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    Marquos on the stern. He holds a copper flute and plays a haunting tune that softly slips through the fog. The water barely makes a sound, the gentle creaks of the boat nothing more than an occasional whisper amidst his lightly drawn-out notes. The tune he plays is not his own; it is an old folk melody that was once sung by rebels fighting in a war his countrymen were never involved in. He has not learnt the words, but the message lives in its lingering rhythm. Something was lost so this tune could be written. Some awful truth revealed. There is some tear-filled message in the notes, but it is a beautiful misery. Marquos plays the tune often and is known by it in many of his regular ports of call. The light on the bow bobs as a barely distinguishable dull yellow glow in this fog, but his flute announces his presence. He trusts in others’ hearing him to avoid collision, and does not panic when a dark shape suddenly bursts from the mist directly upon him. The pilot of the neighbouring boat is equally calm, his voice booming, “It’s been three long seasons since I heard that bitter warble.” 
 
    Marquos continues playing as the boats touch and rock together. 
 
    “And so he’s heading north now. As everyone else is heading south. What are you about, Marquos?” 
 
    The neighbouring boat’s aft deck is revealed from the fog with the large shape of Agnom Heast at its tiller, a portly man with a beard that wildly swarms his chin. As he catches sight of Marquos, Heast plants a booted foot against Marquos’ boat and steadies the two together. Marquos lowers his flute and gives his fellow a slight smile. 
 
    “We’re four kilometres or so from town,” Heast goes on. “It’s too far for us to turn back, but if you’ve got a few minutes to spare I’ll happily pull to the shore and offer you a warm drink. There’s few who would be foolhardy enough to set themselves adrift in these conditions, we should be taking any excuse for a break.” 
 
    Marquos rises to his feet and replies “It must have been something especially threatening that drove you to braving this fog, Agnom. Is the town safe to pass through?” 
 
    “Pass through?” Heast gives a hearty laugh. “I should have known better than to think that dear Marquos was coming home! You really are heading north?” 
 
    “I am. And you are heading south.” 
 
    “Yes,” Heast gives a cursory nod to the direction he has come from. “I am not giving flight. The town is perfectly safe. We have been meaning to head south for over a week now, but Kail refuses to lift this shroud. I wouldn’t normally dare, but the chances of finding another man drifting in the fog seemed remote. There you go, though. It’ll be just my luck that tomorrow will be clear as day, but if that’s how it is then that’s how it is. What do you say to that drink now, old friend?” 
 
    Marquos stands looking into the fog before them. Kail’s Shroud, the boatmen call it, when the mist engulfs the waterways. The waterways are safer than the open waters of sea, and skirt the brutal torrents that the rivers sometimes stir, but still their goddess Kail can be a harsh mistress, whose tricks are often more subtle than simple storms. Most regard Kail’s Shroud as a curse, but Marquos respects it as a chance to go unnoticed, a chance to glide the waters without interruption, and an always-desirable venture into the unknown. 
 
    Four kilometres to town, though. He had hoped he was closer. In these conditions, it will take another hour to find a mooring, at the very least. With that amount of time still ahead, Marquos sees no harm in taking a break. 
 
      
 
    Agnom Heast’s vessel, The Farrendale, is a traditional family boat, larger and more homely than Marquos’, The Hypnagogia. The walls, where visible, are brazen wood, and the chintz of collected fabrics and clutter cramp the rooms in the manner of settled life. There are three rooms to The Farrendale, and all are full of the life that loved inanimate objects give. Marquos must tread carefully to avoid furniture and toys as he approaches a sofa and takes a seat. He is handed a steaming cup of stimule as the children trot away, their hellos said. Heast’s wife is a bold lady, with the same red-faced good spirits as her husband. She sits across from Marquos, a smile ever-present on her face. 
 
    “It’s been too long, Marquos,” she tells him. “You come and go like the tide, but you’re not so reliable. You’ve missed a lot in this town.” 
 
    “Aye,” Heast says. “The weddings of all your friends, the starts of their families, the blossoming of careers, I am sure.” 
 
    “I have missed a lot, it’s true,” Marquos replies. “But staying here would not have saved that. So many I have known have migrated south already.” 
 
    “Ah, you will not be judged by us!” Heast raises his mug. “We live the same waterways as you. You cannot keep a boatman in one place, it’s not natural. Where are you headed now, if not home?” 
 
    “I have no home but the Hypnagogia, you know that. I am heading north, though, as you say. There are things up there I long to see.” 
 
    “To Thesteran and Nexter? You haven’t seen those cities enough?” 
 
    “Not them,” Marquos shakes his head, “Far north, to the Deadland. I’ve heard many things about them I seek to see for myself.” 
 
    “Dangerous things,” Heast shuffles uneasily. “What are you looking for there, you are no bandit.” 
 
    “And you have no need for banditry,” his wife adds. “There’s not a trade you could not do, young man.” 
 
    “There’s not a trade I want to do,” Marquos says. “I seek to find new places, experience new feelings, and ask for nothing more.” 
 
    “New feelings?” the wife says. “You don’t know the feelings of raising a family. The feeling of your firstborn squeezing your finger. The feeling of taking someone’s hand in marriage. There are things you won’t feel until you stop searching, Marquos. The very act of searching prevents them.” 
 
    Marquos smiles at her. “There are also feelings that I will never get the chance to experience if I accept those things now. You could not take your family to the North.” 
 
    “Heavens no,” Heast says. “I would not dare go there alone, even.” 
 
    “I would not allow it!” his wife adds. 
 
    “Doesn’t it bother you that there are things you will never see?” Marquos asks. 
 
    “There are always things you will never see,” Heast replies. “You have to ask yourself which ones are worth sacrificing. If you go there seeking tales to tell, excitement and adventure, I guarantee you will find it, but what good are those tales if you are dead? You would be missed, too, Marquos.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agnom,” Marquos gives a wry smile, “But I could come back with tales to retire on. It is not just that that sends me this way, though. You don’t need to know the details, but I’m heading at least as far as the Meth Fields just to deliver someone home.” 
 
    “Zounds, do you have a passenger uninvited to our boat?” Heast exclaims. “What hosts are we!” 
 
    “Relax, she is asleep. I would not have wanted to disturb her. She is young, separated from her family. I am returning her to them.” 
 
    “You are returning a young girl to the Meth Fields?” Heast’s wife asks. “Better to leave her with us, we’ll take her south to a better home, I am sure.” 
 
    “Better her family decides that. I have been this girl’s keeper for two moons, now; if we arrive at her home and I see it as unfit, then I will deal with her myself. She does have a home there, though; it should be where she belongs.” 
 
    “How did you come upon this girl?” 
 
    “It’s not important,” Marquos smiles. It is a grim smile that tells them the tale is not fit for their ears; not when their own children are nearby. “I would rather hear how you are faring.” 
 
    Marquos stays with Heast for two drinks before departing and is told tales of a town that never changes. Tradesmen ply the same trades, relationships form and fall or flourish the same as they always do. The outside world has little impact on this town. Sunlight continues to fade, though, and Kail’s Shroud is more common now than ever. Stories constantly drift upriver, telling of better possibilities in the south. Maybe there is not as much work, maybe it is harder to get by as comfortably, but it is where everyone is headed because it is where the population is gathering, around the Metropolis. There is more sunshine there than in the rest of the country, so they say. Marquos keeps quiet, knowing what it is really like there, and his grim looks do not go unnoticed. The couple knows better than to pry, though. 
 
    When Marquos makes his warm farewells, Heast walks him back out onto the bow, putting an arm around his shoulders. 
 
    “Be careful up there, young man. Always remember that the population of the North are all, each and every one of them, there for reasons that civilised society would tend to shy from. I won’t try and stop you, but I will tell you I don’t like it. Take care.” 
 
    Marquos gives his thanks and climbs back into the Hypnagogia. He slips into his own tight living quarters and takes a seat opposite the small couch that has been Red’s bed for the past few weeks. She sleeps as soundly there as she always does, curled tightly and snoring lightly. Her short blonde hair barely covers her face, and her blanket has slipped halfway to the floor. Marquos lifts it back over her. She does not stir. 
 
    Civilised society, he muses on these words. What makes those of the Metropolis any more civilised than those of the North? He looks down at his own clothes; the long weathered coat, the high boots and his tattered waistcoat are all examples of southern civilisation. They like to dress well in the Metropolis, and the few adornments he has taken from them he has kept for many seasons now. They probably don’t dress like this in the North. 
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    “Come on!” Marquos smiles, tapping his knee as he rests by the tiller. Red bounces up to him and jumps onto his lap, making him grunt with loud jest. “Ah, you almost broke my leg!” 
 
    “I’m not heavy!” Red cries back, thumping him on the shoulder. Just hearing her innocent voice is enough to make Marquos happy. He puts an arm around her, warmly, trying not to think of what she has endured to be here. 
 
    “You’re weighing my whole boat down.” 
 
    “Am I really?” 
 
    “In a good way.” Marquos points ahead of them, to the approaching town. “Look. This is where I lived when I was your age.” 
 
    “Is it very different?” 
 
    “To where you grew up?” 
 
    “No, since you were little.” 
 
    “No. This place never changes. This is the mill; you see that large wheel, that’s for turning the grindstone. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “It’s for making food from the wheat they grow in the fields.” 
 
    “I know that, I told you!” 
 
    “Of course,” Marquos rests his head against hers. “I used to play there when I was little. It’s not used much now, though. Not for wheat, anyway.” 
 
    “What’s that tower? Is that the church?” 
 
    “No. No that’s the town-hall. It’s a bell-tower, to warn the town of trouble. It was used for fires and attacks from bandits.” 
 
    “Is this a dangerous town?” 
 
    “No. I think I’ve heard that bell ring three times in my life.” 
 
    “Do you ever have lots of people, staying there together, in one big party? You could have games to reach the bell, that’s what I would do.” 
 
    Marquos smiles, “People are too busy to be so playful.” 
 
    “We were busy in the mines, but we still had games. Sometimes it was noisy, having so many people together, but it was fun too. Isn’t your town fun?” 
 
    “In different ways, maybe. Look, look there. That’s where Cotter Warr used to live. Do you know who that is?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “He was a great writer. He wrote some of the best plays our country has seen, whilst sat looking over this river. He died before I was born.” 
 
    “I said I knew that, too!” 
 
    “Of course you did,” Marquos can’t help but smile. He continues to point out the landmarks of his childhood home as they drift slowly down the river. They have been blessed with a magical morning for it, as the fog remains in only the smallest of patches. The sky is a dull blue grey, hidden amongst the clouds, as clear as it gets. 
 
    They come upon the old boathouse, a large structure of timber and iron that has decayed into part of the scenery. It is wrapped in weed and moss, but still performs the same function it always did. Little more than a giant umbrella for vessels, with small jetties for moorings, it is the occupants that really give it character. A selection of family boats, just like Heast’s, line the jetties with similar shapes. Floating boxes of homes, all uniquely decorated but the same in essence. The Hypnagogia stands out amongst them as a true travelling boat, one that has seen the life of the world instead of just the life of its occupants. 
 
    Marquos jumps onto a jetty and ties his boat, then steps back and appreciates its uniqueness. The Hypnagogia is a beast of practicality and little more. The decorations it displays, flourishes of surplus metal or wood padding and countless scratches, are scars of adventure. It is a hybrid, its wooden exterior frequently interrupted and fused with metal. The large steam-engine juts out of the starboard side, towards the aft, with a series of pipes and cylinders, and to the fore, on the other side, is a small turret of steel for a secure lookout, accessible from the cabin. There is little that is inviting about this fusion of tradition and technology, and its smaller size tells that it was always meant for one man’s movements, rather than building a life. It is designed to move at speed, whilst the homes around it are plots of comfort. 
 
    Red appears at the stern exit, a doorway that rises out of the cabin onto the small deck where the tiller rests. She is wrapped in an engulfing fur coat that Marquos gave her. Only her little face is visible amongst the furs, and even that is hiding as she awaits approval. 
 
    “Come along, we’ve a little walk ahead of us,” Marquos calls to her. She jumps from the boat with great care, and he catches her. As they head down the jetty, Red takes hold of his hand and walks close to him. 
 
    Marquos continues to point out small details of his old town as the pair walk through it. There is the path where he raced bicycles. There is the barn where his friend Jimmy had his first kiss. There is the tree that they used to swing from. There is the old haunted house. This town has survived the darkening days better than most. The trees are still alive, some with full bodies of leaves, and the buildings are kept presentable. Something about the tidiness of the cobbled streets makes the whole place seem lighter than is natural. Even the haunted house, which Marquos remembers as hollow and dreary, has been painted and inhabited. The buildings are trim and uniform, the planks of their walls lining up neater than any structure in the Metropolis. It makes a difference from the usual ramshackle operations that flank the waterways; these homes have been crafted carefully, not merely been thrown together from scrap. 
 
    It is only a short walk to his family’s home, but it is a warm one for Marquos, stirring many memories. The family home is the greatest image, though, looming above its neighbours with its one winding turret and those great double oak doors. An old liquid-powered car sits in front of the house; one of those early models with its engine exposed, proudly on display. Its tall, flat windscreen is darkened from smoke. 
 
    “Is that your steam-car?” Red asks. 
 
    “No. It’s not a steam-car, honey, it’s a liquid one. You don’t see them around very often. Do you know how we get liquid fuel?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marquos smiles, “I’ve never owned a land-vehicle. You can’t go many places with them very easily. It’s my dad’s.” 
 
    “Does he travel like you?” 
 
    “No. Not at all. I’ll let him tell you, shall I?” 
 
    “I’m scared.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Marquos holds her closer. “You’ll never meet a family nicer than this.” 
 
    They approach the large doors and Marquos avoids ringing the chimes in favour of beating a hand into the wood, for a loud flat thump that echoes through the road. He hits it three times before the doors finally creak open, and there stands his mother, throwing her arms up in elation to see him. 
 
      
 
    The interior of Marquos’ childhood home has barely changed over the seasons. Marquos gives Red a brief tour of the place, an elaborate wooden building that’s fared better than most in the area. Whilst others have tumbled and been repaired with sheet metal or mismatched panelling, this house has survived and been supplemented with fabric trimmings and new licks of paint. The little tour helps Marquos appreciate the longevity of this building and the support it has given to his large family. He can’t help but smile as he tells Red that this is exactly where he comes from, and he hopes she has somewhere equally important to her. They finally come to pause for drinks with his parents at the large dining table. It was once home to feasts for the whole family but now sits cluttered with paper and unfinished mechanical projects belonging to his father. Mother regards Marquos and the little girl with great fondness, stroking her son’s hair as she watches Red nibbling a large cookie. 
 
    “Is that nice?” she asks. “Not too sweet?” 
 
    Red looks up over the cookie and shakes her head quickly, answering in a little voice, “It’s very nice thank you.” 
 
    “I always knew he’d turn up with some illegitimate kid,” Father announces from across the table. He is distanced from the others by his projects, tinkering with one even as he speaks. “Or maybe she’s legitimate. Maybe he has a whole family we don’t know about. Imagine if I had another daughter that no one let me know of. Imagine that I’m a grandfather and I never knew.” 
 
    “Oh hush, Perry,” Mother chuckles. “What are you doing with this angelic little creature, though, Marq?” 
 
    “Protecting her,” Marquos answers. His eyes are fixed on the girl. “She’s been on a rather rough ride and I promised I’d take her home.” 
 
    “Promised who?” Father asks. 
 
    “Promised her. She didn’t have anyone else, where I found her. She was taken away from her family.” 
 
    “Why on earth would anyone do that?” Mother asks. 
 
    “It’s not important. All that matters is that she’s safe now, and I’m going to keep her safe. That’s why I can’t stay long, we’re heading further up the river.” 
 
    “So you’re just passing through,” Mother sighs. “Doesn’t ever come just to visit his family. Doesn’t care that they haven’t seen him in so many months. Just potter off on another wild journey, forgetting he even has a home.” 
 
    Marquos gives her a level look, taking a breath. He tells her, “I write you every month, mother. I won’t ever forget I have this home. I’m here now, aren’t I? I will stay maybe a few days, even. And I will return on my way back south.” 
 
    “Where you’ll get some serious work?” Father grunts. “Build yourself a home?” 
 
    “I’ve got a place to stay.” 
 
    “That boat is a death-trap. It’ll explode whilst you sleep. No one’s going to give you a job whilst you’re rocking about on a floating steam-engine.” 
 
    “I get enough work. Don’t you worry about me.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t.” 
 
    “I do,” Mother protests. “It’s not getting you anywhere, drifting up and down the waterways. I despair. One boy floating along in a world of his own, another struggling to run entertainment houses, what are we to do?” 
 
    Marquos replies. “Where is Barns, anyway?” 
 
    “Out hustling people, no doubt,” Father grumbles. 
 
    “He’s meeting people down the Fern. He knew you were coming, but he couldn’t change his plans. He said you should head down there and see him when you’re done here.” 
 
    “I will, then,” Marquos nods. “Can you take care of Red for a while?” 
 
    Red looks to him with alarm. He rubs her back and smiles, “These people are family, honey. They’re the best people I know. They can take even better care of you than I can. I won’t be gone long.” 
 
    “Can’t I come with you?” Red asks quietly. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. You’ll be fine here.” 
 
    “We can play a few games,” Mother says. “Or bake. Do you like to make food? You could make your own cookies.” 
 
    Red looks at her, not quite convinced. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Marquos repeats. He gives Red a hug and rises to leave. “I won’t be long. There’s a few people I’ve got to see.” 
 
    Red looks at Mother again with an industrious look on her face, and asks carefully “Can we make cookies with ginger?” 
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    At a table by the river, Marquos looks out as Road Guards drag crates of food onto their small mechanical cart on the opposite bank. It’s a metal contraption with four large wheels and an exposed set of steaming pipes. Two seats perch on the rear of the vehicle with a series of levers, whilst a cage rests over the centre, designed purely to stack with transported goods. These goods are not stolen, no one would be so bold as to say that. The Guards do not steal; they requisition. Marquos’ hometown is seldom affected by these taxes, and he can see by the look on the guards’ victim’s face that this was a most unwelcome, unfortunate encounter. Of all the people in town, Marquos can see him thinking. 
 
    The Road Guard wear slate armour, the colour of the barren rocks and the overcast skies that make up the standard terrain of the world any short distance from the waterways. Slim armour the shape of muscles, many linking panels like an insect’s shell. Their weapons are left in the cart; nothing more than a few bats and blades. The civilian does as they ask, letting them take what they need without any more complaint than the aggravation on his face. 
 
    The Mine Guard wear green uniforms. Emerald green, the colour of the vegetation they have destroyed to harvest whatever fuels they can find. Greenbottle flies; that’s how they looked as they swarmed over the Hypnagogia, days after Marquos’ escape from the Mines. When he heard their footfalls on the deck, he needed only a quick glance to scared little Red to start acting without thinking. 
 
    There were three of them on board, one on the jetty watching. They were armed with steel batons, each longer and probably heavier than Marquos’ wrench, and they were armoured from head to toe. They lacked his conviction, though. Their helmet muffled whatever they said, but their orders were more muted by the look of determination in the pilot’s face. Clear by the surprise in their posture, none of them had expected a transporting scavenger to react so violently to their search. Marquos shouted and swung at them before they could respond. He knocked one down with his wrench, another his fist, and threw the third clear of the boat to splash heavily into the water. To the man on the jetty, too dumbstruck to flee, Marquos snarled his threats that they should never set foot on his boat again. Never so much as step into his field of view. He sat on the roof of the Hypnagogia, eyes shimmering a challenge for them to fight back, and watched silently as they dragged their shame away. Uniforms, he told himself, suits of armour and a supposedly shared ethos. None of it made them tough. His defiance had been futile in the Mines, where there were thousands of them lurking, but out here, on the canals, no meagre patrol had the right to threaten him. 
 
    Marquos is aware that he hasn’t spoken for some minutes. Nicole is watching him, a smile on her face. He shifts his eyes from the Road Guards across the river back to her soft, loving face, and gives her a smile of his own. He murmurs, “Sorry, just had my mind on something.” 
 
    “I can see that,” she replies, perching on her elbows to lean closer to him, “What’s been going on with you recently? You haven’t written in ages.” 
 
    “I’ve been distracted. I’ve been busy. But here,” he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small pack of papers. He lays them on the table, “I did keep writing you, I’ve just not had the chance to send them. Part of me was scared to, for some of the things written there.” 
 
    “Well let’s see,” she says in her usual chirpy tone, putting a hand on the letters. He holds her grip there, though, and shakes his head. 
 
    “I don’t really remember what I wrote. I’d rather tell you those tales in person, now. I can’t trust these letters.” 
 
    “Nonsense, they’re my property, they were meant for me.” 
 
    “No,” he pulls the papers back, “They’re meant for no one. They’re meant to be forgotten. Besides, I bet you have no such letters to give me in return.” 
 
    Nicole turns her head away and replies, “I’m sorry, Marq. What would I have to tell you?” Her face down turned, her profile is lit gently by the dim glow of day. It is apt gentle lighting for gentle features, the shadows forever drawing attention to those large white eyes. Marquos rests back in his chair and lets out a long breath.  
 
    “It’s so good to see you, Nicole,” he says. “So good. I’ve barely seen anything pure on what seems like endless moons.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Marquos has to think for a moment, wondering whether or not he should tell her. He says “I was working in the Mines for a while. It was regrettable. I’m heading north, as far north as I can go.” 
 
    “You mean the Deadland, don’t you? Why would you ever go there?” 
 
    “Adventure. To see the things most people only ever hear of. You could see them too, there’s always room on the boat. What’s stopping you?” Nicole laughs. She never takes it seriously, no matter how many times he asks her to come with him. He pauses as Nicole gives him a caring look. “You’re the finest girl I’ve ever known. I don’t know why you confine yourself to this place, where they’re gonna leech off you all till the world’s too dark to see. You could be seeing the world, the lava streams of the Northern volcanoes, the great waves of the Afta Straights. Stars over the sea.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could see it all if I went with you. How many girls have you told all this to, Marq? Does it ever work?” 
 
    Marquos smiles back, lowering his eyes. He replies awkwardly, “Depends what you mean by work. It’s got a lot of girls on the boat. But when I say it to you I mean it. I could live with you, wherever we might go. You know I mean it because I’m not trying to get in your pants. I would never do that.” 
 
    Nicole looks back at him playfully, unsure how serious he can be taken. She stirs a finger around her mug of drink, sighing, and replies “I hope someday you find someone that can keep you company out there. And look for the same things that you’re looking for. You know that’s not me any more than you’re going to settle here and keep me company.” 
 
    Marquos nods knowingly. He is distracted slightly as the Road Guards’ cart throttles into life, shuddering on the spot in a puff of smoke before rattling away over uneven ground. He points a finger to them, about to speak, but shakes his head, thinking better of it. 
 
    “You’ve got something against them, haven’t you?” Nicole says casually. 
 
    “Doesn’t everyone?” 
 
    “They’ve been building a community centre, for meetings and general extra accommodation and all that. We can take in drifters-”  
 
    “I know what the Road Guard do. I don’t really have an issue with them.” 
 
    “Good, because I’m seeing one right now. Henra, he’s called. I’d hate to think he might have some reason for conflict with you.” 
 
    Marquos scowls at her, slightly taken aback, “This is what happens when I leave for a few short seasons? Damn. Forget it, though. I had a bit of trouble with the Mine Guard, that’s all. We didn’t leave on the best of terms.” 
 
    “That’s in my letters, is it?” Nicole raises an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah. No. Mostly the reasons I left the Mines are in there. The kids they’ve got down there don’t deserve that life. Just like that man over there,” Marquos points across the river, “No doubt didn’t deserve to give up his goods. You know in all my travels the only time I’ve had anyone jump on my boat looking for a fight it was the Mine Guard.” 
 
    “Dendra, what’d you do?” Nicole replies, smiling to show she does not take his woes too seriously. She is invoking the life goddess, one of the four deities, like Kail, that Estalians have reserved for the general purpose of cursing and little more. 
 
    Marquos shrugs, “I’ve got a girl on board that they’re after. Come with me, and meet her, head up to the North, it’ll be fun. You’ll love her.” 
 
     “Who is she? How long have you been with her?” 
 
    “A good few weeks now,” Marquos smiles. “It’s not what you think, though. You know I wouldn’t betray you like that, even if you are gallivanting about with Henra. She’s just a kid.” 
 
    “You’ve got a kid?” Nicole exclaims. “Fucking hell-” 
 
    “I got a bit mixed up with the mines, Nicole,” Marquos taps the letters, still sat on the table. “Let’s just leave it at that shall we?” 
 
    “Tell me. You know you can tell me anything,” Nicole regards him with worried eyes. She can see his expression glazing over with the dark memories. “What could you possibly have done?” 
 
    He leafs through the letters briefly, draws one out and hands it over to her, giving her a nod to read it. Nicole frowns as she starts to scan the words. He tells her warily, “This is the way it was presented to me.” 
 
    Children have become the most unruly area of society, to such a degree that when unsupervised they are often considered a direct enemy of the Guard. The guards round up criminal elements and ship them down the Mines, without any complaint from the people who have been victim to the destructive children. Everyone knows the younger generation are responsible for general vandalism, frustrated violence and other abuses. If they cannot be disciplined, they can be put to work, and no one is arguing about the Mine Guard’s methods as long as boats run and cities are lit and people are warm. Besides, as long as resistance movements like the Kennel exist, the Mine Guard have a free hand in combating society’s younger elements. The Kennel is an infamous den of escaped children, a slum of mythical proportions where the adolescents have broken free from the adults. The Mine Guard are never able to uncover its location, as the children are adept at moving, but few people doubt it exists. It’s the ultimate scapegoat for any crime that the Mine Guard aren’t able to adequately explain or punish; crimes alleged to have been carried out under the influence of the Kennel. Somewhere out there, they say, children are still running wild, and anyone who encounters them suffers. The theory is that this makes the atrocities of the Mines seem perfectly reasonable, considering the occupants and their associates. 
 
    “And those atrocities?” Nicole looks up warily. 
 
    “I saw children beaten before my eyes. They were underfed, all chained together, worked long days underground...they had such sad, lifeless eyes. I tried to ignore them, treating it as a job and nothing more. The Guard paid me well and those mines keep people going, but...it was hell. The kids were too weak to stir any trouble. They could barely even talk, certainly didn’t get a chance to offer their side of the story, so it was possible to believe all I’d heard about them deserving it. But then I met Red, and saw how wrong it all was. I couldn’t leave her there. She’s only six seasons old, and she’s the sweetest thing. They kidnapped her to bring her there, she never did anything wrong. So I kidnapped her back.” 
 
    “You’re insane! They’ll come after you! The Mine Guard are notorious for-”  
 
    Marquos waves a hand for quiet, still refusing to meet her eyes. “They already came after me. A couple of times. The last time I saw them was about a week ago. I handled myeslf alright.” 
 
    Nicole is staring at him with a mix of awe and surprise. She shakes her head slowly, taking a moment to find words to respond with. Eventually, she lets out a small sound, “How?” 
 
    “How?” Marquos finally looks back into her eyes, and as he does his smile returns. “I’m tougher than your average guardsman. I’ve been through enough to know how to fight. The sort of things I don’t want you to know from here,” he taps the letters again, taking back the one he gave her to read. He tells her, “And I won’t let anyone hurt that girl, just as much as I wouldn’t let anyone rifle through my boat.” 
 
    “So who is she? What did she do?” 
 
    “She was kidnapped. The Mine Guard’s plan has worked so effectively that violent crime amongst children has been cut to a bare minimum. They don’t have the criminals left to send down the Mines, so they’re plucking kids up from all over the place. There are dozens of those kids down there with no purpose being there.” 
 
    “And you’ve given it all up to save just this one?” 
 
    Marquos looks at her coldly for a moment. He says, “There’s no great design to it. It just happened. And now I’m dealing with the consequences.” 
 
    “To run away to the Deadland? It’s extreme.” 
 
    “That’s not why I’m going there,” Marquos shakes his head. “Not exactly, anyway. I’m not afraid of them, Nicole, but if I’m ever to return to the Metropolis it’s going to take more than a hard work ethic. I can read, and write, that’s more than most can do down there. Red got me to write something about what I know of the world, and it made me realise that if I can bring back stories from the North it could make me famous. Then I could make a difference.” 
 
    Nicole takes one of his hands, giving him a fond but almost pitying look, “You’re such a dreamer, Marq. I love you for it.” 
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    Marquos finds his brother, Barns, outside a school-ground, dismantling what appears to be a wooden stage. He has a number of men working for him, carting away wood and steel, and greets his brother distractedly at first. Barns is barking orders to his men as Marquos watches, running an efficient clean-up operation, and gives sharp instructions to have the stage relocated by nightfall. 
 
    They walk and talk, and Barns explains how his theatre has expanded and is on the move. Marquos congratulates him and together they note that few people have respect for the arts in this darkening world; utility is life, and it is hard to pursue entertainment as a means of support, even if most enjoy it when it is on offer. In turn, Marquos starts talking of the horrible conditions in the Mines and the violence he has seen exacted there. He talks of the dangerous streets of the Metropolis, and his plans to visit the Deadland, where the horrors of the North surely can’t compare to these abusive population centres. Barns is not convinced but allows his brother his point of view. He understands that Marquos trades in his ability to move through unchartered terrain, a valuable commodity, though he doubts the worth of anything that might be found up there. Marquos’ childhood friend, Jimmi, is even more difficult to convince. 
 
    The hills that surround the town are still green, when the light is sufficient to show their colour clearer than grey, and their vitality is Jimmi’s lifeblood. He works the land with a knowledge second to none, and for his dedication he can no longer be found amongst the townsfolk at sociable hours. Marquos must make the trek out to the hills to find him, and comes across the burly man hacking a shovel into the soil by the boundary of a field. The light has already started to fade. Jimmi wipes sweat from his brow as Marquos approaches, then shakes Marquos’ hand with the sweat still dripping from his own. Marquos bears it no heed, grinning at the patch of earth that has been dug up. 
 
    “It’s working, then? I knew it would. You’re on the way.” 
 
    “It’s working alright,” Jimmi says. His passion, the science of this land, has finally become common knowledge in the area, and he now performs a service to all the farmers nearby, treating their territories as a doctor. “There’s hope, just as I always said there was.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Marquos winks. “Then comes money, then comes travel.” 
 
    Jimmi pauses, frowning. “You’ve got your dreams, I’ve got mine. I like to see things flourishing back here, Marq. That’s good enough for me.” 
 
    “I know,” Marquos laughs. “I was joking.” 
 
    “When did you get back, anyway?” 
 
    “I’m not back. I’m passing through. I’ll be back soon, I hope, but I’m heading North, first.” 
 
    Jimmi sticks his shovel into the ground and looks down at it, then rolls his head back to Marquos. There is uncertainty in his eyes. He hesitates, so Marquos prompts him, “What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m trying to do something here. Trying to make stuff grow, even when there’s not enough light. I’m trying to find some answers. You’re straight admitting that there aren’t any, though.” 
 
    Marquos bites his lip, unable to respond. 
 
    “Has everything you’ve seen out there really given you that little hope? You’ve just got to…keep moving?” 
 
    “I’m surviving my own way. Same as everyone else. The more I see, the less sense any of it makes. I keep travelling and travelling, hoping something out there will grab me. Something will finally click. But nothing has.” 
 
    “What are you heading to the North for? You got business up there?” 
 
    “I’ve got something to take care of, yeah. I want to see the great folds of mountains, though. There are lakes of ice separating walls of snow up there. Rocks that spit fire, even.” 
 
    “You can see those things elsewhere, in lands not overrun by bandits.” 
 
    “I’ve been to other lands. Their stories are not the same. Doesn’t it bother you?” Marquos asks seriously. “Don’t you want to see more of the sun? This darkness is depressing. The fog is insufferable. Don’t you want to see more than a kilometre when you look across a landscape?” 
 
    “It’s not that high on my priorities. I’d rather see things grow, as best they can, in any conditions. Besides, you’re not going to see landscape like that in the North.” 
 
    “It’ll be different up there. Very different,” Marquos says. “That’s what I’m after, nothing more. I want to see something different.” 
 
    “You want to put yourself in harm’s way.” 
 
    “Jimmi,” Marquos gives him a lighter grin now, “I’m already there.” 
 
      
 
    When Marquos returns from his various travels, Red is excitedly manoeuvring cookie trays, hands grubby with dough and face peppered with flour. She runs to give him a welcoming hug, and he can’t help but hug her back as she smears muck on his clothes. Mother watches his face with delight as Red explains what they have been doing. Marquos is pleased to hear there is more to be done and lets them continue. He has business to attend to with his father, down at the Hypnagogia. He presents the ageing man with an engine, tightly packed into a corner of the boat. Father looks over it carefully before grunting his acceptance. They move out to the open-air, standing on the stern as the chill of night closes in. Father starts sifting through metal coins from a cloth pouch; chips. In theory, they can be taken to a smelter and exchanged in bulk for goods, but in practice they change hands from trader to trader without ever being smelted, more convenient to be kept as a currency than traded in. 
 
    “I shouldn’t ask where it came from, should I,” Father mumbles as he counts. 
 
    “It’s an honest find,” Marquos answers. “As honest as any these days.” 
 
    “That’s what troubles me. These days. These days,” Father snorts, handing over the chips. “People think that because the days are shorter and more fuels are being harvested, the world is changing. They take it as an excuse to harbour their immorality and that’s what will change the world. Look at these dark days, they tell themselves, and how can we not be darker ourselves?” 
 
    Marquos gives his father a humouring look, unconvinced. 
 
    “Look at the love in that little girl of yours’ eyes. It’s the same childish innocence the world’s always seen. Your mother is still a saint, your brother is still an idle dreamer and the butcher still slices as unfair a cost to us as he did to his cattle.” 
 
    “Barns isn’t a dreamer, dad. He’s made something of-” 
 
    “Oh, rot! It doesn’t matter. My point, boy, is that if you think that circumstances allow a different nature of man, you’re wrong. There’s no more justification for immorality now as there ever was.” 
 
    “I didn’t steal it, dad,” Marquos insists. “I salvaged it from a wreck. It was four kilometres beyond the nearest town, so it was out of anyone’s jurisdiction. There was no one to ask. The pilot of the boat was dead.” 
 
    Father grunts, “Dead?” 
 
    “I found him that way.” 
 
    “What way, exactly, was that?” 
 
    “Dead, dad. Let’s not go into it,” Marquos takes some of the chips in his free hand and holds them up. “You’ve given me too much. I don’t want any more than is fair.” 
 
    “Fair? What’s fair got to do with the sale of a dead man’s motor? I’m your father, you’ll take what I give you.” 
 
    “Take it back. I can get by without-” 
 
    “Shut your mouth and keep the money. You need it more than me. Come on, let’s move this heap of junk.” 
 
    Together, they carry the engine out to Father’s wagon, and drive in little more than silence back to the house. Father slinks off to his workshop, bidding his son thanks and best wishes for his journeying again. Marquos watches him depart, as though it is the last he will see of him. 
 
    “You haven’t spent the same time with him as I have,” Barns says, announcing his presence alongside Marquos. “But he’s changed.” 
 
    “He was saying that the world is the same.” 
 
    “He says it a lot. It’s funny though, because, for all he says of it, he’s probably changed the most. I don’t know if it’s the darkness, maybe it’s old age. Maybe it’s all his children moving away.” 
 
    “He’s just saying those things to get a reaction.” 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe. But he’s grown quieter. It’s guilt. It comes from guilt. We’re doing this to the world,” Barns swings an arm skyward, to the deep black that surrounds them. “Reaping these fuels is casting a shadow over everyone, and his machines directly profit from it. He feels guilty as hell, and all he can do is try and convince everyone around him that nothing’s changed.” 
 
    When they return to their mother in the house, through to the living room, Red has collapsed on a sofa, exhausted. The cooking has left the child, and all her surroundings, filthy. Nicole arrives and they all come together to eat; Red quickly becomes the centre of attention. She doesn’t talk about her time in the Mines, but rambles with great enthusiasm about the meals her mother used to cook, and asks countless questions about the family and their town. She insists that Nicole is Marquos’ girlfriend, repeatedly, and takes great fascination in Barns’ explanation of his theatre company and their roving productions. She repeatedly asks that he one day make a play about a friendly river troll, who takes kidnapped children back to their parents, which no one quite knows how to take. By the time the dinner is finished, Red is exhausted again and falls asleep the instant she hits the bed Mother takes her to. 
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    It is cold; Marquos has given Nicole his heavy coat, but still she is hugging her arms close to herself. Their breath forms clouds across each other’s faces. 
 
    “She’s absolutely adorable,” Nicole says. “I hope you find her family okay.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll find them,” Marquos replies, rubbing his hands for warmth. “I just hope they’re good people.” 
 
    “You can’t judge them, Marq, they’re her family.” 
 
    “I just want the best for her,” he pauses. “It’s all I’ve got to hope for right now.” 
 
    Nicole watches him shiver for a moment, before shifting and putting an arm around him. She says, “Was that really awkward in there? I know we laugh it off, but all her talk of us being a couple. You know it’d never work, you and me, right?” 
 
    “Nicky,” Marquos is grinning again, and gives her a light kiss on the forehead. “Bless you, I don’t want anything more from you. You’re like a sister to me. This sort of talk is like a sick joke.” 
 
    “The sort you like best. I do worry about you, Marquos. When are you going to get yourself a wife? I can’t wait to meet her.” 
 
    “Actually, there’s a girl I’m hoping to see in the Meth Fields. I met her last time I was passing through.” 
 
    “Will she travel with you?” 
 
    “No one will,” Marquos scoffs. “What am I supposed to do about that? Where’s the adventure in people’s hearts these days?” 
 
    “Everyone’s growing up. Life gets in the way of that sort of thing. That’s why the only person you can get to go with you is a child.” 
 
