careful to bow their heads. None of them wears uniform or identification, and the squires stop to add them to their lists.

‘Where is the governor?’ asks Sir Heras.

They are led to an office with pleasant views of rocks, flower carpeted, and clear waters. Before the grand window is a comms desk, a dent on one side of its screen the only sign of recent relocation. Between the window and the desk is a man, doing his best to look small, despite his height. Robes in the governor’s style adorn him but they have been tailored differently, adding a little width to the shoulders, then tapering down to make a triangle at the waist. The sleeves are longer too, edged in fine silver plate, the kind famously forged in Fortitude’s Peak.

The Champion and Sir Heras glare at the man, seeming to conjure sweat on his forehead, lip and neck by rage alone.

He looks from one to the other, then, hopefully, over their shoulders but the doors have already closed, sealing him inside. ‘Welcome to Sea Garden,’ he says at last.

‘We have the governor of Sea Garden in our records,’ says Sir Heras. ‘My chip is projecting a picture of her face into my mind as we speak. You are not her. Your authority has not been given by the Empire.’ She draws her sword. ‘You will explain who you are and what has happened.’ She raises the weapon in line with his neck. ‘Speak.’

Rapidly, his head bobs, and he swallows, trying to turn an expression of terror into something else. ‘My predecessor was removed from office. There were problems you see, we had – the people had – become angry because of her corruption—’

He is interrupted by Sir Heras’s sword, which seems to twitch towards him, eager. ‘You look like an expert on corruption to me. I would remind you that you stand before the Champion of the Empire of the Winged Eye, and one of its Seraph Knights. Lies cannot fool us but they will condemn you.’

The Champion folds his arms, continues to glare.

‘I …’ begins the man, dabbing at his forehead, suddenly speaking very slowly, ‘… was put into this position because the old governor was—’

‘By who?’ asks Sir Heras.

‘Who?’

‘Yes. If we didn’t put you into power who did?’

‘I …’

‘And what had the old governor done to anger the people so?’

‘She was overworking the colonists and keeping profits for herself.’

Her sword hums low. ‘Lies!’

The Champion narrows his eyes.

With a sob, the man throws himself forward onto the desk. ‘Forgive me, please! I have information. I’ll tell you everything, everything! All I ask is that you spare me.’ A thought seems to strike him and he adds, ‘And no pain, I can’t bear pain!’

‘Confess all and we will see. You can start by answering this question: was your predecessor corrupt?’

The man has the grace to look guilty. ‘No.’

‘Then how did you expect to survive our judgment? Are you really as stupid as you look?’

‘They told me the Empire wouldn’t come. They promised I had nothing to fear.’

‘Who did? Who told you?’

There is a pause as the man works some saliva into his dry throat. ‘The raiders did.’

Borz gasps aloud, and the Champion’s eyebrows rise.

‘And how exactly,’ asks Sir Heras in a near whisper, ‘would raiders know what the Empire would or would not do?’

‘Because their leader used to be one of you.’

‘A knight? I think not!’

‘No, not a Seraph Knight, a Lens. He made all this happen, the coup, the trade agreements, all of it. I provide the raiders with food and a base, and in return, he gave me this position and free reign to do things as I saw fit.’

‘What’s the traitor’s name?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What does he look like?’

‘I’ve never met him but he promised that everyone would be too scared to come here and that, by the time the Empire took action, it would all be over.’

Sir Heras lets the tip of her sword drift down until it sits next to the man’s ear. ‘What would be over?’

‘The attack on Fortitude’s Peak. The raiders got the call to mobilize this morning.’

*

Within minutes of landing, the Champion, Sir Heras, and the two squires are stood in front of Governor Leeram. Gull is at his side, a calm balance to his superior’s open fear.

‘Now?’ asks Leeram, hoping that there’s been some terrible mistake. ‘The raiders are coming now?’

The Champion nods.

‘How many? How long do we have?’ He begins to pull at his hair. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘Calm yourself,’ says Sir Heras. ‘The Empire will not sit idly by while raiders attack loyal citizens.’

‘Praise be to the mercy of the Winged Eye!’

While the Leeram has switched from terror to joy, Gull remains unmoved. ‘Might we enquire as to the specifics of this aid?’

‘It will be sufficient to drive off some raiders, believe me.’

‘And when, precisely, is it expected to arrive?’

‘I’m not sure I like your tone, citizen.’ Sir Heras gives Gull her best look of disapproval. ‘The reinforcements are still mobilizing. We will need to hold the raiders off for however long it takes them to get here.’

‘But,’ says Leeram, his joy fading faster than it arrived, ‘that could take days! Weeks!’

‘May I remind you, Governor, that you are supposed to be a role model for those under your care, not a burden for your staff.’ She makes a cutting gesture with her hand. ‘Enough. There are preparations to make. We’ve encountered the raiders ourselves. They’re competent, but poorly armed with short to medium range capabilities at best. Fortitude’s Peak is easily defendable. Pull up the lifts, block the paths and the only option they have is to climb. We’ll be able to pick them off the mountainside with ease.’

Leeram takes a breath to calm himself, ‘With what?’

‘Pardon?’

‘You said we could pick them off the mountainside. I’m asking you what tools my people will have to achieve this?’

Sir Heras points a finger, accusing. ‘Are you saying you don’t have your own weapons tucked away? Oh yes, we know about your secret stash.’

Leeram covers his face for a moment, then the tension leaks out of him, and he stands straighter. ‘Yes. It’s true, I have been trying to trade for weapons.’