    Marquos looks up with reflection. He says, “Red makes me want to stop. I want a kid like that, of my own. I don’t know how to have the life you need to get a kid. Not when it brings so many restrictions. I’d love to take you out of this town, Nicky. You can’t see the stars with the street lamps burning and the clouds above. There are pockets between towns where the clouds thin and you can see the stars again. They’re rare, but they’re more beautiful than anything on this world.” 
 
    “There’s a spot on the hills where I’ve been going with Henra, it’s good for seeing them. It’s good enough, at least.” 
 
    “How much can you see?” 
 
    “On a good day, a little patch, a few dozen stars, it’s lovely.” 
 
    Marquos shakes his head, “That’s not what I’m talking about. It’s possible to really see the stars. Across the whole sky. There’s no light in the North, and the mountains climb high enough to go above the clouds. It’ll be like standing on the very tip of the world, looking out to the lights that surround us.” 
 
    “It’ll be beautiful. I look forward to hearing it from you.” 
 
    “I want someone to share it with.” 
 
    “You’ll find someone,” Nicole tells him, “And you can share it with everyone when you get back. Safely.” 
 
    Marquos holds her close and smiles. “So good to see you again.” 
 
    Barns interrupts their moment, leaving the house with a loud step and the slam of a door. He says, “Are you two good to go, then?” 
 
    Marquos gestures to the side with the tilt of his head, and the three begin walking. Marquos keeps an arm around Nicole for warmth. They walk the short distance into town and Nicole parts from them, saying she has to see Henra. She leaves with a kiss and a hug for each brother, and tells Marquos to take care. He lets her go and heads into the Fern. Barns immediately asks him, on entering the pub, “You should’ve stayed here and partnered with her, long ago.” 
 
    “I would’ve,” Marquos answers. “Life led me away.” 
 
    “You damned coward.” 
 
    “Do you remember my friend Teri? In the Meth Fields?” 
 
    “I remember you speaking of her.” 
 
    “I’m going to see her. I’m going to force her to come with me instead.” 
 
    “No one’s going to come with you. No one wants to spend their life on that death-trap of a boat.” 
 
    “It’s perfectly safe.” 
 
    “It’s a heap of wood and metal housing steam and fire. It’s a death-trap.” 
 
    “It’s home, though.” 
 
    The pair head to a table where Jimmi is already seated, and they join him for metal mugs of liquor. Their favoured drink is a thick spirit, glus, so heavily brewed that it resembles engine oil in everything but function. It is a worker’s drink, and one that quickly lubricates their emotions. The trio spend some time reminiscing over seasons gone by; the squabbles they had as brothers, the adventures they had in the woods, the conflicts they had in school, the girls they dated. They are joined by a handful of other school friends still in the area, who join in the chatter with minimal talk of where each’s life is headed now. Before Jimmy can get a chance to duck out of their reunion early, as was always his intention, he is intoxicated to a point of singing and dancing on top of the tables. The party becomes uproarious, and by the morning all their heads will hurt and none of them will really recall the specifics of the evening. 
 
    Barns and Marquos make enough noise on their return to stir their parents, and as Marquos is shuffling into his room in the dark, disrobing, his mother appears in the doorway and whispers to him, “She’s sleeping in your sister’s room. Absolutely tired out, the poor thing.” 
 
    Marquos merely offers her a smile and a kiss good-night before slipping away. He doesn’t want to disturb Red, not in a drunken stupor where his breath smells and he doesn’t have control of his senses. He thuds into bed and buries his face in the pillow. Before he can fully slip away, he feels the impact of a small body upon his back and hears her little voice by his ear, “Marqy, I want to go back to the Hippo.” 
 
    “What is it, honey?” he whispers back, rolling over to face her. Red kneels beside him on the bed. 
 
    “The rooms are too big,” she complains. “The bed is so wide.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” Marquos smiles. “You can spread out.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to hold onto.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What if I fall out?” 
 
    “Are you sleeping in the middle of the bed?” 
 
    “Yes but I could slip. It’s too big.” 
 
    “Come here,” Marquos lifts his arms and holds her closer, “Don’t worry about it. Come here, you can sleep here with me, how’s that?” 
 
    “Can I?” 
 
    “Of course,” he hugs her, looking up at the ceiling as she slips onto his chest. “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable. We’ll leave tomorrow, you can go back on the Hippo then.” 
 
    “You smell funny, Marqy.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Are you ill?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Have you been drinking glus?” 
 
    Marquos laughs. He rubs her back soothingly, “I have, actually. Not much though.” 
 
    “It’s bad for you.” 
 
    “I know. I shouldn’t have drunk it.” 
 
    “My daddy drinks it. He drinks it a lot.” 
 
    Marquos tenses, going rigid. 
 
    “It smells a lot,” Red says. 
 
    “It does,” he replies. Red yawns, snuggling against him. Her voice fades into sleep as she concludes, “I always know the smell…it reminds me of daddy…” 
 
    He strokes her hair idly, still staring at the ceiling. Her father drinks. Marquos screws his eyes closed. 
 
    “Marqy?” she utters through a yawn. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “When we get back to my home, with my mummy and daddy, and we’re all together, will Tojo be there?” 
 
    Marquos opens his eyes again, tensing. He hesitates, not wanting to go through this again, not when she’s so close to sleep. In the time it takes for him to panic about such a question, she goes on tiredly, slowing down, “We can all make cookies together...and we’ll be so...happy...” 
 
    A moment later, she lets out a little snore and snuggles closer to him, asleep. His face fixed in a concerned frown, his mind starts racing. He knows that if she asks him again, he won’t be able to hide the truth. 
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    When Marquos leaves town, he has an extra passenger on board. Tim Helious was only briefly introduced by Barns as the brothers said their farewells on the jetty. Marquos had already bid his parents goodbye, with hugs and kisses and gifts of food, and then came to arrange a small piece of transport with Barns. Tim Helious is a slight man in worn clothing that was once smart, and though his appearance suggests a struggling actor, he still tries to present himself as sophisticated. He has agreed to ride the boat up the river, rather than join the rest of Barns’ troupe on their crowded wagons. Marquos offered to take more passengers, but Helious was the only one ready on time for their departure. 
 
    As they float up the river, Marquos stands at the tiller with Red sat on the floor at his feet, drawing with crayons. The morning light is dim and the fog is returning, hanging a few feet above the water. The sky is encased with dark cloud. Helious comes out from below, where he was having a morning wash, and sits opposite the pilot, starting to draw on his own sketchpad, marvelling over the details jutting out of the Hypnagogia. 
 
    After a brief discussion over the details of the functioning boat, Marquos grows weary of the actor’s overenthusiastic rambling and sends Red away to get his flute. She comes racing back out with the flute, and Marquos starts to play, his usual haunting tune, averting his gaze to the water that rolls by them. The ripples calm him with the notes, though he can feel Helious’ enthusiasm piercing him. He can feel Red watching too, and it heartens him. She is so proud of him. He smiles as he plays on. They are delivered into the tune, all other sound ceases, and the boat slips on through darkness and mist under its usual forlorn herald. Marquos has to close his eyes. Song of sorrow. Song of loneliness. 
 
    When he finally draws to a close, he looks up with a slight smile. Helious is staring at him with transfixed delight, his hands clasped under his chin. Red has returned to her drawing. Helious holds out both hands, almost weeping, “That was very much beautiful! Very much!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Marquos replies in little more than a whisper. 
 
    “So divine. So nice.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It would be wonderful that you play a tune so very nice for one of our plays. You would work wonders, don’t you think? We always need more talent, always!” 
 
    “Maybe one day. It’s just a little tune I like to play, I’m not that good.” 
 
    “But you are too modest!” 
 
    Marquos shrugs. He can feel it in his bones that he is quickly coming to dislike this man. No one should be this happy. It seems fake. He says, “If you don’t mind, I’ve got to concentrate on this next stretch of river?” 
 
    “Yes, yes indeed!” Helious spins to look at the waters ahead of them. “By all means, I will keep very still and quiet! The best of luck.” 
 
    The actor settles back onto the small wall that surrounds the deck and stares alertly ahead of them for a few moments. Marquos is not really watching the river, which he knows will remain calm and empty until their destination, but is watching Helious with great curiosity. The excitement of facing a dangerous river has stirred something in the actor, and at no point does he seem to realise that the waters are as calm as they ever were. His eyes even dart to particularly vicious looking irregularities in the gentle waves that surround them. Marquos shakes his head in amazement. After some minutes, Helious turns back to the pilot and is about to speak, but Marquos quickly adopts a look of concentration and holds up a hand for quiet. Helious slumps obediently and stares back to the water. As some more time passes, he relaxes and begins to sketch on his book again. Marquos soaks up the calm of his silence happily. 
 
    Before long, Red jumps to her feet and shouts out “Finished!” 
 
    She holds up her paper to Marquos, for his approval, and he takes it. She has drawn a terribly scaled picture of his childhood home, little more than two boxes, and there they all stand outside; five stickmen and the small stick-child. The two females are made obvious by their long hair and skirts, and there is his father, wearing spectacles. They are all smiling, and Marquos, shown by two lines that must represent a waistcoat, is holding the hands of the stick-child and one of the women. They are all drawn with different colours, and there are bright coloured clouds in the sky. 
 
    “That’s you?” he asks. “There’s my mother and father. And Barns. And I’m with you and is this Nicole? Everyone’s here, it’s beautiful.” 
 
    Red nods along solemnly, “And that’s the house where we stayed.” 
 
    “It’s excellent,” Marquos tells her. “Truly beautiful. You’re an artist. Look at this, Tim.” 
 
    Helious looks up and regards the picture with little enthusiasm. He speaks dismissively, “Very nice.” He starts to sketch again. Marquos glowers at him for a moment, handing Red’s picture back to her. 
 
    “Let’s see yours, Tim,” he calls out. Helious looks up again, a little taken aback. He shrugs and holds up his sketchpad, explaining, “I’ve not got just one, I’ve been taking the most interesting parts of these so very fascinating bits of machinery.” 
 
    Marquos is surprised by the quality of Helious’ sketches, showing the finer points of his boat’s mechanics with a delicately graceful charcoal monotone. One sketch perfectly captures the way the engine is exposed on the starboard side, rising out of the cabin and steaming above them. Another shows the intricate details of the tiller with its throttle lever attached, details that must have been snatched whilst Marquos’ hand was relaxed from it. The pilot does not show his appreciation. Instead, he looks down to Red and smiles, telling her, “See that, Red, his pictures are just like the real thing. But I would take your art over his without hesitation. You’re a real artist, you’ve captured some true beauty. It takes someone special to see that. Run down and put that inside, will you? I don’t want it getting wet.” 
 
    Red bounds back down the steps as Helious regards both the pilot and the little girl with mounting confusion. He looks from his sketches to the crayon picture as Red passes him, and then back to Marquos for some explanation. When the door has swung shut behind Red, Marquos says “She’s a natural, isn’t she?” 
 
    “It was a sweet drawing,” Helious says carefully. 
 
    “Doesn’t hurt to encourage them. I didn’t mean any offence to your doodles.” 
 
    “No,” Helious mutters, “No not at all, that’s very well.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Marquos gestures to the river again, “It’s getting choppy again.” 
 
    Helious nods understanding awkwardly and returns to his sketches. Red scurries back out and settles at Marquos’ feet again, taking up his flute and starting to blow her own erratic notes. Marquos knows that Helious can feel him glaring at the back of his head, and the actor is straining to look away from the pilot. He is concentrating too hard on his sketchpad. Sure enough, the actor eventually looks up and looks to the doorway, “Do you mind if…?” 
 
    “By all means,” Marquos smiles, and Helious edges away into the cabin of the boat. 
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    When Helious disembarks, it is with happy smiles and handshakes, telling the sweetest girl to never grow up and the rugged boatman to keep living the dream. Marquos presses on upriver, playing a game with Red, spotting what objects are visible in the thickening fog. It is only a matter of hours before they slip off the river, into the canals. These are the real waterways of the country, negotiable to every little detail of the land. The canal waters are immediately calmer with tighter paths. They must slow further for the fog, with the dangers of narrow canals and the approach of numerous locks. Red has experienced the canals with Marquos before, and is a great help to him when they reach locks; in spite of her age, he has taught her to guide the boat whilst he winds open and closed the great water-gates and pumps. All it requires is a few forward and halting commands, but he is always pleased to have such a resourceful child at hand.  
 
    After four conventional locks, gliding onto what Marquos knows to be a particularly long stretch of canal, they pick up their speed. Red has ducked tiredly below, so Marquos stands alone at the tiller when he catches sight of the boat ahead of them. It is first announced by the ferocious rumbling of its engines, shaking the walls of the canal and disturbing the water like an earthquake. Then comes a wide beam of light, cutting through the fog from a considerable height. He hurries to slow down as the shape looms out of the fog, but he realises that slowing down will not be enough. He leaps from the Hypnagogia and ties mooring lines to the nearest trees. The boat veers out across the canal, brought to its sudden halt, but he manages to steer it back straight before it can crash into the banks. As he finally draws to a stop, the approaching vessel is upon them. He knew what it was when he first saw the light above the canal, but only as it becomes fully visible does he really believe what he is seeing. As the larger boat’s engines cut off with a clatter of metal, Marquos shouts down to Red for her to come up and see. 
 
    The light stands on a skeletal tower of crisscrossed iron-bars, jutting out of the centre of an entirely metal vessel. The boat is shaped more like a barge than a narrow-boat like the Hypnagogia, though more angular and mechanical. The front stands out as a sloping metal grill, both a ram and a shield. There is one major cabin, running the full length of the boat and standing taller than any residential vessel would; it is dotted with narrow slits, shielded by metal plates. The pipes standing tall from the back of the boat still shudder from the strain of the engines as the boat stops, spitting out small clouds of dense smoke. At the front of the boat is a large barrel, held in place by a series of pistons and resting in front of a caged seat. A man sits at the cannon. High above them, in that light-tower, another two men can be seen. One mans the massive searchlight, a brutish cylindrical shape with a large winch on one side, the other has a rifle cocked at his shoulder. This is not a boat at war; that much is clear by the presence of another two men stood at its helm, near the cannon, but it is still a problem. It is almost the entire width of the canal, and there is no room for Marquos to pass. There would not be enough room until back at the river. 
 
    Red rushes to Marquos’ side and gapes at the boat before them. Its bare metal is decorated only with the occasional insignia of the Estal Nation, a series of green lines and a simplistic cog, whilst the men on board wear the unmistakable armour of imperial guards. They have large shoulder-pads, and every muscle of their bodies appears to be catered for by a separate panel of dull black metal. Their helmets cover only the rear of their heads; the front is an equally dark visor. One of the guards approaches the tip of the bow and holds up a hand to Marquos, who takes Red by the hand to reach their own bow, hurrying down the edge of the boat. 
 
    “Have you ever seen these men before?” Marquos whispers. 
 
    “Of course. They’re guards,” Red replies. 
 
    “But in black armour? Do you know which guard that is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “They’re the Border Guard.” 
 
    “Why aren’t they the Water Guard?” 
 
    “That’s a very good question,” Marquos pats her lightly, “Stay quiet, honey. I’ll handle this.” 
 
    At the bow, Marquos can see the man opposite him wears a revolver at his belt, but it is holstered. On his left breastplate is a sign of his rank, though; three angular red lines. He is a Commander; that means he is operating this mobile fortress, not merely moving it. 
 
    “How far is it to a passing point?” the commander asks without introduction. 
 
    “At least an hour, in reverse, my way. That’s the river-mouth.” 
 
    “Very well,” the commander turns back to his men and throws up a hand, “Start the passing procedure.” He looks back to Marquos and instructs, “Keep your boat steady there. It will take us no more than ten minutes to get by.” 
 
    Marquos frowns, “What do you mean? What are you going to do?” 
 
    The commander looks back to his men, by way of an answer, and those on the deck all jump off to the opposite side of the canal to the Hypnagogia. Another half-dozen men emerge from the cabin and join them, starting to unwind metal poles from unseen locations on the side of the boat. 
 
    “Step to the shore for a moment, sir,” the commander says, turning back to Marquos. Marquos holds Red by her shoulders in front of him, looking from her to the boat before them. He responds slowly, “What are you men doing here?” 
 
    “I’ll explain on the shore,” the commander says, “Save me having to raise my voice, for starters.” 
 
    “Red, honey,” Marquos crouches to her, “Run back inside, would you? Let me talk with the man.” 
 
    “Can’t I watch?” Red pleads back. 
 
    “It’ll be an interesting sight for her,” the commander says. “We don’t do this often.” 
 
    Marquos glances back to the guards as they are assembling some bizarre scaffold. He bites his lip and taps Red’s shoulder, “Stay here, then. Stay in sight, okay, honey?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The commander gestures back to the shore and jumps off his boat, marching a few metres away. Marquos follows him, giving repeated glances back to the Hypnagogia. 
 
    “Lovely girl,” the commander says without feeling. “She yours?” 
 
    “No, I’m taking her up the river to her family.” 
 
    The commander pauses. He lifts his visor, revealing a face dotted with scars, partially hidden by a bushy grey moustache. He says “You aren’t a slave-trader, are you? That isn’t a conventional boat you have there.” 
 
    “No. Are you looking for slave-traders?” Marquos replies hesitantly. 
 
    “No, but our duties do not end at our current task,” the commander is staring hard at Red, “And vigilance is a value we should respect outside our simple jobs, regardless.” 
 
    “I’m not a slaver,” Marquos says. “I told you I’m returning her to her family.” 
 
    There is a loud bang, making the pair shoot their gaze over to a great engine that four of the guards carry onto the shore. They begin screwing pipes into it, and a fifth man carries a large turning-wheel behind them. He slots it into the top. 
 
    “Now there’s no use lying to me,” the commander looks back to Marquos. “You’re not supposed to have that kid, I tell it the way you look at her.” 
 
    “What business-” 
 
    “Be straight with me. We’ve been searching these waters for two days now, my men are itching for a catch right now, and there’s little we despise more than a man with the audacity to abuse children.” 
 
    “Do you harass everyone who crosses your path, then?” Marquos asks. The commander gives him a cold stare. Marquos continues, struggling to keep calm, “My intentions for her are as good as yours. I’m not supposed to have her, no. I took her from the Mines. She didn’t do anything wrong, she didn’t deserve to be there. The Mine Guard gave up chasing me a week ago, but I’m sure they haven’t forgotten it. If you want to take her back there, you’ll be damning her to a life of hell for no good reason. And you’ll be doing it through me, because I’ll only let her go when I let go of life itself.” 
 
    The commander looks him up and down with a cold calculation. The guards have begun winding the engine they brought out, and steam gushes out of its valves as the pipes wind in circles around it. With almost unseen slowness, the massive metal vessel begins to rise out of the water. The commander asks, “And this one, what makes her special?” 
 
    “Circumstances, that’s all. She was one of many.” 
 
    The commander accepts this, shrugs, and says “The Mine Guard’s work is their own. I have no fondness for subjecting children like that to such work.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The guards begin shouting orders to one another, as the boat is drawn in towards their chugging engine. They are rushing out to the engine and its scaffold system and attaching a series of wheels. 
 
    “Have you got far to go?” the commander asks. 
 
    “To the Meth Fields.” 
 
    “Then you have a considerable stretch of these waterways to navigate. We have come from the port of Nexter, in search of a particularly dangerous criminal. He is a Kandish rebel who was captured two weeks ago and escaped whilst being transported south. The transport boat sunk on the Nexter River, close to the canal system. We have men on land scouring the area, but I have a particular interest in finding this man, so offered my boat. If I know him, he will stick to the waterways, because it’s the last place most of the guards would look. It’s slow travelling by boat, but it’s easier to hide, isn’t it.” 
 
    “What did he do?” Marquos asks. 
 
    “I fought with this man outside Thesteran. Him and a force assembled in Kand. They were trying to sabotage the weapons factories. It is a matter of Estalian security.” 
 
    The military boat clanks into place loudly and the engine is shut off. It rests half-raised onto the land-based contraption, half-dipped into the canal, and one of its rear-engine turbines is exposed to the air. The pipes at the back of the boat cough to life again as its internal engines begin to speak, and that turbine spins viciously. Almost as slowly as it was raised, the boat begins to creep forward. Marquos squints at the Hypnagogia’s side, taking care to monitor that the boats don’t touch. 
 
    “This is a great feat,” Marquos marvels, “Do you come by the canals often?” 
 
    The commander ignores the question, “The man we’re looking for is in his late thirties, with short hair, a large flat nose. Have you seen anyone of that description?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen a Kand in seasons,” Marquos says. 
 
    “Are you sure? There’s always the chance he could’ve been trying to conceal his identity.” 
 
    “No,” Marquos shakes his head, “I’ve not run into anyone since I left my town, Hasseran, first thing this morning. I’ve only passed one boat on this canal, and that was an hour ago. It was just a tug, though, I can’t imagine there was anyone but the pilot on it. No one wants to travel with Kail’s Shroud hanging over the water.” 
 
    “You’ll allow us to search your boat, of course.” 
 
    “There’s nothing in there.” 
 
    “Then you have nothing to hide.” 
 
    “I have nothing to hide, but I have my principles to defend. Border Guard or not, Commander, you have no right to my property.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to take it from you,” the commander says simply. “Do you think I’m being unreasonable, to investigate every opportunity when I have travelled this far to find a single man? I am asking you politely.” 
 
    “And if I still refuse?” 
 
    The commander considers this. He scans the length of the Hypnagogia for a moment and fixes his eyes on Red. He says, “If I can trust an Estalian to resist us to the death over her, I think I can trust that you wouldn’t have let a Kand rebel near this girl. Unfortunately, my trust is not enough. Rifleman Bricks,” the commander waves a hand to his nearest guard. The man looks up obediently. “Give this boat a quick look. Make sure there’s no one else aboard.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the guard salutes and runs to the Hypnagogia’s stern. Marquos jumps forward, but the commander places a hand on his chest, sternly saying “You wait here. Don’t test me.” 
 
    Marquos watches the guard disappear into his cabin, as Red continues to watch the military boat being moved. Red is oblivious to the intrusion, so eager to see the mechanics before her. Marquos tenses and keeps still, “This is out of line, Commander.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” the commander says. 
 
    Rifleman Bricks re-emerges only moments later, leaping back to the bank and running to the commander’s side. He salutes again, barking “It’s empty, sir. Damned tight ship. I did find-” 
 
    “That’s enough,” the commander waves him off. He turns back to Marquos and says, “Thank you for your cooperation. If you do run into this Kand, don’t try and apprehend him, he’s dangerous. Contact the nearest Guard.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to,” Marquos replies icily. 
 
    The commander holds his gaze for a moment, before going on, “My name is Commander Retical. If you do find anyone, you tell the Guard to put it through to me at once.” 
 
    The pair watch the military vessel as it is slowly lowered back into the water, beyond the Hypnagogia. The whole canal shudders under its weight. The guards begin to dismantle the strange apparatus that lifted it. 
 
    “We do use the canals quite often these days,” the commander says. “This machine was developed less than a season ago. The likes of our suspect don’t know we can travel the canals in these boats, so he assumes I will be on land.” 
 
    “I’ve always heard the Border Guard have the greatest technology in development. We never see it.” 
 
    “You should never have to. It’s a sad day when the Border Guard have to operate within our own territory. We are men of expansion; we should not be policing stagnant plots of land. I have seen three theatres of violence in the past season; two were in Kand and one in this very nation of ours.” 
 
    “I’d not heard that the people of Kand were stirring such trouble,” Marquos says. “You must be thankful that we’re not at war.” 
 
    “We are always at war, sir. I couldn’t make it my livelihood if we weren’t. But this is a plague spread to our own lands, and I’d be a damned sight happier if we weren’t at war with our own people. Still,” Retical drifts away dreamily. “There will be a new campaign before long. If we can travel the canals so easily here, the world is ours for the taking.” 
 
    Marquos does not reply. As the guards begin to disappear back into their mobile fortress, he marvels at how impenetrable the whole thing appears. At the rear, he sees another cannon, this time partially concealed in the metal. With a dozen riflemen at the windows and those two cannons blazing, this beast would be able to bring a whole river-side town to its knees. Marquos murmurs, “I guess it’s so sure a prospect, no one has to stop and think why it’s necessary.” 
 
    “It’d keep our children out of the Mines, for a start,” the commander counters at once. “Make someone else’s people suffer for us.” 
 
    Marquos goes quiet again. The commander salutes him and thanks him for his time, jumping back onto the military boat. Its engines start up again, and the Hypnagogia bobs up and down on the disrupted water as the military vessel trundles away. Marquos watches it disappear into the fog, the search light darting back and forth, then climbs back onto the Hypnagogia and takes Red back to the stern. 
 
    “Was that a floating castle?” she asks him, referring to the most elaborate of Border Guard constructions, entire towns housed on warships that float at sea. 
 
    “No, honey,” Marquos replies quietly. “That was just a command boat.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen a floating castle?” 
 
    Marquos closes his eyes. He runs those words over in his mind again: make someone else’s people suffer for us. “Once.” 
 
    “Tell me about it!” 
 
    Marquos smiles at her, opening his eyes again. He waves a hand to the cabin, “Let’s get moving again, then I’ll tell you all about it.” 
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    The fog lightens as the Hypnagogia chugs by the increasingly erratic terrain of the countryside. The hills in the distance are now visible, their green more grey in the decline of the afternoon’s light, with distant shadows of trees a reminder of life beyond the waterways. It is just possible to spot the occasional countryside buildings, grouped in small clusters. They are mostly abandoned now, but at least a handful of shapes can be seen working in the fields. 
 
    Marquos invites Red to his knee as he pilots, beguiling her with tales of the Border Guard and their many fascinating machines. They are a force that domestic residents should never see. The floating castles are magnificent seaborne war-machines, housing hundreds of people, with wild arsenals of weapons attached. The one Marquos has seen was powered by a dozen steam turbines, and had enormous catapults hidden behind its walls. It was capable of firing large streams of fire and was fortified against the most powerful assaults. He has never seen anything as powerful as that fortress. 
 
    After he finishes, Red asks, “Didn’t those men want to take me back?” 
 
    “They’re not so bad,” Marquos tells her. “It’s the men in green armour who we don’t like. The men in black armour aren’t interested in us.” 
 
    “Who are they interested in?” 
 
    “Other people. People not from this country.” 
 
    “Why were they in the canal?” 
 
    “They’re needed elsewhere. They were trying their new machines, too. What did you think of that thing that lifted them out of the water?” 
 
    “It was weird. It didn’t look big enough to lift the whole boat.” 
 
    “It did, though, didn’t it?” 
 
    “I know, I saw it. It had about twenty different arms, holding the boat. And it was steam-powered, did you know that?” 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    “Yes. And they added wheels to it, so they could move down the canal. Did you see the engine at the back turning? That was because they had the engine in the water on, and the two engines are connected, so that one was turning too.” 
 
    “You are an asset to this boat, Red,” Marquos gives her a light hug. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
 
    She squints up at him, “What’s an asset?” 
 
    “It means you make the boat work.” 
 
    “But you make it go.” 
 
    “We’re both assets,” he ruffles her hair. 
 
    “Will you stay with mummy and daddy, when we get back?” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Yes you can. You can sleep in my room. It’s small, but so is the Hippo.” 
 
    “I have other places to be. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Can’t I come?” 
 
    “You’re going home, honey. You don’t want to go where I’m going.” 
 
    “Then why are you going there?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you stay with me?” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Yes you can,” Marquos pauses, staring ahead of them. Red looks up at him and presses for more, “You can, Marqy. You can stay with me and my family.” 
 
    “Could you pass me my flute?” 
 
    “Marqy!” Red jumps to her feet in protest. “You can work in the Meth Fields. Daddy will give you a job.” 
 
    “It’s not what I’m meant to do, honey.” 
 
    “You could stay with me, though. Don’t you want to stay with me? I like you, Marqy, don’t you like me?” 
 
    “I adore you, Red,” Marquos looks into her doleful eyes. “But it’s not my place, your home. That’s where you belong. That’s your family. I belong elsewhere.” 
 
    “How do you know? You said you don’t belong with your family.” 
 
    Marquos pauses again, trying to recall when he said such a thing to her. He mutters, “I’m not sure where I belong.” 
 
    “We all belong together. You and my family, and Tojo, we’ll all be so happy together. Where is Tojo, Marqy? Did he go on ahead of us?” 
 
    “Tojo,” Marquos winces at the name. He picks up the flute himself. He hesitates, but Red is looking at him intensely, and he has to answer. “Tojo’s gone, honey. You know that.” 
 
    “Tojo’s gone home?” 
 
    “Red, please.” 
 
    “Tojo is waiting for us, Marqy, you’ll see. I don’t care what you say.” 
 
    “Red. Please.” 
 
    “It’ll be you and me and Tojo and mummy and daddy and we’ll all be so happy together.” 
 
    Marquos suddenly gives her a fiery look, growling “Stop it, okay? That’s enough.” 
 
    Red glowers back at him, unflinching, clenching her fists in annoyance. She huffs and storms away, into the boat. He calls out after her but doesn’t follow. He rolls his eyes to the darkening sky. In case she shouts out to him, or in case she starts sobbing below, he keeps quiet for some minutes before turning to the flute. 
 
    There it comes again, the haunting melodies. The mist seems to dance about the boat as he plays, enchanted to movement by his performance. He plays the tune once, twice, three times, before slipping the flute back down and floating on against the sound of the pumping engine. The steam is thinning from the exhaust pipe. He sighs, rising to head down and throw more coal on the furnace, but is interrupted as he stands. 
 
    “Brother, you have to help me,” a voice says from the bank of the canal. Without looking up, Marquos knows the man is Kandish; the accent is unmistakable, with its high tone, pronounced from the roof of the mouth. The man goes on, “I heard your tune. You are a brother. You have to be a brother. I need your help.” 
 
    Marquos twists his head to see the Kand pensively pacing alongside the Hypnagogia. The man is clad in filthy rags, his waistcoat riddled with holes, his face dark from soot, his flesh thin. His hair is long enough to create a tangled mess, and the man can be no older than Marquos. Certainly not as old as Commander Retical had described. Moreover, his nose is long and sharp. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Marquos asks. The Kand is glancing about himself, twitching nervously, and insists “Can I come aboard? I’ll explain everything, but please, can you get me out of sight?” 
 
    “I don’t want any trouble,” Marquos says. “I have a child on board, and there’s no chance you’re putting her in danger.” 
 
    “Danger?” the Kand exclaims loudly, then quickly lowers his voice, “There is no danger for you friend, if I am out of sight there is no danger! You cannot turn your back on a brother! Please just let me aboard, I will explain everything in a matter of minutes, you can make up your mind to help me or not then! But please at least give me a chance!” Marquos takes a moment to think, but the man is moving faster, agitated, and adds “Don’t put me to this, I’ll leave right now so soon as trust myself to a man who hesitates to help his kin!”  
 
    Marquos leans on the tiller, drawing the boat closer to the bank, and releases the throttle valve. Steam gushes from one of the exhausts, and Marquos throws the man a mooring line. He calls out, “Tie her off, to that tree there. You can tie a knot?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” the Kand gasps with relief, fumbling the rope and hurrying to tie it. The Hypnagogia comes to an unsteady halt. 
 
    “Come on,” Marquos nods to the door, “Let’s hear your story then.” 
 
    The Kand immediately jumps onto the Hypnagogia and slaps Marquos eagerly on the arm as he rushes through the doorway, saying “You are a lifesaver, friend. This boat is a marvel!” 
 
    Marquos follows him in, looking the man up and down in the light of his cabin’s gas lantern. The Kand is frail, and his clothes are too ragged to conceal any kind of weapon. Marquos is confident he could overpower him, but his curiosity has already overwhelmed his fears. Still, he pushes past the Kand to shield Red as she rises from the sofa. 
 
    “Honey, stand back a moment. This is my girl, Red. I’m Marquos,” Marquos blocks the Kand’s path, “Who are you, and why shouldn’t I hand you straight over to the Border Guard?” 
 
    The Kand shuffles on the spot, running one hand through the other and shifting his smile from one side of his face to the other, uncomfortable in his own skin. He holds out a grubby hand, then takes it back, then holds it out again. He drops it before Marquos can shake it and says “I’m sorry. I’m on edge. I’ve been on the move for days now. It’s so good to find a brother, you have no idea.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Red says. 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” Marquos says, shifting Red back to the sofa. She sits back down, eyes fixed on their new guest. Marquos goes on, “I’m no brother of yours. Can’t you tell by my voice?” 
 
    “Sure you’re not pure Kand, but I can tell it’s in your blood, of course,” the Kand cannot keep still, his nerves conjuring his movements. He points to Marquos, he grins, he pulls a straight face, he grins again. His eyes shoot about like rolling die. 
 
    “No, I’m Estalian, through and through.” 
 
    The Kand takes a step back, biting his lip and shaking his head, “No, no. No that’s not true, you were playing the song. You played Wixon’s song. That’s Kand.” 
 
    “I just like the tune.” 
 
    The Kand turns on the spot, twisting to the door. He changes his mind, looking back to Marquos, but his eyes are fearful. 
 
    “Just tell me your problem,” Marquos says. “You’re a Kand rebel?” 
 
    “Ha! Oh heavens no!” the Kand steps forward again, “Do I look like a rebel? Good heavens, no. I am not a fighter. But if you are not Kand, you will not want to know it, you will not…I should not have boarded, I’m sorry, look, I’ll-” 
 
    “Calm down,” Marquos tells him, “Just calm down.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Red asks. 
 
    “I’m – I don’t know,” the Kand shakes his head again, catching his head in his hands to stop it spinning. He moves forwards, “Can I sit? Can I sit?” 
 
    “Please do,” Marquos gestures to the other chair in the room. The Kand drops into it and clutches onto the arms. Marquos sits next to Red now, a barrier between the guest and the girl. The Kand starts laughing, saying “Oh but you played Wixon’s Day so beautifully. I thought there was no doubt you were my kin.” 
 
    “Honey,” Marquos turns to Red, “Would you run into my room? I’d like a word alone with this man?” 
 
    Red, shaken by the presence of this newcomer, jumps up and does as she is asked, dragging her crayons and papers with her. She closes the door quickly behind her. 
 
    “Are you on junk?” Marquos shoots at the Kand, who jumps back into his seat, shaking his head hurriedly. 
 
    “No, no, I’ve never touched the stuff,” the Kand raises his hands defensively, “Honest. I’ve been on the move too long, I haven’t been safe in forever.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay, just calm down. You’re safe here.” 
 
    “Thank you, oh thank you so much.” 
 
    “I met with Commander Retical earlier. He said there’s a large manhunt on at the moment for a Kand rebel,” Marquos watches the Kand’s eyes carefully, “But if it was you, his description wasn’t especially accurate.” 
 
    The Kand closes his eyes, shuddering where he sits, and whimpers back “I’m no rebel. I’m not a rebel, I’m not a fighter, I don’t know who you mean.” 
 
    “As if you’d tell me if you were,” Marquos replies. “Retical said he knew the man personally, though, so I don’t see how he could’ve got the description so wrong. It’s a bit of a coincidence, though, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right, but I’ll tell you exactly why it is,” the Kand leans forwards, nodding repeatedly, “But it’s not how it seems.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “The man they want must’ve been on the same boat as me. We were being transported south, to the Towers Prison. There were Kand rebels aboard, yes, it must be one of them they’re after. They’re probably after all of them! Horrible bunch!” 
 
    “You were on a prison ship.” 
 
    “It’s not how it seems! Some of them were true criminals, rebels of the most violent nature. Not me, though, I didn’t belong with them. I’ve done nothing to provoke the Estal Nation. I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Will you hear my story?” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    The Kand finally paused for breath, took a moment to compose himself, thinking of what to say, then began quietly, “There has been war in Kand over the past few decades, as I’m sure you are aware. So many minor conflicts emerged, countless tribes claiming the country for their own. Like any other Kand you will meet today, I am a member of one of those tribes, and I will defend our right to leadership to the grave. We are not the largest tribe, but by the Goddess of Justice we are the most noble, the most honest. For twenty long seasons, the tribes were fighting for supremacy, until the Estal Nation finally returned to Kand and we were driven to unite against a common enemy once more. Outsiders seem to think there are two types of Kand, now. Those who support the Empire and those who oppose it. This is so far from the truth it hurts me. Most Kand’s do not give a damn about the Empire. Anyone who does is not true to his brothers. The Kand’s fight is not for or against Estalia, it is for freedom. Everyone wants to be free, and it does not stop with the Empire. It stretches to our very neighbours. I want to be free from the actions of the brutal Dread Clan as much as I want to be free from the Estalians, as much as I want to be free from the very lowest, weakest of tribes.” 
 
    With his animated talk, the Kand has grown more stable in his seat. The passion in his eyes and voice have supplanted the nerves that controlled him before, and he is leaning forward, imploring sympathy. 
 
    “I belong to the High Breath tribe,” he goes on, thumping his chest, “I am Lian, from the lands of Fretop, in the North West, where the grass is greenest and the sun still shines as it did in the days of our forefathers. The people of High Breath are a breed who believe in education as well as emancipation.” 
 
    “You told me you weren’t a rebel,” Marquos says carefully, and the Kand responds with instant emotion, leaping from his seat and swinging a fist to the air, shouting “I am not a rebel!” 
 
    Lian sits back down, checking himself, and bites his hand, twitching again. He shakes his head, animal eyes locked onto Marquos. He lowers his voice, “I am not a rebel. To rebel is to accept that someone has power over us. No one has power over the people of Fretop.” 
 
    “The land where the grass is green and the sun still shines?” Marquos says.  
 
    Lian nods slowly. 
 
    “The grass is no greener in your land than mine,” Marquos snorts, “The North West of Kand is as desolate as the North of Estalia. The sun doesn’t shine anywhere as it did for our forefathers, and it never will. Oppression hasn’t caused that and hope won’t bring it back.” 
 
    “Think what you will,” the Kand replies. “I don’t expect everyone to appreciate the beauty of Fretop. If they did, I would not be in the mess I’m in.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Right,” Lian takes a deep breath, then pauses for a sign to begin. Marquos raises his eyebrows. “I was driven from Fretop by the foulest of politics. Knowing the glory of our tribe, a local vizier encouraged my own family against me. Through his charms, he managed to seduce my poor mother, and there planted seeds that my siblings and I were plotting against her. He singled us out, one at the time; I saw my eldest brother dismissed from court as a Dread Clan sympathiser, and am ashamed to say I believed it, until it was my turn to be victimised. The foul man laid false letters in my desk and paid paupers to claim that I had been seen talking with Gentar soldiers. He stirred up such anger in my own people that I had to flee for my life. They believed I was a Gentar underling. They believed my brother a Dread! They then turned on my sister as an Estalian spy! Such a thing sounds fantastical, but this man had such wicked powers of persuasion, and no morals to speak of. 
 
    “For myself, I was cast out, alone. I did not want to fight, as my brother did, and bring a rift of violence to the High Breath tribe. I thought to bide my time, to wait for sense to return to the people. I took to wandering the nearby lands whilst I waited. I trekked across Kand, encountering the struggles of my brothers and pledging that I would correct all the wrongs of our nation, so soon as I return to my tribe, and my tribe be rightfully recognised. My treks brought me to the east coast, and unfortunate circumstance brought me into a terrible battle between the Border Guard and some Kand rebels, as you would describe them. I feared for my life, and hid aboard a boat, not knowing where it was bound. When I got to Estalia, I did not know what to do with myself. I headed to the great city of Thesteran and fell into great vice there. I debauched and debased myself for two moons straight, and might well have entirely lost my way if not for the divine intervention of my countrymen’s recent attack there. The city was in turmoil for some time, and I had no choice but to flee, again persecuted for no cause of my own. I trekked back West. 
 
    “I was finally captured outside Nexter. I had hoped to gain transport to Kand there, but I was hungry and without money. It was a low level for a prince to stoop, but I took bread from a market and was spotted by a child. When the guard apprehended me, they believed the child’s words but did not believe I was any kind of royalty. So it is that I have been reduced, from the possibility of leading the greatest people of our nation, to a fool on the run for nothing more than trying to keep himself from starving.” 
 
    “And so they put you on a ship with the other Kandish prisoners?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lian gives a humble nod. “Placed amongst the very worst sample of my kin, who know nothing of truly bettering our nation. I could not bear their company, to see men of such true blood reduced to their needless violence. They don’t know what they are doing, except getting themselves killed. So you see, all I wish for is to head home, now. It is time I accepted my responsibility in the Fretop court, at whatever cost. I know now you are an Estalian, but surely you see I have no quarrel with you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware that Kand was in such a state of turmoil,” Marquos notes. “I understand that tribes have emerged everywhere, we have them in Estal too, but they aren’t violent. They are just communities.” 
 
    “My friend you are happily ignorant of our plight,” Lian says. “Ask any Kand and they will tell you, everyone thinks some leadership of the scale of the Estalian Metropolis is possible, and they are fighting for it.” 
 
    “And the Dread Clan, and the Gentar, they’re…?” 
 
    “The larger tribes. The Dreads are very powerful; they have supporters even here, in Estalia. They are ruthless, though, and their answer to everything is mindless slaughter. The Gentar are not much better.” 
 
    “And you belong to the Fretops.” 
 
    “That is right.” 
 
    “Can I be honest with you?” 
 
    “Of course, I told you that we revere honesty above-”  
 
    “It sounds like a load of nonsense to me.” 
 
    Lian’s face goes pale, his voice weakening, “But it’s real. It is not your nation, or your people, so no one tells you.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t imagine anyone would care if they did tell us,” Marquos shrugs, “If all that is true, it sounds like you’ve created a world of problems for yourselves. What sort of people worry about the bloodline of some High Breath clan or your correspondence with foreign spies, when there’s barely enough sunlight to grow crops and everyone is migrating so frequently that the concept of a nation is barely even recognisable? I’ve been all over, and I know we have something resembling a working empire with Estalia, but let’s not kid ourselves it’s just a name we give it.” 
 
    The Kand screws up his face in irritation and rises to his feet. He points a shaking hand at Marquos but the words he has to say catch in his throat. He turns away and rushes through the door, up to the deck. Marquos stares after him with some surprise but does not follow, and a moment later Lian re-emerges, snarling, “I shouldn’t expect you to understand, you live in a country strong enough to defend itself. Your people are not at war constantly, with oppressors, with each other.” 
 
    “Hey,” Marquos rises to his feet, “Everyone’s got problems. The Metropolis is hardly a safe-haven. Kids are killing each other down there. Accidents in the Meth Fields and Thesteran probably cost more lives than all your petty wars. The difference is we’re trying to make do with what we’ve got, rather than fighting each other pretending there’s some war we can win that’ll end all our problems.” 
 
    “Don’t speak such filth. Your people are not oppressed-” 
 
    “I don’t have a people. No one does,” Marquos puts a hand to his head in frustration. “Come on, the Empire is as much a myth as your Dread Clan and Gentars. The Mines, the Border Guard, they’re not even being governed anymore. I’ve seen how things run; it’s a massive network of individual traders who happen to work in the same field. They just exist supporting themselves. No one is telling anyone what to do, it’s just a bunch of people doing the same job, wearing the same clothes.” 
 
    Lian stands still, at a loss. His lower lip quivers, his shoulders slump. Marquos gives him an encouraging smile, stepping forward and putting a hand on his arm. He leads him back down the boat, back to his seat, saying “It’s not my concern, though. I’ll take you north, if that’s what you’re after.” 
 
    “I…I don’t know…” 
 
    “Don’t listen to me, look, just relax,” Marquos turns to his kitchenette and fills his kettle-pan from the rattling tap. “What do I know. If fighting’s what you want to do, then do it. You drink chocolate?” 
 
    The Kand nods. He clears his throat and looks up to Marquos again, like a punished child. The pilot starts heating the kettle pan over his gas-fire hob. Lian says “The people of Kand are suffering, though.” 
 
    “Just like everyone else.” 
 
    “Not here. I’ve seen Estalian towns, with buildings intact. Engines running, streets lit and food available. My people do not have any of that.” 
 
    “The problem isn’t one you can fight your way out of,” Marquos tells him. “If you find anywhere in Estalia like that, I can guarantee that half the population came from towns that were falling apart.” 
 
    “Fretop is a beautiful area, though. It’s our area.” 
 
    “It’s not beautiful if people have to kill and die for it.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t speak so lightly of our struggle. So many have lost their lives to these wars. Not everyone is so uncaring as you.” 
 
    “I do care,” Marquos sighs, pouring out the kettle into three metal mugs. “I just find the idea of leadership a little redundant these days.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t if you were Kandish.” 
 
    “I think I would,” Marquos hands one of the mugs over to Lian, who takes it graciously and blows on the drifting steam. Marquos says, “But I am sorry for offending you. I can see you’re not a violent man, so you are welcome on my boat. Accept the ride without complaint and don’t give me reason for complaint myself and we’ll get on just fine.” 
 
    “I would be very thankful.” 
 
    “Try and keep all this talk of war and suffering away from Red, though.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll make a bit more ground before settling for the night; you can wash up and I’ll fix us some food in a bit.” 
 
    Marquos moves past the Kand towards his bedroom, carrying the other two mugs. He pauses and turns back to Lian, saying “You’ve got to admit, though, Gentars? That’s a pretty stupid name.” 
 
    This gains a smile from the Kand, who nods. He answers, “I guess so.” 
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    The weather turns that night, with rain beating upon the Hypnagogia in such a relentless assault that it seems to scream an omen. They had come a little way up the canal before stopping for food, which Marquos prepared and the Kand consumed as though he had not eaten for moons. As the echo of raindrops fill the boat, Red hugs onto Marquos. They sit drinking more hot drinks with their new passenger, whilst Marquos stares at Lian carefully. With his place on the boat secured, the Kand has gone quiet, though he still cannot seem to sit still. 
 
    “So glad,” he mutters, “So glad that you let me here, with this weather bearing down on us.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Marquos murmurs back. 
 
    “Sorry you couldn’t go further. You could’ve gone further without me, before the rain came.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Marquos repeats. 
 
    “It’s devilish rain,” Lian shakes his head, looking up around him at the ceiling as though he can see the water dropping on them. 
 
    “It’s only water,” Marquos tells him. “We’re perfectly safe in here.” 
 
    The Kand has panic in his eyes, though, which Marquos recognises as a learned fear. A crack of thunder sounds above and the Kand flinches. Red holds onto Marquos tighter. He rubs her, whispering, “It’s fine, honey. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
    Lian gives him a frightened look of disagreement, but Marquos shoots him a warning glare. 
 
    “When will it stop?” Red asks quietly. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to,” Marquos tells her. “The whole world could flood and we would be safe on this boat.” 
 
    “I don’t want the whole world to flood!” Red protests. 
 
    “Why not? If there was water everywhere, we would be able to float forever, anywhere we wanted. There wouldn’t be as many clouds in the sky, you’d be able to see the stars everywhere you went, the sun would shine brighter. And it would wash everything clean, you know? Imagine the towers of the Metropolis, all shining clean, so you could see reflections in them. Just you wait and see how the Hypno looks in the morning, it’ll be beautiful.” 
 
    “I’m still scared,” Red whimpers. “Everyone else isn’t on boats. What about mummy and daddy and what about Nicky?” 
 
    “Nicky?” Marquos holds back a laugh, touched that his friend made it into the young one’s concerns. “They would find their own boats. Nicky can swim very well, we’d go back and find her, and she’d come with us. And we’d travel so much faster, because nothing would get in our way, and we wouldn’t need locks.” 
 
    “What about the cats?” 
 
    “The cats?” 
 
    “The cats, what would happen to them? Cats don’t like the water.” 
 
    “The cats would climb, and live above the water, in the trees and towers that still stand above it. Then they would start liking the water, too. Everything would learn to like the water. It’s what we’re all made of, you know?” 
 
    Red screws up her face at this, snorting, “Are not.” 
 
    “We sure are. Most of this world is water, so the more there is, the better it is for us. If the world flooded, we’d all be in our element.” 
 
    “What’s an element?” 
 
    “It’s…” Marquos pauses, “It’s where we belong.” 
 
    “You didn’t know where you belong.” 
 
    “Not just me,” he rubs her again, “Everyone. It’s what we are. Water is what makes our world alive, honey. Like how all the grass and trees are along the waterways and nowhere else.” 
 
    “Is an element like an elephant?” 
 
    “No,” Marquos laughs, “Not really.” 
 
    “I like elephants.” 
 
    As the young girl trails off, Marquos looks back over to Lian. The Kand is staring at him with wide eyes, stunned by this brief conversation. Marquos stares back with concern but says nothing. He doesn’t want to probe the meaning of the odd look, not when Red has just been pacified. He merely frowns at Lian and goes back to soothing the girl. Lian is trembling. He tells her, “Best of all, the Mines would flood, and be filled into a beautiful lake, all the suffering washed away.” 
 
    It is not long before Red drifts off to sleep, and Marquos carefully carries her to the back of the boat. He returns to the main cabin to find Lian hunched up in his seat, one hand to his face as he gnaws on a fingernail. Lian pauses, his manic eyes staring up at Marquos. 
 
    “It’s only rain, Lian,” Marquos says, sitting back down. “Take it easy.” 
 
    “I know the rain, I know what it’s like in Estalia, it is safe,” Lian talks quickly, his voice fearful with recollection. “But it is not the same everywhere. In the very north of Kand, such rain swept through towns and drowned hundreds of our people.” 
 
    “People from…High Breath?” 
 
    Lian nods hurriedly, almost whimpering, “The sun had not shone, there was not enough heat to evaporate the waters, so even for days after the rain stopped the floods did not leave. The rain came again, and the floods worsened. I was there with my people, trying to drain the area, but we had only small pumps, and they were not powerful enough. All we could do in the end was to try and escort others to safety. It was all we could do and it was not enough.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear it. We suffered floods in Estal too, though.” 
 
    “You said before...you were in the Mines? What were they like? Tell me about the Mines.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marquos answers slowly, seeing that the Kand is looking for some kind of distraction. He starts to describe the Mines and how he came to be there, going into all the detail he can recall, trying to remind himself of the specifics of his situation as much as inform the Kand, starting with the Metropolis. 
 
    Marquos has spent a lot of time in the Metropolis, where there is always work for a scavenger or a transporter, but he despises the place more than anywhere. For all its people, the Metropolis is an unfriendly hub, where casual talk is considered suspicious. Places to drink and activities to forget the sorrows of the world are plentiful; Marquos spent many days there trying to do exactly that, at great expense. They were hollow pleasures when completed, though. 
 
    The Mines took every excess and extravagance of the Metropolis and turned them into an industrial complex second to none. They stretch far out of the city, into catacombs deep enough to fit a whole other civilisation. Hundreds of kilometres of railway track and pulley systems keep the vast plant moving at a hectic rate, and fires burning all hours of the day make it one of the most vibrantly lit places in the known world. But it is also a pit of despair, populated by frail workers with little time to rest or even eat. For all the light they dwell in, few get a chance to venture out and see the light of day. The air is thick with drilled out dust, smoke and steam. There are too many people for the tools provided, most limited to primitive devices whilst the advanced mechanics are reserved for use in the Mine Guard’s personal projects. 
 
    A traveller spoke very well of the Mines whilst Marquos was piloting him across the channel from Afta to Estalia. He spoke of the wealth of the Mines and the easy work there, making it sound like a luxury job for any transporter. Marquos bought into it, imagining himself earning enough chips to let him travel unhindered into his twilight years. Soon his days were spent navigating the catacombs of the Mines; they had aqueducts as well as their rail tracks, and boats like his were vital in moving both product and people. He could spend whole days inside the Mines without seeing the clouds of the sky, a maddening thought from the outset. Fortunately, his job extended to moving through the city, as a taxi for the few lucky workers who had homes outside the catacombs, and as a cargo ship for the fuel that needed transporting to the rest of the Empire. 
 
    Even without the children, it was a miserable existence, but when they started boarding his boat by the dozen, worn and beaten helpless young souls, it became even darker. He was drinking more to try and make the memories of his day go away. For the most part, the children were kept silent by the abrasive guards, who were always present shoving and swatting and swearing at their charges. Still, he could not help but become familiar with a few of them. 
 
    Lian looks at him without really listening, nervously rocking back and forth. The Kand screws his eyes shut and starts muttering under his breath. Marquos merely stares back at him, without judgement, knowing that the next stage of his tale isn’t fit for a man who isn’t concentrating. He rises to his feet and says “I’m going to turn in. You can sleep here. Do try and sleep, you look like you need it. I’ll be up to move off again as soon as the rain stops, there’s no sense in wasting time.” 
 
    Lian keeps nodding as Marquos leaves the room. 
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    The boat creaks under the pressure of footfalls, and Marquos immediately leaps from his bed to his feet. He pricks his ears as Red scrambles across the bed, startled, and he moves to the door. He whispers, “Stay here, honey.” 
 
    “Is that Mr Kand?” Red asks quietly, but Marquos shakes his head. He grabs a hammer and slips out into the main cabin. The pilot immediately freezes, stood opposite a larger man who looms over Lian with fists clenched. This newcomer has a face dotted with scars, his hair shaved clean and his eyes darkly glaring as he drips rainwater onto the floor. There are cuts across his head, recently dried, and his large nose is flat as Retical described. Lian cowers away from him, crying “My friend, my friend, he just came in, I didn’t know what to do!” 
 
    “Who are you?” Marquos growls, defensively holding the hammer up. The large man replies in a low voice, his rumbling accent instantly recognisable as Kand. 
 
    “Now calm down, boy, there’s no need for violence. I already see you’re sympathetic to our people.” 
 
    “Not to people who come on my boat uninvited, I’m not.” 
 
    “There’s no need to get tough with me, we all know it’s your boat and I ain’t contesting that. I just need a ride is all.” 
 
    “It’s a stretch to have two men on this boat, it certainly won’t take three.” 
 
    “Come now, we’re all on it right now and there ain’t no harm to it.” 
 
    “This isn’t a debate. Back off right now, or I’ll make you.” 
 
    “Maybe you will,” the stranger says calmly as Marquos takes a slight step forward, “Maybe you get to lay a beating on me, but then maybe you don’t and maybe I lay the beating on you instead. Then what happens? Then we can’t be friends, can we? How about we hold off on the proving which one of us is the harder nail and just choose to get along?” 
 
    “How about we don’t?” Marquos snarls and surges forwards, raising the hammer. As he does, Lian jumps between the two men and blocks Marquos’ path, crying “Stop, please! I beg you! People will hear! They will come looking for us! I can’t risk this!” 
 
    “Marq?” Red’s voice comes from behind and Marquos turns to see her stood in the doorway, looking frightened. 
 
    “I don’t mean anyone no harm,” the newcomer says. “Would be a shame to upset the little one and all.” 
 
    “Please, Marquos,” Lian whispers. “At least hear him out.” 
 
    “It’s okay, honey,” Marquos says to Red, “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Marquos?” the stranger laughs a hearty laugh, “I once knew a man named Marquos. He was one of the toughest sons of Hrute I ever knew. I never thought I’d hear that name again.” 
 
    Marquos glowers at him, lowering the tool, and says “You look about right for the man Commander Retical described to me.” 
 
    “I’d imagine I do, if there was one person aboard that boat the good Commander wanted to find it’d be me,” the stranger replies unabashed. “My name is Goreth, and I’m a general in the armies of Kand. Second only to the Highness herself.” 
 
    “What Highness?” Marquos asks, noting a look of shock that passes over Lian’s face. 
 
    “What a funny thing to say,” Goreth says. “The one true Highness of Kand, of course. Elzia.” 
 
    “I take it she’s not the one from the Fretop Clan?” 
 
    “The High Breaths?” Goreth looks at Lian, amused. Lian shrinks away to the side. “They are nothing. They do not know the first thing about the heritage of our nation.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Marquos rolls his eyes, “I’m not harbouring rebels.” 
 
    “I am no rebel, just as I’m sure my friend has told you he is not. We do not fight against authority. We fight for our rightful freedom. Some fight better than others. Give me a moment, give me a moment and I can explain. You obviously need some educating if you don’t even know of our high leader.” 
 
    Marquos narrows his eyes, looking over the two Kands. He turns back to Red, crouches before her, and says quietly “Go back to bed, honey, I’ll come get you in a moment.” Red nods obediently and rushes away, and he closes the door behind her. Marquos points the hammer at Goreth and says “He’s already told me some nonsense tonight, about wars I’ve never heard happening. Let’s hear if you’re any different.” 
 
    Goreth gestures to a seat, “It’s been a long day, do you mind?” Marquos nods to him and the Kand sits. Lian edges away, up against a wall, slumped and nervous. Goreth begins, “They routed us near Thesteran, where we were preparing for an attack. Someone in our numbers betrayed us. Highness Elzia had managed to inspire a number of clans to unite, and we were about to make a breakthrough, to the heart of the Border Guard’s forces, where they were amassing to attack Byfraze from Thesteran.” 
 
    “Your war isn’t my business,” Marquos interrupts, “Don’t expect me to sympathise with you.” 
 
    “Unless you work with the Border Guard, I don’t expect you to even know what you’re sympathising with,” Goreth says. “They have been slaughtering our people for seasons. Attacking relentlessly, without mercy, only to drive us further into poverty and chaos. Highness Elzia rose from the greatest of our clans to provide the leadership we needed, and I was happy to serve with her. I have been fighting in Estalia for almost two seasons now, and this was the first time they have managed to route us. I was to be taken to the Towers in the Metropolis, no doubt for torture. I don’t know what happened on the boat, I guess they ran ashore in the Shroud, and we were able to escape. I have been running for days. All I ask from you is passage back towards Thesteran, or as close as you are going. I mean you no harm, my fight is with the Border Guard and not your country’s citizens.” 
 
    “You’ve stepped onto my boat uninvited, and as good as threatened me,” Marquos says. “Why should I help you?” 
 
    “I won’t lie to you, I ain’t about to leave on account of making you feel uncomfortable. I need transport and you happen to be here, whether you like it or not. I mean you no harm, but if you will not help me you’ll bring trouble on yourself.” 
 
    “There’s two of us here, and the Border Guard patrols won’t be far away.” 
 
    “That whelp is no more use to you than the child in back,” Goreth looks to Lian, leaning back in his seat, “But you have no need to fight me. I will not cause you trouble, and I guarantee to keep any more like us from your boat. Trouble is what I am here to avoid, after all.” 
 
    Marquos eyes him carefully, considering his options, and Lian interjects “You’re no friend of the Guard, Marquos, I know that! Think of those mines, and the horrors of the Metropolis. Would you wish that on everyone?” 
 
    Goreth gives him a knowing look, but says no more, waiting for Marquos’ decision. He begins to nod slowly and says “I’m heading to the Meth Fields, then on to the North. To the Deadland. Not through Thesteran.” 
 
    “What do you want to be doing there?” Goreth asks with surprise. “You got a death wish, boy?” 
 
    “I can’t see it being any more dangerous than harbouring two Kandish rebels,” Marquos replies. “The Border Guard searched this boat just yesterday.” 
 
    “They’re on the water, then?” Goreth is not alarmed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Their road transports are useless. The Road Guard have done a terrible job of making anything of the world north of Hasseran. I saw a Border Guard steam-wagon a few kilometres from here, a wheel had fallen clean off and they didn’t have the tools to repair it.” 
 
    Marquos does not respond directly, saying “It’ll be another day before I can reach the Meth Fields, at least. If you think you can stay on this boat, hidden, for that duration, then I guess I can allow it. If, however, you bring any harm to us, especially to the child, I will raise hell against you.” 
 
    “I ask nothing more,” Goreth rises, clasping his hands together, pleased. “You’ve my word as a Kand, your help will make us friends, and we look after our friends.” 
 
    Marquos keeps a level stare on the newcomer, still untrusting, before backing away to the rear room. He leans his head in to see Red sat on the bed, eagerly awaiting him, and he calls out “Honey, I want you to go back to sleep. You need your rest. I’m going to keep this door closed, okay?” 
 
    “Is there danger ahead?” Red asks. 
 
    “Not at all,” Marquos smiles, reaching around for the key to the door. He places it in, pulling the door to, and whispers, “But if I lock this door, it will be warmer for you, and keep nicer dreams circling around your head. Okay?” 
 
    Red smiles, and ducks back down under the covers as Marquos locks the door and turns away. He tells the two Kands, “Don’t approach this door. Don’t even speak towards it. We’re moving away now.” 
 
    “It’s night out there,” Goreth says, “And the Shroud is upon us.” 
 
    “Then you should both be prepared to help me pilot this thing. Come on.” 
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    Smoke rolls from the pipes and mingles with the fog that hangs around them as the boat hurtles on across the water. They head into heavily wooded terrain, surrounded by dark, looming trees. Goreth decides to duck down into the boat to rest, claiming exhaustion, and Marquos allows it. Lian remains on the deck, eyes as dartingly nervous as when he had first set foot on the boat. Marquos could see, the whole time that they had been in Goreth’s presence, that Lian was bursting to say something about him, but was too frightened to bring it up. 
 
    “He’s serious business, isn’t he?” Marquos prompts, the Kand remaining reluctant to speak. Lian looks down to the door, then back to Marquos, biting his lip with anxiety. He nods hurriedly, and gives a hushed reply “I had heard that one of Elzia’s generals was on board the prison boat. I didn’t know who it was.” 
 
    “You didn’t think it would be worth mentioning to me before?” 
 
    Lian pauses, frowning, then shakes his head quickly, “Not at all not at all. I told you of the rebellions around Thesteran. He is one of their leaders. I am so glad you did not strike him, please don’t cause any trouble. He could be incredibly dangerous.” 
 
    “If you’re so afraid of one man, then it’s no surprise your Fretops aren’t faring too well.” 
 
    “He is a Dread,” Lian hisses, “The most savage fighters in the whole of Kand. Possibly in the whole of the known world.” 
 
    “I guess he can’t be trusted then.” 
 
    Lian shuffles on the spot, screwing his eyes closed, and answers “I don’t know, I don’t know. He’s like me, he will want to stay hidden, he has a cause to get back to, so he shouldn’t court trouble. He shouldn’t. But the Dread Clan earned their name, they are a terrible people. It should weigh on your conscience to help them.” 
 
    Marquos glowers at Lian for a moment, then gestures a hand towards the cabin and says “By all means, you’re welcome to tell him to leave, if helping him makes you feel uncomfortable.” Lian stares back, trembling slightly, and Marquos goes on “Or you can find your own way, if you like.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be like that,” Lian mutters. 
 
    “This high leader of yours, is she a Dread too?” 
 
    “Elzia?” Lian raises an eyebrow, then scoffs. “She is no high leader of mine. She is not a Dread, no. They formed an allegiance with her people, in the riots of Byfraze, and agreed she was the rightful heir to the Byfraze throne. The five main clans involved in the riots agreed, not anyone else. It is they who went on to attack Thesteran. They are the source of much of the rebellion you hear of. They’re the ones of my people who think fighting the Estalian rule is more important than deciding who amongst us could replace you.” 
 
    “What were these riots in Byfraze?” 
 
    Lian gives Marquos a strange look, acknowledging that the greatest troubles of his people are not known to others. He says “It started with fighting between the Gentars and the Dread Clan, in the streets. The Border Guard were present, demanded order, and killed a number of Kands from both sides of the conflict. The people of Byfraze reacted violently. The riots lasted for almost a moon, and the Border Guard were all but driven from the city before their floating castles arrived. Half of the city was destroyed. In all the fighting, some natural leaders emerged, and Elzia was one of them. She comes from a wealthier, smaller clan, they call themselves the Rulers. Without joking. They are not usually fighters, but I hear Elzia is a very charismatic leader. A lady to be feared, by all accounts. All the clans were driven from the city, and rather than resume fighting there they took the war to Estalia.” 
 
    “It’s madness,” Marquos shakes his head in disbelief, “What is anyone even fighting for? Place names? Honour? Nothing will change when one person is deposed by another, the same suppliers supply and the same consumers consume.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we all know that Estalia lost all sense of community long ago. I don’t know how you do it. If I didn’t have something to believe in, this darkness would consume me.” 
 
    “Lian,” Marquos says, “Even if you restored your family name to some kind of power, it wouldn’t make the sun shine brighter. Nothing we can do is going to change it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to change the darkness,” Lian looks away, wistfully, “I just want to live in a just world.” 
 
    “Forget about it,” Marquos tells him. 
 
     The pair are silent as the Hypnagogia chugs along through the water. For a time, all that fills the air is the sound of the boat’s turning engine and the waves that lap against its hull as they press through the trees into the mist. The twisted shapes around them seem unreal in this light. Lian starts to shiver and rubs his own arms. 
 
    “You don’t have to stay up here,” Marquos tells him. 
 
    “I’d rather,” Lian murmurs back. He pauses for a moment, then asks “Marquos?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What’s an elephant?” 
 
    Marquos looks at the Kand and sees childish innocence in the man’s eyes. Lian truly doesn’t know, and the pilot answers sympathetically, “You’ve never heard of them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s an animal. They talk about them in the Eastern Tracts, but I’ve never met anyone who’s seen one, dead or alive. Supposed to be enormous beasts. I think they lived in warm climates, though, so no doubt they’re all gone now.” 
 
    Lian takes the information with careful interest, as though willing himself to remember it. He whispers to himself, “Elephant.” 
 
    The pilot continues looking at him. The Kand rarely looks back, and when he does his nervous eyes fly away to the shadows with panic. Marquos is thinking over how strange a character this man is, when he spies a light in the distance. The pilot leaps to his feet and narrows his eyes to see the orange glow through the mist. Lian flinches away from him, reacting as though about to be hit, then follows Marquos’ stare out towards the trees. The shadows are thick and high around them, but the glow beyond is unmistakable, and the dense cloud above it is clearly smoke, mingling with the mist. Without a word, Marquos leaps down the stairs to disengage the engine. It takes him only a few moments, before he is back on the deck and steering towards the side of the canal. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lian asks anxiously, “Why stop?” 
 
    Marquos does not answer, the hull of the Hypnagogia bumping into the shore and coming to a halt. He jumps over the side of the boat and hurries to tie it off, as Goreth comes yawning out from the cabin. 
 
    “What is this?” he demands, “We’ve barely got going.” 
 
    “Over there,” Lian replies meekly, pointing towards the glow. Goreth frowns at it, then moves to the edge of the boat to see Marquos securing the mooring. 
 
    “What kind of craziness are you up to, boy?” Goreth growls. Marquos points up at him, stopping on the shore, and answers, “You two are coming with me, we’re going to see what it is.” 
 
    “It’s a fire, any fool could tell you that,” Goreth replies. “We’ve got no purpose going towards a fire.” 
 
    “There could be people in trouble.” 
 
    “And what? Better that we’re not amongst them.” 
 
    “I- I have to agree,” Lian adds. 
 
    Marquos stands still, looking up at them both, and finally considers his situation. He says “In these mists, every event warrants investigation. Where there’s fire, there’s people, and it pays to know who surrounds you. Besides which, something must have caused that fire, and there may be something left behind.” 
 
    Goreth eyes him back, “You’re a scavenger, aren’t you? Of course. This is hardly the time for it, though.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing. You two are coming with me, I’m not leaving you here.” 
 
    “And if someone were to find this boat whilst we’re away?” 
 
    “Do you think I never leave it? It’s got locks, and there’s few men wandering these woods that would know how to start her up anyway. And I’d sooner chance those people than leave you with it.” 
 
    Goreth shakes his head, disappointed, and vaults over the edge of the boat onto the shore. He looks Marquos up and down and growls, “So be it. Come on, Fretop.” 
 
    Lian hesitates, but does not complain, following the pair. 
 
    “Do you at least have some weapons?” 
 
    “I’ve never needed any,” Marquos replies, heading into the tree line. The pair of Kands follow him as he begins to navigate through the darkness. Even amongst the thicket of woodland, the glow is visible ahead of them, starting to light up the sky as they progress. Ducking under a branch, Goreth mutters “I was down looking at your boat before. It’s a piece of work, like nothing I’ve seen. I’d club you over the head right now and take it but there’s no chance I’d be able to operate it.” 
 
    Goreth lets out a loud laugh, and Marquos spins back towards him raising a stern finger “Keep quiet. I’d expect a fighter to know better.” 
 
    Goreth stares him down but does fall silent. They proceed through the trees without further comment, and soon the sound of crackling fire can be heard. Marquos slows down as they draw nearer to the scene, an orange glow sifting out from behind the tree trunks ahead. He holds up a hand for the others to slow too, as they come to a wide clearing. Marquos and Goreth press up against two trees, leaning around them to take in the scene, as Lian slips back, hiding. 
 
    The trees drop away to a flat plain, where a building is encircled by the woodland. It stands painted in uproarious flames that dance high into the air before being swallowed up by the black smoke that pours out above. The shape of the simple home is barely recognisable in the inferno, and the heat is intense enough to be felt from the very edge of the clearing. Aside from the building, on a patch of grass lit yellow by the fire, three men are howling and parading back and forth. One of them holds a bottle high to the air, laughing and joking. Another is struggling on the floor, limbs sticking out from under him as he makes drunken attempts at brash romance. Their accents are distinctly Kandish. 
 
    “These are your men,” Marquos whispers aside, squinting against the blaze. His eyes water as the smoke stings them. Across from the house he sees a shed, door swung open and tools strewn in front of it. The third man in the clearing is staggering about them, lifting and swinging a hammer with great amusement. 
 
    “There were men on that boat who deserved to be there,” Goreth whispers back. “These are not people I would associate with.” 
 
    “The hell they aren’t,” Marquos scoffs back, “What Kand would be in this area if not for your rebel cause?” 
 
    “They have rebel causes of their own.” 
 
    “I’m going for that shed.” 
 
    Goreth looks at him as though he is crazy, as Marquos goes to slip past, and questions, “Why?” 
 
    “I survive by capitalising on opportunities like this. Hell, everyone does these days.” 
 
    “And if they spot you?” 
 
    “To hell with them.” 
 
    Goreth puts a hand on Marquos’ arm and gives him a stern glower, “I would rather we left. I told you I’d prefer to be discrete right now.” 
 
    Marquos shakes him off and snaps back, “I wouldn’t do it if I couldn’t do it discretely.” 
 
    He turns and rushes on through the trees as the Kands watch. He slips from tree to tree, noiselessly, until he is up alongside the shed. Crouching, he looks out to the tools on the floor and sees a selection of axes and saws. Amongst them is what appears to be a liquid-powered drill, a motor with a large pipe sprouting from the front. Marquos sets his eyes on it and waits for an opportunity to pounce. He looks over to the three Kands in the clearing and pauses. The one on the floor is wrestling. A scream finally comes out from under him and Marquos sees the lady. Her head rolled back against the floor, her face wet with blood and tears, her eyes lull towards him. She cries out in fear and pain. The Kand has her hands pinned to the floor and is brutishly licking the side of her face. Marquos looks from the tools to her. The Kand is shifting across her waist, clawing at her. His square head, topped with a patch of overgrown hair, is cut in deep ugly shadows by the light of the fire. One of his cohorts is stood alongside, his back to Marquos, watching with cackling laughter. The final one is dancing towards the flames, madly oblivious. Marquos rushes out from the trees to the tools and lifts the drilling device with a heave. It is heavier than expected, but he manages to lift it and runs back to cover without stalling. Leaning against the tree, he scans the item up and down. The pipe isn’t a drill at all, but a borer, a spike deep in the tube ready to pump out at the pull of a lever. The girl screams again. Marquos looks back over his shoulder towards the scene and sees the Kand rearing up over her with a wicked leer. 
 
    “It’ll hurt for now, but you’ll thank me later!” the Kand roars, his friends laughing. The girl’s screams are turning to sobs. Marquos grimaces, holding up the borer as Goreth appears alongside him. 
 
    “Are you done here?” Goreth asks with quiet urgency. Marquos stares at the girl on the floor as she writhes. Goreth warns him, “This isn’t our affair.” 
 
    “I’m a man of the world,” Marquos whispers back, gripping a hand on the borer’s cord. “Every affair is mine.” 
 
    He hauls the motor over his right forearm, the ripcord in his left, and charges out across the clearing. None of the Kands notice his approach until he pulls the cord, metres from the man with the hammer. The motor roars to life, chugging with a small puff of smoke, and he instantly transfers his hand to the lever and pulls it down. A spike shoots out of the pipe and immediately back into it. The Kand with the hammer stands in shock for a moment, looking down at the gaping hole in his side, before dropping to his knees and crumpling to the floor. The girl has stopped screaming, her attacker stopped laughing; both stare up at Marquos. Everyone is frozen for a moment with the roaring fire and chugging borer filling their ears. The Kand on the floor makes a break and scrambles back, struggling to pull his pants over his still erect member, but he barely has a chance to move before Marquos jumps forward and pulls the lever again. The spike fires out. In again. Its action is barely visible; in a flash, half of the Kand’s head is missing, pushed out with such force that the splatter is practically vaporised. As the body drops sideways, the final Kand comes at Marquos from the side. The pilot does not see the attack coming, merely feels the crashing blow of the bottle slamming into the side of his head, and goes rolling across the ground. The borer is flung away and the Kand is suddenly on top of him, punching down into his face. Marquos raises his hands defensively, deflecting a furious flurry of blows, dazed and weakened. A loud squelching sound jerks the Kand to a halt. He opens his mouth and lets out a gargle before falling to the floor. Goreth steps over Marquos, an axe in one hand, and holds his free hand down to pull Marquos up. Still dazed from the blows he took, Marquos sways on the spot and Goreth has to hold him up. The pair pause in the clearing, surveying the carnage. 
 
    The final Kand lies twitching in death throes on the floor, blood seeping out into the grass around him. The other two have such neat holes in them from the borer that their corpses appear naturally dismembered. In between them, the girl rolls onto her side, covers her head with an arm and sobs into the earth. Marquos turns on the spot, looking out at the shady trees. 
 
    “You alright, boy?” Goreth asks, holding him still and looking into his eyes. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Marquos shakes him off and takes an unsteady step away. He crouches by the girl and rubs her shoulder, but she flinches away from him with a scream. He speaks loudly, “You’re okay! It’s safe now, they’re gone!” 
 
    “Get off!” the girl scrambles across the floor. “Get away from me!” 
 
    “Do as she says,” Goreth says, pulling Marquos back. The latter can barely react, dumbly tripping across the floor. He grabs the borer, then stumbles through the clearing. Lian awaits them in the trees, nervously taking to a run as Goreth spurs him on, “Get out of here!” 
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    Alone on his bed. 
 
    Marquos jumps up with a start, looking around the room, and immediately cries out “Red? Red where are you?” 
 
    Marquos bursts through the door into the cabin and freezes. Goreth and Lian sit calmly, looking up at him. Red is stood in front of Goreth, her hands raised as if in play. He taps her, smiling, and says, “Go give him a hug, precious, show him we care.” 
 
    Red runs over to Marquos and squeezes her arms tight around his legs. He rubs her hair and whispers “It’s okay, honey. I’m okay.” 
 
    He looks past the two Kands to see the borer laid on the steps at the rear of the cabin. It has small dark spots on it; splatters of dried blood. He stands, holding Red to him for a moment, trying to collect himself. 
 
    “You’re a lot tougher than you look,” Goreth says, leaning back in his seat. “I’ve rarely seen a man so collected in a fight. I hope you don’t mind that we took the liberty to open up the boat again.” 
 
    Marquos frowns at him. He pulls away from Red, whispering “Run into the bedroom, honey, let me talk with these men for a moment.” 
 
    “Are you really okay?” Red asks with concern, and he smiles back at her. 
 
    “Of course I am. You know I don’t get hurt.” 
 
    “They said you were very brave and protected us all and saved another girl.” 
 
    “They did, did they?” 
 
    “And they said that you were hurt on the head but you would be okay because you are a rock.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Marquos ruffles her hair again, “You wait in there for me, I’ll be in in a minute. Draw me a picture?” 
 