‘Illegally.’

‘Yes, illegally. In three years of asking, you’re the first help we’ve seen. I was worried that the raiders would come here eventually and so I took matters into my own hands.’ Sir Heras shakes head, but this seems to stir Leeram to anger rather than shame. ‘Oh, I’m sure you’ll see me punished, sister, but what was I supposed to do?’

‘Obey the law.’

‘If only it was so simple. Obeying the law is fine, but what about my duty to protect those in my care? What happens when that conflicts with the law?’ He gives a laugh, short, bitter. ‘The irony is, the weapons aren’t effective. Anything we could buy more complex than a sharpened stick is as likely to blow up in our hands as to kill an enemy. We kept them though, just in case. You can go and look if you like, our secret scrap pile.’

‘Have no fear of that. When the time comes, there will be a full accounting.’

‘But until then,’ says Leeram, ‘what are we going to do?’

‘You will do all you can to hold off the invaders. As for us, that will depend on the Champion.’

All eyes go to the Champion, who steps forward and puts his hands on Leeram’s shoulders, drawing the man straight again.

‘Will you stay with us, Champion?’

The Champion nods.

‘Fight with us?’

The Champion nods.

‘Thank you.’

‘If,’ Gull adds, ‘the Champion were to allow it, we could arm ourselves.’

‘Those weapons are not meant for civilian use,’ says Sir Heras.

‘But,’ replies Gull, ‘we have soldiers here.’

‘Hardly. What you have are poor imitations.’

The Champion raises a hand for silence, then looks at Gull and Leeram, giving them a nod.

Sir Heras’s lips pale as she presses them together. ‘Champion, might I ask we have a word in private.’

The Champion assents.

‘Please, use my office,’ says Leeram. ‘We will await you at the vault.’

Sir Heras watches them leave, taking breath but not speaking until the echoes of their footsteps have faded.

‘With your permission, Champion, I will return to the sky-ship and make contact with the Shining City. I have a report to make and some questions to ask. If we can identify which of the Lenses has betrayed us, it may give us insight into their strategy.’

The Champion nods.

‘What should we do, Sir Heras?’ asks Nama.

‘Whatever the Champion tells you, and after that, practice.’

*

A new dynamism grips Fortitude’s Peak, born of panic. Factory blocks quiver and fall silent, drills and extractors cease their labour, and workers join guards, gradually shepherded into a rough kind of formation outside the great vault.

From the outside most of it is hidden save for a circle of silver, six feet in diameter, set deep into the mountain. Leeram, Gull and the Champion stand before it.

Gull officiates, asking questions that Leeram answers, every word recorded for the sake of protocol.

‘And you do this of your own free will, without coercion and with the blessing of the Winged Eye?’

Leeram glances at the Champion. ‘I do.’

‘Then step forward and place your hand against the vault’s door.’

Leeram does so, announcing his name, position and desire for access. He feels metal hum underneath his palm, and for a moment, the conviction that his hand has adhered to its surface, immovable. Then it passes and the door splits into segments, spiralling open to reveal a chamber packed with relics, guns and fire lances, waiting to be used.

While Gull oversees their distribution, Leeram organizes the defences. Mined rock that has sat for years, collecting moss, is hefted to the main mountain path and turned into a crude barrier. All three lifts are brought up to the top level and deactivated, and ships are moved from the dock to the opposite side of the mountain, hidden in the hope they will be overlooked.

Meanwhile, the Champion retreats to a quieter ledge, watching the two squires work on their technique. Both are determined, pushing themselves to be better. Their blades swish back and forth, running through sequences that have served generations of Seraph Knights.

As they prepare for another bout, the Champion comes over, steps between them. Nama and Borz move to put away their weapons but the Champion stops them. Moving around the squires, he makes subtle adjustments, widening their stance, getting Nama to loosen her grip, getting Borz to sit lower in his guard position, with a slight bend to the knees.

Slowly, he walks them through the sequences, pausing them, as if they were characters on a screen, to refine each movement, then playing them again, and again, not perfect but improved.

Borz’s weaknesses highlight Nama’s and vice versa. He favours the high stance, her the low, one collecting bruises on his ankles, the other on her shoulders.

The Champion borrows Borz’s sword, beckons Nama to attack him. She does, and he steps back, slapping the side of her head with the flat of his sword.

As she rubs vigorously at her ear, he returns Borz’s weapon, takes Nama’s. Borz’s blade comes for the Champion’s head, but the Champion has already sidestepped, smacking Borz across the back of the legs.

‘We understand, Champion. We’ll try and protect ourselves better.’

‘But, Borz, you always fight high.’

‘And you, low,’ he says back, nerves making it sound like an insult.

‘I know. My point is that we can’t change it now.’

‘Sorry, it’s just the raiders will be here any moment and we’ll never be ready in time. What are we going to do?’

Nama shrugs. ‘Practice more?’

‘But it won’t be enough!’

The Champion walks over to Borz and puts his hands on the squire’s shoulders. Thinking this is a gestures of support, Borz is surprised to find himself moving, the Champion turning him in a circular arc until he is standing next to Nama.

As the two squires watch him, puzzled, the Champion raises a fist and moves it in slow motion towards Nama’s head. With his other hand he reaches out, fingers guiding Borz’s sword to block the strike.

Then, as if underwater, he moves as if to kick Borz in the shin.

Nama smiles, moves her sword in the way.

The Champion steps back.

‘We fight together!’ says Borz. ‘I block high.’

‘And I block low,’ Nama finishes.

The Champion nods at them.

Seconds later, shouts are heard, one word repeated over and over, neighbours passing it from one to the other across Fortitude’s Peak. ‘Raiders!’

*

A warship drifts towards Fortitude’s Peak. Whatever powers it is barely up to the task. The colonists take up positions high up on the mountainside and wait for the battle to get to them, palms sweating on the grips of guns and makeshift weapons.

They are forced to wait a long time.

As tension rises, one man cracks, a mix of fear and the desire to test his new weapon getting the better of him, and he fires, a volley of spinning bullets arcing out over the water, then down, to splash midway between the raider’s ship and the colony.

Next to him, several jump in surprise and another two discharge their weapons. Then people start shouting at each other, their angry voices going on long after the shooting has ceased.

Meanwhile, the raider’s ship plods forward.

The early shots are not entirely wasted, giving the defenders an idea of range. It seems simply a case of waiting for the raiders to crawl into their sights.

The Champion reaches for something at his belt and finds it isn’t there. With a silent curse, he walks to the makeshift battlements, taking a rifle from one of the soldiers. He lifts the weapon, sets his eye to the scope.

With magnification, the warship appears similar to the one encountered outside Sea Garden. A frame without weapons or operating systems, a floating box, hollow.

Masked figures can be seen on deck; one is moving but the others are waiting, motionless.

The Champion frowns, continues to watch as the minutes tick by. The raiders seem preternaturally still, like bodies possessed by infernals, or the dead.

He returns the rifle and walks towards the other side of the mountain, Nama and Borz trailing after him.

‘Is something wrong?’ asks Nama.

The Champion holds up a finger. He points at Nama, then to his eye, then to his right. He does the same for Borz, pointing to his left. As they hurry off, he strides forward, until he reaches the edge of the cliff.

Looking down past the tips of his boots he sees only rocks and the waves breaking on them. But he continues to look, slowly following the cliff’s edge.

A cry from Nama gets his attention. ‘Over here!’

And he goes, Borz overtaking him, despite having double the distance to travel.

‘I saw movement down below,’ she says. ‘There are people down there!’

‘How many?’ asks Borz.

‘Hard to tell. They’re well hidden.’

‘The warship is a diversion! It must be. While we’re shooting at it, the raiders can scale the mountain this side.’

‘But,’ says Nama, ‘they’re not scaling it. They’re not moving at all.’

‘That doesn’t make sense. Surely they should be making the most of the distraction, unless they’re going to wait until we open fire. Yes, that must be it! Then they could use the noise of our guns to cover their attack.’

‘But it would take them hours to scale Fortitude’s Peak.’

Borz spreads his hands, ‘Then … they must have something else in mind.’

‘But what?’

‘I don’t know!’

They all peer over the side again, straining to make out any movement, but no raiders stir from their hiding places.

Borz suddenly jerks upright as if he’s been stung, and stands to attention. ‘Yes, Sir Heras, at once.’ He makes an adjustment to his helmet and the voice of the Seraph Knight comes through, distorted but audible.

‘I’ve finally got cooperation from the Shining City. They’ve sent details through of the Lenses that went missing. One of them has gone rogue and I recognized his face immediately: it’s Gull. He’s been here the whole fucking time! I’ve no doubt Leeram is in this up to his neck as well. That means there’ll be conspirators already inside Fortitude’s Peak, trained and, thanks to us, armed. This is going to be a bloodbath.

‘I’m on my way back now though we have permission to withdraw if that is your wish, Champion.’

Borz looks at the Champion for a moment. ‘That’s a very definite negative, Sir Heras.’

‘In that case,’ comes the crackling reply, ‘let’s make these bastards pay.’

As Sir Heras signs off, they hear the sound of distant gunfire. The warship is discharging a single cannon, much to the amusement of those on the battlements. Though thunderous, each shot barely reaches the mountain’s base.

The Champion pulls off his helmet, lowering his head to listen.

Nama copies him, both picking up on another sound, quieter, less dramatic. ‘Is that…’ she asks, ‘Is that the sound of one of the generators turning back on?’

The Champion sets off at a run towards the lifts, the two squires joining him. When they hear the sound of shots being fired, they overtake him; Borz’s loping gait matched by Nama’s rapid strides.

Soon, the two squires have raced around the corner of one of the factory buildings, heading in the direction of battle.

Unlike them, the Champion slows rather than speeds up, old injuries catching up with him. When he reaches the same corner, he stops, one hand against the wall, the other against his side, taking long, laboured breaths. Each one comes slightly easier than the last, allowing him to straighten and set off again at a more conservative pace.

By the time he arrives, the lift is already descending, giving him one glance at a pile of guns stacked on its floor before it moves out of sight. Gull stands in front of the controls, while a woman crouches nearby, her back to him, her gun facing towards the rocks Nama and Borz crouch behind. The bodies of several colonists carpet the ground between them, an economic use of bullets in the ending of lives.

A few other defenders remain, but none dare to put their heads out of cover.

In the distance, the warship is visible, sparks flying on its hull where the colonists have started firing, its own cannon, useless, sounding loud in regular response.

With a screech, the lift cables stop moving, and Gull leans over the controls, making adjustments.

The Champion can see Borz and Nama planning their move, can see Gull’s companion ready to take them out. He edges forward, using cover to keep out of her line of sight.