    Red nods and skips away into the bedroom. Marquos closes the door behind her and turns back to his passengers. Focusing on Goreth, he says “I don’t remember getting back here.” 
 
    “You did alright,” Goreth says. “We had to help you up, and you weren’t quite yourself after taking them blows to the head, but it wasn’t all the violence what knocked you out. I gave you a little drink for the pain, it put you right to sleep. And I think you needed it.” 
 
    Marquos sways slightly, his head throbbing, and has to put a hand out to steady himself. The events just passed seem as transparent illusions in his mind. He can barely focus his eyes, has to keep blinking to try and clear them. 
 
    “It was a very brave thing you did, Marquos,” Lian offers shyly. 
 
    “Braver than many, that’s for sure,” Goreth gives his fellow Kand a piercing glare. Turning back to Marquos, he says “You done that before?” 
 
    “Used a mechanical spike on a man?” Marquos retorts. “No.” 
 
    “Taken a life?” 
 
    Marquos stares at him in a grim moment’s silence, then slowly shakes his head, but says “Not directly, like that. But I’ve been responsible for a few.” 
 
    “Now’s not the time to fret on it, it’s done,” Goreth says. “And you couldn’t have done it to more deserving people. Makes me ashamed to be Kandish, seeing their sort.” 
 
    “We should’ve acted sooner.” 
 
    “The job’s done, it’s no matter. How’s your head?” 
 
    “It hurts. Hurts like hell.” 
 
    “You need more of this,” Goreth pulls a small flask from a pocket and tosses it over to the pilot. Marquos holds it up carefully and unscrews the lid. He takes a sniff and backs off with a gagging cough. Goreth laughs, “Like glus but better. Stronger. I recovered it shortly before I boarded with you. It’ll take the edge off.” 
 
    Marquos accepts it, taking a sip that immediately feels like an explosion of lava down his throat. He coughs but keeps it down, throwing the flask back. The numbing effects are almost immediate, making him close his eyes and sway slightly. He speaks calmly, “That man did a number on me.” 
 
    “He got in a few good hits,” Goreth agrees. “We were lucky, the whole lot of them were probably far more dangerous than they got credit for. It’s no matter now, he gave you a few bruises and nothing more. We took their lives, nothing less. That girl will be fine, whatever she has left to live for, but you understand I could not stay there?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Marquos averts his eyes. He mutters on, with less conviction than before, “I asked you to stay away from Red.” 
 
    “I know, and I thought you’d be sour about it, but I wasn’t letting her see you in that state. She’s a darling girl, that one, and we’ve been nothing but friendly to her. I’m not pining for anything from you, understand, but I hope caving an axehead through a man’s skull for you gains me at least a small measure of your trust.” 
 
    Marquos scans both of the men, Goreth confident and without apology, Lian fidgeting and barely able to look at him. The pilot responds quietly, “Thank you.” 
 
    “What’s her story? Where’s her mum?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m setting out to find, right now. Her family are in the Meth Fields.” 
 
    “She’s not yours?” Goreth raises an eyebrow. 
 
    “No. Just someone who needed some help.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Goreth looks away, and Marquos glares at him, understanding the note of accusation. The Kand goes on, though “I guess you are not so cold to the plight of others after all.” 
 
    “I help people when I can,” Marquos tells him levelly. “The important thing is that I know when it’s possible.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’re right. We need to get moving, though, skipper,” Goreth clasps his hands across his lap. “If it’s all the same to you, that fire will draw attention, and we can’t hang around to see what sort.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Marquos murmurs back, heeding the Kand’s hints.  
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    Marquos looks into his eyes. Those mad wide eyes, dripping with sweat, surrounded by sagging cracked skin. Skin broken all over the face, the texture of crumbling rock. That square head, that troll-like head. Thick-lipped and ugly, crooked teeth and bushy eyebrows. Mad eyes. Staring, full of sudden fear. Staring straight back at him. Only for a desperate moment. 
 
    Marquos bows his head and screws his eyes shut, as though such an effort can block the image from his mind. It only makes the memory stronger, the imprint of the Kand’s face the last moment that it existed. He holds Red close to him for support, rubbing her back as she continues to draw, effectively ignoring his affections. He opens his eyes again, looking out at the silhouettes of trees before them, and wishes for the darkness of the night to swallow up his memories. 
 
    “This is Mr Kand, and this is Mr Gore,” Red says with proud finality, turning to Marquos and holding up her paper. Marquos looks at it curiously. It shows the central stickman and small girl he is familiar with, this time joined by a wider stickman and a thinner stickman. Lian’s representation is slightly slumped, with small retreating arms, which makes Marquos smile and pat the young girl’s head. He tells her, “That’s a perfect likeness.” 
 
    Red nods with knowing acknowledgement, resting her picture on the floor, and gives Marquos a serious stare before asking “Where did you go tonight?” 
 
    “I had to help someone,” he tells her, eyes fixed ahead of the boat. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Just a girl.” 
 
    “A girl like me?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Had she lost her home too?” 
 
    Marquos looks down at her with sad eyes, the image of that abused victim crawling across his mind. He offers no comment. 
 
    “Did you take her back to her family?” 
 
    Marquos looks away again and answers weakly, “I did all I could.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t she come with us?” 
 
    “She has her own home.” 
 
    “But she could have come with us.” 
 
    “She didn’t want to.” 
 
    “Marq? Was it the guards again?” 
 
    “It wasn’t the guards, honey. It was just…some bad men. I’m fine, though, don’t you worry.” 
 
    The guards wore masks. He never saw their faces when he hurt them. No. It couldn’t have hurt. The weapon moved so quickly. There was nothing left to feel the pain. The square head, no longer whole, like the jagged remnants of a broken jigsaw puzzle. One eye still looked at him as it fell back. He stared into the man’s soul as he died, just as he did the final Kand who’d taken the axe to the brain. He shudders. 
 
    “Do you like Mr Gore?” Marquos mutters. 
 
    “I do,” Red replies, happily giving him a quick hug and hopping up and down on the floor. “He says funny things. He’s very kind, and big.” 
 
    “What funny things does he say?” 
 
    “He told me that he thought my hair was on fire and pretended to put it out! But he was only pretending. And he showed me how you fought the bad men. He said you were like this, all pow! Pow! Take this!” she backs off, throwing fists, and Marquos cannot help but smirk. She stops abruptly and says, “Marq. I’m hungry. I’m really hungry.” 
 
    “Okay,” he says. “Do you think you can fetch down and ask one of the men to help you cook a tin?” 
 
    Red nods quickly, with a look of great pleasure at this new responsibility. 
 
    “You go to it, then. I have to keep here, steering for us.” 
 
    “I’ll bring you some!” Red cries out, running to the door and down the steps. 
 
    “Don’t worry-” Marquos tries to call out after her, but the door swings shut and she is gone from view. He stares into space, and the darkness subsides again to show that vacant face. He can’t feel sorry for the Kand. The monstrous Kand, deserver of death. That square, hideous apparition, it had no place in this world. It had met the end it warranted. Marquos squeezes his eyes closed again, feeling tears throbbing at his eyelids, and he let out a choking sob. 
 
    Only a few minutes pass before Goreth comes up on deck, loudly announcing his presence with a brash comment about Lian’s smell. He sits opposite Marquos, staring at him hard with a face set in sincerity. The pilot averts his gaze, wipes a sleeve across his eyes in case of remaining tears. The Kand says “How did you get so tough, boy?” 
 
    “I’ve seen a lot of the world,” Marquos answers cryptically. “And most of it on my own. I’ve had no choice but to be tough.” 
 
    “But I can see it doesn’t sit well with you,” Goreth cocks his head to one side as though analysing the man before him, a curious specimen. “Which I suppose makes you an even better man for it. What I don’t understand, though, is what you’re doing with that child. It wasn’t the goodness of your heart that took you out to that clearing, though it kept you there longer than you’d intended. You don’t strike me as the kind of guy who takes to charity lightly.” 
 
    “You don’t know me,” Marquos whispers. 
 
    “I’ve known a few like you, though. Scavengers, transporters, you want to see the world without being a part of it. Make your way without having it made for you. But it was something different that made you go back for that woman, and I’ll wager it’s the same thing that keeps you looking after that kid.” Marquos gives him an icy stare, not willing to join in the discussion. Goreth knows his audience, though, and continues, “I’m certain you’re not the sort for abusing children. Those types are cowards and lunatics. I guess you’re mercenary, it’s not out of the question that you’d be throwing her to the wolves, to the right customer. That’s what I took you for at first, at least, a tough guy with a kid on board. But then what you did back there had me questioning it differently.” 
 
    “I’m no slaver,” Marquos tells him defiantly, “I’d have nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “Yet you worked in the Mines.” 
 
    “It was a mistake.” 
 
    “So this is some kind of redemption? Taking one child out of all that?” 
 
    Marquos meets his eyes with a challenge in his own. It says that the Kand doesn’t want to know the truth, that no one should. Goreth is equal to the task, though, a veteran of tragedy whose gaze does not falter for a moment. The pilot has to break the look first, and lets out a sigh. He murmurs, “There was three of them, before. Well, lots more than three...but Red had a few friends.” Marquos gives Goreth another glance, giving the fighter a final opportunity to get out of it. The Kand merely raises his eyebrows back, prompting the pilot to go on. 
 
    There were seldom many children on the Mine runs that made an impression. Most were too worn down by their work and lack of proper diet to even say a word, though one or two tried. Usually, the vocal ones were beaten into silence by the guards, something Marquos winced at but did not attempt to stop. It was usually done too quickly for him to have ever made a difference, he always told himself. There were three children who opened his eyes to how human these abused creatures were. The loudmouth Barker, an adolescent no older than thirteen who always had something confrontational to say; gentle Red who idled by with quiet innocence; and Red’s cohort Tojo, about the same age as her, a little more resilient in his behaviour. Barker was a staple on the boats, a nuisance to all, but the other two appeared later in the period of work, together, offering a different perspective to the troubles the youth offered. 
 
    They were there with one of the usual crowds of workers, muscled onto the boat with chains around their necks. Most the children avoided interacting with Marquos, but Red caught his eye and offered a sweet smile, then whispered something to Tojo, a boy slightly smaller than her, with jet black hair. As they rode down the canal, Tojo asked Marquos his name. He answered and the little boy started talking, saying it was a good name and he should like to have it himself. He did not respond, except for smiling back. After a few days, Tojo spoke to him more, and Red joined in with a few questions of her own. They were sprightly compared to the others, and Marquos understood they must have been newcomers, often sharing what they’d learnt with little whispers as though it was all part of a fascinating new game. The guards with their group told the kids to be quiet at first, and even swatted Tojo about the back of his head, but Marquos said he didn’t mind speaking to them. Still, they became careful, and only addressed him when they could see the guards were not paying attention. As days went by, Marquos saw both of them becoming more tired and worn by the work. Their skin was filthy and their weight had dropped. Their eyes still sparkled, but they did not have the energy to match the enthusiasm they felt inside. Red became quieter, whilst Tojo became more irritable, talking back to the guards and receiving blows for it. He started to make hate-filled comments about his work and living conditions, saying it was not fair and they should be released, to return to their families. 
 
    Marquos needed to know what such a sweet pair had done to end up in this place. Through odd comments they made, about their happy homes in the Meth Fields and the care they took to help Red’s daddy with his work, Marquos realised they were childhood friends, from a similar neighbourhood and a seemingly peaceable upbringing. He began to question if it was possible that this pair had not actually done anything wrong. He did not want to ask them directly, not with the guards around, but in the end he didn’t need to. Tired from a day’s work, Tojo slumped onto the boat one evening and spat at the nearest guard. The man cuffed him, an adult fist in metal glove knocking the six-year-old to the floor, and Tojo reacted violently, ploughing into the guard’s waist. The young boy dug with teeth into the guard’s leg, drawing blood, and the man threw him to the floor before kicking him in the jaw. As Tojo lay crying, blood dripping from his face, Marquos stepped forward. The guards around the boat warned him against intervening. The pilot had to stand down, though his concern had at least halted the violence. Tojo dejectedly sat down and sobbed, with Red giving him a sweet, lasting hug, and through the tears Marquos heard him crying that he did not belong there. That they had done nothing wrong. 
 
    Marquos watched the guards drag Tojo from the boat with deep questions about this work, and did not sleep easy that night. The next day, Tojo and Red were gone. He asked the guards for details and they feigned ignorance. A few days later, Red resurfaced, reassigned to Barker’s group, and there was no sign of Tojo. Marquos received such scolding looks from any guards he asked about the young boy that he quickly learnt not to interfere, but it did not take long for Barker to draw out the truth. 
 
    Marquos’ tale is interrupted as Red jumps up to the deck with bowls of food in her hands, steaming liberally as it hits the cool air. Dawn is almost upon them, with its gentle grey cascade into dim light. Marquos looks at the bowls uneasily; steaming slop, nothing more. It smells of dirty meat. Red hops over to him, planting a bowl in his lap and handing over a spoon, demanding “Eat!” Goreth gives the pilot an uncertain look, though, checking that it’s okay.               
 
    “Eat,” Marquos bids him, “The rest can wait for another time.”               
 
    The Kand is hesitant to start, though, noting “Sometimes it takes tragedy, to open your eyes to an ideal.” 
 
    “What tragedy?” Red asks. 
 
    Goreth quickly changes the subject, “That I cannot eat this well all the time. This food is excellent, Marquos.” 
 
    “It’s trash,” Marquos finally lifts his bowl and eats a mouthful. “But it keeps, that’s the important thing.” 
 
    “It’s fine food, no fooling. I swear I have been living off rats for the past season or so. Not that anyone would admit to selling it.” 
 
    “Have you really eaten rats?” Red asks. 
 
    “I should think so. And you probably have too.” 
 
    “I have not!” Red cries back. “Tell him I haven’t, Marqy!” 
 
    “She wouldn’t dare,” Marquos says quietly. Red pauses, unsure if she has been defended or not. She counters, “I might.” 
 
    Goreth smiles, “A girl as brave as her keeper. Thank you for this, Marquos. And thank you for sharing. We are not so different, you and I. If you’ll excuse me, it’s time I had a few words with that whelp down there. Warn him of the fighting we’ve still got coming.” 
 
    He heads to the cabin, and Red cuddles up to Marquos, whispering, “What did he mean? Why does he want to fight? Is Mr Gore a bad man?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Marquos sighs. “Let’s just try to keep him happy, shall we?” 
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    The canal slides out to the hills, towards open expanse, but it is hard to see the landscape through the green veil that now hangs over it. The sun’s dim rays penetrate the surrounding air as it would through murky water; the vast legacy of the unnatural Meth Fields. Marquos finds repose in the gentle patterns of light that flicker in the haze, though his thoughts are interrupted once more by Goreth’s return. The Kand gives him a friendly wink, walking out through the door, but says nothing for a few moments. He steps to the edge of the boat and looks out towards the hidden hills. 
 
    “What kind of world is this,” Goreth murmurs, stepping back. “You can’t see but an arm’s length in front of you in the very light of day. Those that live here might as well be born blind.” 
 
    Marquos agrees without words. 
 
    “You must be tired.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Marquos says, but the mere suggestion makes him yawn. “I’ll have time to rest in the Meth Fields. When you’re off the boat.” 
 
    “Does this canal go west? Around the city?” 
 
    “It does, but we don’t. I’m going through the city, heading north.” 
 
    Goreth turns away again. He speaks quietly, “I’ve not seen the Meth Fields before. We seldom venture beyond Thesteran.” 
 
    “Not to make assumptions about your cause,” Marquos gives him a wry, almost jocular look, “But a well-placed spark in such an area would do devastating damage to Estalia. You people like to make an impact like that, don’t you?” 
 
    “It would serve no one’s purpose,” Goreth answers seriously. “We have no desire to cripple this nation, or to kill so many innocents. Though there are rebels amongst my people that might. Our war is barely with Estalia, you realise that? We fight against the Border Guard. Those that invade our lands. I can see why they want to flee a land like this, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, Lian already told me the sun shines brighter in Fretop. I’ll bet the lands of the Dread Clan offer views for a thousand kilometres in all directions.” 
 
    Goreth lets out a light laugh, “You’re a hard one, aren’t you? All lands offer their own mystery and majesty, and for the most part I would agree that the air is clearer in Kand. The air around Byfraze is no cleaner than in Thesteran, though. Neither, of course, are as bad as the Metropolis. And that in turn is a whole different world to this. This place has built a Kail’s Shroud of its very own.” 
 
    “You’ve been to the Metropolis?” Marquos asks. Goreth gives him a grim look. 
 
    “Boy, I’ve been a lot of places I oughtn’t have. It was a long time ago that I was down there, and I dare say it’s got a damned sight worse now than it was then. We even did business with the Mine Guard for a time, which I’m sure I regret as much as you do. Clans have been fighting one another in Kand for as long as anyone can recall, and there was no end of opportunity for men to rustle profits from it. Morality slips for the trade that has to be done in war. I worked with the guards in the Metropolis, I’ve worked with mercenaries in Norgang, I even went on a trip to Afta to fight in a feud that I doubt a soul alive could explain to you now. By Hrute, I’ve fought on both sides of every conflict you could now think of. I do it because it is required of me. There will always be someone to fight for, and when you’re good at it there will always be opportunities for profit.” 
 
    “Highness Elzia must be very wealthy.” 
 
    Goreth lets out a short laugh, “She is. All the wealth of this world could not turn me against her though. In meeting her I felt I finally found a purpose. What battles my people have fought, against each other and against your nation, had never truly been about freedom and identity. Not until she came along. There was always something else at hand. Rights to land, or fuel, or technology. Little bickering conflicts that normal people got caught up in. But after the riots, with the cruelty that the Border Guard brought to our city, it became clear what our people’s status was. In our own land, we were treated as underlings. Genuine war is upon us now, and I finally have a chance to fight for something I believe in.” 
 
    “What do the Border Guard want from you? What do they gain from invading Kand anyway?” 
 
    “Influence?” Goreth replies dismissively, “Power? Powerful people always want more. Our nations act as though they have no heads, and that law and order is a thing of the past, but there are always people in charge, and those people want to be in charge of more. More technology, more resources, more soldiers, more slaves…” Goreth trails off as he looks out ahead of the boat. He narrows his eyes and says, “We’re approaching something.” 
 
    Marquos leans to the side, following his gaze towards the black images emerging in the distance. Crooked, jagged, protruding cubes of darkness rise above the canal as they approach, given life by ragged cloth that hangs on the edges like dying flags. 
 
    “That’s Neglam,” Marquos announces, “A market town. You’ll be wanting to stay hidden.” 
 
    Goreth grunts agreement, but lingers on the deck as he watches the town slip into view. The buildings that flank the canal are shanty huts, little better than sheets of metal stacked together. Their mix-match of colour and texture fill them with life and character, but their precarious perching suggests all the stability of a house of cards. Marquos follows Goreth’s gaze to the nearest towering building, piled high with scrap metal and bound together at the corners with oily rags. The pilot says “There are trading posts like this all the way along the waterways. Hardly the height of civilisation, but they keep people like me going.” 
 
    “I’ve seen worse,” Goreth replies. 
 
    “Duck below, someone’s seen us approaching. Do me a favour and wipe clean that tool we got last night. We’re not going to stay here long, but it’ll be easier trading here than in the Fields.” 
 
    Goreth silently leaves him, and the boat glides into Neglam. 
 
    The brief time spent in Neglam is a typical day’s enterprise on the waterways for Marquos. He meets with a skittish tinkering trader named Brax, a tech-head with an unhealthy obsession for the Hypnagogia, and discusses the gossip of the hour. The Border Guard have been through Neglam recently, looking for Kands, though Brax regrettably saw no sign of Retical’s command-boat. When Marquos describes it to him, the trader is beside himself with irritation about missing it. He is also sketchily uneasy about Marquos’ reluctance to let him on board the Hypnagogia and see the engines, one more time, as is part of their usual to-and-fro when Marquos visits. The pilot keeps him at bay, though, with the distraction of the borer. It is a fine piece of machinery, though neither man can quite fathom its use, and Brax eventually agrees to trade a healthy supply of fuel and food for it. He invites Marquos to stay longer, to catch up on what is happening elsewhere in Estalia, but the pilot insists on leaving. 
 
    Marquos does loiter in Neglam a little longer, though, visiting the Message Centre to dispatch a few courier notes back to his family and friends to inform them that he is okay. He is offered some work reading and writing messages for the locals, but regretfully has to decline: in a place like Neglam, literacy is an uncommon thing, and notes from afar tend to pile up for a transporter like Marquos to translate. One local overhears him asking for information about the Border Guard, though, and trades a transcribed message, to the man’s brother in Thesteran, for a lengthy account of the Guard’s actions. From this man’s knowledge, they have headed south, confident that none of the Kands had got past them heading north, but their presence in the Meth Fields was rising, just in case. A checkpoint has been established somewhere on the canal leading into the city; travelling by boat it would be impossible to avoid. Marquos thanks him and leaves. 
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    Neglam drops behind into the green mist as if dissolving in water. Marquos only gives it a backwards glance, choosing instead to look ahead, to the fields that dip in the approach towards the Meth Fields. It will not be long, he knows, before the spouts and flames of that industrial plain come into view. The crates of tins still lie on the deck of the Hypnagogia, the coal box alongside them. He finally calls down to the cabin that it’s safe to come up. Both Goreth and Lian join him above. 
 
    “Did they suspect anything?” Lian asks carefully. 
 
    “There was no they, Brax is the only one with an interest in me,” Marquos tells him. “And no he didn’t. He’s got no mind beyond tinkering with technology, he doesn’t care about human affairs.” 
 
    “I’ve known a few like that,” Goreth grunts. “Everyone chooses their own blinkers, don’t they?” 
 
    “Finds something they want to live for, you mean. It’s not a crime to find passion in something other than violent causes.” 
 
    “Thank you, Marquos, for all this,” Lian meekly offers. “We do appreciate it, so greatly. And I’m sorry about last night, it was all unfortunate. You know that those men-” 
 
    “I don’t need to talk about it anymore. Forget it.” 
 
    “How long have we got now?” Goreth asks. 
 
    “The Meth Fields are about another hour up the canal. I can drop you at the bypass, to avoid heading into the city. A canal branches West a few kilometres before the Meth Fields boundary, it will take you through Chapel Way, directly to Thesteran. Otherwise you can head through the Meth Fields, risk the various Guard that dwell there, and try to reach the canal at the North of the city. Or other transport. I wouldn’t think it worth the risk.” 
 
    “We can’t get through Chapel Way without a boat,” Goreth grumbles, folding his arms. Marquos glares at him, resting back on the tiller. The pilot shakes his head slowly, “My generosity stretches to that canal and no further.” 
 
    “Is it – is it a dangerous route?” Lian asks quietly. 
 
    “No,” Marquos replies without taking his eyes off Goreth. “There’s hardly anyone around Chapel Way, it’s just a mountain pass to Thesteran. At the worst you could walk the route in a couple of days. Hitch another boat and you can be there in less than a day.” 
 
    “It could take that long just to find someone else heading that way,” Goreth notes. 
 
    “Someone else?” Marquos questions calmly. “That’s not my problem. Red is going back to her home, whatever your problems. If you want to stay on this boat, you’ll have to go into the Meth Fields with us. You’re welcome to, but it’s unnecessary risk.” 
 
    “How strong a presence is there in – in the Meth Fields?” Lian asks warily, darting his nervous eyes from the Kand to the pilot. “Really lots?” 
 
    “Too much,” Goreth answers. “I don’t have to go there to know that. They’ll be checking any boat that enters the industrial limits, especially after our escape.” 
 
    “You’re right there. A man in Neglam said he’s seen Border Guard patrols around the city limits,” Marquos says. “I guess we part ways soon.” 
 
    “It’s less than a day on boat, from the fork in the canal to Thesteran. By this time tomorrow you would be back here.” 
 
    “I have no interest in going to Thesteran,” Marquos raises his voice, growing irritated, “My only interest right now is protecting that girl. All you’ve led me to believe is that Thesteran is as dangerous as any for rebel movements!” 
 
    “A day of your time, Marq. Is it so precious?” 
 
    “I am not discussing this. I will leave you at the Chapel Way pass and wish you good luck, that is all.” 
 
    “We’ll never make it,” Lian says hurriedly. “They’ll be expecting us to go that way. There’ll be guards all the way along, and they’ll be searching for us everywhere. We can’t go on foot, we can’t. Days in the open, we’ll be killed. They won’t hesitate, this time, they won’t try and take us prisoner they’ll just kill us as we stand!” 
 
    Marquos looks into his terrified eyes. He draws his gaze away to the green fields and air that surround them. He mutters “It’s not so dangerous.” 
 
    “You don’t know that! You can’t say that! You don’t know what it’s like. You’ve never been hunted like a dog. Please! I just want to return to my people. I know you’ve got that girl down there, I know you want to protect her, and bless her she’s the sweetest thing I don’t want any harm upon her either…but I’m not so strong myself, Marquos. Please…” Lian’s voice grows weak, his body slumping, “Help.” 
 
    Marquos looks uncertainly to Goreth, whose face has contorted to a look of disgusted disbelief as he stares at his fellow countryman. Lian slips down to his knees, almost weeping as he looks imploringly into the pilot’s eyes. Marquos hesitates as Goreth shifts uncomfortably. The Kand grumbles, “Have some dignity man. We do not take to begging where I am from.” 
 
    “You take to violence!” Lian hisses back, launching up at Goreth. He catches himself, meekly retreating under Goreth’s gaze, and whimpers on “It’s not my way, I don’t want any of it.” 
 
    “What do you expect to find when you get back to Thesteran?” Goreth snaps back. “When you reach Kand? A struggle waits for us that we have to fight through, don’t be so pathetic. If you really were a leader of your people, it’s no wonder they cast you out. And you,” Goreth turns on the pilot suddenly, “You said yourself that you are a man of this world, and every affair is yours, and we fight the most important fight being fought on your land and you wish to help only at your convenience?” 
 
    “And you said yourself,” Marquos answers coldly, “I don’t like my way to be made for me.” 
 
    “There’s a time limit,” Goreth says, “On how long we can take to get back to my people. They will move on. They will act in our absence. Everything I can offer will be for nothing if we don’t make haste. You know what we’re doing is just, Marquos, you’ve seen the horrors that the Guard can offer. You can take that one child home, now, and pretend you’re doing your bit, but whatever guilt you feel for that little boy in the Mines, know that without helping me now you’ll be damning a thousand more to the same fate.” 
 
    “Enough!” Marquos throws his hands in the air, “That’s enough. I’ll take you through Chapel Way. I can do that much. I won’t take you into Thesteran, though. As far as the western border of Chapel Way, then I turn back.” 
 
    “That will be far enough,” Goreth answers, satisfied, “You do us a great service.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lian cracks a pitiable smile, “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “It’ll be dark by the time we reach the other side of Chapel Way. I’ll have to moor for the night before turning back,” Marquos grumbles. 
 
    “You can rest well knowing you did your bit for our freedom,” Goreth pats his shoulder encouragingly, “Rest well for the coming days of your life that you do not sacrifice to our fight. Every day you can wake and know that we are still fighting, those of us that are alive, and that day you do not have to. Because you’ve done your bit.” 
 
    Marquos glowers at Goreth levelly, taking his words in without retort. He looks away to the green glow. The air is growing denser, and with its thicker presence the Meth Field’s shroud brings an acrid smell. Lian’s face twists as he breathes it in. 
 
    “Go below. This isn’t good air,” Marquos instructs him. Lian ducks away with more whispers of thanks. Goreth hesitates, watching the pilot. The Kand pats his shoulder and says “I am grateful for what you are doing, Marquos.” 
 
    Marquos nods back to him without another word. 
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    Dusk settles in as the Hypnagogia drifts silently to the West. The boat pivots in the water, turning away from the towers in the distance towards climbing hills that threaten to turn into mountains. Marquos stands alone at the stern, hand resting on the tiller as he flicks a glum look back to the Meth Fields. The structures are uninviting, a series of pillars disappearing into the green vapour that surrounds the expansive civilisation. It sits in a valley, dipping below the turn into Chapel Way, barely visible through the green. The tallest of the towers cast dark shadows, though, rigid monuments to man that show this is where the hills were interrupted. This is a pit where the quest for fuel altered the landscape’s hue for the surrounding horizon, just as the Mines do. Flames occasionally flare at the tip of the towers. Marquos is reminded of the sounds of the city; the unceasing thunder of passing gas pipes and the sporadic roars of sudden fire bursts. He looks aside, to Chapel Way, and thinks of Red. Her family are down there somewhere. Her home is in the green cloud, with a father who likes glus. Maybe this detour is not so bad for her. 
 
    Chapel Way rises quickly, a succession of locks on the way. Its hills are steeper and darker than the ones they have been passing, and as the boat draws away from the Meth Fields the vegetation grows denser. Withered trees pop up by the side of the canal, often intertwined with rocks. As the boat slows towards the first lock, Marquos stares hard at the grass by the wayside and sees the petals of a flower peeking through. He jumps off the boat and quickly ties the moors, then skips back to the flower and squats next to it. He slides a finger under its frail white leaves and stares with wonder, drawn into the mystery that something of nature’s beauty still survives here. He is absorbed by the thought when the door on the boat bursts open and Red leaps out onto the deck. Marquos jumps, startled, as Red bounds to the rear of the boat and looks back down the hill. 
 
    “Home, Marqy! Where are we going?” she cries out. 
 
    “We can’t go home with Mr Gore on the boat,” he says back to her quietly, standing up straight. “We need to take him home first.” 
 
    Red turns on him and looks into his eyes with a doting expression, her large eyes welling and her lip quivering. She replies meekly “But…he can come to my home…” 
 
    “He can’t,” Marquos says. He returns to the boat, climbs on next to her and crouches in front of her, “There are people in the city who don’t like Mr Gore. And Mr Kand. They need our help for now. We’ll take them through these hills. That’s all. Then we’ll go straight back home, and you can be with your parents again.” 
 
    “We’re so close though, Marqy, couldn’t we just say hello!” 
 
    “No,” Marquos says, “They need our help right now. But it’ll be fun. We’ll see how fast we can go through Chapel Way, have you ever done that before?” 
 
    Red shakes her head. 
 
    “Do you know what Chapel Way is?” he asks with an encouraging smile. Again she shakes her head. He lifts her up onto this shoulders, to give her a better vantage, and points to the hills ahead of them, “This path that cuts through the Peats. If you want to understand Chapel Way you need to understand the Peats. Do you know their story? 
 
    “Many people say that it is one of the earliest inhabited regions of Estalia, because the land on top of the hills still stood above the clouds, reaching the sun. The people who moved up here produced a primitive form of energy called peat, which is like a kind of decayed mud that can make heat.” Red stares at him with an intense look of concentration, careful not to ask questions, though he knows she likely does not understand. “They were small tribes, who kept themselves to themselves, and their fuel production was small, until the people of the Meth Fields started to pollute their own lands. People were choking on their own air in the Meth Fields, so they came up to the Peats by the hundreds, looking for an alternative. Peat fuel is inefficient, though, and to make enough of it to supply so many moving people they needed to dig away at all the hills and mountains without restraint. In time, they had used so much peat that the hills no longer stood above the clouds, and the beauty was lost, and it was for so little result, which could have been produced so much easier in the Meth Fields or the Mines. The People of the Flame, those who believe in the punishment of the gods, saw the hills turning into nothing more than an extension of the Meth Fields, and they came along the canal preaching to all who pass through that their sins would be answered. They built a number of churches along the canal, and soon all the outsiders who passed through were taught the wickedness of these people who had abused the Peats.  
 
    “Sure enough, after the People of the Flame came, the materials to create peat started to dry up. Not only that, but the ground around them was dying, too. With trade starting to die along with the area, the immigrants couldn’t support themselves anymore. Little by little, the People of the Flame drove the newcomers from the Peats, until the area became completely abandoned. The preachers remained, praying for the recovery of the world, and it is said that in certain areas the fertility is returning to the land. Some believe that the land here is finer than any in Estalia, but the people who came here hurt it beyond repair. But look, you see there,” Marquos points back to the small flower by the boat. Red follows his finger, and as her eyes rest on the plant her jaw drops open with amazement. The pilot tells her, “Now that the people are gone, the land is starting to heal.” 
 
    “It’s a flower!” Red cries out with joy. 
 
    “And there might be more up there,” Marquos gives her an encouraging look, “So if we keep moving, and help the Kands, maybe we can see some of the beauty of the Peats, too. And of course to do that I’m going to need your help. You remember how we get through the locks?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “Do you think you’re up to it?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Good,” Marquos pinches her cheek, smiling, and she shies away. “Because I need you to be quick, and very brave, so we can get the Kands back safely. It’s our mission now. And when the land around us sees that we’re good people passing through, maybe it’ll help it to recover.” 
 
    “Okay!” Red jumps to the tiller and puts a hand on it, saluting Marquos with a stiff sense of duty. 
 
    They work through Chapel Way in a record time, as a fully functioning team. The Kands stoke the fire, Red helps to steer, Marquos jumps from the boat to wind the locks again and again. There is little time for talking as the waterway rises into the heights of the hills, where the air is fresher and the green of the Meth Fields fades away. The sun sets on their actions, however, and the darkness hides whatever beauty their altitude might allow. In the shadow of darkness, all they see is locks ahead, a small tract of water, occasional tree trunks standing by the way, nothing more. Taking in a lungful of air in these hills, however, is like an injection of purity that cannot be felt below. Kail’s Shroud does not reach this high, and Marquos is happy to keep the boat moving through Chapel Way into the night. They do not stop for hours, not until the locks begin to descend again. Finally, Marquos decides to call it a day and invites the Kands onto the deck at the stern. As the pilot rests against the tiller, Red slumps against him, yawning, hugging herself to his lap. 
 
    “Put her to bed and I can keep you company out here,” Goreth says, “We’re close now, aren’t we?” 
 
    “We all need a break,” Marquos tells him, taking his small gas lantern and snuffing the light from it. “We’ve started the descent already, but we’re better stopping here. Look.” Marquos points to the sky and the two Kands follow his gesture. There are small breaks in the grim grey that covers them, breaks where the blanket darkness is interrupted by the stars. Sparkling lights, hints of skybound gems. When Red tilts her head up, they are all staring through one break in the clouds, a small spot in the sky where stars glitter from unimaginable distances away. 
 
    “How high are we?” Goreth asks quietly. 
 
    “Plenty high enough,” Marquos says. “The air here is as clear as you will find in the whole of Estalia. You can’t see the stars any better than this. Except maybe in the North.” 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” Lian says. “Jewels of the sky.” 
 
    There is silence as the group look into the gap, transfixed by the stars. A patch of grey slowly moves across it, and they all tense, craning their heads as though to get closer to the last slip of clarity that the night sky offers. Within seconds, the stars are covered again, and blanket darkness is restored. Marquos breaks the reverent silence. 
 
    “When it gets light again, you will see down towards Thesteran. The plains from here to Nexter, stretched out before you. Sweeping green fields, lush sturdy forests, flowing crystal rivers, all snaking around the bustling buildings we have scattered across this land. It would be worth it even without transport, to climb these hills and mountain passes, set up a camp here and wait…wait for the gaps in the darkness just to catch that view. Soak it up for the few hours of the day that it’s available, then sit in the shadows and wait for it to come around again.” 
 
    The others look out past the bow of the boat, but there is nothing for them to see. Marquos shuffles and relights his lantern, placing it on top of the tiller to dimly light their small group. Goreth says “It is up to you, if you wish to wait for the light. I’m happy if you can take something extra from this diversion.” 
 
    “I would like to see it,” Lian whispers dreamily. 
 
    “We’ll get a full night’s rest,” Marquos says, “I think we all need it. I’ll sleep out here, so you have room below.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that,” Goreth replies. “Staying hidden remains a priority, even here. Let’s get some food ready, shall we?” 
 
    Red insists that she and Mr Kand should be the ones to make the dinner, as they did the night before, as though it is now their shared duty. Lian is uncertain about the girl’s intentions, but she insists, and it is clear that she wishes to look after him. Whilst it amuses Marquos, it continues to disturb Goreth that his kinsman be so useless. As the pair disappears below to fetch the dinner, the pilot says “Don’t hate him for being different.” 
 
    “I would expect you to understand,” Goreth turns on him more firmly. “You accepted your duty when your eyes were opened. His eyes have been open to our plight his whole life, there is no excuse.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Marquos says, the point resting awkward in his mind. 
 
    “There’s evidence here on this boat, with the child in your charge and the two of us on our way to freedom. You are a good man.” 
 
    “Not exactly. There’s more to it than that. When Tojo disappeared, I knew something terrible had happened, but I didn’t do anything about it. I don’t know how long I would’ve worked those mines, knowing I was a part of something so wrong, if it hadn’t been for the circumstances that drove me out. I don’t regret a moment of my actions since, but I hardly chose this path.” 
 
    “No?” Goreth raises a curious eyebrow. “So what happened?” 
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    Barker didn’t care who he was speaking to, he could stir a reaction out of anyone, and adverse reactions seemed to be what he lived for. He laughed loudly in the guards’ faces when they pushed and beat him, always encouraging harsher treatment and seeming to enjoy it all the more. He thrived off their anger, as though the only thing keeping him going in this hellish life was that he could make it equally miserable for those around him. He did not need to do much to garner the most unhinged reactions; his words did not need to be personal or even especially offensive, all he needed was his consistent mania that meant no one could relax around him. He talked and talked, his loud voice grating between energetic laughs. The guards loathed him and took every chance they got to knock him down, but it only ever made him worse. 
 
    One of the guards, Hawson, was almost as talkative as Barker, speaking whenever he thought someone was listening. He muttered in grumbling tones, rarely actually opening his mouth as he spoke, and had complaints about everything. He despised the Mines, coughing on the air and squirming in the heat. He despised the city, with all its people getting in the way. He despised their food, and their homes, and their clothes. Most of all, though, he despised the children. He took great pleasure in exacting his anguish with regular attacks on the defenceless souls he guarded. The slightest trouble in his presence and he would wildly attack the children. His body shook with a strange excitement whenever he did. Hawson was not a big man, hiding behind his armour and baton, and Marquos grew to hate being around such a miserable bully. It was only for a few hours at a time, though, so he gritted his teeth and bore the company. Between Barker and Hawson, however, it could not last. 
 