Before he can close however, Leeram arrives with three more defenders. His face falls when he takes in the scene. ‘Gull! What in suns’ name are you doing?’

The cables begin to move again, in the opposite direction, and motors groan louder, the lift much heavier than it was on the way down.

Gull turns to give a quiet command to his companion. The Champion cannot hear the words but he can guess their meaning. He moves out of cover, rushing to support Leeram as the woman opens fire.

The man to Leeram’s right falls, the one to his left runs, and the last one freezes just long enough for the woman to touch the space over his heart with a small red dot.

‘No, please!’ he manages before the dot becomes a hole and the man crashes to the ground.

As the Champion arrives beside Leeram the woman hesitates, the barrel of her rifle veering away. Gull snaps something at her, unimpressed.

‘But it’s him, isn’t it?’ she replies. ‘The Champion, the one that fights with Gamma’s sword.’

‘He did,’ says Gull, ‘but he’s not carrying it now, you can shoot him, and the governor.’

Still hidden behind the wall, Borz and Nama make eye contact with the Champion.

The Champion gives a very slight but very definite nod.

The two squires nod back.

‘But,’ the woman begins, raising her rifle halfway into position. ‘What if The Seven get angry?’

Gull sighs as the two squires spring up from the wall.

Everything happens at once, one action cascading into another.

Gull points an empty hand at Leeram as the Champion steps between them …

The woman clocks the two squires running towards her, starts rising from her crouch …

As a dart flies from beneath the skin of Gull’s wrist …

And the woman’s rifle swings towards Nama’s face …

And, turning, the Champion catches the dart on a thick shoulder plate, where it quivers, harmless, toxins and tip held safe …

While Borz’s blade cuts down, slapping the rifle clear …

And Nama’s slices low, shattering an ankle, sending the woman into a cartwheel as Borz steps in, jabbing with the pommel, cracking her skull …

Nama letting momentum carry her forward, making for Gull …

Who shimmers, flickers, and is no longer there.

Nama, Borz, and the Champion stop, looking around in confusion.

Behind them, Leeram begins to babble, the words shredded by a shaking jaw and teeth clattering together. Though no bullet or dart has touched him, the governor has gone into shock. 

There is a swish as Nama swings in the space where Gull stood.

Another as Borz does the same, swapping from vertical to horizontal slices.

The Champion moves to the rock wall, crouching down to scoop up a handful of pebbles and dust. Using the wall for support, he pulls himself up again, casting his arm outwards, the contents scattering to make the briefest of clouds.

For a moment, for the barest of blinks, the shape of an elbow is visible, moving away.

Nama’s sword finds it, the tip nicking, making blood seem to leak from empty air.

Gull starts to run but they see him now, a man-sized distortion of light, subtle, the edge of one elbow strikingly red. He is making for the gun dropped by his companion.

Borz approaches from the opposite direction, looking to arrive precious seconds too late.

Ignoring muscles that complain, sharp, the Champion goes to intercept, lowering a shoulder.

Nama tries to cut Gull down but he leaps away from her strike, sailing the last few feet towards the waiting gun, and the Champion.

There is a crunch as one flying form meets another, armoured, heavier, and Gull cries out, smashed off course into Borz, who, on instinct, raises his sword.

There is a second crunch, of sword meeting sternum, going through, life ending, cutting off screams before they can start.

Borz’s sword slips from his fingers and Gull’s body crashes to the ground.

For a while shock grips the young squire, until he sees Nama trying to help the Champion to his feet.

‘Are you hurt?’ Borz asks.

The Champion tilts his head in thought. He looks down at himself, moves one arm, stiffly, then another. For a moment it looks as if he is going to try and communicate something complicated but then gives a quick shake of the head.

‘Thank the Eye!’

‘Champion,’ begins Nama, ‘what about the lift?’

Amber eyes widen, remembering, and he waves the squires in the direction of the controls, limping after them.

Borz makes a few abortive attempts at stopping the lift. ‘He’s done something to the panel, the last command is locked in!’

Nama tries to cut the cables. In order to reach them she has to grip the rocks with one hand and lean out, over the edge. Even then it is a stretch.

She swings once, twanging cable. A second swing is managed before a hail of gunfire rains upwards. Bullets punch the sword from her hand, and the tip of a finger, sending both spinning out to sea.

The Champion hauls Nama back; the squire sinks to a sitting position to stare at her hand, numb.

Meanwhile, the raider-filled lift continues to rise.

Failing to find other inspiration, Borz begins beating on the panel. ‘It’s not working! It’s not working!’

The Champion looks at the panel, at the cables and the winch that works them, then, as if guided by an invisible hand, his head turns to Gull’s body and that of his dead companion, and the rifle.

With laboured steps he goes over to it, grimacing as he bends to pick it up. Hands move slowly, uncertainly, into place. One finding its way to the grip, the other trying to get comfortable on the barrel, failing.

The first shot goes wide, a spinning bullet racing off in the direction of the gold sun. The second is closer, sparking rock a few feet from the target. The third and fifth hit.

There is a groan from the motor and then it dies. Cables reverse direction as gravity takes hold. A collective shout comes from the raiders below, juddering as safety mechanisms lock into place, stopping the lift from falling, leaving it to hang, suspended, three quarters of the way up the mountain.

Very carefully, as if it might wake and cause trouble at the slightest disturbance, the rifle is placed back on the ground. 

‘You did it!,’ says Borz, turning to grin. But something else catches his eye over the Champion’s shoulder and all joy flees his face, his body snapping to attention.

The Champion turns to see Sir Heras has arrived, her sword already drawn and marked with use.

‘Thank you, Champion,’ she says, ‘I can take things from here.’

She sings out, her blade humming as it cuts through the air, horizontal, the essence-charged note carrying far beyond her physical reach to sever the cable.

Out of sight, the lift plummets to the ground, a chorus of screams going with it.

The Champion’s mouth forms an ‘O’, shocked, as Sir Heras comes to an abrupt stop next to her brother. ‘Leeram, the Winged Eye finds you wanting, both as governor and citizen. You are guilty of having failed in your duty, of betraying the Empire’s trust and its people for the sake of greed. As such, you are judged and condemned a traitor.’

Leeram lifts his hands, palms out. ‘Wait, please, I didn’t know this was going to happen.’

The Champion nods in agreement, making sure to move into the knight’s line of sight.

Sir Heras gives a warning look. ‘You have done your duty, Champion,’ she says. ‘Now I must do mine.’

‘But he saw! I was just as surprised as you were. It was Gull! It was all Gull! I tried to stop him but it was too late.’

Sir Heras’s sword hums as it lifts up, ready to strike. ‘There are no excuses, and no mercies to be found.’

He sinks to his knees in front of her. ‘I know I failed. I made poor choices, I accept that. Take everything, but please…’ he trails off, lowers his head.

The Champion raises a hand to protest but Sir Heras’s sword falls faster, ending the need for argument. By contrast, the Champion’s hand drifts slowly back to his side.

He walks away from Sir Heras putting his back to her and the colony. The firing has stopped now, some of the defenders celebrating while others seek treatment for fresh wounds and the dead are counted.

Out to sea, the raider’s ship begins to sink, its one gun silent, the tiny crew squeezed onto a raft, forced to flee towards deeper waters.

The Champion watches their efforts, hopeless, and gives a long, sad sigh.

Though he does not look, he cannot help but hear Sir Heras’s voice making order, hard and decisive.

‘Squire Nama, on your feet. The Empire is not done with you yet.’

‘But, Sir Heras,’ Borz protests, ‘her hand.’

‘It’s just a fingertip, nothing to cry over.’ There is the sound of movement, then: ‘No Borz, let her stand on her own. Now, listen to me: Our mission is complete. You both need to clean up and shape up, as you are to deliver the Champion back to the Shining City immediately. Understood?’

‘Yes, Sir Heras,’ they reply.

‘But,’ adds Borz, nervous, ‘what about you?’

The Champion doesn’t need to see her smile, it is so present in her voice. ‘I will be staying here to oversee cleanup, as the Governor of Fortitude’s Peak. It’s a temporary post to tide things over until such time as the Empire finds a permanent solution.’ She cannot help adding: ‘But I imagine I will be here for a long time.’

The two squires offer their congratulations. ‘May I ask about us, Sir Heras?’ says Borz. ‘Will we be coming back here to continue training with you, or will we be assigned to a new tutor?’

‘Well, that is up to the Knight Commander, but I will be recommending you both for knighthood.’

Two gasps, surprised, follow the statement, and the Champion half turns to watch what follows.

‘But,’ begins Nama, the words coming out before she can stop them, ‘I thought you hated us.’

Sir Heras laughs. ‘I was hard on you because the world is hard. The infernals won’t give second chances or care about apologies so the Empire can’t either. This training isn’t about making friends, it’s about hardening weapons. And you’re hard now. Ready. I can see it.

‘You went into battle with nothing but a mute sword at your side against soldiers with guns! And you didn’t falter. That takes courage. And you didn’t die. That takes skill. And you completed the mission, despite the odds, to restore the Empire’s glory. That is the heart of being a Seraph Knight. I’m proud of you both.

‘All you have to do now is get the Champion home without incident. Don’t fuck it up.’

‘Yes, Sir Heras,’ says Borz, who suddenly looks worried. ‘I mean, no Sir Heras, we won’t.’

‘Yes, Sir Heras,’ agrees Nama, making Borz look more worried than before.

The Knight turns away from them both, a more familiar expression of disgust on her face. ‘Just go.’

*

Without Sir Heras in the sky-ship’s hold, there is nothing to dampen the squires’ enthusiasm. Recent events are recounted, bathed in nostalgia, triumphant. Fears of the time given a dramatic air of romance, injuries transformed into badges of honour.

The sky-ship’s engines hum softly in the background, doing little to distract the Champion from their babble. Like a karmic balance, the more they build each other up, the more miserable his face becomes.

‘I thought Sir Heras was a monster,’ says Nama. ‘But all along she was teaching me to be self-reliant.’

‘And did you see the way she took out the lift and all those raider scum in one hit?’ asks Borz as Nama nods along. ‘I hope we’re like that one day.’

‘Yes. Strong and loyal to the Empire of the Winged Eye, no matter what.’

Borz twists in his seat to look at Nama directly. ‘Are you thinking about when she killed the governor?’

‘Yes.’

‘I mean, he was from the same batch as her and she executed him like it was nothing. And then she carried straight on as if nothing had happened.’

‘It was amazing,’ says Nama.

‘Inspirational,’ says Borz.

The Champion shakes his head, eyes rolling upwards. The gesture is big enough to catch the squires’ attention.

‘I’m sure that’s nothing compared to what the Champion’s done,’ says Nama.