    Barker took an especial pleasure in riling Hawson. It took little more than Barker’s abrasively enthusiastic greetings to drive Hawson to anger. Marquos dreaded having the pair of them on his boat, for the loud arguments that would ensue. Sometimes the pair would shout back and forth to one another, when Hawson was in a more accommodating mood, but more often the guard would simply give Barker a hiding. Barker never fought back. He did not need to; he knew that his words were enough. Marquos found his own attitude to Barker changed day to day; sometimes he could see why the guards hated the children, faced with such a relentless annoyance, but sometimes it amused him to see how vicious a reaction he could encourage from Hawson, without being at all malicious. When Marquos smiled Barker noticed it and laughed along, all the stronger for it. Hawson chided Marquos after their shifts, telling him not encourage the little bastard. He wondered how long it would be before the guards beat Barker so badly that he would not recover. 
 
    On the first day that Red appeared in the same line as Barker, Barker began whooping and shouting about it, asking where she had come from and what she was doing there. Marquos felt his skin crawling at the thought of Barker bullying the little girl he had befriended. Barker did not abuse Red, though, because she delighted in having someone to talk to, now that Tojo was gone. Red replied carefully to his questions, about where she was from and what work she had been doing in the Mines. They were using her as a crawler, typical employment for a smaller child to scramble through narrower passages and scout out possible expansions of tunnels. It was one of the more dangerous jobs in the Mines, and Barker made light of it, saying it was best not to get to know her if her days were numbered. Red suggested that he would like Tojo, too, but she was not sure where he was, which sparked a strange interest from Barker. 
 
    In the coming days, Barker and Red became casual friends. Her naturally inquisitive nature and his extreme outgoingness made them kindred spirits; whereas most people reeled from Barker’s conversation, Red enjoyed it and always had kind words to say to him. The guards often left them to chat, as they had with Tojo, happy enough that when Barker was talking to Red he wasn’t talking to them. When Hawson was aboard, though, Barker couldn’t resist pushing him, regardless of Red’s presence, and Hawson kept rising to the bait. Red watched with fear and concern when Barker got attacked, and always had words of complaint for Barker when the guards weren’t listening, asking him not to be so loud so he wouldn’t get hurt. She insisted that she didn’t want him to disappear like Tojo did. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Barker brought up the question of what Red had done to be placed in the mines. She innocently replied that she had done nothing wrong, merely been taken from her town, along with Tojo, when they were playing in an abandoned industrial complex. It made Barker hoot with joy that the Mine Guard could be so blatantly corrupt, and it earned him a beating from the guards. It made Marquos conflicted as his suspicions were confirmed. Then Barker started to ask where Tojo had gone. He pressed and pressed the guards, demanding an answer for Tojo’s absence, but they tried to ignore him. 
 
    The inevitable day came when it all came to blows. Marquos had already suffered a few sleepless nights at the thought of Tojo’s disappearance, and seeing Red’s health decline made him even more miserable. The morning that things changed, she was escorted onto the boat chained directly to Barker, Hawson leading the group with only one other guard. Red gave Marquos a little wink as she got on, commenting “The Hippo is my favourite.” 
 
    Marquos went to respond, but Hawson cut him off, snarling at the girl for silence. Marquos glared at him, seeing that the guard was already in a foul mood. Most of the children were ushered into the cabin, where they would sit on the floor watched by the second guard, whilst Hawson stayed on the deck with the rest of the children crammed around Marquos. The journeys had to be short, with such an overcrowded boat, but they also had to move slowly. Barker and Red were jammed down by the wall beside Marquos, with Hawson stood over them. Marquos commented, “You having a bad time of it, Hawson?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Hawson spat back. “When is there ever a good time of it down here. Fucking filthy kids in their filthy pit running their filthy mouths, and what do I get to go home to but arguments and cold, tasteless food. This place is hell, Marquos. You know it like everyone else.” 
 
    “You need to complain to your wife you know, Hawson!” Barker chirped up, “She ought to be doing more to make you happy by night, after all the good work you do during the day!” 
 
    “Why you little fucking bastard,” Hawson shifted towards Barker, shoving his way past the other children, and raised his baton. “I ought to shatter your damned teeth.” 
 
    “I’d rather not clear it up,” Marquos interjected calmly. “It’s too early in the day, Hawson.” 
 
    Hawson lowered his baton, glowering at Barker as the latter gave an ugly grin. 
 
    “This isn’t the day,” Hawson shook his head. He turned to Marquos. “I lost twelve chips in a game of scree last night, I swear to Modo it was rigged. I’d have smashed them all in if I wasn’t so damned out-numbered. The bastards.” 
 
    Marquos frowned, looking down to Barker. The boy smiled back, and the pilot knew Hawson’s thoughtless talk in front of him was a big mistake. Marquos looked up ahead of them, trying to watch the water rather than get involved. This waterway snaked around the side of an underground cliff, constructed in a wooden aqueduct that climbed two stories from the children’s slums to one of the mining stations. It hugged the rock to one side and fell a hundred feet down to the other, into one of the large open spaces of the catacombs. There was an intricate network of rails, aqueducts and machinery down below, with fires lit periodically to provide a flickering orange light. At first, Marquos had liked to amuse himself by looking over the edge into the detailed workings of the catacomb, but its vast business quickly grew nauseating, and after a few days he had lost interest in the industrious cave. This morning, he was watching the water instead, keeping the boat steady. Hawson moaned on. 
 
    “Do you know what I’ll do if I see those guys again? I’ll rip them apart. Fixed a game against me, it was robbery. Fucking robbery.” 
 
    “How long were you playing for, Mr Hawson?” Barker asked brightly. Hawson stared at him for a moment, muttering “How long was I – how long? Why you little bastard. I told you to keep your trap shut, didn’t I? Always got something to say. Always got some comment on everything.” 
 
    “Just making friendly conversation, boss!” 
 
    “No one asked you to,” Hawson snarled, “Cut it out.” He turned back to Marquos “Then I have to come and put up with this. Day in, day out. The same, again and again. Bastard little villains, we ought to be killing three of them for every one we stick down these mines, they’re not worth the management.” 
 
    “They’re not all bad,” Marquos slipped out without thought, and Barker was immediately stoked by the comment to shout out “Not all the kids are even criminal!” Hawson shot him an angry glare, but Barker threw up a hand, “Marqy knows it! You can hardly go denying it, Hawson, there aren’t as many criminals in the world as the Mine Guard have thrown down here.” 
 
    “I’m warning you,” Hawson growled. 
 
    “I don’t speak for myself,” Barker rattled on, “I’m sure I deserve everything I get. I talk too much. That’s a crime, I’ve figured that out, people don’t like a guy that has things to say. But look on this very boat I bet half the kids here didn’t do a thing wrong. Little Red right here, what’s she ever done to anyone? And little Tojo? Where’s little Tojo? He didn’t commit a crime and he knew it, and no one wanted him to talk about it so now he’s gone!” 
 
    Hawson’s eyes rested on Red. He stepped forward, raising his baton, and said “You don’t think she ever did anything wrong huh? I’ll tell you one crime she’s got to her name right now and that’s knowing you, Barker.” 
 
    “Don’t you say things like that,” Barker cried back, laughing, “You’ve never seen such an innocent girl as her.” 
 
    “Yeah, what was his name?” Hawson leered at him, “You said it yourself she had a little friend once, didn’t she? He liked to run his mouth, too, you know. He wasn’t talking so much when his jaw was knocked in two, though, was he? When they took him down the tunnels and put something inside him other than ideas.” 
 
    “Hawson,” Marquos warned, “Don’t go there. You never knew that boy.” 
 
    “Sure I did,” Hawson gave a wicked grin back, “Yeah, I was there, with that pretty black-haired talker. Taught him a lesson that this one would do well to learn, too. Just a matter of time. Or maybe you’d learn better,” Hawson turned to Red, “If we taught it you through her.”  
 
    Barker jumped to his feet to stand Hawson down, and the guard knew that he’d finally made an impact. Barker was barely shorter than Hawson, and the guard was made all too aware of it as the adolescent leant into him with angry eyes. The guard was already shaking from excitement, his baton tightly clutched, and a grin spread across his face when he saw that Barker was genuinely upset. 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Barker snarled, “What’d she ever do?” 
 
    Hawson looked him up and down, backing off slightly, and laughed at the shackles tied around Barker’s hands and feet. Red whimpered behind the boy. The other children were silent, tense.  
 
    “Gee Barker, found something you don’t find funny at last?” Hawson laughed. He was acting delighted, but his voice betrayed trembling nervousness, “You really going to be a man? Hit me, I dare you. Hit me and see what happens. That’s the trick that Tojo learnt. Strike out, and it’s over. See if you survive the night you snivelling bastard.” 
 
    “You’re a sick little man, Hawson, hitting the only people you know you can get away with. You deserve everything that’s coming to you,” Barker growled. Hawson snorted and shoved him back with the baton, making Barker stumble to the floor. Barker scrambled forwards, to jump back up, but Hawson rose the baton and he froze. Hawson stared into his eyes, saying “Give me an excuse, Barker. Do it.” 
 
    Hawson twisted back to Red, whose eyes were streaming tears as she huddled against the side of the boat. She hid behind an arm, holding back any noises of anguish. Barker called out “You lay one more hand on her, Hawson, I’ll kill you!”               
 
    The words were enough to move the guard into action, and he reached out to Red snapping “Come on you little bitch, let’s show Barker how fun it is to piss around with the Mine Guard.” 
 
    Marquos jerked on the tiller and the whole boat swayed, making Hawson slip back. The guard caught his footing and glared at the pilot, a pang of confusion in his voice “What are you doing? Hold it steady you idiot!” 
 
    Marquos stared back at him without a word, unsure of his own actions. He looked from Red quivering on the floor up to Hawson’s baton and slowly shook his head. Hawson narrowed his eyes. The guard took a step forward, demanding “Where do you get off trying to defend them?” 
 
    He took one more step, and Barker saw his chance. The adolescent pushed himself up off the boat’s wall, launching his shackled feet up into the air and smacking both soles into Hawson’s side. The guard barely had time to spin back and shout out at Barker, propelled towards the edge of the boat, and the children around him parted in an instant, letting him roll on through. It was over in a second, as the guard upended over the edge of the boat and let out a desperate scream, his legs flipping out of view. Marquos pushed past the children and looked over the edge just in time to see Hawson’s body smashing into the rocks hundreds of feet below. Marquos winced at the sight but had no time to dwell on it. There were crashing movements in the cabin, the other guard shouting at the sound and making his way through the crowd below. Marquos stared at Barker with wide-eyes, the adolescent now silent and staring back with a look of silent pleading. 
 
    The second guard burst onto the deck glancing around, demanding to know what happened. Barker immediately spoke up to say Hawson fell, his voice in a strained tone of shock. Marquos was speechless for a moment, unsure if Barker was putting on the emotional response. The guard shouldered his way to the edge of the boat and looked down, but they were still moving and Hawson’s demise had slipped out of view. 
 
    The guard demanded answers from Marquos, who responded dumbly, barely able to comprehend it, claiming that Hawson had tripped. The guard shouted at him, angry at the apparent collusion, and turned on Barker threatening him. He told both the boy and the pilot that they would fry for such a crime. As he began another tirade, Marquos glanced to Barker who nodded to the back of the guard. Barker’s nodding quickened as the guard angrily rambled on, but Marquos tried to slowly shake his head, to stop what he saw coming. It was no use. As the guard rose his baton, Barker jumped forwards and threw his shackled hands over the guard’s neck. The adolescent dropped back to the floor, using his full body weight to drag the guard down and strangle him. The guard flailed violently, and all the children cried out, scrambling away from the fight. Marquos stood watching, staring into the guard’s eyes as Barker squeezed tighter and tighter, using all his strength to crush the life out of the man. Seeing the guard’s limbs go limp, Marquos sprung into action and started pushing the children around him, “Get inside! All of you get down into the cabin!” 
 
    The children complied without complaint, stumbling down the steps and squeezing in as Barker let out a loud gasp of effort, holding on with all his might. Marquos looked aside, up to the passages above them, the other aqueducts, the railway bridges. No one was looking in their direction from above, no one could see what was happening, though he knew the guards had to be mobilising somewhere. It was impossible that Hawson’s fall had gone unnoticed. Barker was panting, trembling at his own actions, and Red had further retreated, balled up in fear. Marquos looked down at them, releasing the throttle valve to speed up the boat. 
 
    “By Kail,” Marquos whispered, “What have you done.” 
 
    “Not me, chief, you saw they made me do it,” Barker replied quickly. He pushed the guard off him and said “You’ve got to help us, you’re a part of this too. You’ve got to help us, don’t let them kill us for it.” 
 
    Marquos looked over the side of the boat, but could not make out whatever commotion Hawson’s fall might have caused. He looked ahead, to where the aqueduct turned around the wall of rock. There was a side-passage a short distance ahead that led straight into the Metropolis’ underground. If he stayed in the Mines, there was no way this day would go unpunished. 
 
    “We can get out, before they send message up here about what’s happened,” Marquos hissed, “but there are guards before we do.” 
 
    Barker quickly found the guard’s keys and unshackled himself, stripped the guard down and changed into his uniform. They threw the body down into the cabin of horrified children and sent Red down below with them. At the next guard post, word clearly hadn’t spread about Hawson’s fall, and with Barker posing as a retiring guard they gained access to the sewer system beyond. As they raced out of the mining complex, into the sewer tunnels, Red scrambled back out onto the deck, terrified. She fearfully asked if it was true about Tojo, and started crying at the thought; Barker was too frantic to console her, his usual manic energy converted into madly flitting comments about where they could go next, so Marquos knelt next to her and insisted that whatever had happened to Tojo, he would never let it happen to her. She looked him in the eye through rolling tears, and he said it again, giving her a stern promise. 
 
    Barker urgently said, “They’ll be after you in a shot, you know that, they won’t let us get away.” 
 
    “Let them come,” Marquos grimly responded, “They’re not touching her.” 
 
    “What’ll we do?” Barker asked. 
 
    “Did you kill them?” Red quietly queries. 
 
    “They’re evil men, Red, we did what we had to do,” Barker whispered back. He turned to Marquos with a look of desperation, his eyes betraying his youthful fear, imploring Marquos for some kind of answer. The waterways were hidden from the world in a dripping labyrinth that Marquos had gradually come to learn. He told the boy, “I’ll take you to the northern city limits. Think where you can go from there.” 
 
    Barker clutched his hair in his hands. He grinned awkwardly and let out an uncomfortable laugh, his usual defence in trying times. He told Marquos, “You can’t count on me to lead these kids, I don’t know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Kids escape from the Mines all the time.” 
 
    Barker nodded, thinking more carefully. He clicked his fingers and said “You’re right. I know where we can go. I can take them to the Kennel, we might be safe there, that’s where we’ll go.” 
 
    The pilot eyed Barker carefully and said “You know where it is?” 
 
    “I can find it, no problem. You drop us in the north waste compound and I’ll take it from there. Thanks Marqy,” Barker leant forward and took the pilot’s face in both his hands, a caring embrace. He shook Marquos, laughing “You’ve saved us, you don’t even know it!” 
 
    Barker distractedly turned away, clambering down into the cabin to rally the other children. As the door swung shut behind him, Red stood staring in confusion. She looked up at Marquos and asked, “Is the Kennel a bad place?” 
 
    Marquos looked back at her and forced a smile. He hesitated, thinking about her place in a slum of outlaw children. He had no doubt that most of these hardened prisoners would thrive there, but Red was not like the others. He could not let her go the way of Tojo. When Barker and the other children jumped off the boat at the northern waste compound, he said he would take any of them that needed it north. The children had no trust in adults left, though, or energy to consider such an option. Barker had already sold the Kennel to them below deck, and not a single one wished to risk staying on the boat. He received a number of hugs and weak comments of thanks as they all departed in an optimistic troupe, keen to follow Barker into liberty, and Marquos was left with Red. She held onto him for safety as they floated out of the city and began their long journey north. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did more than I gave you credit for,” Goreth smiles at the tail-end of the story. “You made a choice, Marquos. You could have sided with the Guard then. Just as you could’ve when we boarded your boat.” 
 
    “There was no choice,” Marquos denies it, “No question at all.” 
 
    “And tell me, what happens next, when the child is safely home? How will you continue to fight?” 
 
    “I’m not fighting now,” Marquos shakes his head. “Just doing what was thrust upon me. When she’s gone, I’m heading to the Deadland, and I’m going to reclaim some kind of respect. I’ll bring back what maps or stories of the North that I can, and I’ll be forgiven for my crime against Estalia. Then I’ll return to the life I had before.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Marquos asks. “I’ve let one child die out of apathy, I’m giving one her life back to balance it.” 
 
    “And you’re heading to the North?” Goreth says sceptically. “That’s not much of a retirement plan.” 
 
    Marquos shrugs, as though the plan now speaks for itself, and the Kand does not question it further, giving him an accepting nod instead. Goreth stands, claps his hands together, and says “Very well. I will see if they need help with the food, I’m sure another fine meal awaits us.” 
 
    The night following Marquos’ lengthy tale brings a mute exhaustion that they all comfortably accept, eating and settling down to rest in silence. Red clings to Marquos, feeling safe against his body, and sticks by him as he slips onto the roof of the Hypnagogia and lays to rest. The Kands do not argue over who will take the rare luxury of the bed, merely collapse to sleep alongside one another. Marquos cuddles Red against him as she starts to snore, and he looks to the sky to clear his memories of the Mines. He struggles to keep his eyes open for just a little longer, trying to spot another break in the clouds, another sighting of the stars. The clouds do not break, though. 
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    Marquos wakes with a start, not knowing why. His eyes open suddenly, the dim light of day is back upon them. He rolls aside from Red, the child still slumbering against him, and he sits up, looking down the hills towards the view he spoke of. Day has barely broken, but he knows it will get little lighter. The grey scene before him stretches some way into the distance, with none of the majesty he prophesied. The fields are untended, patchy barren soil, the trees are dying and the water of rivers and pools seems to suck light away. Thesteran sits a way off in the plains, and is evident not by the sprawling urban trimmings of its city, but by the dark cloud that surrounds it. Hardly different to the Meth Fields, some towers stand defiantly out of the distant mist, but much of what there is to see is concealed. Kail’s Shroud sits on the plains in vast, consuming patches, like a cloud seeping out of the land instead of the sky. Marquos stares at it all with a sinking heart, before he hears the throbbing. 
 
    A sound like the beat of some giant wing. Marquos thinks he is imagining it and holds onto his head, trying to recall if he drank glus before retiring. The sound gets louder, though, and he looks aside towards the rising hills beside them, able to pinpoint its approach. The throb is rhythmic, clearer as the beat of air develops into the unmistakable churn of a propeller, accompanied by a smaller spluttering cough. Marquos shakes Red awake and says “Sweetie wake up! Wake up! I need you to-” 
 
    Red stirs in his grip and pricks her ears to the sound, suddenly pushing away from him and crying out “What is it? What is it? I don’t like it!” 
 
    She clamps her hands over her ears and lets out a fearful wail, to which Marquos launches forwards and grabs her, imploring “It’s okay! It’s nothing! Get back into the boat, okay? Get down there and tell the guys to lay low! It’s okay!” 
 
    The pilot releases the girl and she scampers away, jumping down from the roof of the boat and crashing into the cabin below. Marquos climbs down onto the deck himself, looking through the doorway to see Goreth and Lian are already waiting. They need no words, their eyes alone telling the pilot to deal with this. He pulls the door closed and looks up to the sky. 
 
    When the vehicle flings into view the whine of its mechanics takes on a new tone, a high-pitched squeak that must have been hidden by the walls of the hills. It flies low, with a trail of unhealthy smoke spewing from its rear, and passes over the Hypnagogia with a rush of wind that almost knocks Marquos down. He steadies himself on the tiller, stands up straight and watches as the vehicle flies away. It speeds a great distance in no time, suddenly nothing more than a trail of black smoke in the sky, but the trail has turned, and moves back around towards the hills. Marquos stares uneasily as the vehicle makes another approach. 
 
    The whir of the propellers slows and the volume of the machine decreases for its second approach. It heads directly for the boat, not slowing enough to stop before reaching it, and skims over the top once more. Marquos yells out at the driver, shaking a fist. The vehicle spins above him, passing over the boat one more time before reducing its speed enough to make a landing. Marquos jumps off the boat onto the bank of the canal and paces towards the vehicle as it bounces onto a nearby rock. It’s a gyrocopter; a mix-match of metal framing and exposed pipes, connecting an open seat to a messy engine and a jagged propeller above the driver’s head. A second smaller propeller juts out the rear, barely decipherable within the cloud of thick smoke that the vehicle emits. The driver quickly unbuckles himself and clambers out from under the still-spinning propeller, rising to his full height just before Marquos. His head is concealed by a metal helmet, round goggles and a cloth mask, but the armour on his torso is unmistakable. It is caked in smoke, and the black is almost faded to a grey, but it has the fine panelling that only the Border Guard offers. Without a word, the guard gestures one arm towards the boat, waving the other trying to clear the smoke that the gyrocopter is still spluttering out. 
 
    Marquos leads the guard back to the waterway and stops at the Hypnagogia. The guard goes to step onto the boat, but Marquos puts out a hand to stop him and snarls “You’re not touching my boat.” 
 
    The guard looks at Marquos, expression hidden, and pauses. He takes the cloth from his face, revealing a stubbled chin, then removes his helmet and shoves the goggles up into a head of wiry grey hair. The guard looks older than Marquos, his skin is weathered and eyes darkly overworked, and he speaks in a rough Metropolitan accent, “I need to.” 
 
    “No chance,” Marquos replies firmly. “Your men already went through it two days ago, I’m not inclined to repeat that kind of courtesy so soon.” 
 
    The guard glares at him, rigid. He says “Are you travelling alone?” 
 
    “With a young girl,” Marquos says. “It’s not your concern.” 
 
    “There’s no one else on board?” 
 
    “What did I just say?” Marquos’ voice grows more hostile as he leans towards the guard. The guard does not back down, holding his gaze without emotion, and responds “The night before last, a man of your description apprehended three Kandish rebels.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Maybe there is someone on board, but you don’t feel safe telling me?” 
 
    “I feel safe telling you what I already did. I don’t feel obliged to prove it.” 
 
    “Very well. Who searched your boat before?” 
 
    “Men led by Commander Retical. You know him?” 
 
    The guard finally looks away from Marquos as though his suspicions have been met. He steps back, scanning the Hypnagogia. He says “I need to check your boat. If you’re harbouring fugitives-” 
 
    “You have no right to accuse me of anything.” 
 
    “If you’ve nothing to hide, then let me check the boat.” 
 
    “This boat is all I have in the world. I have a right to defend it from anyone. Just because you have that uniform doesn’t give you access to my life.” 
 
    The guard stares at Marquos again. He paces from side to side, and says “Where are you headed?” 
 
    “Thesteran, where else?” 
 
    “If you won’t let me on the boat, I want you to wait here.” 
 
    “I’ve no need to.” 
 
    “Commander Retical will want to speak with you.” 
 
    “I’ve told him everything I know already.” 
 
    The guard stops pacing and stands with his fists clenched, “You need to let the Border Guard onto that boat.” 
 
    Marquos spreads his own legs, clenches his fists too, and holds the guard’s gaze. The guard is taller than him, armoured and with the face of a brawler, but Marquos shows no fear. He snarls “You’re not getting on this boat.” 
 
    The guard looks back towards the gyrocopter, and Marquos follows his gaze to see a long metal tube with a wooden stock harnessed by the saddle. A rifle. Marquos does not move. The guard takes a few steps towards the vehicle and Marquos calls out “I’ll die before I let you on! I don’t care who you are! This is my damn boat, it’s not open for everyone! You people have no power over me!” 
 
    The guard paces over to the gyrocopter and looks down at the weapon on its side. He contemplates his options for a moment, then pulls his goggles back down, throws the helmet on and jumps back into the seat. He hoists a lever and the engine lets out a loud ripping bang before pistons turn and smoke starts to billow out of it again. The propeller begins to spin. The guard shouts out, barely audible over the vehicle, “Stay here! This isn’t over!” 
 
    Marquos stands firm as the gyrocopter unsteadily rises off the ground. It spins a few times before lining up along the direction it came from, then speeds away over the hills. Marquos spins on the spot and watches it until it has completely disappeared from view. Only then does he slump, swinging a hand to the side of the boat to stop himself from falling, and lets out a huge breath. 
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    Marquos rouses Goreth onto the deck, to help him open and close the gates of the coming locks whilst Lian continues to stoke the fire. Red stands attentively at the tiller, as stout a pilot as the situation demands. They dip down towards the shroud, hoping for some concealment in the fog, but as the mist fades the grim weather and dark day are all the cover on offer in the plains below. At the second lock, as the water rushes through the gate and the boat starts to descend, Goreth shouts over the spilling water, “Is there no way of making these things faster?” 
 
    “My boat cannot jump down hills,” Marquos fires back, hurriedly spinning a ratchet to pump the water. Goreth shoves him aside and winds the ratchet with stronger strokes. The Kand shouts “There is a copse of trees, only two kilometres from the turn to Chapel Way. Can you see it from here?” 
 
    Marquos looks out across the plain. There are occasional trees along the bank of the rivers, none more apparent than the others. He replies “I see a lot of trees.” 
 
    “How many more of these?” Goreth demands, “How many more locks before we reach the turn?” 
 
    “Two, maybe three,” Marquos shrugs, “There’s no way of telling how quickly the Border Guard might catch up to us.” 
 
    “They won’t return in gyrocopters,” Goreth grunts, releasing the ratchet as the lock lets out a clank of completion. The pair hurry to haul open the gates and shout to Red to bring the boat forwards. As it passes them, the pair leap back onto the Hypnagogia, and Marquos pushes Red aside to return to the controls. The boat moves quickly now, steam and smoke spilling out of its various pipes as it churns water out the rear. 
 
    “I’ve never seen them in the air before,” Marquos tells Goreth, “In all my time, I’ve never seen these flying devices work.” 
 
    “You’ve got a lot to learn. Whatever that man came in, that’s just a light flyer, they have bigger airships. He’ll bring them straight to us.” 
 
    “And you think a copse of trees can save us?” 
 
    “Get us there, and they’ll never know we were on board.” 
 
    Marquos looks down to Red, the girl trembling with concern. She is trying to hide her fear, quietly turning her head to the floor, but he sees her hunched shoulders and puts an arm around her. He whispers, “It’s okay, honey, it’s just like a race. We just have to get to the finish before they catch up to us.” 
 
    “But why?” she looks up with pleading eyes. 
 
    “For fun, dear,” Goreth lets out a deep laugh, patting her shoulder. “To show that we are the best pilots of these waters.” 
 
    “But what about the giley-copter? It moves fast.” 
 
    “He gave us a headstart,” Marquos gives her a smile, “Don’t worry, we can move faster.” He points to the next lock, “Let’s show them.” 
 
      
 
    Progress down the hills is painfully slow, even taken at the Hypnagogia’s full speed, but by the time they reach the turn from Chapel Way the Border Guard have shown no sign of return. Marquos and Goreth still look apprehensively to the sky. Slipping onto the plains, they move faster with the locks behind them, and the structures of Thesteran grow clearer in the distance. No longer a cloud of polluted smoke, it is now apparent as towers and spires, functioning buildings in ominous rows dotted across the horizon. Before they can head towards the city, however, Goreth instructs Marquos to head towards a tributary, just after leaving Chapel Way. A small stream leading further west, overgrown with weeds and trees hanging from its banks, it is barely wide enough to take the boat. Mere minutes after turning off, the sound of engines thunder through the sky. 
 
    “Over the hills,” Goreth points back towards Chapel Way, where the rocky hills climb up into cloud, joining the sky. The noise is distant, but distinct. Dozens of propellers, throbbing through the air in a disorganised symphony. Goreth says “Whatever it is, they won’t be able to see us until they come down to the plains. We have a few minutes.” 
 
    “How far now?” Marquos says. 
 
    “I think there is another bend up ahead, then it is just beyond that.” 
 
    “More, Lian!” Marquos shouts, “Give it everything it will take!” 
 
    The sounds of the Kand’s shuffling below filter up through the pipes, his grunts and squeaks showing all his effort is being employed. The smoke and steam rises in larger clouds and the boat propels forwards, water splashing over the sides. 
 
    “Get in there and help him,” Marquos says, leaning heavy on the tiller to keep the vessel steady. Goreth jumps down the steps. The Hypnagogia hurtles beneath trees, forcing Marquos to duck as low branches threaten to crash into his face. Between avoiding their surroundings the pilot steals glances back to the sky. The sound of the propellers is getting louder. The waterway bends, just as Goreth said, and the copse of trees comes into view; no more than a dozen dying trunks stand beside the water, their branches entwined like a giant basket. As Marquos takes the boat over the last open stretch, a rush of air above announces their pursuers’ presence in the sky. Marquos looks back to an enormous metal structure that fills his vision above, slipping out from amongst the clouds. He instinctively ducks, though it is high above the ground. Red, alongside him, cries out with amazement. 
 
    “What is it Marqy!” she has to yell at full volume to be heard over the airship. The metal slips through the cloud, slowly revealing its full shape, dropping behind them. Marquos shouts back “I don’t know, honey! But we’re going to beat it to those trees!” 
 
    The airship drifts down to just above the plains, barely clearing the trees below it, and the rush of its propellers forces the vegetation below almost flat against the ground. It is a magnificent network of metal caging and pipes, all held under an enormous balloon that expands high above the main structure. To the sides of the balloon, massive metal arms stick out in all directions, host to the noisy propellers that hold it up and guide it. The airship moves with the slow deliberation of a lumbering giant, turning in the sky to face their boat. 
 
    “They’ve seen us,” Marquos whispers to himself, not losing a moment in piloting the boat towards the trees. He looks back, up to the front of the metal caging, where he can see the glint of reflection that shows glass hidden somewhere in the framework. That must be where the cockpit is. Transfixed by the sight, he lets up on the tiller and the Hypnagogia slams into the bank of the river, rocking with a loud boom. Marquos and Red are tossed to one side by the force of the crash, both tumbling to the floor. Marquos scrambles back to his feet, looking from the airship to the trees ahead. They are mere metres away. He pumps on the tiller, giving the boat more throttle, and forces it back off the bank with a loud cracking sound. He winces at the thought of the snapping timber. Snatching a look back to the airship, he sees a cloud of smoke shooting out from one side of it, the gyrocopter taking flight from somewhere within. Letting out an anguished yell, Marquos drives his boat on, splitting away from the bank, and slips it into the small patch of wiry trees, their blanket of branches finally hiding them from the sky. 
 
    “We’re here, we’re under the trees!” Marquos yells out, and Goreth immediately bounds up the steps. The pilot tells him “You’re too late, they’ve seen us! They’re on the way!” 
 
    “It’s no matter,” Goreth grunts. He turns back to the stairs and shouts down, “Get up here you wretch! We’ve got to go!” The Kand turns to Marquos and briskly shakes his hand, saying “You’ve done us a great service. We won’t forget it.” 
 
    Goreth leaps over the side of the boat, clearing the small distance to the bank, and sprints into the tree line. Lian runs up the stairs, flits from the edge of the boat back to Marquos, unsure what to say, then decides to say nothing and stumbles off the boat after his kin. The pair of them disappear amongst the tree trunks, hidden somewhere in the shadows. Red waves goodbye to them with loud shouts, but is roundly ignored. Marquos steers back to the middle of the water and propels the boat on, letting out a shout as they steam out of the other side of the copse. The waterway swings back to the side, past the trees, and he can look back to see the airship descending in a distant field, the only area sparse enough to house it. The gyrocopter comes to a rapid halt just beyond the trees, its black smoke spreading out in a thin cloud above, and it drops down to the grass beyond. The guard jumps off, tossing his helmet and mask aside and whipping up his rifle. Seeing him ahead, Marquos releases the throttle and slows the boat down. 
 
    “Get inside, honey,” Marquos whispers. 
 
    “But I want to see-” 
 
    “Get inside!” he says, shoving Red towards the stairs. She looks back to him with a hurt expression, but accepts his will and rushes down the steps into the cabin. The guard strides towards the stream with his cumbersome weapon raised, pointed at Marquos. 
 
    “Off the boat, now!” the guard shouts. Marquos raises his hands defensively. 
 
    “Let me tie it!” Marquos shouts back, but the guard roars at him “I said off!” 
 
    Marquos pushes the tiller, knocking the Hypnagogia into the bank and bringing it to another crashing halt. He winces at the sound of snapping wood. As soon as the boat swings within range of the river bank, Marquos jumps down and turns to the guard, hands raised. The guard has stopped a short distance away from him, however, rifle steady. It is the same silver-haired man from before. 
 
    “Stay still,” the guard says calmly. Marquos twists his head, looking back past the boat, past the trees, to the airship. Even as it is still coming to a halt, something is exiting the flying machine. A large object, disentangled from the network of metal at the base of the machine, starts to roll across the field towards them. At this distance, it looks little more than a moving metal box. As it grows close, it is clear that though it has slits for visibility and a series of wheels beneath it, presumably housing a hearty engine somewhere within, it is indeed a moving metal box. Its exhaust pipes lie somewhere beneath it, puffing a cloud of smoke out behind. It approaches fast, chugging to a halt near the boat. A door opens at the rear and dozens of Border Guards jump out, running into the field. They are all armed with clumsy weapons, some with rifles and others mere bludgeoning devices, all armoured in the typical dark attire. A half dozen go running into the copse of trees whilst the rest run to the Hypnagogia. 
 
    “You can’t go on there!” Marquos yells at them. They do not listen, and he does not dare move as the gyrocopter pilot covers him. The guards jump onto the Hypnagogia and clamber through it, Red’s screams rising out from the cabin. One of the guards returns to the deck, Red squirming under one arm, and Marquos yells out to her. He turns to run back to the boat, but the gyrocopter pilot jumps forwards and slams the butt of the rifle into the back of his head. Marquos is flung to the floor, immediately clutching the site of the blow, his vision blurring. 
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    Pushed, shoved, dragged and struck, Marquos is taken to the back of the wheeled-vehicle and it trundles away with the rear doors still open. He can see the guards weaving through the copse of trees, leaving no space untouched. He can see one of the guards crouched in front of Red, holding her shoulders and firmly saying something to her. She tries to break away and run across the field, to follow Marquos, but the guard grabs her from behind and holds her steady. The vehicle bounces over the ground and jostles Marquos from his seat. One of the guards with him shoves him back against the wall. 
 
    The vehicle careers to a stop beside the airship and the guards jump out, pulling Marquos after them. They use such force that he trips and scrapes his hands across the grass. They pull him back to his feet and he gets a glimpse of the airship up close. It looms high above, the balloon swaying in the wind on a series of girders and metal panels, barely discernable as a single machine. Marquos is given no time to appreciate it, as Commander Retical steps into his view and immediately snaps “Have you no damned respect for your country? Do you even call yourself Estalian?” 
 
    “What – what do you mean?” Marquos replies warily, still dazed from the blows he has taken. He sways on the spot, trying hard to focus on Retical’s face. 
 
    “Where are the fucking Kands?” the commander roars back at him. Marquos reels back slightly, holding up a defensive hand. One of his escorts steps forwards and answers “No sign of them on the boat, Commander.” 
 
    “You checked the smuggling hole?” 
 
    “Yessir, it’s empty. No one but the girl.” 
 
    Commander Retical takes a long-distance eyeglass from his belt and aims towards the boat. One of the guards by the copse of trees is looking his way and pivots a mirror, signalling code in short flashes. Retical drops the eyeglass back to his belt and sneers. He turns on Marquos, “You did not message me. You made no attempt whatsoever to contact me. You turned on us the moment you saw those miserable fucks. Why?” 
 
    Marquos looks from the commander to back across the field, trying to spot Red. He replies quietly, “You checked my boat before.” 
 
    Retical commands a guard with a nod, who steps forwards and slams a fist into Marquos’ gut. The pilot drops to his knees with a wheeze, weakly trying to support himself. Retical snarls “Three Kands dead and you didn’t think anyone would notice?” 
 
    “You…you…” Marquos gasps for air, sitting back onto the floor and looking up at the commander. Retical waits for him to regain his breath. “…you said I was…working with them.” 
 
    “I told you,” Retical crouches to Marquos’ height, “I told you of one man that I wanted. The sort of man who would kill his own kin if he thought they might give him away. I know his handiwork.” 
 
    “I did it alone.” 
 
    “Like fuck. The lady was scared out of her mind but she knows what she saw, and it wasn’t no damned one man army. If you have any love for your country you’ll tell me where he is, right now. Have some dignity about it.” 
 
    Marquos screws his eyes shut for a moment, rocking on the floor. He groans, “I just want the girl to be safe. I couldn’t risk her safety.” He opens his eyes, “I’m just trying to get her home.” 
 
    “You’re pathetic,” Retical stands. “Where are the Kands?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Retical nods to the guards and they quickly grab Marquos by the arms and haul him to his feet. He hangs limply in their grip, tensing as the commander clutches onto his neck. Retical snarls into his face, “Where the fuck is Goreth?” 
 
    Marquos gags. The guards release him. Retical shoves him away, and the pilot stumbles back to the floor. Marquos turns back to him, coughing, and struggles to speak, “They left. They jumped ship as soon as you sent that whirlybird after me. Up in Chapel Way. I don’t know what direction they went in, but I’ll wager they’re as far from the waterway as they could get.” 
 
    “If they already left you,” Retical retorts, “then why were you heading away from us so fast?” 
 
    “Because,” Marquos growls back through gritted teeth, “I thought you might try and attack me anyway.” 
 