‘Oh yes,’ agrees Borz, plucking up some courage, ‘you’ve killed hundreds of traitors and infernals and half-breed scum, haven’t you, Champion?’

Amber eyes turn on the squires, glaring, angry.

Shocked, they both sit straight in their seats, mouths closed.

The Champion’s anger falters, and he looks down at his hands instead, face clouding with thoughts of the past.

The rest of the flight continues in silence.

*

Back in the Shining City, the Champion is taken from the sky-ship’s hold to a capsule, plunged underground, and escorted to the room where he was given his armour.

The armour stand is still there, and next to it a pair of battered boots and a set of old clothes, clean and neatly folded. The Champion bends over to stare at them, suspicious. 

The squire escorting him leaves to be swiftly replaced by Genner, who salutes him with a smile.

The Champion returns the salute only.

‘No need to go back to the debriefing room. I’ve already had word from Sir Heras. Sounds like you walked into a complete mess. I’m just glad I sent you when I did. If you’d arrived any later we’d have had two rogue colonies on our hands, well resourced and equipped for war. On behalf of the Empire, I thank you. Was there anything you wanted to add to her report?’

The Champion looks away, shakes his head.

‘Good. Well I imagine you’ll be wanting to get home. One thing before you go: it has been decided that the business with the rogue Lens is to be kept secret. Would be terrible for morale. Orders are to tell no one, understood?’ At the Champion’s nod, Genner continues, ‘Good. I’m assuming you want to leave the armour here? You’re welcome to take it with you if you wish.’

The Champion makes a point of putting his helmet back on the stand, making Genner grin.

‘Thought so.’ He starts to walk to the door. ‘I’m also assuming you don’t want to be flown home.’

This time the Champion does smile.

‘Oh, one last thing, Squire Nama and Squire Borz asked if they might have the honour of escorting you back.’

The Champion purses his lips, thinking, then shakes his head.

‘As you wish. Thank you again, Champion,’ says Genner, giving a final salute before stepping outside.

Before the door shuts, the squire who brought him here slips back inside and assists the Champion’s efforts to shed plates as fast as possible. Straps are loosened, webbing detached, and then the squire has to race to keep up, catching one piece and placing it carefully back on the rack, to scurry back just as the Champion drops the next.

As the armour is stripped away, so does the Champion shrink, shoulders returning to normal, chest reduced to a broadness of mere human proportions.

After the squire is waved away, he peels off the close fitting undergarment and throws it in a corner.

He takes a moment to stretch, naked. Arms are swung, easy, unimpeded, and the lines made by tight cuffs and collar along his neck, wrists and ankles gradually fade as blood pumps freely again.

Old clothes are sniffed, then put on. Something in the bondcleaning process has changed them. He sees in the mirror that they do not hang from his body as they did before. Frowning, he pulls on his boots and coat, and makes for the door.

*

When the last pillars are behind him he slows down. Approvingly, he looks at hills, randomly placed, and the creatures scurrying about them. There are goats, several varieties of birds, moths, and the occasional mouse.

A large hill comes into sight, familiar, two buildings of unequal size sitting on top. Rather than go direct to his front door, he makes a quick tour, inspecting things. A few goats are stroked, a crack in the wall inspected, and, with a tut, the lids to several barrels are pushed down until they seal properly.

He looks into the smaller house and his face registers a little disappointment when a pair of dark eyes look back.

Then, he pulls his top straight, ignoring the way it moves immediately back to an odd angle, and goes into the house.

As soon as he enters the hallway, a familiar voice calls, ‘Who is it?’ and a smile springs onto the man’s face. He hurries into the kitchen to find Harm in his usual chair, a hot drink steaming in front of him, a small cloth between his hands and the cup.

Halfway to Harm’s side, amber eyes find themselves drawn to other details. Dirty bowls and plates sitting on surfaces, unwashed.

He tuts.

‘Oh,’ says Harm, delight bringing him to his feet, ‘you’re back! Welcome home!’

The rest of the distance is quickly crossed and the two men embrace, Harm’s head coming to rest on his chest, his own tilting so that his cheek presses against Harm’s forehead.

‘We were worried about you, you know? You shouldn’t have left like that. Then Vesper told us where you’d gone and that made it worse! By the end of the first day I’d convinced myself that something had happened to you. I don’t know what was worse, thinking that the last time we were together I was cross, or that I’d never have the chance to say goodbye.

‘Anyway, you’re back now, that’s the most important thing. I hear it was all a big success. Are you alright?’

He squeezes Harm tighter, and the two hold each other for a while. When Harm starts to let go, he is pulled into a second embrace.

‘That bad?’ Harm says as he steps back.

Taking Harm’s hand in his own and pressing it to his cheek, the man nods.

‘Ah. We’ve had some developments here too, actually. Not bad but … complicated. You’d best go and see for yourself. They’re in Vesper’s room. Oh, and can you take this up?’ Harm feels for the cloth and unwraps it from the cup.

The man takes it but remains where he is, stubbornly holding Harm’s hand.

‘Go on, I’ll still be here when you’re done.’

He leaves the kitchen, following uneven stairs that creak. At the landing, he hears a squeal, high pitched, unhappy, then from the other side of the door, he hears Jem say:

‘She’s awake again, Vesp. Vesp? Vesper!’

‘Wha?’ says a voice thick from sleep.

‘I said, she’s awake again.’

‘Already? She can’t be.’

Squealing escalates to crying and the man’s eyebrows shoot up.