    Retical regards him carefully, pausing for thought. He shakes his head, appalled, “You have that little faith in the Border Guard? We represent every hope of security and expansion that the Estal Nation has, if you are afraid to work with us then you are no better than the rebels you harboured. I will give you one more chance to redeem yourself. Where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Marquos says. “He jumped ship a long time back.” 
 
    The commander scans the fields around them, assessing his options, and quickly reaches a decision. He tells the guards, “Take him back to his boat, dump him with it. Tell Qait to circle the area then take the girl back to the Mine Guard.” 
 
    “No!” Marquos cries out, leaping up, and is immediately struck in the face by a guard’s fist, sent rolling back across the floor. Retical ignores him, continuing his instructions, “Spread out over the plains. He’s out here somewhere, and I want him found. We’ll fly back towards Chapel Way, spread out and regroup here in two hours.” 
 
    Retical turns away and strides towards the airship as his guards grab Marquos and hustle him back into the wheeled-vehicle. He struggles, but they punch him in the gut again and all his strength shoots out of him. They toss him onto the floor and start driving back across the field. His head is pounding as he tries to push himself up, too weak to even lift himself from the floor. The guards say something to one another and start laughing. He cannot hear their words. They are racing back to the boat. They are going to kidnap Red again. He has to do something. He looks sideways to the weapon beside one of the guards. A wide-barrelled pistol: it will only take one shot at a time. One shot. He waits. The vehicle bounces over the terrain and he hits his head against the floor. The guards laugh again. They come to a halt and the guards jump down, dragging Marquos out after them. He reaches for the pistol, but his action is so slow and weak that they do not even notice the attempt. He is pulled out onto the grass and pushed into a roll. He looks up and sees the Hypnagogia, beached against the grass bank with the hull split. He hears Red cry out, sees her heaved up by another guard, carried towards the gyrocopter. Marquos rolls over on the floor, barely able to move. The airship lifts into the air in the distance. The noise of its engines and propellers thud into the earth, making the world around him vibrate. He hears the guards talking. 
 
    “Dump him and the boat,” one of them says. Marquos is grabbed by the shoulder and dragged along the floor. He tries to raise his free arm, but cannot. His head spins. He is thrown down the bank, metres away from his boat. He rolls over and looks up at the guards. Two of them stand over him, distracted. They are sharing another joke. The sound of more propellers. Marquos rolls his head to one side and sees the gyrocopter pilot firing up the flying machine. A guard carries Red to him. Marquos rolls his head to the other side. The airship has gone, somewhere in the clouds. He rolls his head back. One of the guards is raising a blunt tool above his head. Marquos finds the strength now, to raise his hand and hold it in front of his face as the guard swings the club down at him. 
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    The Kands know exactly what they are doing in Estalia. Experts in guerrilla warfare, the only true type of warfare that still exists in the world. In the Border Guard, recruits are well-trained and well-equipped, but they operate in large numbers and their individual worth is seldom tested. For a Kand rebel, living amongst the enemy, personal strength is necessary for survival, and it is tested every day of the struggle. They have to move fast and silent, and every blow they make has to strike home. They do not hesitate to kill, and understand the terrain better than the natives who live there. Their weapons are primitive but effective; their victims seldom see or hear them coming. Tunnels run under the plains, with secret entrances hidden in the trees and safe-houses throughout the urban areas. 
 
    Only a dozen guards are left in the plains before Thesteran, with the airship drifted out of view. Three entrances are opened in the dirt, and a host of Kands rises from them. Three guards are struck from behind by arrows, falling without a sound. Three more find hands clamped over their mouths as another slips silently under their chins, a blade flashing across their flesh. Two more spot their colleagues falling and turn to address their enemies, just in time to be bludgeoned to the floor. One lifts a rifle to fire but takes an arrow through the neck. The guard carrying Red releases her and turns to run away. He is sprinting through the open when a rock flies into his head, cracking his helmet and driving straight through his skull. The gyrocopter pilot steps forwards and hoists Red up under one arm, lifting his rifle with the other hand and backing onto his vehicle. The approaching Kands spin their rocks and ready their bows, but they hesitate when they see the child. He crouches into his seat, hiding behind the girl, and targets his rifle at one of the Kands. A Kand sneaks towards him from the other side, a down-turned knife ready to throw, but the guard knows he is there. As the Kand goes to throw the weapon, the guard twists and fires a clean shot into the rebel’s eye. The gyrocopter lifts into the air as the remaining Kands charge towards it, letting lose their rocks and arrows. The vehicle banks away, avoiding the missiles, and its cloud of black smoke engulfs the pursuers. It flies across the sky, fleeing at a relentless speed, as Red dangles over the edge, flailing her arms and legs. 
 
    The two guards that stand over Marquos are distracted by the fighting, a scream throwing off the killing blow so it narrowly misses his head. They both turn to see their colleagues slaughtered, and one lifts his single-shot pistol to fire at the rebels. His single-shot is wasted, his arm jerked towards the sky as a knife spins into his chest and he tumbles to the floor gargling blood. The final guard drops to his knees and starts pleading, hands raised in undisguised fear. A rebel calmly walks in front of him, raises a hammer and swings it down into his temple. 
 
    The rebel force wastes no time in clearing up the carnage they have caused. The guards’ bodies are dragged back into the tunnels, their dropped tools rounded up and ferreted away. A small troupe of rebels take the Hypnagogia’s mooring lines and start dragging it up the stream with great heaves. A Kand rebel stands over Marquos and holds out a hand to him. The pilot looks up dumbly, unable to move. Another Kand approaches and the pair lift Marquos. He does not resist as he is swiftly walked towards the copse of trees. Within it, he sees a hole in the ground, next to a tree that has somehow been pivoted to one side. He is dragged into it and finds himself in a dark tunnel, barely wide enough to crawl through. Though too dazed to understand the words, he hears instructions to move on ahead, and he faintly begins to crawl. A rebel gives him a shove from behind, encouraging him to move faster, and he does so without thinking. The tunnel is a hard mix of rock and soil below his hands, unlit and descending into the unknown. Marquos ducks his head low, crawling onwards without being able to see, occasionally stumbling, catching his hands on the walls that barely fit his shoulders. The rebel behind him keeps pushing, urging him on, and he hurries, the black closing around him. Marquos’ breathing grows heavier, and he can hear it pounding back into his ears in the confined space. He moves faster, aware of the huge distance they are travelling. Anything could be up ahead. He does not want to ask how long it will go on for. He keeps crawling, blind for the world, on and on. 
 
    After what seems like an endless crawl, too exhausted and beaten to have his mind wander over the horror of this unending tunnel, Marquos spies a speck of light ahead. He moves even faster now, clawing at the ground to propel him through the darkness. He is not sure if it’s real, he has been in the dark for so long, but he has to get there as soon as possible. It seems forever before the light starts to grow, but when it does it suddenly fills his vision, so close now. He finds himself laughing with hysterical delight, to see the light drifting towards him. The tunnel will end. He charges forwards on hands and knees, and dashes out from the hole, into a small clearing where a fire burns, feeling the bite of the cool air. He is helped to his feet and pulled away from the hole by people who he does not see, and has to blink repeatedly for his eyes to readjust to the light. Someone is talking to him again, but he can hardly focus on the words. 
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    It takes Marquos a few minutes to regain his senses, but once he has settled onto a log and been handed a hot drink he begins to realise where he is. The tunnels from the plains led to a large cluster of trees, somewhere far south of Thesteran. From the clearing, it is hard to see any easy way through the trees to the open country, and it is harder still to see the clouded sky through the ceiling of branches. The clearing itself is small and lit by a fire in the centre, which stands at the mouths of half a dozen tunnel entrances. Kand rebels stand by the entrances with blades and hammers, guarding them carefully. He recognises some of the faces before him; Lian hiding in the shadow of a tree at the very edge of the clearing, whilst Goreth stands proudly at the centre, helping fellow rebels out from the tunnels. It is difficult to tell how many rebels there are, as many of them immediately depart into the cover of the trees, but at least a dozen remain milling about the clearing. Their numbers include all shapes and sizes, from the tall and thin to the short and fat, both male and female. They are a filthy bunch, skin caked in mud from the tunnel crawl, and dressed in the reused rags of a vagrant force. One burly man leans against a tree, making brash comments as some of the tired rebels return to the fold. He kept repeating one man’s name, “Vilce! Hey, Vilce! Vilce!” and when he finally has his attention, “How was the weather down there?” The burly man laughs at his own jokes, whilst everyone else tries to ignore him. Another Kand has Marquos’ attention; one sat at the opposite side of the clearing in a huge green blanket, only the eyes visible poking out of it, pointed directly at him. Those eyes keep watching him the whole time he sits sipping his drink.  
 
    Marquos makes no comment as the rebel force return to the clearing. They congratulate one another, swig from vile-smelling drinks and generally disappear into the woods. Some throw their bloody weapons down in the clearing, others drag theirs away with them. They stop coming eventually, and Goreth and the other guards move away from the fire, announcing that the last of their men are back. Goreth finally comes to Marquos and tells him “I wish we could’ve been quicker. We were ready to take down that airship.” 
 
    “How?” Marquos replies, nearly inaudible as he looks into Goreth’s face. The poor light illuminates only the harshest features of the warrior Kand, his deep scars and square muscles. 
 
    “With fire, of course. Simple fire. An arrow or two in the right place, a gas bomb, and the whole flying fortress would fall.” 
 
    “No,” Marquos shakes his head and speaks hoarsely, “How were you ready? How did you know we would be there?” 
 
    “These men are always ready. These plains are our territory, and the Border Guard will know it well now,” Goreth slaps Marquos’ shoulder encouragingly, making the pilot wince with an unspecific pain that rushes through his body. “They got you but good, huh? I’m sorry about that. As I say, I wish we were quicker. But maybe now you see who you’re dealing with?” 
 
    “They took Red.” 
 
    “I know. Don’t you worry, we’ll get her back. We can’t let that gyro go far, else he’ll tell of what he saw. It’s better that all Retical’s men just go missing, down in the collapsed tunnels.” 
 
    “I let her down, Goreth,” Marquos responds distantly. “They took her away from me. I was supposed to protect her…I was supposed to get her home…I let her down, just like Tojo...” 
 
    “Don’t you worry. You need to get some rest.” 
 
    “What’s with the Estalian?” the burly Kand suddenly booms. 
 
    “Never you mind, Copin,” Goreth waves a hand back to him, “There’ll be time for it later.” 
 
    “He looks like his dog just died.” 
 
      
 
    After sleeping without dreaming, the pilot stirs and sits upright, clearing his eyes to take in the collective gathered around the fire. They are in high spirits, drinking mugs of glus with laughter as consistent a sound as the crackling of the flames. Resting against the log, Marquos takes in a deep breath and puts a hand to his head. It hurts to touch. He looks to the sky, but there is nothing to see. The light of day has already faded and the blanket of branches above is visible only in flickering shadows cast by the fire. 
 
    The general chatter around the fire is interrupted as the burly joker from before stands, raising his mug and shouting above the ruckus for attention. He pokes fun at one of his cohorts before announcing, “But seriously now. Seriously I want to toast this fine man that’s returned to our fold. We thought we’d lost a good man. Here’s to you, Gore, and here’s to reminding you that we’re all counting on you to figure a way out from this damned mess.” 
 
    The Kands cheer and raise their drinks. Goreth responds with equal boldness, “You’ve nothing to fear on that. Whatever numbers we have left will be enough to crush these cowards. One righteous Kand is enough. And even if I had fallen, you still have the most righteous Kand I have ever met right here leading you.” 
 
    The crowd cheers again. The figure in the heavy blanket, one of the smallest around the fire, rises to an uproarious celebration. Marquos looks into the eyes, finding them staring at him again, and realises this must be the high leader that Goreth spoke of. Hidden in her massive green sheet, all focus is on the wide eyes that sparkle in the firelight. The Kands quieten, waiting for her to speak. She lifts a mug of glus, saying nothing. They all cheer again and return to drinking. She turns away from the circle and slips past her drunken men into the shadows of the trees. 
 
    Marquos starts with a jump as a man slips to the floor beside him, but relaxes on recognising Lian. Lian pulls his knees up to his face, nervously hunched up, and mutters “Every one of these people is a murderer. They would stab one another for sovereignty.” 
 
    “They saved our lives,” Marquos replies. “And I don’t see you rejecting their hospitality right now.” 
 
    “They are one pocket of evil in a whole world of it,” Lian says, “What use would forsaking them do.” 
 
    “Quite,” Marquos sighs. “Do you know where we are?” 
 
    “Far south of Thesteran, hidden in the woods. People do not live near here, guards do not pass through.” 
 
    “I need to get to Red.” 
 
    “No chance,” Lian shakes his head, lowering his voice further, “They’ve gone after her, I’m sure she’ll be fine, but right now you ought to worry about yourself. Mind their hospitality here, don’t cause trouble right away, no. You saw her Highness? She was there just now.” 
 
    “I saw her.” 
 
    “She came to you whilst you were unconscious. With her doctor, Copin. He has very little respect for others. A Gentar. They were checking you over.” 
 
    “I didn’t stir.” 
 
    “No. She’s not to be trusted, Marquos. Anyone that can rally the greatest clans of our war did not do it through sweet-talking.” 
 
    “If she wanted to hurt me, she’d have done it whilst I slept.” 
 
    “You’re too bashful, Lian,” a female voice interrupts them from behind. Lian scrambles sideways in a whimpering furore through fallen leaves. Marquos looks up to see the lady in the blanket standing over him, having circled through the trees, holding a plate and mug in small hands that protrude from the blanket. The nearest Kands turn to watch, nudging one another and going quiet. Highness Elzia speaks with a smooth, strong voice, her accent refined from a higher level of society, “Tell him what’s on your mind. What you’re afraid these people do.” Lian shakes his head hurriedly at her, shifting back across the floor. She rolls her eyes and says “Get some food. Your twig frame isn’t any use to me.” 
 
    Lian tries to stand and trips, encouraging laughter from the Kands at the fire. He slinks away towards the edge of the group, eyeing Elzia fearfully as he retreats. She flashes her men a warning glance and they look away, leaving her to Marquos. Elzia ducks down to sit beside the pilot, pulling her blanket in around her, and holds out the plate and cup to him. Marquos takes them and peers at the steaming pile of meat he has been handed. She says, “Tuck in, you need the energy.” 
 
    Marquos takes one cautious bite as Elzia watches, then finds himself wolfing down the meat with a burst of ravenous hunger, its barbequed taste filling his senses. Elzia pulls the blanket back from her head, making Marquos pause from his food to look at her face. She is a stunning beauty, with large blue eyes and milky smooth skin, a sharp nose and silken dark hair. She smiles at Marquos with a pert look that makes him gulp on his current mouthful. A few of her men at the fire sneak looks in her direction, ignored by her. 
 
    “Goreth has told me what you went through,” Elzia says. “We all owe you our gratitude. He is one of my greatest assets in this struggle.” 
 
    Marquos swallows and replies, “He has told me what you’ve been through, too. I wasn’t expecting you to be so young.” 
 
    “Appearances don’t always reflect our experiences.” 
 
    “I don’t mean any offence. I just didn’t imagine Goreth answering to someone younger than him.” 
 
    “Yes,” Elzia smiles again, “He knows his place, and it is above most people.” 
 
    Marquos starts eating again. The high leader stares at him for a moment, then notes “Not all Kands are so reliable. The likes of the Highbreath Clan are very petty, squabbling over small tracts of land without thinking about the future. They concern themselves with political, backhanded tactics, happier to spread rumours denouncing their enemies than to actually stand up and fight against the real people that oppress us. That’s why people like Lian fear me. For instance, he’s been told that one of the reasons people are so loyal to me is that when I defeat someone in battle I spend days devouring their bodies, so all who followed them are driven to follow me by some kind of magic.” 
 
    Marquos pauses, looking at the meat on his plate. 
 
    “If eating people gave me that strength,” Elzia chuckles, “I don’t think I’d share with guests, do you?” 
 
    Marquos looks at her sideways, still uncertain. She gives him a playful wink and he slowly continues chewing. 
 
    “Lian has no leadership qualities for me to steal anyway. And you could barely make a snack out of him.” 
 
    Marquos stops, putting the plate on the floor. He swallows and stares at the high leader, hard, trying to figure out if she is joking. She gives nothing away, leaning back against the log. She says “You probably should not have slept so soon after taking so many hits to the head, you know. You’re lucky there wasn’t any serious damage done. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Angry, mostly,” Marquos tells her. 
 
    “Understandable. I am sorry you and the girl had to get involved in this. We’ve been making our best efforts to retrieve her, though. Two of my men tracked the gyrocopter across the plains. He was headed towards Nexter, and when he stops to find the Mine Guard my men will apprehend him. They probably already have, and will be back here soon.” 
 
    “What makes you think he didn’t go straight back to that airship?” 
 
    “The Border Guard are not fools, he wouldn’t risk leading us directly to Commander Retical. He’s headed to other guards to pass on what has happened. Hopefully we will prevent that.” 
 
    “But you don’t know if Red’s safe?” 
 
    “There’s no reason for anyone to harm her. I want to thank you again, for protecting Goreth. It was very brave of you not to go to the Guard.” 
 
    “Bravery nothing,” Marquos shakes his head, “The thought never crossed my mind. If I couldn’t protect my boat without the help of the Guard then I don’t belong on a boat. I made my judgement calls, the Guard never figured in them.” The pilot pauses, then mumbles “And I let Red down.” 
 
    “She’ll be alright, I promise you. As a sign of our thanks, also, my men have retrieved your boat, they are repairing it for you. It is well hidden, do not fear.” 
 
    “The stream comes here?” 
 
    “Yes, and if the Border Guard follow it hoping to find us then they will be entering territories they are unfamiliar with. They don’t dare.” 
 
    “If it’s all the same to you, as soon as we hear back about Red, I’d like to leave. I have no place being here. I can’t imagine your men appreciate having an Estalian amongst them, anyway.” 
 
    “Nonsense. We deal with all people. The Border Guard do not represent Estalia, we all know that. There are forces as large as ours made up entirely of your own people. I wouldn’t expect you to appreciate that kind of conflict, coming from the south. I don’t imagine you’ve ever had to fight for anything.” 
 
    “You don’t know me. The world’s just as dark in the south as here.” 
 
    Elzia raises her eyebrows, looking into Marquos’ eyes knowingly, and the pilot has to look away. He mutters back “The time of fighting for ideals like a land to call your own ended a long time ago. All I need to defend is myself and my boat. Same as anyone else looking to survive.” 
 
    “No one is fighting over the name or ownership of their land, Marquos. We’re fighting for the right to be our own people. The Border Guard take what others produce, with their façade of protecting everyone from the evils outside Estalia. They’re the most dangerous force in this world. I understand you are a traveller, Marquos. Have you been through Afta?” 
 
    “I visited the Eastern Tracts.” 
 
    “They say that Afta crawls with bandits, and every town must defend itself or perish. That every traveller takes his safety into his own hands. Were you hurt in the Eastern Tracts?” 
 
    “People kept to themselves.” 
 
    “There are more bandits there, on the continent, than in Estalia, it is true. But that’s only because of the way they’re defined. Here you have men in armour who steal from towns they have no business visiting, claiming it is a protection tax. Claiming their resources, brought back from abroad, will better this nation. They keep it all for themselves, but everyone believes these guards are worth maintaining because they prevent the bandits from attacking. They are the bandits, though.” 
 
    “The Water Guard keep the waterways from falling apart, the Road Guard maintain the roads,” Marquos answers, “The Mine Guard, for their terrible faults, still provide us with fuel. I don’t pretend to know the Border Guard’s actions abroad, but I’ve never seen them cause trouble in Estalia before.” 
 
    “They were going to kill you,” Elzia frowns at him. 
 
    “Only because your people are here,” Marquos snaps back, rising to his feet. “She’d be safely home by now if not for your damned cause. She’d be home safe, and I’d be on my way to a normal life again.” 
 
    The Kands at the fire quieten and turn towards Marquos. Elzia slowly stands next to him. She is shorter than him by a head, looking up into his eyes. She shuffles in her blanket and says “You rescued that girl from the Mine Guard’s crimes, yet you don’t care how many thousands of others are oppressed under the same rule?” 
 
    “It was something I owed her. And may never get to pay her, thanks to your war I have no stake in.” 
 
    “Goreth suggested your eyes were open to what must be done.” 
 
    “I already explained to him,” Marquos tells her firmly. “I made some bad choices, and I wanted to set them straight. I don’t want a war. I don’t want your war.” 
 
    Elzia regards him for a moment, longer, then turns away, seemingly satisfied. She disappears into darkness. Marquos watches her leave, then turns to the fire to find all eyes staring at him. Goreth is standing, towards the centre of the group, and glowers back when Marquos meets his eyes. The pilot backs off from them, sitting down on the log. He hears one of the rebels mutter, “Typical Estal.” 
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    Goreth approaches Marquos as the Kands around the fire grow rowdier. He has taken a torch lit from the fire and gestures towards the trees. “Walk this way, you’ll be wanting to rest.” 
 
    One of the Kands lets out a loud whoop, throwing glus onto the fire with the effect of a tall flash and general laughter. Marquos accepts Goreth’s invitation and follows him through the trees. Goreth explains that there are bunks for sleeping up ahead, away from the rebels who will celebrate their day’s victory into the night. A short distance from the fire, along an indecipherable path through the trees, there is another clearing where twigs and leaves have been piled into patches of soft padding. The noise of the Kands singing can just be heard sifting through the woods, but the light from the fire cannot be seen. Goreth points to the bedding. 
 
    “Bunk down. Rest as long as you need. Days, if you want. There’s a little creek, about five minutes’ walk that way,” Goreth points the torch in an ambiguous direction, “Go there for a wash when you like. There should be some flasks of water around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Marquos replies quietly. He rubs his eyes tiredly, “Your people saved my life today.” 
 
    “I’m glad you see it that way.” 
 
    The pilot thinks of Retical’s furious face, and murmurs “It wouldn’t have been any different if you had left the boat sooner. They would’ve caught up to me one way or another, and they still wouldn’t have believed me.” 
 
    “The Border Guard is a brutal force. We’re dealing with it, though,” Goreth tells him. “And don’t worry, you’ll be away before you know it. Back to whatever it is you think’s important out there. That’s your choice.” 
 
    “What would you rather I do? Stay here with you?” 
 
    Goreth pauses. He turns back to Marquos, replying “No, I don’t give a damn what you do with yourself. You helped us more than we had any right to ask. Highness Elzia believes our fight is universal, but I have no interest in lecturing you. I accept that there are people in this world who cannot be persuaded to fight, not until they have it thrust upon them, and that is their problem. I have other things to concern me.” 
 
    Marquos gives a weary, satisfied look, “Very well.” 
 
    “But Marquos,” Goreth steps closer, lowering his voice, “Don’t ever raise your voice to her again, I’ll tear your throat out, I don’t care what we might’ve been through.” 
 
    Marquos backs off, tense, seeing in the Kand’s eyes that he is deadly serious. He hesitates a moment, but holding the Kand’s gaze is enough to show his understanding. Goreth gives him a brief nod of acknowledgement and retreats. The light of his torch is soon hidden in the thicket. No longer able to see, Marquos drops to the floor and feels his way towards one of the beds of padding. He crawls onto it and rolls onto his back, listening to the soft sound of the Kands singing. 
 
      
 
    Marquos is barely aware of having slept again when he stirs to the sound of movement beside him. He opens his eyes and sees a glimpse of sunlight somewhere past the branches above. The branches themselves are unclear, though, blurred by a concealing mist, and his vision is partly obscured by Highness Elzia standing over him. She is still concealed in her blanket, a single monolithic shape identifiable only by her face peering over the top of the cloth. She crouches as he pushes himself up onto his haunches. 
 
    “It’s day already,” Marquos comments, scanning the clearing. The various other piles of bedding nearby have not been disturbed, and the pair are alone. 
 
    “You’ve been out for some time,” Elzia tells him. 
 
    “Everyone’s already up?” 
 
    “Most of them never slept. Those that did didn’t make it back here. My men are already out at work.” 
 
    “Red?” Marquos starts, remembering himself, “Where’s Red? Have they brought her back?” 
 
    “Calm down,” Elzia says softly, her calm eyes easing his nerves slightly. She smiles to him, and he relaxes, sighing “You’ve got her. Oh thank Kail.” 
 
    “I need you to listen,” Elzia puts a hand on Marquos’ shoulder. “She’s safe, that’s the important thing. The man who took her was too fast, and the Mine Guard have her, but my men are tracking them. As soon as the opportunity arises, they will take her back.” 
 
    “But you said you’d stop him!” Marquos pulls away from her, “If he got Red to the Mine Guard then they know about your attack yesterday! They’ll send a force right to you.” 
 
    “Let us worry about that,” Elzia replies, “In the meantime, there’s something else I need to bring up with you.” 
 
    Marquos gives her a cold look, expecting the worst. 
 
    “Goreth told me you were thinking of heading to the North.” 
 
    “After I get Red back safely.” 
 
    “I know we’ve done little to earn it yet, but you spent a few days with Goreth, you understand our cause, so I hope you can trust us. Do you think that’s possible?” 
 
    “There’s very few people I trust in this world. It takes a lot to earn that.” 
 
    “Do you believe we can rescue your girl?” 
 
    Marquos hesitates, regarding her hopeful expression. 
 
    “We can. Within a day or two, we’ll have her back here. Another two days, laying low, we can get her back to her parents. That’s where you were headed. If we do this, you’re free to head to the North, as you wished.” 
 
    “No,” Marquos shakes his head at once, “I’m not going north without knowing she is safe.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Rosebault Project?” 
 
    “What’s it got to do with Red?” 
 
    “It’s got something to do with everyone. Do you know of it?” 
 
    “Remind me…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if you didn’t know it,” Elzia settles onto the floor, getting comfortable. Marquos pushes himself up to sit opposite her. “It was about ten seasons ago when it was cancelled. Dr Sam Rosenbault, the man in charge, went missing and everyone kind of forgot about it. You probably don’t remember Supreme Commander Klant, the last leader of the Border Guard.” 
 
    “Sure, I know the name.” 
 
    “You’d remember it well if you were Kandish. He had a firm presence in Byfraze, but his death gave the Border Guard all the excuse they needed to raid our country. That’s another matter. Klant wasn’t all bad; he believed in making the world a better place. Eventually. The Rosebault Project was a huge drain on the Border Guard’s resources, a series of scientific experiments designed to explain the darkening of the world. It was a big movement in the Metropolis back then, but we’ve only heard rumours of it since.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Klant was replaced by Supreme Commander Felez. Felez and his men had no interest in making the world a better place, they just wanted power. They cancelled the Rosenbault Project and put all its resources into weapons and expanding their campaigns along the Afta coasts. They told the people of the Metropolis that Rosenbault had gone mad and his experiments had all failed. An Estalian refugee made it to Kand a few seasons ago, on the run from the Border Guard. He had been lying low in Estalia for seasons before they caught up to him, and we managed to slip him free.” 
 
    “The doctor?” 
 
    “One of his aides. According to him, Felez’s coup was anything but a natural transition. His men were the ones responsible for Klant’s death, and destroyed all evidence of the experiments Rosenbault had been working on. They would’ve killed Rosenbault and his men too, but the scientists saw it coming. They made off in the night with whatever they could carry and headed north. Rosenbault continued his experiments hidden in the Meth Fields until the Border Guard caught up to them. That was when our friend fled to Kand. Rosenbault did not make it with him. They were split up, and the doctor headed north again. Far north.” 
 
    “I see,” Marquos says, “So that’s where I come in.” 
 
    “We have no means of transport right now, every resource we have is dedicated to our survival since our force was recently compromised. Now, I know you were resistant to the idea yesterday, but you’ve had time to rest. Maybe you’re thinking clearer. Your boat is fast, and you have room for passengers. I’m not asking you to find the doctor, just to give us a chance to. In return, we will do everything we can to return your girl to her home.” 
 
    “What’s it to you, this Rosenbault Project? How’s he going to help free your people? And what makes you think he’s still alive after all this time?” 
 
    “Copin has been looking for him for a long time. Only a few moons ago he turned up accounts that there is a research station a short distance into the Deadland. We just haven’t had a chance to investigate it. As for the why…” Elzia looks away, scanning the trees around them. She observes nature as though it might give her the words she needs, then turns back to Marquos and continues, “If there is even the slightest chance that this darkness can be treated, then it affects all of us. If we are to dedicate our lives to securing some small piece of the world for ourselves, then I want that world to be the best it can be.” 
 
    “Forgive my bluntness,” the pilot shifts uncomfortably on the spot, “But I don’t think what we’ve got can be cured.” 
 
    “Maybe it can’t. But maybe we can still explain why it’s happened, to stop it getting worse. Maybe it’ll remind us what the world used to be like.” 
 
    “What makes you think the world used to be any different? All I ever hear is people fretting as the days grow darker and colder, but I don’t remember it ever being sunny. I’d like to think it was lighter when I was younger, but I’ve thought long and hard about that and for all I know I was just sleeping longer in the darkness. Having more fun in the daylight.” 
 
    Elzia replies considerately, “It might not have changed in our lifetimes. I’ve moved too often to know. But you cannot deny that it was lighter once. When the myriad animals were alive and we were able to measure time in moons and seasons. Those measurements came from people who could see the sky. Those creatures were able to live in the known world long enough for us to hear of them. What is left now survives from a better world, you can’t deny that.” 
 
    Marquos watches her, reading her voice and her eyes, seeing that she believes it all, and turns away with a grumble. He says “What difference does it make.” 
 
    “That’s the point, Marq. We don’t know.” 
 
    “So you want me to take your man up there…” 
 
    “Copin and Hart. You only need go as far as the research station. I only ask because Goreth says it’s where you wanted to go. I can’t imagine why.” 
 
    “What else am I going to do,” Marquos mutters to himself, eyes dropping. 
 
    “I can give you some compensation for your efforts,” Elzia shuffles, delving into her blanket, and pulls out a bag of chips. Marquos regards her oddly for a moment, then takes the money from her and looks at it. 
 
    “What if I say no?” he asks, looking back into her eyes.  
 
    She shrugs. 
 
    “I’m yet to meet a person who actually wants to visit the North. If that’s your choice, then you can wait here until my men return with your girl.” 
 
    “You’d still have them save her?” 
 
    “Of course. We wouldn’t leave her to the Mine Guard.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marquos starts to nod, “Then I’d rather wait for her to be returned here before I go into the North. I need to know she’s safe.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to wait,” Elzia says carefully, “But if you’re going to help us it has to be now. The Border Guard will be descending on us in full force, and us on them. Within a few days, I will not be able to sacrifice the men to go with you, and your journey to the North will be wasted.” 
 
    Marquos regards her suspiciously. He asks, “What are you planning?” 
 
    “Better you not be involved in that,” Elzia says. 
 
    “You want me to trust you?” 
 
    “The details won’t aid you. There’s a retaliation on the cards, that is all. One that could be aided by your swift journey to find Rosenbault. The information you bring back could easily sway the fighting in our favour,” Elzia pauses, then says “Goreth told me everything about your time in the Mines. You know the nature of the Guards, not just the Mine Guard, all of them. You know something must be done. If we can rout them here, we can start to change the tide and even reform the Mines. We can save all the children, together. Please...don’t think of us as Kands. It’s us against them.” 
 
    Marquos takes a deep breath, considering it carefully. He speaks his thoughts, “There’s little in the North that I can bring back...that will make up for the things I’ve already done. The Mine Guard, and now the Border Guard, they won’t stop, will they?” He doesn’t look to Elzia, already aware of the answer. He finally acquiesces, “If you can guarantee Red’s safety, then I’ll do it. There’s just one problem. If I show up on the waterways now, the Border Guard aren’t going to be happy. How far do you think I’ll get?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re best at,” Elzia smiles, “We’ll paint your boat and cut your hair. When we’re done, no one will know who you are.” The high leader lifts a hand to touch Marquos’ hair, and he sits motionless as she picks through knots and makes a mock grimace, “You could definitely do with a change.” 
 
    “It’s been a tough few days.” 
 
    Elzia gives him another smile and jumps to her feet. She holds out her hand to Marquos, saying “Do we have an agreement then?” 
 
    He takes her hand and she pulls him to his feet with surprising strength. He steadies himself and looks at her warily before responding, “You have to promise me though. You have to promise it.” 
 
    “The girl will be safe, I promise.” 
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    Marquos returns to the Hypnagogia, painted black with the outside machinery panelled behind wood. The discretion brings a look of greater elegance, a civilised quality the boat had never aspired to before. Marquos, too, is washed clean and hair sheen to neat fuzz. They dyed it a lighter shade and he chiselled the stubble from around his jaw with a knife. He wears tailored clothes of fine dark cloth, taken from the Kands’ stores, including a long warm jacket and scarf. Goreth joins him at the boat, to say his farewells. 
 
    “Isn’t it nice to put a purpose towards a blind leap into the unknown?” Goreth smiles, “And I guarantee you’ll be thankful to have Copin and Hart along with you, when you see what a world it is up there in the Deadland.” 
 
    Goreth offers little else, clearly distracted by organising his men, and slips away with hints that he is soon to return to war. Lian shuffles out of hiding, greeting Marquos with a whisper, “I wish you luck, Marquos.” 
 
    “And I you,” Marquos replies, “Good to see you haven’t been eaten, then.” 
 
    “Don’t joke about that.” 
 
    “No, I’d be scared too if I were you,” Marquos can’t help but smile, “Your Highness seems like a very dangerous little lady.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t like to hear you talk of her like that.” 
 
    “Well, they won’t. Tell me something seriously, though, Lian…she says they went after that gyrocopter, and her men will bring Red back safely. Am I an idiot to believe her?” 
 
    Lian considers the point for a moment, then answers carefully, “It would bring great shame to all of us for you to rescue Goreth and myself, only to have a girl lose her freedom. Whatever I can fault these people for, I cannot believe they would let Red go without a fight.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you can trust them, though,” Lian bites his lip, “Just remember that. I know she probably made a joke of my fears, just like you have, but I have my reasons.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind,” Marquos dismisses him. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    Marquos wakes huddled against the tiller, wrapped in a number of blankets, and stirs with a shiver at the morning air. He rises to see the sunlight fading through the clouds in a faint haze, and sullenly looks down the hill towards the plains below. Or so he would like to; there is nothing to be seen, as Kail’s Shroud hangs upon the landscape, all vision fading into one indistinct blur mere metres from the boat. 
 
    The pilot had made it halfway up the rocky hills of Chapel Way before tiredness forced him to stop. It has been a lonely journey, moving slowly for the continued effects of the past few days trials and the added drag of the Hypnagogia. With the Kand’s repairs, he seems to have taken on extra weight, though they gave some compensation by oiling and tweaking his mechanics. He is not due to pick up his Kandish passengers until he is some way north of the Meth Fields. Their reasons are their own, but he is somewhat glad of the solitude, a familiar feeling that he has not felt since starting at the Mines. He retrieves his flute and begins playing his familiar tune, the notes hauntingly bouncing off the rocks and clouds with an eerie echo. He plays and plays, trying to recall Red’s little face, holding back the thought that she might still be in danger. 
 
    It was his return from the Eastern Tracts that last left him alone on the boat. He had been heading back west, along a canal that followed an old railroad. The railroad was a proud transport system that had run across the whole of Afta, once, alleged to be leftover from the Gracian Kingdom. Crumbling platforms and metal tracts, where they had been left intact, lay deep in overgrown weeds along the side of the canals. There was little else to see; hills and rocks of different sizes covered Afta, with varying degrees of vegetation, but under overcast days it all looked the same as Estalia. Marquos was ignorant of the history of the lands he passed through; all he saw were decaying ruins that he assumed the Border Guard had left behind when they travelled through Afta and found it too vast to colonise. On his way back to Estalia, however, the pilot picked up a fellow Estalian wishing to cross the sea, a man who continued to explore the Gracian Kingdom and offered Marquos what he knew of its mysterious history. 
 
    Thinking of those legends, Elzia’s words rung clear in Marquos’ mind, that perhaps the world had been a better place before. Maybe there really was a war that had torn them all apart, or some answer to where the darkness had come from. Maybe the Gracians did exist, at some point, and maybe Rosenbault could explain what happened to them. Maybe the Border Guard didn’t want him to. If every generation had stories of the Gracians from ten generations before their own, though, who was to say how far back it went, and where the stories started, or what was true. 
 
      
 
    Dusk falls as he creeps into sight of the industrious towers of the Fields, flanked by massive refinery buildings. The green fog gives the Meth Fields an otherworldly hue, a civilisation doomed to the wastes of some ill-conceived experiment. The city remains lighter than most, throughout the night, for the slightly luminous nature of the gasses that cloud it, and the occasional flaring of the tips of the towers, burning day and night. Marquos floats into the city with the same conflicted awe that it always inspires. Down past the factories and the towers, the canal slips into a vast tract of make-shift buildings that have been cemented into an expansive urban centre. The canal is lit frequently by lanterns hanging from the sides of homes and public houses that flank the waterway, and people wander the streets to the side of the canal. Marquos watches them as he passes by, but none of them show any interest in him. Entering the city, he is stopped only once, by a member of the Water Guard who stands out on a pier as the canal widens. The guard asks a rehearsed line of questioning about Marquos’ purpose in the Meth Fields, and Marquos gives a rehearsed line of answers that he has given many times before. He comes to trade, to visit friends and to move on. The guard welcomes him to the city. There is no sign of the Border Guard patrols; they must know now that the Kands are closer to Thesteran. 
 
    Marquos steers the Hypnagogia into the wider tract of canal and begins to navigate his way through boats that have been moored there. The transport in the Meth Fields is as industrial as the city itself, with little more than ugly cargo ships and workmen’s transits moored at the side of the canal. Casual visitors do not come here. Marquos finds a spot on a crowded jetty and pulls his boat to a stop, tying it off and locking the door to the cabin. He jumps off the boat and starts making his way through the bustling population, his mind on one location. 
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    Teri opens the door to man in finer dress and cleanliness than he has ever blessed her with before, but her focus is immediately drawn to the face, and any affection or joy at Marquos’ return is sidelined by her blunt question, “What the fuck did you do, pick a fight with a wall?” 
 
    “So good to see you, too,” Marquos grins sheepishly back at her. He has two clear cuts on his face, one above his right eye and the other just below his lip, and the skin all around the left of his face is colourfully bruised. He has done all he could to clear up the wounds, looking into the mirror on his boat, but all he could do turned out to be very little. He whips a hand out from behind his back and holds up a small bouquet of ugly flowers he has torn from the riverbank. Teri gives him a sardonic look and takes the flowers, holding them at arm’s length. 
 
    “Charming,” she murmurs, and places them aside. She leans against the doorframe and looks the pilot up and down. Teri is a striking girl, tall and strongly built with a full feminine figure and bright white hair, trimmed short in a messy splay. Her home is one of many strung together amidst the countless identical streets; cramped terraces partially reconstructed from brickwork laid there many decades ago. Her door is a piece of corrugated metal, chained in place, and the interior of the home is in a state of constant disrepair. She steps aside and raises an arm for Marquos to enter. He immediately kisses her on the lips. She shares the kiss for a moment, but places a hand on his chest and lightly pushes him back, says, “Come on, in here.” 
 
    Marquos walks into her living area as she rattles the door shut. The dark room is lit by a small candle in the centre, its two wicker arm chairs frayed and worn. He walks to one and sits down as Teri pulls a bottle out from under the sink. She plonks herself onto the other seat and takes a swig before handing the drink to him. All the while her eyes watch him carefully, her mind ticking. 
 
    “I’ve had a rough few days,” Marquos tells her, gulping down the glus. “Tough few moons, in fact.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have guessed it,” Teri replies, “Funny, though, because I’ve had a bad time of it myself.” 
 
    Marquos pauses. He shifts forward in the seat to hand the bottle back and sighs, “I’m sorry. I should’ve sent some message to say I was coming. I’m three days later than I thought I’d be anyway, though. Maybe more.” 
 
    “That’s good. If you’d been here three days ago my boyfriend would’ve given you worse than you got from whoever did get you.” 
 
    “Your boyfriend?” Marquos raises his eyebrows with a pang of surprise. 
 
    “Ex, actually,” Teri rolls her eyes, “We had a messy break-up, too. He worked in the galley with me, so I asked for a transfer and have been left lugging coal around. That’s my foreseeable future.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear it,” Marquos replies. 
 
    “No you’re not. If you thought I was still with that bastard you’d be out of here in shot, moping away back to your boat.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about your work,” the pilot says sincerely. “But let me treat you. I’ve been doing alright, as far as supporting myself goes. We can go out to one of the eateries, what do you say?” 
 
    “Not going to happen. I need my rest, I’ve got another long day tomorrow. Wait till tomorrow evening and we can set the town on fire, though,” Teri’s eyes light up a little, “You can come with me to the Pike when everyone’s out and we can watch Raiph squirm with jealousy.” 
 
    Marquos leans back, “I’d love for you to use me to get back at your boyfriend, but if we can’t do it tonight then it’ll have to wait a bit longer. I’ve got-” 
 
    “Fucking typical,” Teri throws a hand in the air, “I should’ve known. You just want to jump on me and leave? How many girls do you have on the go to keep doing that everywhere you go, Marquos? To make you think it’s alright?” Marquos doesn’t answer, looking away uncomfortably, and Teri huffs. She runs a hand over her face, moaning “What it must be like, to be able to move from one place to another in this miserable world, looking out for yourself and no one else.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it to seem like that at all,” Marquos insists, “I’ve got caught up in something kind of serious. I’ve got a few responsibilities. I interrupted it all to come see you, though. And if you think it was just to…jump on you…then forget that. Let’s sit here and talk. Tell me what’s been happening with you. It’s been ages since we got a chance to catch up.” 
 
    “Now you’re just being tricky,” Teri says, “You don’t care.” 
 
    “Teri, you’re one of the few people out in this wilderness that I do care about. You ask me to knock this Raiph guy’s lights out and I’d do it in an instant. You don’t like your work, you can come away with me on my boat. Just go up and down the waterways, the two of us, we’d be happy. Then I could show you how much I care.” 
 
    Teri lets out a sudden laugh. She covers her mouth, but laughs again, then says “I’m so sorry. If you’re serious, that is. Are you?” 
 
    “Is it that stupid?” Marquos asks quietly, a little affronted. Teri sees that he meant it and her face drops, filled with sympathy, “Bless you. I’m not going to run away with you, Marquos. I’ve got a home here, and a life. It might not look like much, and it is a lot of hard work, but it’s my home. A place I can always come back to, with people I know. Don’t you miss that? Do you even have any kind of routine out there on that boat of yours? Regular meal times?” 
 
    Marquos shakes his head slowly, replying “What for?” 
 
    “A life without structure isn’t really a life, Marqy. Most people are out there building something out of themselves. Something they can use. What’re you doing?” 
 
    “Building it in experience instead of…physical things?” 
 
    “That’s great,” Teri winks. She takes another swig from her bottle, “Fancy ideas aren’t going to take care of you when you’re old, you know?” 
 
    “You never said anything like this before,” Marquos says, “I thought you liked to hear where I’d been. I thought you might like to share a bit of it.” 
 
    “Oh I do!” Teri slips off her chair down to her knee next to Marquos. She takes one of his hands in hers and rubs it, smiling as she looks into his eyes. She lowers her voice, “You’re fascinating, Marquos, and you’re great fun when you’re around. Fun doesn’t guarantee a future though. I’m not going to wait for you to change your nature and settle somewhere. I love you, Marq, but you’re not what I need.” 
 
    “I need you though,” Marquos replies weakly. He finds himself staring at her, unable to focus. Her words are not what he wanted to hear. Not what he expected. Another candidate for companionship on the waterways, lost to the sensibilities of civilisation.  
 
    “Like you need a post to tie your boat to,” Teri slips up towards him, her eyes running over him carefully. “That’s fine. I’ll still be here for you. You can’t take the post with you though, can you?” 
 
    “But I-” Marquos goes to talk, but she places a finger on his lips, interrupting “It’s not what you’re here for, is it? Where’s this talk come from?” 
 
    He looks into her eyes, recognising her hungry look as the finger rests there against him, and he lightly shrugs, forces a smile, lets the subject drop. She sinks onto him and lays her lips onto his. They kiss briefly before she retreats. She pauses, inches from his face, and he looks longingly to her mouth. He does not try to speak again, languishing in her warm breath. Without warning, he pulls her onto him, hard, and she wraps her arms around him. Their hands move with hungry desperation, hers caressing his face as his drag her legs apart over him. He spins her off the chair, down to the hard floor, and as one they clumsily roll through the mess of her home. He kisses her all over, holding her close, tasting the dirty sweat of her day’s work in the factories. He fumbles his hands down to undo her trousers, pull down her pants, frantically moving like a teenager enjoying the scent of a woman for the first time. It’s been too long, but his instincts take care of the rest. 
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    Marquos lies on a bed as solid as wood, Teri halfway sprawled across him with her head rested against his shoulder, the pair naked and exhausted. Teri has no curtains to cover her window, but the airborne filth of the city has turned the pane dark, letting only a vague glimmer of green light in from a street lantern below. They have laid together for some minutes, idling stroking each other’s bodies as they catch their breath. It took two rapturous sessions of sex for Marquos to control himself in anything resembling a romantic manner, and another two before he was completely drained. The whole while, Marquos hid the pain of his injuries being touched, forcing himself on with angry determination that he would enjoy this. Teri contained herself better, but inside she felt no less animalistic than Marquos, releasing the passion she’d built up in anger against Raiph. 
 
    “How’s the city been,” Marquos murmurs, “Since I was last here?” 
 
    “The same,” Teri says, “Lonely. I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “A lot, by the looks of it.” 
 
    “You’ve got a bit of life to you. Guys around here have no imagination, they act like the green ether is an excuse to be lazy.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about you for moons. You have no idea. I thought I’d bring Red here and then I’d be with you and everything would reach some sort of happy ending. I even convinced myself that you might come with me…stay with me.” 
 
    “You could stay with me,” Teri sighs, patting Marquos on the thigh, “Unlikely, right? Who’s Red?” 
 
    “A little girl I picked up in the Metropolis. I was bringing her back to her parents.” 
 
    “Did they hire you to do that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Teri shifts, tilting her head back to look up at Marquos’ beaten face and inspect his injuries once more. She holds a hand up to gingerly stroke his cheek and comments “That must hurt like hell. Who did it?” 
 
    “The Border Guard.” 
 
    Teri sits up suddenly, pushing herself off Marquos, and gives him a serious glare. She demands “What are you talking about? What happened?” 
 
    “Have you seen them around here?” Marquos asks. “I’ve been running into them on the waterways. There’s been a lot of fighting around Thesteran, apparently. Kand rebels have come over from Byfraze and they’re practically at war.” 
 
    “The Border Guard don’t come through here. The Border Guard don’t have anything to do with anyone unless it’s damned serious, Marq! Was this girl you rescued a Kand princess or something?” 
 
    “No,” Marquos smiles lightly, “It’s nothing to do with her, that’s the Mine Guard’s affair. You don’t need to worry about it. I got a hiding, but I got away alive and they’re not after me anymore.” 
 
    “You’re a fool, Marq, you’re going to get yourself killed out there,” Teri shakes her head, “It’s not worth it, all your mindless wandering.” 
 
    “I can guarantee the stars in the North will prove you wrong.” 
 
    “You haven’t a damned clue what’s in the North. Seriously, don’t get yourself killed for this,” Teri stares imploringly into his eyes. He smiles back. After a short pause, he responds “Can you tell me something honestly, Teri? When you think of this country, and of us as Estalians, what does it mean to you?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Teri replies. “You know the difference between us and the saps in the Afta territories on the continent? Or the Kands? It’s not that we have a country, it’s that we have the Guards. And that isn’t really anything to do with us anyway, we just happen to be in the area that they police.” 
 
    “People don’t care, do they? Acting for the sake of your kin, because we are all part of the Estal Empire, it’s just not done…” 
 
    “I don’t like where this is going,” Teri shifts uncomfortably. “People don’t talk about stuff like this unless they’ve got involved in something serious. We’re Fielders, here, the only time I hear people babbling on about being Estalian or acting for the good of the country is when someone from the Guard wants something big done. I don’t give a damn about the Estal Empire or whatever people we might be the same as out there…I don’t want you to, either, because it’s obviously got you in trouble.” 
 
    “It was forced on me. The Border Guard accused me of betraying this country. As though I had some duty to them.” 
 
    “They are the country,” Teri rests her head against his and closes her eyes, “You’re almost making me glad that you’re going North where they won’t be able to get you.” 
 
    Marquos pauses, thinking back to all that Highness Elzia told him. Thinking about the Gracian Kingdom. How no one really knows what is going on outside their own towns. He asks, “Do you know who’s in charge of the Border Guard at the moment?” 
 
    “Is there someone in charge?” 
 
    “Supreme Commander Felez. Have you ever heard the name?” 
 
    “No. We mostly just deal with the Mine Guard, and I only know a few people from them. What difference does it make?” 
 
    “That there is a central control, we don’t appreciate it, but there is.” 
 
    “Why should we care? It certainly won’t matter in the Deadland.” 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    “No,” Teri sighs, “I’ll be dreaming of you coming back. And imagining you staying here next time. Whilst you dream of me wanting to leave. We shouldn’t do this to ourselves.” 
 
    “I will be back. I have to get Red back home.” 
 
    “Where is she now? Did they take her up there?” 
 
    Marquos shakes his head, looking away. He mumbles his answer, “No. I’ve left her in what I hope are good hands…in return for doing them a favour. I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing.” 
 
    “You never do,” Teri kisses him again. He kisses her back, and they slip into another affectionate embrace. They hold one another, going quiet, enjoying the simple pleasure of each other’s warmth. Teri never presses for details of exactly what he’s involved in, never questions why he’s talking so strangely or where these desperate thoughts of lasting companionship have come from. The issues aren’t important to her, living in the moment, enjoying the time that he is there without thought for what has been before. He loves her for it, and as they stop talking again he concentrates wholly on her, lets his mind finally go blank. 
 
      
 
    Marquos leaves before daylight, with Teri preparing herself to return to work without sleep. By the time he reaches the outskirts of the Meth Fields, the sun is starting to seep through the clouds. It gives just enough light for him to take in the splendour of a passenger ferry resting in the river outside the city. The boat stands three stories high, a huge water-wheel to one side and a tower of a chimney in the middle. It was once painted with majestic decorations in white and red, but time has not been kind to it. The wood is cracking, the paint peeling and all the trimmings caked with the incongruous dirt of the air. It is rare to see a boat so large that has been so carefully crafted, and Marquos slows as he rolls past. He cannot tell from looking at it whether it is still in use or has been abandoned. It’s hard to imagine the need for such a large passenger boat now, as people don’t like moving around, and on an ordinary day he would board it and scavenge for parts. But he is not desperate for things to trade, and has somewhere to be. A small way north is a canal that was constructed to lead onto a river in the North, now poorly maintained but still passable. That is where Marquos must turn away from civilisation. 
 
    The pilot steers the Hypnagogia into the canal and moors it to a tree a small distance from the turning. The day is at its lightest now, the subdued haze that it brings. Marquos scans the area, hidden by trees from the outside world. If any boats pass on the river, they won’t see him here. He hasn’t seen a moving boat all morning, though. Marquos perches on the deck and peers at the trees, seeing no sign of life. He takes out his looking glass, a telescopic brass tube with curved glass in each end, and begins scanning what gaps he can find in the trees. Still no movement. Marquos heads away from the copse on foot and climbs onto a rock, looking out at the limited horizon. Nothing is moving out there, and the further he looks from the water the more dead the world seems. Nothing but bare tree trunks and lonely rocks. Marquos stops looking for people and starts trying to spot any traces of life; a flicker of green grass or the petals of a flower. He occupies himself in this futile search for some time, oblivious to the passing day. 
 
    When the light grows dim, Marquos heads back down to his boat. No one has come. He eats on the deck, watching the daylight fade through the clouds, then takes out his flute, plays his usual tunes, trying not to think. Still, his mind wanders. He begins to doubt the Kands. He can see Elzia’s face and hear her voice telling him of the Rosenbault Project. A story with a little hope and a lot of meaning; the perfect scheme to draw him away. The easiest way to get him to leave the group without kicking up a fuss. Regret seeps in. The Kands are not going to show, he has been set up. They had no intention of finding Red, and no intention of ever seeing him again. An elaborate ruse to get him as far away as possible whilst they relocated their base. He thinks of Elzia again, her natural beauty, and wonders if it was that alone that convinced him to go along with it. Then he thinks of Teri, and the fine night he spent with her, and how deep down she was rejecting him. Just as Nicole did. 
 
    Marquos lays down his flute as he ponders what has happened to him. He has never felt so desperate to have someone join him on his boat before and feels a sense of overwhelming dread sweeping over him at the thought that he will have to make the journey to the Deadland alone. And what for? It seemed so clear before, that he should see the lava flows and the stars, and brave the dangers that no man dared, but now he sits thinking of how lonely it will be. If he makes it back alive he will still have no lasting friends. He sits on the deck, not sure of his place in it all, and mutters to himself, “What else can I do.” 
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    Marquos wakes aching from falling asleep on the deck, and morosely leaves the small group of trees. The fields open up before the canal, and Marquos can see a small group of buildings up ahead, crumbling from disrepair. It is already clear that the hills ahead are abandoned and left to waste. There is no one in them. There hasn’t been for many seasons. Weeds rise up around the walls and cling to the brick as though hugging it for warmth. They are barely alive, sharp sticks of plants. The air feels colder here, and a whistling wind picks up shortly before the sun’s light starts to penetrate. Marquos shivers as he steers the boat carefully north. He starts playing his flute again to take his mind off the Kand no-show. Before long, the canal comes to a lock and he has to stop, climbing out to work the gates. The canal rises up a tall step, over a hill, and he has to climb a long ladder to reach the top. As he pulls himself over the lip onto the top of the lock, he looks up to see a large man stood at the far gate, leaning on the pump with a huge bag over one shoulder, and jumps back, startled. Marquos stands the figure off for a moment, fists clenched, as he takes in the familiar face. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” the pilot demands, angrily approaching Copin. The Kand laughs loudly at him, launching off the pump and replying “What, we said we’d be waiting at the first lock didn’t we?” 
 
    “Like hell!” Marquos snaps, “I waited all day yesterday for you.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Copin grins, walking up and putting a friendly arm around his shoulders. Copin is a bear-like man, with large soft features and a thick curly beard. He has a carefree expression, mouth always turned to smirks that suggest he has never taken anything seriously in his life. He explains with conspiratorial tones, “We were watching. Hart thinks you’re being followed. We scouted all out ahead, all out behind and everywhere in between and we couldn’t find a trace of the blaggard. He’s obviously waiting for you to regroup with us, or take him somewhere, or whatever he thinks you’re involved with, but I guess he’s got way more patience than us.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure there’s something out there?” Marquos asks warily. 
 
    “Me? I don’t know. It doesn’t bother me, and I told that to Hart, if there’s anyone following you let them come up to the Deadland with us and see how they cope. We’ve got nothing to hide. Hart’s not convinced, though, so she’s falling back and waiting it out for now.” 
 
    “She?” Marquos frowns. “Wait, what? You came up here to use my boat, how can you stay out there in the wilderness? How did you even get ahead of me here?” 
 
    “We’re good at what we do,” Copin says, “Couldn’t keep it up forever, though, one more day and you’d get ahead of us. I couldn’t believe you were still heading north, personally. I told her time and again that you’d bottle it, and if you didn’t have us with you you’d just turn back. But there we had it, stirring this morning to see you trundling off ahead.” 
 
    Marquos glares back at him, “I didn’t come up here for you.” 
 
    “I know that now,” Copin smiles, “You’re a whole other side of crazy. Enough chatter, though, it’s cold out here. Let’s get the baby moving.” 
 
    Marquos and Copin work the pump together, the massive step taking a long time to fill before they can open the gate and set back out on the Hypnagogia. What can be seen of the distance ahead of them is desolate, with limited patches of dry grass and dead trees scattered across uneven hills. As they drift along, Copin asks “Is this what you expected of the North?” 
 
    “We’re not there yet,” Marquos mumbles back. Copin laughs this off, and the pilot asks, “Have you ever been this far?” 
 
    “I don’t know many people who have. The Kands who’ve been up here are the dangerous ones. Dangerous in the head, I mean. Dangerous men do not survive long.” 
 
    “I’ve met a few people who’ve come down from the North. Some who used to live in Yerth and headed south to find more light.” 
 
    “You’ve met conmen and delusionists. If they didn’t try and kill you and steal everything you own then I guarantee they were talking with their arses instead of their mouths. It takes a special sort of creature to survive the Deadland.” 
 
    Marquos thinks of the stories he’s heard, and the travellers who have told them. Stories told around campfires or in riotous bars, over dozens of drinks. He remembers a particularly scrawny face, explaining that Yerth rests at the crest of a cliff, looking out to a small volcano that is always steaming. The man left for lack of food in the North, so he had said, but others had stayed. Marquos scratches his head thoughtfully; if all those tales were lies, then is he one of the first of his generation to brave this journey? As though speaking to his thoughts, Copin pipes up, “You know Goreth was impressed by your company. He thought you were tough. At least in the head. If Goreth thinks you’re tough, then you’re probably a lunatic like anyone else he takes a shine to. It makes me think you’ll get us all killed out here, but it should be a funny tale to tell if we survive it, huh?” 
 
    “I’m not aiming to get anyone killed,” Marquos replies defensively. 
 
    “Right, right. You just want to see the North. You’re a scavenger, aren’t you? You think there’s something valuable up here?” 
 
    “Not in a material sense,” Marquos says. “I just want to see the mountains. I heard that if you get beyond the ruins of Yerth then the air is clearer. Up in the mountains, they say you can see the night sky. Really see it. And they have rivers of fire that pour from the volcanoes, lighting up the terrain.” 
 
    Copin stares at Marquos for a moment, unsure if he is being serious. The Kand suddenly bursts out laughing, slapping a hand into his thigh, and roars “You’re the maddest one I’ve met!” 
 
    “The maddest what?” the pilot replies, taken aback. Copin’s nature is disarmingly casual, his voice so loud and cheerful that it’s hard to take offence, but Marquos feels affronted. The Kand does not answer the question. 
 
    “Yerth is real bandit country. They love the old ruins up there, we’ll be lucky to get through alive. Hrute only knows what lies beyond, probably the less civilised bandits. This will get us some of the way,” Copin shakes the large bag at his feet. Marquos does not bother to ask what it contains, as Copin goes on “Hopefully high spirits will take us the rest.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll find Rosenbault?” Marquos asks. 
 
    “We’d better do. Believe it or not your little trip up here is the first opportunity I’ve had to come to the North since I got word of his location. I’ve been waiting a long time for this.” 
 
    “And where did you hear of his location, if everyone’s too afraid to come up here?” 
 
    Copin looks back at Marquos as though the pilot is testing him, and murmurs “I just said that anyone you have met is not likely to have visited the Deadland. I found a man who had been running with Norgang bandits outside Yerth. He had heard rumours of Rosenbault’s lab, and roughly pinpointed where it might be, but had found no reason to venture there himself.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Did you miss the part about him running with Norgang bandits? He was a lunatic, like everyone else up there. He returned from the North because it was not violent enough for him. Not enough people, he said. And yes, I did trust that he was telling the truth about the lab.” 
 
    Marquos pauses for a moment, before asking “You’re a doctor, right? Do you think you can work with Rosenbault?” 
 
    “Fat chance,” Copin shakes his head, “I’m a physician. I’m a doctor of people, he’s a doctor of this world. I’m no fool, I don’t think he can heal anything, but I do think I can learn a lot from him. If not about the world around us, then at least about what the Border Guard have been up to. A lot of resources went into his project, so he’ll have some idea of where they came from. And how they might have been used since he was shut down.” 
 
    Marquos ponders how much difference it might make to their rebel effort. He wants to ask how well their campaign is actually going, but Copin speaks first.  
 
    “You like Highness Elzia, don’t you?” the Kand asks brashly, and Marquos raises an eyebrow. “Of course you do. Everyone does. She’s beautiful, she’s smart and she seems to care about everyone. I hope you don’t think that coming up here on some insane venture on her behalf will win you some favour with her. She’s royalty, even if she doesn’t dress it, she’ll never be interested in you like that.” 
 
    “The thought hadn’t crossed my mind.” 
 
    “Mm,” Copin smiles, “I don’t believe that. It crosses every man’s mind. Certainly crossed my mind. Stout little minx, that one.” 
 
    “It’s not why I’m here, I already told you, I came to see the North.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ve got a death wish.” 
 
    “Funny,” Marquos sighs. “Goreth suggested the same thing.” 
 
    “You’re not normal,” Copin tells him honestly, “That’s all.” Marquos does not reply, and the doctor carries on, “I don’t mean in what you’re doing. There’s no normal out there, between shanty towns and industrial hotspots, war and peace, all of that. But it’s possible to act normal in all situations. Be afraid of the unknown, not want to risk dying for no good reason, want to be somewhere safe or with people you know. Those are normal things. You don’t actually feel like that, do you?” 
 
    “We’ve just met, Doctor Copin, I think it’s a bit early for you to say.” 
 
    “Nah, I can tell it all from two simple facts. One is that you’re out here. Two is that you don’t really know why,” Copin meets his eyes and Marquos falls quiet. The Kand gives him a broad grin. The pilot looks away, and Copin continues, “Maybe being down the Mines made you lose all your senses?” Still, Marquos does not respond, though, and Copin drops it, distractedly moves away, “You hungry? It’s getting on, isn’t it?” 
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    Continuing up the canal, Copin explains the immediate history of the North as he understands it; how the bandits used to be an organised group that had filtered over from a lost nation over the sea and had waged war on the port city of Yerth. They joined forces with bandits descending from further north, and the various Guards made a general retreat, not because they were defeated but because they saw no reason to defend such wastelands. It is dark beyond Yerth; vegetation will not grow and supply routes have been weathered to unusable. With the darkness comes cold, and only the strongest can survive such conditions. Those that managed to struggle through a lack of food and warmth were driven to madness by a lack of light and the lack of basic civilisation. The population has always been sparse in the north, Copin claims, and the darkness brought a general exodus that made it a very lonely place to be. The marauders from abroad settled there, and turned on one another in the way that bandits do, until it was a state of unbridled chaos. The Kands occasionally hire the Northern mercenaries to fight their war, but Copin deems them unmanageable, and difficult to draw south of Yerth, where they found the light of day disorientating. 
 
    Copin also offers his own life story, explaining how he first came to Estalia as part of a Gentar delegation negotiating with the Border Guard to fight the Dread Clan near Byfraze. He has seen his fair share of fighting, insisting that anyone who has moved beyond the crib they were born to must have fought to some degree to survive in this world. He understands the need to kill or be killed as a natural part of living. When Marquos asks how a doctor could hold such a view, Copin laughs it off and says he is more interested in the applications of physical health than the morals behind it. He has spent more time in Kandish skirmishes than he had in healing, and the latter is only his profession because he is too intelligent not to put his mind to some use. 
 
    “So what made you join up with Highness Elzia?” Marquos asks curiously. The sun has gone, and the night has brought a thicker fog than Marquos has seen for some time. The light of his lanterns barely warn of the canal’s sides, showing little ahead of the boat, where the water appears to be as black as the sky. The canal appears straight, however, so they keep moving forwards. 
 
    “Preservation,” Copin answers without committal, “She will lead our people, whether we find victory or destruction. I first met her near Nexter, when we were meeting with some of the Border Guard leaders to discuss quelling a Dread rebellion in Kand. They were going to give us arms, and in return we were going to fight for them. They had asked the Ruler clan to co-operate, and she was part of a delegation to deny the request. The first day I saw her, I could see from the way she spoke to them that she was a natural. Back then she was not a high leader. Or even a princess. Just Lady Elzia. She said that if the Rulers were to offer support in stopping the rebellion, then they wanted a tract of land recognised as their own, governed by their own people. A Kandish fiefdom, she called it. The Border Guard told her they would consider it and dismissed her with no intention of accommodating her ideas. But she made an impression. 
 
    “It’ll seem strange to you now, knowing that we have been fighting for some seasons for our freedom, but until that day I had never heard someone argue for the rights of Kandish people as independent from the Estalian Empire. It was not that my fellow Kands had never been so bold; many of them were arrogant, power-hungry lunatics. I have known countless leaders with desires to claim rulership over the entirety of Kand, even the unpopulated lands to the west. They wanted rulership over our people, though, and said nothing of independence from Estalia. Never did they speak of operating without the Border Guard’s backing. No one had the ambition to keep our country to ourselves. They did not care if the Border Guard still effectively owned us, so long as they had control of the little violent hell we lived in. There was Elzia, standing in front of a room of brutish men, fearlessly demanding that Kand be free from Estalian influence. I knew she would make a difference. 
 
    “I did not see her again until the riots started in Byfraze. Chance put me in the city during those riots, and I latched onto the opportunity to fight the Border Guard. She had planted the seed in my head that they had no right to our people, after all, and I had been itching to get my own back on them. Every meeting I attended with them after seeing her speak had left me feeling like a traitor to my kind. Like I lacked some kind of ambition. When I saw a group of Border Guards advancing on my men, knocking them to the floor and beating them with sticks like they were wild dogs, I took my opportunity and hit back. On the first day of the riots I beat a man to death with my bare hands. In the face of that guardsman, I saw the oppression of Kand, and the greed of Estalia, and I smashed it until there was nothing left,” Copin holds up his thick, clenched hands to demonstrate, the force in him. “We had become the animals that I realised they always said we were, and it set us free. The incredible thing about it all, though, was that I could see the same emotion burning in the eyes of every Kand I met that day. They were roaring, screaming, tearing off their clothes and waving them as flags, wiping blood across their faces and cutting messages of defiance into their own flesh with shards of glass. We were wild with the realisation that we could be free. I saw Elzia late on the first day of the riots, and she put that realisation into words. 
 
    “Elzia has been a cautious leader from the start. She does not put herself on show, but talks in small groups, without drawing too much attention. Her words spread like a virus, though, seeping out of everyone they infect. When I saw her in a small huddle with some of the saner leaders of the fighting, I joined them. The Rulers were ready for these riots, they had seen them coming for some time, and they knew exactly where to strike to drive the Border Guard out. She dispatched small groups of hardened fighters to flank guard towers, and managed to frighten the guards into retreating into one main street. They were outnumbered and massacred there. She negotiated surrenders with minor guard posts by making them believe their colleagues were defeated, and managed to redirect the riots towards the guards that were putting up the greatest resistance. The Rulers set up a system of flags throughout the city, coordinating their people amongst the rioters, directing mobs that seemed otherwise wild and random. To the Border Guard, the riots had the appearance of flash mobs of insane crowds of ordinary people, but they weren’t. Elzia had hidden soldiers operating within them, directing their anger, concealing their weapons until they were necessary. The Border Guard had no way of fighting the real warriors amongst the riots, not without slaughtering the entire population, and the small force of professionals that Elzia had mustered was able to keep the battle going for almost a whole moon. We held the city for sixteen days.” 
 
    “Then the floating castles arrived,” Marquos predicted. 
 
    “The Border Guard had no way of fighting us,” Copin says, sullen, “Not without slaughtering the entire population. So that’s what they did.” 
 
    “How many…how many people were killed?” Marquos asks. Copin does not look at him now, lost in deep, sorrowful reflection 
 
    “Too many to count,” Copin mutters. “I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to claim that half the city were killed. Buildings were levelled, places of worship burnt down, defenceless innocents…countless numbers…” Copin trails off. He goes quiet for a minute and Marquos does not interrupt his thoughts. Eventually, the Kand speaks up again, bold as before, “I had fought alongside Elzia during the riots. She was an intelligent leader, so I offered her my services and helped rally my men to her. When the tides turned, we all escaped whichever way we could. The Border Guard came to understand that they had lost the support of all the major leaders of the Kandish clans, and gave us no quarter for communication. We heard that there were prices on all of our heads, and the few naïve leaders of our people who tried to negotiate with the Guard were murdered when they made themselves known. The others lay low, hid where they could, gradually regrouped with Elzia. I don’t know if she ever truly expected to retake Byfraze in those riots, it was not part of the initial plan, but it gave her the support she needed, as everyone was awoken to the oppression of the Border Guard. They had already named her Highness by the time I caught up to her.  
 
    “With the strongest clans in Kand unified under Elzia, we took our best fighters and left the country. We headed to Estalia, determined to bring the fight to the Border Guard’s centre. It was clear we could not fight them in our country, not when they could send such powerful machines of war from afar, so we headed to the industrial centres of Estalia to stop production of the machines. There was more to it than simple war, though. Just as she opened our eyes to the thought of breaking free from the Border Guard, she opened our eyes to the truth of the Estalian Empire. Something I imagine you already suspect yourself,” Copin turns to Marquos with a knowing smile, and the pilot frowns back at him. The Kand pauses for effect, but Marquos has no answer and merely shrugs. Copin lowers his voice, speaking a sinister secret, and says “The people of Estalia are no more free from the Guard than the people of Kand.” 
 
    Marquos stares at him, unsure how to take this. He murmurs back “I live on the water, I go as I please and the Guards ask for nothing from me. Certainly, I’ve seen their corruption first hand, and I have no love for them, but Estalians do not live for the Guards. You Kands just have grand ideas about your place in this world, when you should just concentrate on living.” 
 
    Copin chuckles back, “You have no idea how many times I have heard people say those same words. Yet Elzia has enlightened as many Estalians as she has Kands. She sees things differently, Marquos. People are raised to believe in defending themselves, struggling to survive one day at a time. She thinks about the future for everyone.” 
 
    “And what does it contain without the Guards?” Marquos says. 
 
    “The Border Guard encourage war everywhere they go,” Copin replies. “They want people to be divided, so they can take advantage of the fighting. We do not need their leadership. We do not need their protection. Everything the cities produce is dedicated to protecting Estalian borders, when we could be growing better food, building better homes, advancing communication. We do not need to be afraid of one another. We do not need to be afraid of this world.” 
 
    Marquos can hear the words as though they come from Elzia herself, and he understands Copin’s suggestion that her voice spreads like a virus. He replies slowly, “You’ll never get people to fight for it. There is no war in Estalia.” 
 
    “There is,” Copin laughs, “You just don’t know it. You should be asking yourself why they were so quick to try and kill you when you brought Goreth back to us. It wasn’t just their instinct to do so.” 
 
    Marquos peers into the dark fog ahead, letting the subject sink in. The boat is slowing down, the engine fuel run down, and he decides, “We’ll stop for the night.” 
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    With their continued time together, Marquos finds Copin to be as blunt and vociferous as he’d first appeared in the camp, even without an audience. He expresses brash opinions of everyone he knows, always able to focus on people’s most ludicrous personality traits and make a joke of their nuances. He speaks of a Gentar leader who wore wooden shoes and a mercenary he knew who had a proclivity for women with large noses, then comments on the absent Hart and how she kept a cockroach for a pet. The cockroach in particular inspires a lot of laughter from Copin, who can barely contain himself explaining how she talked to it and treated it like her best friend. He finally comments on Marquos’ flute, however, and his mockery becomes more serious as he chides the pilot for playing one of his people’s most lingering rebel ballads, when Marquos apparently knows nothing of war. Marquos is too tired to argue and allows Copin’s comments to go on into the night with little response. 
 
    When the pilot stirs in the morning, Copin is sprawled snoring in a chair with an empty mug at his side. He shows no signs of waking as Marquos walks past to the deck, venturing up the stairs to find the fog as dense as it had been when he retired, day as dark as night. 
 
    “Good morning,” a strong female Kand accent announces from behind. Marquos spins around, his heart leaping, and sees Hart sitting cross-legged on the roof of the boat. She is wearing a thick fur jacket and leggings, whilst her arms and head are bare. Though the morning air is bitingly cold, she shows no signs of suffering, giving a little playful wave for greeting. Hart has a long face, with the sleek natural features of a hunter. Her skin is bronzed by the dirt of her outdoor lifestyle and her long hair is tied neatly back. Spins a knife idly against the rooftop. 
 
    “You must be Hart,” Marquos says, calming himself. 
 
    “The very same,” Hart says. “Sorry for the surprise, I didn’t want to go down and wake you in the night. I thought it better someone keep watch, anyway.” 
 
    Marquos looks around the boat, to the barely visible bank and the dense fog that contains them. 
 
    “I know, it leaves something to be desired,” Hart comments, “But I’d still see anyone before they saw me. Is Copin still asleep?” 
 
    “Yes. When did you get here? Aren’t you cold?” 
 
    Hart jumps down onto the deck, straightening herself up next to Marquos, and gives him a loud yawn by way of answer. She leans against the wall and says “Do me a favour and get me a hot drink.” 
 
    “Come on in,” Marquos looks to the cabin. She follows him, and as they pass Copin she gives the Kand a slight kick to stir him. Copin grumbles forwards, slightly aggravated, and mumbles “Finally.” 
 
    “Your turn on watch,” she tells him. “I’m getting a drink then turning in for a few hours.” 
 
    Marquos puts the stove on, asking “Do you still think we’re being followed?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Hart says, “And I know who by, I found one of his cigar stubs. It was fresh enough.” 
 
    “How do you know he’s still there?” 
 
    “Gut feeling,” Hart replies dismissively. “He’s one of the best. It took me half the night to catch up to you here, so we might be able to shake him if we make good speed today. Either way, I doubt he’ll go through Yerth alone. Then again, we might not make it through either.” 
 
    “So who is he?” Marquos asks as he sets a mug to boil. 
 
    “Qait Seyron. You’ve met him. He had a flying machine.” 
 
    “The gyrocopter?” 
 
    “That’s the one. Obviously he-” 
 
    “He had Red!” the pilot interrupts, “How could he be after us? What about Red? Your people were supposed to be-” 
 
    “Calm down,” Copin leans forward, resting on his laurels, “He got her to the Mine Guard before we caught up to him, then he flew off.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Hart continues her thought, “He doesn’t have the gyrocopter up here. He must be on foot.” 
 
    “We should be thankful if it is him,” Copin says, “because it means it’s very unlikely he got word to the Border Guard of our ambush on their men. Qait is the sort that would do that, abandon his team to rejoin the hunt.” 
 
    “How do you know him?” 
 
    “How many people in this world do you think know how to pilot a gyrocopter?” Copin laughs. “We’ve crossed paths a number of times. I even worked with him a few times before the riots. Qait wears their uniform and uses their tools, but he’s a mercenary really. Just like everyone else. That means either someone’s put a price on your head or he’s hoping we’ll lead him to some valuable information.” 
 
    “He caught up to me before,” Marquos says, “When we were on Chapel Way. He could’ve got me then, but he backed down.” 
 
    “He’s smart,” Hart says. “He knew you had Kands on board, he knew one of them might be Goreth. He’s no hero.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Marquos asks. 
 
    “Let him follow us. What’s he going to do out here?” 
 
    “I could think of a few things.” 
 
    “He’s a tracker, he doesn’t like to get his hands dirty.” 
 
    “Like Hart,” Copin jokes, “Useless in a fight.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Hart replies simply. Marquos hands her the hot drink and she takes it without thanks, immediately gulping it down. She looks past Marquos to his bed and says, “I’ll be in there if you need me. I think if you get us underway now we might reach Yerth during the daylight.” 
 
    Marquos steps aside as Hart pushes past and closes the bedroom door behind her. The pilot stares, slightly perturbed, and Copin laughs at his expression. The Kand jumps up and slaps his arm, loudly saying “Let’s get a move on then!” 
 