‘She can,’ says Jem, raising his voice in order to be heard. ‘What are we going to do?’

Moving forward, the man knocks on the door and goes in.

Vesper sits in bed, yawning, her face half hidden behind a tangle of hair, while Jem stands alongside, just as ragged. Both regard the man with bloodshot eyes.

Gamma’s sword is propped up in the corner of the room, wings folded tight around an eye, closed, resolutely sleeping. But the man’s attention is only for the baby in Jem’s arms, tiny and wrinkled, wriggling, shrieking.

The man stares, smiling.

‘They said I wasn’t due for another week,’ says Vesper, ‘but someone obviously wasn’t listening.’

‘Here,’ says Jem, handing the baby over to the man and virtually running for the door. ‘You’re a grandfather now.’

The Grandfather blinks in surprise and holds the baby up for a closer inspection.

‘I’ll give you two a chance to get to know each other, and you and Vesper time to catch up.’

‘Can you bring me back a drink?’ asks Vesper.

‘What do you want?’

‘Anything strong,’ she replies and Jem leaves with a laugh.

Up close, the Grandfather can see red lines that swirl on the baby’s skin, across cheeks and down to her neck, chest and arms, from crown to fingertips.

He frowns.

‘It’s the taint,’ says Vesper. ‘Very minor, not even enough to bother the sword. I think the marks are pretty though, in a way.’

She is looking at him, hopeful, and he nods, giving the baby a hug.

The affection does nothing to alleviate the baby’s distress.

‘She’s already got so big. Did I grow this fast? Did I cry like this?’ The Grandfather shakes his head. ‘It must be the taint then.’

The baby wriggles in his arms, her face screwed tight, her voice piercing.

‘Sorry, she cries a lot. Like all the time. I’m glad you’re back actually, I don’t know what I’m doing and we’re all so tired. Uncle Harm’s been brilliant but he keeps saying you’re the expert.’

The Grandfather raises an eyebrow.

‘Please make her better. I can’t stand it when she’s like this which is pretty much whenever she’s awake, which would be fine if she slept more than two hours a day. I can’t even think over the noise. It goes right in. Into my skull.’

There is an examination, carried out against a background of noise, that ends in a sniff and the Grandfather’s nose wrinkling. He lays the baby down on the floor and realizes the small cloth is still in his hand.

Understanding dawns. Perhaps it is just imagination, but the sound of Harm laughing seems just audible beneath the baby’s protests.

He takes off his coat, rolls up his sleeves, and gets to work. Soiled clothes are removed, prompting the baby to wiggle arms and legs, like a sprinter, dreaming of the finish.

The baby is cleaned, then cleaned again as it manages to plant a heel in the dirty nappy. After removing it to a safer distance the Grandfather examines the smears on his arms and sets about cleaning himself.

‘She doesn’t eat that much,’ says Vesper. ‘So where does it all come from?’

The Grandfather shrugs and picks up the baby, who, free of discomfort, is calling for attention. A foot is tickled, and the baby’s delight is high pitched, filling the house.

Vesper presses her back against the wall, raising a hand as if it will somehow protect her. ‘Why is she so loud?’

The Grandfather shrugs again, the shrieks pausing as soon as his fingers do.

‘That’s better,’ Vesper murmurs, her eyes already closing.

The baby waves a foot.

The Grandfather looks at the baby.

The baby grumbles, waving her foot again.

The Grandfather’s fingers descend, and laughter returns, twice as loud as before.

Vesper groans but cannot help but smile at the sight. ‘I’m glad you’re home. To be honest, I’ve been a bit overwhelmed. We haven’t even named her yet. I think Jem wanted to name the baby after his mother but hasn’t mentioned it since she was born. Maybe he’s changed his mind!’ Her laugh is slightly hysterical.

Unnoticed by them both in a corner, the sword hums, and the Grandfather rocks the baby, gentle, lulling, a word on his lips, slipping out.

Vesper sits up. ‘What did you say?’

The baby is not lulled. Her legs make little kicking movements, demanding further attention.

Before he can acquiesce, Vesper says, ‘Wait! You said something. It sounded like a name. What was it?’ 

Amber eyes lift to meet Vesper’s, misty, as the sword hums again. His lips move, shaping a word so soft she has to strain to hear it: ‘Reela.’

It is the name of Vesper’s birth mother, of a ghost, a figure of story and memory.

‘Yes,’ says Vesper. ‘That’s it. We’re going to call her Reela.’

A tear starts to travel down the Grandfather’s face and Vesper wells up, but Reela cares little for the moment. She starts to scream.

No further hints are needed and little feet are tickled, mercilessly, while Vesper picks up a mutigel pillow and buries her head in it.

After a few minutes, the Grandfather limps out of the room, taking Reela with him, leaving Vesper to tumble into sleep.

*

It is dark, the kind that comes with the true depths of night, but he and Harm are awake.

‘Reela’s crying again,’ says Harm.

The Grandfather prods Harm and rolls over.

‘Oh no, it’s not my turn. I’ve had lots of turns while you were away. It’s your turn for the rest of the week.’

When no response comes, Harm draws up his legs and puts his feet against the Grandfather’s back, pushing him slowly out of the bed. ‘Your turn.’

Ejected, the Grandfather pulls some clothing on and stumbles into action.

He finds Reela being walked up and down the landing by Jem, who mumbles things while bouncing her up and down. When the Grandfather arrives, Jem hands the baby over without a word and goes back to bed.

And so it goes, four lives drawn into orbit around one, feeding, changing, entertaining and, for the most part, managing. The lack of sleep and routine do strange things to time, making it go both fast and slow, one day seeming to stretch forever, one week going by in a single blink.

One morning, Harm takes Reela from the Grandfather. ‘My turn. I think Vesper wants to talk to you. She’s out on the hill.’

Taking Harm’s advice, he goes outside, finding Vesper looking out towards the Shining City. She is dressed formally, in white and silver, the sword on her back, and a bag at her side.

He walks over until he is standing with her. From this distance little of the Shining City is visible and yet it is unmistakably there, a presence looming just out of sight.

‘I’m going soon,’ she says. ‘Jem isn’t happy about it. He thinks I’m running away. He says,’ and her throat gets tight, ‘that I can’t handle Reela.

‘That’s true in a way. I can’t. I mean I can but it’s so hard.’ She turns to look at him. ‘You’re always so patient with her. How do you do it? How do you bear the noise?’

He regards her, sad, and spreads his hands.

‘But I’m not going because I don’t like Reela. I’m going because I love her.’ She waves in the direction of the Shining City. ‘Things have to change out there if Reela is going to have a chance at a good life. And the one thing I’ve learned is that making change takes time.

‘And I want to make big changes, not just here but in the south too. Because if I can’t make things better, it’ll be Reela who suffers. So I have to try. You know, it can be a  burden having the sword and knowing what people really think. Uncle Harm is worried for me. He’s not said anything but he’s convinced I won’t succeed. He gets why I’m doing it though. I need you to get it too. Do you?’

Without hesitation he puts a hand on her shoulder, making the sword stir in it sheath, and nods.

She lets out a big sigh. ‘Good. Maybe between the two of you, you can bring Jem round.’

The Grandfather’s face stays carefully neutral.

‘When I say I’m going, I don’t mean just back to the Shining City. I’ll start there, and then I’ll be going on. We need to start looking outward, reaching out again. We need to remember our duty to the…’ A little colour blooms on her cheeks. ‘Sorry, I nearly started making another speech. The thing is, the world isn’t waiting for me to come back, so I have to get back to it, before things get worse.

‘There’s something else, and I hate saying this, but until the Empire of the Winged Eye has gotten used to the new way of things, and learned to accept that being tainted isn’t the same as being evil, I think it would be best if you kept Reela here where she won’t be seen. Just in case.’ 

The Grandfather nods.

She takes his hand from her shoulder and gives it a squeeze. ‘When I get back, I’ll make it right. I promise.’

*

Vesper has gone away but life continues.

It is a warm day, the sky thick with clouds hanging in the sky, static, with no breeze to trouble them.

Reela lays on her back in the grasses, clapping to an unheard beat. By unspoken agreement, the goats give her a wide berth. Nearby, three men sit, taking turns to check in on her.

While Jem and Harm talk, the third man looks out towards the Shining City, thoughtful. Every so often he massages the old wound in his leg, and his attention goes briefly to Reela.

Over the day, one of his customary frowns settles in.

In the afternoon, it is still there, returning whenever the Grandfather is not distracted.

It is with him as he goes to sleep, and catches him up not long after waking.

Harm’s attempts to probe his mood are deflected, while Jem keeps out of his way.

The following day, he gets up even earlier than usual and, after checking nobody is outside the house save for the goats, he beings to exercize, a stray stick substituting itself for a sword.

Not long after, he begins to sweat, then breath comes hard and painful. He stops his practice, one hand pressing against his side.

For the rest of the day, his mood is dark, his temper sharp. Harm follows Jem’s lead, and takes Reela with him to the opposite corner of the house.

That night, the Grandfather’s frown lifts, the threat of a storm going with it, his sour expression replaced by one of determination.

*

‘What is this?’ asks Val, as the door to her surgery opens. ‘I wasn’t expecting …’ she trails off as she sees who has come to visit. A man dressed in crisp whites, in the favoured style of the Empire of the Winged Eye. ‘If it wasn’t for the limp and the hair I wouldn’t have recognized you, Champion.’

She watches, critical and detached, as he moves to the centre of the room. ‘Am I given to understand you wish me to help you after all?’

The Grandfather points to his side. She is not surprised it is the one with the faulty lung. He points to his leg, then to several other parts of his body, all marked by scars. Two hands are raised together, index fingers touching. He moves them round and down, tracing the shape of a globe in the air.

‘You want me to do all of it?’

The Grandfather nods.

‘Excellent, I do enjoy a challenge. Step this way,’ says Val, gesturing to a slab as it slides out of the wall. ‘You can leave your clothes on the floor and my assistant will deal with them presently.’ She turns away from him, subvocalizing. ‘There! I’ve cleared my schedule so I can devote myself entirely to you. Well don’t just stand there! Strip off, lie down. By the time you’re comfortable the laser cutter will be warmed up.’

She gives him another appraisal as he pulls off a boot. ‘Moira?’ she says, speaking to an assistant who is not in the room via her chip. ‘We have a new situation. Prep for surgery. Two rounds of invasive, partial organ and muscle reconstruction, and full skin remastering. And I’ll need additional stims.’ She pauses, listening to the response, then laughs. ‘No, not for him, for us. It’s going to be a long few days.’ She turns her attention back to her new patient. ‘We’ll start with the hair I think, and work down from there. By the time I’m done, Champion, you’ll be a new man.’
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