      
 
    Marquos sets the Hypnagogia on its way, and Copin joins him on the deck and starts chattering away again. The Kand comments on Hart’s cold nature and says that she doesn’t tend to have time for pleasantries. It makes him laugh, thinking about Marquos’ awkward reaction to her imposition. As daylight creeps in, later than usual, the fog starts to recede, and the same dead landscape is revealed around them. Copin comments factually that the Deadland used to refer to an area in the far North, but could now be said to stretch below Yerth. As the whole country appears to be dying, he notes, it’s become easier to simply label it as the North. To keep himself amused, Copin starts to rattle off questions at Marquos, asking him for details of girls he has enjoyed. The slightest comments from the pilot seem enough to send Copin on rambling tangents of jokes and stories, a man bursting with material to provide his own entertainment. 
 
    Around lunchtime, they draw up to a decaying wooden tower that stands alongside the canal. It stands on four legs, one of which has crumbled in the middle and slipped inwards, at just an angle to continue supporting the structure. A metal shed stands alongside it, which Marquos jumps off to investigate. Inside, he finds a small pile of rusted metal and a human skeleton, dead for many seasons. It sits in a position of crumbled repose, as though one day the person simply sat down and gave up. Sat to its side is a small revolver, which Marquos takes back to the boat. It is an old gun, a small circular metal chamber screwed into a little wooden handle, with a snub barrel and a large hammer attached by an external lever to the trigger. It is the sort of home-made weapon popular amongst bandits, a mix-match of a variety of other decrepit weapons. The revolver is rusted and stiff, but the pilot oils it and finds the chamber still spins and the hammer works. It has no bullets, but Copin potters through Marquos’ boxes of odd junk and determines to construct some. He shaves a thin old pipe down into cylinders and fills them with gunpowder taken from a pouch of his own, then jams the ends shut with assorted small bits of metal. Copin slips the cylinders into the revolver, spins the chamber and hands it back to Marquos with a grin. He explains that he wouldn’t dare test it unless in an emergency, and even then it would be better to have the enemy try to use it. 
 
    Hart returns to the deck shortly after this endeavour, bringing a steaming can of food with her, eating as she emerges. Marquos and Copin watch her without comment until Copin shrugs and heads down into the cabin, offering to get something for Marquos. Hart merely notes, “This is good.” 
 
    “It smells it,” the pilot replies. 
 
    Hart looks around her, trying to make out the horizon through the thin fog that still remains. She says “We’ve come a little way. If we can get to Yerth in an hour there’ll still be some light. We won’t have time to pass through though.” 
 
    “You think we should wait until tomorrow?” 
 
    “It’s suicide either way,” Hart states factually. “Makes no difference.” 
 
    Marquos regards her carefully for a moment as she wolfs down more meat from the tin. He waits for her to finish, then asks “Why did you agree to come out here?” 
 
    “Why not. Someone sold us out back in Thesteran, there’s nothing to stop it happening again. We assumed after the raid that it was one of the people who went missing in the fighting, that they wouldn’t dare sneak back into our ranks, but that’s no guarantee, is it? If you ask me, it’s dangerous to be around Elzia and her people right now. I’m all for fighting this war, but I don’t want to be sat in some crowd that’s waiting to get sprung in a trap.” 
 
    “You didn’t try to find the spy?” Marquos asks. “I mean, none of you?” 
 
    “Oh sure, we tried,” Hart shrugs, “But every one of us has worked with the Border Guard at some point or another. No one’s ever been above suspicion. We could kill each other based on what we already know.” Hart pauses, looking at Marquos as though only just noticing who he is. She points her fork at him and says “I’ve heard the things you’ve said. You don’t believe in fighting for our country. You think we’re all mad. I think you’re mad, though. If you’re not trying to achieve something that’s going to last, whatever way you contribute, you’re just waiting to die, aren’t you?” Marquos does not know how to respond, thinking for a second, and Hart goes on, “Must be why you’re willing to come out here, acting like you’re not afraid of the North. You don’t mind dying, looking for some new experience, because no one ever gave you anything worth living for.” 
 
    Marquos averts his eyes, “Maybe.” 
 
    Copin cuts short the morbid talk, returning with two more steaming cans. Marquos takes one, thankful both for the food and the interruption. Hart throws her empty can towards the bank, then eyes Copin’s for a moment. Without warning, she scoops her fork into his food and takes some, and as the other two watch she chews it and comments “Think I chose the right one.” 
 
    “Glad you cleared that up,” Copin shakes his head at her, smiling. 
 
    “How do you rate our chances in Yerth?” Hart asks her fellow Kand. “Maybe we should go around the city, rather than take the river through it.” 
 
    “I think it’s too late for that,” Copin shakes his head, “We’ll stick to the plan, don’t worry. Getting back’s going to be the tricky part.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Marquos asks. Copin grins at him, replying “I already told you, that bag’ll get us by. We’ll bribe them through. As long as the first gang we encounter isn’t one of those insane ones that don’t listen to reason.” 
 
    “That’s most of them,” Hart says. 
 
    “That is,” Copin agrees, sounding entirely serious. The pair of Kands stare blankly out ahead of the boat as Marquos gawks at them in disbelief. A collective sense of doom hangs over all three of them.  
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    They slow down a short distance from Yerth and take it in, daylight just clinging on as Hart predicted. This city is not held in a fog of industrial waste, and it has not been maintained with haphazard scrap, giving what is left the more permanent appearance of untreated concrete and brick. The walls have crumbled, though, and the empty windows are host to hollow shells of homes and offices. The buildings are plentiful, but they have been long abandoned, and their solidity is nothing more than a monument to a past world. There is no cliff, no volcano, nothing of the spectacular scenery Marquos had been told about. Just a stretch of ruined buildings, overrun by what little weeds survive here. 
 
    “Are you scared?” Hart asks Marquos directly. As Marquos returns her gaze, he genuinely tries to find the answer within himself. Yerth is as empty as any location he has visited, yet he knows it would only take a dozen bandits monitoring the river to turn it into a death-trap. In all likelihood there are more; a city of this size could be home to a hundred gangs, each as deadly as the next, and the river is the perfect place for them to find stray travellers. Just as he has heard about the beauty of the North, Marquos has heard no end of stories about its horrors, from sick torture to cannibalism and slavery, and is more inclined to believe those. To anyone he had spoken to of this journey, he brushed off those stories as hearsay and exaggeration, but now he feels his skin tingling with the acknowledgement that they might well be true, and it was the positive tales he should have doubted. 
 
    “Does it make a difference?” he murmurs. 
 
    “It’s not too late to turn back,” Copin tells him. “Or you can wait here, we’ll find a way through, come back to you in a few days. You don’t need to do this.” 
 
    Marquos looks up to the sky, its ceiling of cloud, and he thinks aloud, “I’ve got to go further than this. We haven’t seen anything yet.” 
 
    “Yes, seeing things is my main concern too,” Copin says with a hint of sarcasm. “Hart, have you ever risked your life over something that vague?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Hart says. “Let’s not dwell on it. You’ll need to move fast, Marquos, and give them something to chase, because we want to see the first bandits coming. With any luck, they’ll be the smarter ones. They’re not going to wait for others to get the prize.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marquos takes a deep breath and releases the throttle. A large warehouse stands to one side of the canal, the start of an industrial site that must have spanned the edge of the city. Hart watches it carefully as they pass, and Copin rushes down into the cabin to retrieve his bag. He returns with it and shakes it proudly, saying “We’ll be fine.” In his other hand he holds a solid wooden club, though, panelled with sporadically nailed metal. 
 
    Past the warehouse, they drift under a crumbling bridge and approach a denser series of buildings; numerous towers with too many windows to count. 
 
    “I should leave,” Hart says, “It’d be safer for all of us.” 
 
    “As it pleases you,” Copin replies, “But I don’t like to think of you on shore here.” 
 
    “I like it better than being in a floating box.” 
 
    Marquos angles the boat to the side of the canal and Hart springs off. She darts away between two buildings. The pilot watches her warily, “Will she be alright?” 
 
    “She’s a pro,” Copin says. “Worry about us.” 
 
    They slide between taller buildings, which block out more of the already dimming light, and the pair search the walls around them for signs of movement. Marquos’ eyes dart from one shadow to another, constantly aware of sinister shapes that threaten to attack. Copin is equally alert, but manages to keep smiling, apparently enjoying the scenery. The sound of the Hypnagogia’s engine seems painfully loud, echoing off the walls as the waves splash against the banks. Marquos finds himself cringing, willing the sound to quieten, but keeps a hand on the tiller, steadily moving forwards. 
 
    “Ah, got it!” Copin whispers with more triumph than alarm. He points up ahead and says “Slow down. There’s something in the water.” 
 
    Marquos squints to see it, and can barely make out the break in the line of the canal a short distance ahead. He slows the boat and whispers “What is it?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Copin smiles, and suddenly shouts out “You’re ready for us?” Marquos reels sideways, ducking down with alarm as the Kand bellows on “I’ve got something for you! Come down in peace and we’ll strike a deal!” Copin turns to Marquos and says “Let’s stop.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” Marquos hisses at him, “You’ll draw every bastard in the area to us!” 
 
    “That’s the idea,” Copin winks and launches himself off the boat, to the bank. Marquos slows the Hypnagogia to a halt, squirming on the spot as Copin pulls one of the mooring ropes aside and begins tying the boat in place. The Kand looks up to the walls and yells out “Are we going to do business or what?” 
 
    Copin stands still, looking up at the buildings with wide, alert eyes. Marquos is tense on the boat, unable to make out any approaching bandits. Suddenly, Copin roars over to him “Get down! Take cover!” 
 
    Marquos jumps aside without thinking, rolling down the stairs as something slams into the roof. He looks up and sees an arrow head stuck through the wood. A second later another one springs into the deck where he was standing. He hears whooshes through the air and the boat is tapped by further strikes at either end, peppered by a barrage. Copin shouts “We can make a deal! Come down and talk!” 
 
    Marquos drops into the cabin and clambers through his tools, retrieving a hatchet blade, little more than a sharpened slab of metal with a cloth handle tied around one end. He crawls back to the stairs and a screeching cry pierces through the air. It is immediately met by the sound of feet on cobbles, the bandits moving outside. 
 
    “Get out of there, Marq! We’ve got to move!” Copin yells, and the pilot does not hesitate to leap up the stairs. He is met with the sight of men piling out of doorways on either side of the canal, all of them swinging weapons above heads masked in ghoulish white facepaint, sprinting for all they are worth. Marquos jumps off the boat; as he lands he sees another group of men charging at him from the other direction. Copin has retreated to one of the buildings, through a broken window, yells at Marquos to follow him. The pilot runs forwards and leaps through the window. A rock hurtles by him accompanied by a scream. The two groups converge on his position a moment later and immediately start scrambling to follow. Copin pulls Marquos aside, takes an energetic step forward, swings his club down with one direct blow that cracks the leading attacker’s head. The body goes instantly limp. The men following him have to claw at it to drag it back out of the way of the window, and the hesitation drives them to manic animal noises. 
 
    “Through this way!” Copin turns, pushing Marquos ahead of him. The pair run over rubble into a concealed hallway. Charging footsteps can be heard surrounding them, the attackers clambering in pursuit through multiple entrances. A yell gives one of them away ahead of the pair, around a corner, and Copin pulls Marquos back to clear the corner with his club already swinging. The bandit is caught square on the jaw, head sandwiched into the wall before he knows what’s hit him. Another bandit runs behind him, slams into Copin. The bandit leaps up over Copin with a feral sound, raising a knife above his head, and Copin catches the blade coming down, stopping it inches before his throat. As the two are locked in this pose, Marquos kicks out at the bandit and catches the man’s face. The bandit is knocked free of Copin, but the pilot trips and slips to the floor, hitting his head. Slightly dazed, he twists backwards and sees the larger groups of bandits pushing past one another to get into the room and give chase. Marquos pushes himself up quickly and swings his blade around at the first charging men, only nicking their clothing as they leap back. They are ready for him, and one of them snaps a metal bar down into his hand, knocking the blade away. Another springs forwards with a spike, aimed at Marquos’ heart, but Copin pulls him out of the way and meets the spike with his club, sending the bandit stumbling backwards. Moving with brutal speed, the Kand flows his parry into another strike, catching one of the bandits on the underside of the jaw, up into the air. The bandit crashes into his fellows, their numbers bringing them down. Copin drags Marquos back out of the room with him. Marquos dumbly spins around to follow him, seeing the second bandit from the hallway sprawled on the floor with his head caved in. 
 
    “There’s too many of them!” Copin yells, “We have to get out of here!” 
 
    The Kand sprints down the hallway to another empty window and vaults through it, turning to pull Marquos after him, but as the pilot follows a blow comes from the side and knocks Copin down. A bandit launches into view of the window, holding up a spiked plank ready to swing; the pilot jumps straight through the gap and bowls him to the floor. The pair roll through broken bricks, into a cloud of dust, and come to a scrappy stop scrambling to pin each other down. Copin hazily pushes himself back to his feet, shaking a bloody face to clear his head, and turns to see the struggle unfolding. He roars down at the bandit and pulls the man free of Marquos. The pilot quickly pushes himself back up just in time to see Copin slamming his head into the bandit’s, a blow powerful enough to knock all sense out of the man. Their pursuers are already at the window, but it is too narrow for more than one at time. Copin turns to them and snatches a metal bar off the man trying to climb through. He swings two short blows into the man’s temple and screams into the approaching horde, “There’s one for every one of you!” 
 
    Marquos quickly assesses their new surrounding, a gap between two towers, and pulls Copin back from the window shouting “Back to the boat!” 
 
    “Are you mad?” Copin roars at him, shoving him away. The Kand retrieves his club from the floor and swings it into the next man climbing through the window. The rest of the group scramble backwards into the building. Copin and Marquos turn to move down the alleyway, but a pair of the white-faced menaces charge into view, blocking their path. They turn to the other direction and see two more. With their prey surrounded, the bandits slow down, advancing with slathering laughs. Marquos picks up a metal bar from the floor and backs into Copin, the two men bracing themselves for attack. More bandits pile into the alleyway, knocking into one another. As soon as one steps within arm’s length of the pair, Copin swings the club out with a yell and the bandits all flinch back as one. They sway into the movement, though, and pounce. There is not enough room for effective blows to be swung, and the bandits pile on top of the pair, bringing them down to the floor with clawing hands. Copin and Marquos push back with punches and elbows, but they are struck repeatedly and trapped fast. With no other defence, they yell in desperation, to the degree that they do not hear the gunshot. The bandits at the rear hear it and leap up in panic, whilst the others continue their attack. Another gunshot sounds, then a third. Marquos and Copin become aware that the bandits are confused and trying to retreat, and the pair use this to push themselves up and start fighting back more vigorously. Copin slams his club into a stomach, jumps to his feet and follows through with a deadly blow that knocks the bandit out of the way. Marquos follows him, dodging a bandit’s fists, and sees dark shapes making their way through the alleyway behind. A glint of metal slashes from one side to another, blood splattering in arches behind the bandits. They spin about with wild screams, flailing their weapons in all directions. Copin and Marquos duck back together, fending off the last blows of the bandits as their saviours charge in. With a few more slashes, the last bandits are cut down and replaced by men in no finer clothing, heads hidden by black scarves and goggles. Only a handful of these men have replaced a veritable army of the screaming attackers, brandishing long, bloodstained swords in each hand. They step aside and point their swords back down the alley, letting Copin and Marquos pass. 
 
    The pair move between the newcomers with their weapons raised, shuffling over the bandit bodies still ready to fight. They edgily make their way out to the canal and find more of the white-faced enemy lying slaughtered on the pavement. There is one sprawled over the side of the Hypnagogia, cut down from behind as he tried to board, and another crumpled against a wall with a large hole in his chest. One of the black-clothed men stands by the boat with a gun in his hands, awaiting the pair’s return. They approach him warily, his colleagues following them out, and Copin and Marquos take in the new gang that surrounds them. Up ahead, two of them are hauling a large log out of the canal. There are no more than ten of them, filtering about the building entrances with their swords, and only the one has a gun; a stubby little one-handed rifle, a block of wood with a metal barrel indented across the top. He pulls his scarf and goggles down, revealing a clean-shaven face, with a huge scar on one cheek, and calls out in an uncultured tone, “You said something about doing business.” 
 
    Copin and Marquos stop in front of him, his men stood behind them, and the pair have to pause and catch their breath. Copin’s club heaves up and down with his body, blood dripping from its tip to the floor. After the screaming onslaught of the mad attackers, the canal is eerily silent, the pair’s heavy breathing filling the air. 
 
    “I know Kandish voice when I hear it,” the gun-toting man says calmly. “I know Kand’s do good business.” 
 
    “You might have helped us…” Copin growls back, “…a little sooner.” 
 
    “And I might not helped,” the man replies, unfazed. “As I see your friend did not.” He looks at the buildings around them, “You can tell her to come back. We keep you safe.” 
 
    “She probably prefers not to,” Copin says. 
 
    “Yes. I can see. My name is Iva, these are my boys. Don’t talk to them.” 
 
    Marquos and Copin turn to see the darkly clad followers watching them, motionless, swords still ready. Their goggles are not like regular ones; they have unique metal frames individually crafted with miniature valves and levers around the temples. Some of them have leather tubes running away from the eyes, ducking down into their torso clothing.  
 
    Iva demands, “Tell me what you want, and what you pay.” 
 
    “We want passage through Yerth,” Copin says, then pauses for breath. He heaves for a moment, swings an arm towards the boat, “As for payment, I can show you that here.” 
 
    Copin walks by Iva and climbs aboard, grabbing his bag from the deck. He opens it on the bank and draws out a large rifle. It has a long metal barrel, held to its trigger with thin rings, a typical single-shot weapon. Iva stares at it for a moment, then slips his own gun into the holster on his belt and takes the rifle. He looks down the length of the barrel and swings it around, testing its weight, then turns back to Copin and gestures to the bag for more. Copin pulls out a smaller weapon, a repeater pistol, then a third, a small crossbow. 
 
    “There’s more in the bag,” the Kand says wearily. “Enough for all your men, I’m sure.” 
 
    “And it all works?” Iva asks. 
 
    “Of course. You can test them if you like, but I have short ammunition to offer.” 
 
    Iva gives him a suspicious glare, then turns away and pulls the trigger of the rifle. It booms loudly, flaring out a shot that explodes through the nearest wall. Iva gives a satisfied laugh. 
 
    “Very well Kand, now tell me why we don’t take these off you right here?” 
 
    “Because there’s more, at the end of our journey. Much more.” 
 
    “Much more,” Iva smiles and reaches out to the bag, “You may pass, and pay us double on your return.” 
 
    Copin keeps hold of the bag as the bandit tries to take it, staring unflinching into Iva’s eyes as he says “We want safe passage through the whole city.” 
 
    Iva stares back at him, looking a little amused. He concedes, “We can offer protection, but there are no promises here. Where does your journey end?” 
 
    “North. A long way north of the city.” 
 
    “Very well. You continue now?” 
 
    Copin nods, then looks to Marquos for confirmation. Marquos gives his own nod, after a moment’s numb consideration. Iva points up the canal and says “Then let’s go to work.” 
 
    Copin and Marquos shuffle back onto the Hypnagogia as the bandits watch them. The pair share a quick, hushed discussion whilst Iva explains the deal to his men and they start to untie the boat. 
 
    “Can we trust them?” Marquos asks. 
 
    “No, but don’t worry about it. Are you okay out here for a moment? I have to tend to this,” Copin points to the wound on his temple, blood spilling down the side of his face. 
 
    “Do you need help?” 
 
    Copin grins back at him, “I’ve dealt with a few of these in my time. I just need to use your basin.” 
 
    Marquos swings a welcoming arm to the cabin, and the Kand retires down the stairs. The pilot calls out, “Stoke the engine whilst you’re there,” but Iva quickly intercedes “Leave it Kand. We’re better off without.” 
 
    Copin shows no sign of hearing either remark, disappearing inside. Iva approaches the boat and jumps aboard next to Marquos, his men disappearing into the buildings along the side of the canal. The bandit says “You can push this monstrous machine, can’t you?” 
 
    “It moves a lot faster with the engine running,” Marquos tells him. 
 
    “It moves a lot slower if people hear you coming and kill you, don’t it?” 
 
    The pilot gives him a cold look, irritated at being shown up but recognising he’s at fault. He reaches around the side of the boat and starts to unhinge a long length of pole with a hook on the end. Holding it by the hook, Marquos pushes it into the water and feels for the bottom. The canal is deep, but the pole reaches with ample room for Marquos to clamber onto and apply his full weight. It shifts slowly, and the boat moves slightly. Marquos pulls the pole up and pushes down again, barely able to force the Hypnagogia into motion. 
 
    “Tide comes in an hour or so,” Iva says. “It won’t take that long to reach the river, then tide takes you upriver, out of city.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Marquos asks, giving the pole another heave. Each struggling push makes the boat a little lighter to move. 
 
    “My city, my business,” Iva snorts back at him, unimpressed. “Do you want to tell me what you do here, Estal?” 
 
    “Not especially,” Marquos huffs back, another push on the pole stealing his breath. 
 
    “I see we’ll be best of friends,” Iva flashes him a smile, revealing at least two teeth made from crude, dull metal. “When Kand returns, tell him we not stop until city limits. Keep moving. Speed is safety out here.” 
 
    Without another word, Iva turns and jumps back off the boat. He runs the short distance of pavement into a side-alley and slips away between buildings. Marquos pauses, holding the pole in mid-push, and examines the increasingly urban surroundings. The light is fading fast, and once again he can see no movement in the towers that loom over them. Without the sound of the Hypnagogia’s engine, there is only the rocking of the boat on the water, a gentle sway of waves, to occupy the air. Marquos feels a chill run through him, suddenly abandoned, and regards his own hands, shaking. He screws his eyes shut for a moment and orders himself to be strong. Cannot stop. Not for a moment. Don’t think about it. He heaves the pole back into the water and pushes the boat on. 
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    Silently pushing the Hypnagogia between the streets of Yerth, alone for all the world, immediately and profoundly dips into Marquos’ heart as one of the loneliest, most frightening times of his life. With no guarantee that Iva’s men are still out there, he dreads every crack of every building that he passes. Daylight leaves him in a matter of minutes, plummeting the city into pitch darkness, and Marquos does not dare light a lantern for fear of drawing attention. Blindly pushing the boat onwards into the night, he stares ahead wide-eyed, searching the black for any kind of detail. He cannot make out the slightest feature ahead, and his only guide is to slowly knock the Hypnagogia into the bank of the canal. At this speed, it should do no damage bouncing off the fenders, but the noise of the weighty boat colliding with the wood that frames the bank is unbearably loud, a crash of thunderous proportions compared to the deathly silence. After two or three collisions, Marquos carefully guides the boat with the tiller in one hand and the pole pushing heavily in the other. Picking up momentum, he pushes with less effort and tries with all his might to keep it pointed straight down the canal. 
 
    Marquos grows painfully aware that no light is coming from the cabin. If Copin is still dressing the wound, how can he do it without light? Marquos resolves himself to the Kand’s collapse and quickly becomes convinced that Copin is not going to return to the deck. He is alone in this alien city, unable to see an inch in front of his face, guiding his boat further and further into the abyss. Resting on the tiller and pushing the pole, all he can do is keep moving, finding some solace in maintaining a rhythmic motion, focusing entirely on the boat. Just keep moving. Keep moving and forget the rest. At the back of his mind the thought creeps in that the sky is as cloudy here as anywhere; otherwise there would be light from the stars. There is nothing. He feels himself trembling with fear. The gentle sway of waves and the creak of the wood of his boat subside to a new sound; his own quivering breath, coming out in the occasional small whimper that he cannot suppress. Just keep moving. Keep pushing the boat. How will I ever get back? The further I go, the further I have to go back. He knows that only through continuing can he keep himself from total panic, though. Keep pushing the boat. Keep a hand steady on the tiller. Minimise noise, maximise speed. Do not think. Do not think. 
 
    When the cabin door opens, his whole body convulses in fear and he lets go of the pole. It slips down through his fingers and he has to snatch back at it, almost stumbling over the edge of the boat and letting out a panicked gasp. He freezes with one hand clutching the boat wall, the other squeezing onto the pole, and the Hypnagogia sways with his sudden motion. It clangs back into the bank, another resounding echo of a crash. Copin’s voice whispers up to him “Easy man, it’s just me.” 
 
    Marquos lets out a huge breath of relief, his eyes welling up with tears as his fear is released. He is thankful he cannot be seen, hiding his emotion. He quickly probes for the tiller handle again and steadies the boat, pushing the pole back into the canal base, as Copin’s feet squeak upon the stairs. Copin crawls to the floor of the deck and sits there, whispering “How are you controlling a boat in this darkness? I’ve never seen anything like it.” Copin chuckles lightly, “I can’t believe my eyes.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t coming back,” Marquos blurts out, his tremulous voice a mark of the fear shaking through him. Copin picks up on it at once and slips over to him, placing a friendly hand on his foot and tapping it, saying “Easy, easy lad. I’m here. I wouldn’t up and die on you.” 
 
    “There was no light,” Marquos trembles on, “No light in the cabin. I thought maybe you’d collapsed. Oh Kail, it’s so dark. I think Iva’s left us, I think we’re done. Thank the gods you’re here. Thank the gods.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Copin replies in a soothing voice. “It’s okay. Iva’s out there. We’re safe. You’re doing a remarkable job, like no boat pilot I’ve seen before. You have to be one of the bravest men I’ve known, Marquos.” 
 
    Marquos is still shaking, and fears that Copin can feel it through his foot. He cannot stop it though, and whimpers on “I’m not, Copin. I’m so scared. I’ve never been more scared in my life.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Copin replies, and his voice is calmly serious. “I know for sure I wouldn’t have the balls to move a boat in this darkness, and you’re doing it right now.” 
 
    Marquos clenches his teeth, pushing the pole, steady on the tiller. Keep moving. Just keep moving. You’re not alone. 
 
    “Listen,” Copin whispers, and Marquos strains to do so. He can barely hear a noise over his snivelling short breaths. He holds his breath and takes in the sound of the Hypnagogia creaking. Listens to the gentle waves. Then a louder splash of water. 
 
    “That’s the river!” Marquos cries out uncontrollably, and quickly clamps his mouth shut as Copin squeezes his foot in warning. The Kand asks “Can you navigate that river? Do we have to stop?” 
 
    “Iva said the tide would be coming in,” Marquos whispers back, “If he’s telling the truth, we can float upstream, as long as we keep the bank to one side.” Marquos pushes the pole harder into the canal, trying to pick up speed, “We can get out of the city, quickly.” 
 
    “There might be obstacles in the river,” Copin comments, but Marquos is filled with new enthusiasm, blurting back “To hell with them! We’ll ride over them!” 
 
    “Easy!” Copin says. “Keep it cool.” 
 
    Marquos pushes the pole heavier, and the boat knocks into the bank of the canal again. With each pushing movement, the sound of the river grows louder. The deep silence of the city makes the casual tide appear torrential, echoing around them with a hurricane force. Only the timely sway, and the stillness of the canal, betrays the calmness of the river. The Hypnagogia suddenly becomes heavier to push forwards, the water resisting it, and Marquos lets out a short laugh, “We’ve hit the sway! We’re almost there.” 
 
    “I can hear it,” Copin comments. “Keep it steady.” 
 
    Marquos puts all his might into pushing again, grunting as he lands the pole into the canal. Copin can hear him struggling and carefully feels his way to standing. Marquos finds Copin’s hands probing over him until they reach the pole, and the two work together to shove the boat along. The Hypnagogia mounts a wave, rising and falling suddenly, and is caught in a drift that swings them sideways, making both men stumble. They reach out to the walls and steady themselves, and Marquos announces “We’ve made it! We’re on the river!” 
 
    “And facing the right way?” Copin demands back. Marquos blindly feels around the deck, pulling the pole up and slipping past Copin to start probing to the port side of the boat. He touches something hard and gives a push, and the boat drifts a little in the waves. The water carries it up and down in a steady movement, completely disorientating in the dark. Marquos pushes the pole down into the water and has to let it go almost its full length before finding the bottom and steadying it. There he sways on the weight of the boat as it drifts one way and then another. 
 
    “This was a bad idea,” he murmurs quietly. 
 
    “Give me pole,” Iva’s voice cuts through the dark from far to the left. Marquos looks towards it with alarm, still seeing nothing but black. The bandit repeats himself with an urgent hiss, “This way. Hold it out. We pull you closer to shore.” 
 
    Marquos holds up the pole and feels Copin creeping up behind him. The Kand feels over him again before grabbing onto the pole as well, and the pair swing it back and forth, towards Iva’s voice, until it is caught. They tug, and feel resistance, and Iva announces, “We pull you close.” 
 
    There must be more than one bandit attached to the pole, heaving it towards the shore, as Marquos and Copin have to hold on with all their strength to keep their grip, planting their feet firmly against the boat walls, and the boat shifts under their effort. It swings around towards shore, and under the sway of the river comes banging into the bank with the sound of wood slamming into wood. As Marquos and Copin pull the pole back, suddenly released from the bandits, they hear the thumping of hands on the side of the ship, running down to the bow. 
 
    “My men take ropes,” Iva quickly explains, his voice now mere feet from the boat. “Keep pushing with the pole, try to keep as far away from the bank as you can. If you go out too far, we be ready.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marquos whispers back. The bandits’ feet patter away from the boat and are suddenly silent again. The pilot takes the pole and slips it along the bank, scraping across the pavement, until it splashes back into the river. He pushes the boat carefully off, then slips the pole down until he feels the base of the river. He gives only a gentle shove, and the tide shifts the boat forwards. He shoves again, directed away from the bank, and they quickly pick up speed. 
 
    “You know what,” Copin whispers carefully, his mouth inches from the pilot’s ear. Marquos tenses and the Kand continues “I’ve a feeling we’re gonna be alright.” 
 
    Marquos frowns, running the sentence through his head. He’s not sure, but he thinks he can actually hear Copin smiling. It takes a moment to settle in, then Marquos lets out a little snigger of his own. He replies “I can’t believe you just said that.” 
 
    Copin chuckles lightly, and Marquos’ smile stretches to a grin. He grabs sideways, feeling Copin’s arm, and snakes his arm up behind the Kand to hug his shoulders and whispers into his ear, “You bastard. I thought you were dead. I really thought you might’ve died.” 
 
    “This boat isn’t fancy enough for my grave,” Copin replies, hugging Marquos back. “And I’ll be damned if the last person to hear my voice is some snivelling little Estalian!” 
 
    The pair hold onto one another as they start drifting up the river at a more reasonable pace. As the pilot lets his arm slip away from Copin, giving the pole another shove into the river, he asks “Where the hell are we?” 
 
    “A long way away,” Copin murmurs back. “And loving it, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Marquos replies without sincerity. “Absolutely.” 
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    It takes over an hour of steady movement up the river before the Hypnagogia is pulled to a stop and Iva reappears at its side. With the knowledge that the bandits are guiding the boat to one side, and Copin is safe at his side, Marquos starts to find the gentle rocking of the boat relaxing as the darkness denies any sense of sight or location. 
 
    “This is as far as we go, my men moor you,” Iva’s voice says, the ropes pulling the boat to the river bank. “I join you inside, give us some light.” 
 
    Marquos hesitates, but rests the pole down and feels his way towards the cabin. He climbs carefully down the stairs and uses his hands to find the nearest lantern hung in the cabin. He releases the gas valve and lets it hiss for a moment before sparking the switch so it flares into light, then immediately turns the valve down to its lowest. He squints as the lantern glows in his face, taking a moment to let his eyes adjust. Copin slips down behind him, whispering “Move on through, would you?” 
 
    Marquos steps into the cabin, holding the lantern up, and marvels at the simple ability to see again. The depth of objects, the colours, the textures, all seem wondrous after so long without. The pilot finds himself breathing out with heavy sighs of relief. As Copin moves into view he sees the long wound down the Kand’s face, carefully stitched back together, clean and dry. 
 
    Iva follows the pair into the cabin and closes the door behind him. Still hushed, he tells them, “We reached city limit. You run into mountain river, so tide cannot help you here. All I say is you travel with small light and keep your engine quiet. If possible.” 
 
    “What lies beyond Yerth?” Copin asks. 
 
    “You don’t know?” Iva lets out an unamused laugh. “The mountains. Cave dwellers. Little more. Strange that Kands would travel so far to hide weapons.” 
 
    “We didn’t. Someone else did. We’re just here to take them back.” 
 
    “Very well. I see you when you come back through Yerth. Now, we return to claim the spoils of today’s fighting.” 
 
    “Are there more people out here?” Copin asks. 
 
    “There are screamers everywhere,” Iva says. “They paint their faces white and hunt in packs. Was just one pack we faced today. If they don’t see or hear you, they probably will not look for you. It is not normal to find people on water. You can avoid them.” 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” Marquos mutters, and the bandit gives him an efficient nod. Iva ducks out of the cabin, climbing the stairs, then pauses, thinking of something else and ducking back in. He says “This river is wild. Men do not use it. They don’t suspect you of travelling on it, if you don’t let them see you, but you have other dangers. If you don’t know, you will be safer using more light and risking bandits than avoiding bandits and risking the river.” 
 
    Copin and Marquos thank him again, and he disappears into the dark. The pair stand in silence and share a look of exhaustion. Copin turns away and ignites one of the hobs, commenting “A quick drink before we retire.” 
 
    “I’m going to collapse,” Marquos shakes his head, edging towards his room. 
 
    “As you like. I’ll stay up for now. You did well today, Marquos.” 
 
    Marquos pauses, forcing a weak smile. He answers “So did you. You know…if you were not here, I would have died coming up here. Right now, I would be dead. All of this…your war, the Border Guard, the violence…without it, I would be dead right now.” 
 
    “Could be. Could be that’s why you came?” 
 
    Marquos groans loudly, covering his face with a hand. He shakes his head and asks “Are we safe here?” 
 
    “I doubt it, but we must rest. Hart should still be keeping watch over us.” 
 
    “How do you know those bandits won’t come back for us whilst we sleep? Or that they will meet us here when we return? If we return?” 
 
    “How do you live with so much thought going on in your head?” Copin retorts. “Get some rest.” 
 
    Marquos does not move, though, saying “You must have some plan.” 
 
    “It’s simple,” Copin says, “They have to return to the other bandits, they do not have time to bother with us. We have given them their weapons, so what else do they need? This boat is no use to them, and we are but two men. They killed dozens earlier today, a much more fitting hunt.” 
 
    Marquos thinks for a moment. He realises that Copin is no longer talking about the bandits’ material gains, that they were better armed than the bandits they left behind, and that there is only one grim reason they might be interested in returning to the scene of battle. After all, there is no food out here. The pilot does not want to think about it, choosing instead to slip into his bedroom and try to sleep. 
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    Against his expectations, Marquos rests well after the intense day, and feels refreshed when Copin enters the room to wake him, a lantern swinging from the Kand’s hand. The new day is no lighter than the past night, and Marquos heeds Iva’s advice to light the boat well, revealing a grassy bank to one side of them and open flowing water to the other. Beyond the glow of their lanterns, all is black, and the Hypnagogia seems adrift in its own dark space. When Marquos jumps from the boat to untie the moorings, the grass crunches underfoot, caked with ice. Climbing back on, he sees icy patches dried across the surface of the boat. His breath forms chilling clouds ahead of him. Rubbing his hands together and looking out to the dark, the only solace he can take is that there doesn’t appear to be any fog. 
 
    They stoke the engine and move with a quiet rumble, slowly rising up the river against the pushing water. The gushing of the water casts some masking sound for the engine to operate at a reasonable capacity, leaving Marquos free to concentrate on any obstacles ahead. Copin makes sure that the pilot is okay, checking him for wounds from the previous day, but is otherwise quiet for much of the morning, huddling up to keep himself warm and alert to the texture of the river ahead. It does not take long for the grassy bank to turn to solid rock, flanking them with jagged, foreboding walls. 
 
    Hart returns to the boat after a few hours of travel, when the sunlight has just started to emerge. She hops over the rocks high above the boat, calling out that she is about to board, then runs up ahead, clambers down to a lower level and springs onto the deck as it slides past. She is shaking from the cold, and Copin immediately hugs and rubs her for warmth. She accepts it for a few minutes, before saying in a quivering voice, “I’ll rest and warm myself below, if you can keep watch.” 
 
    They do not argue, and Hart disappears into the cabin for a few hours. Copin goes down to check on her only once and returns to inform Marquos that she is fine. 
 
    The light of day reveals little more than the lanterns, with the rocks on the river bank raised to vision-obscuring heights. It does reveal the extent of the river, however, a good hundred feet wide flowing in the opposite direction to their travel. The rocks on the opposite bank are no shallower, confining their world to this cold tract of water. When Hart returns, after only a few hour’s rest, she comments simply “Deadland is right, isn’t it?” 
 
    The Kand looks in perfect health after her limited rest, colour returned to her skin and eyes brightly alert. She brings hot food up to the deck, this time for everyone, and settles down to help watch the water. She comments that she was impressed Marquos was able to guide the boat through the darkness and explains that she had trouble keeping up. She does not mention the fight with the white-faced bandits, or where she was when it unfolded, and they do not ask. Marquos finds himself thinking that if he were in her position, watching the savages attack, he would probably not join in the fight either. Eventually, Copin peels away from them to return to the cabin, complaining that he hates to miss the light of day, but the dark of night is when he will need to be most awake. They let him go. For a lengthy period after his departure, the pair on deck do not speak. 
 
      
 
    The wind starts to howl as the river rises up a mountainous stretch. It whisks between the rocks and throws water splashing into the banks. Marquos and Hart have to squeeze their clothes tightly around themselves as the cold bites at their skin, water spraying steadily over them. The light has already started to fade, whilst the height of the rocks at the banks is declining. The boat heaves from one side to another, the water swaying more dangerously as the river narrows, and the pair struggle to stay upright as Marquos steers them on. 
 
    “You see that?” Hart shouts over the sound of the river, pointing a finger to the sky. Marquos follows her gesture, but can see nothing but cloud. “We’re near the top! The clouds are thinning.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” Marquos shouts back, “What does it mean?” 
 
    “You can see that they’re thinner!” Hart responds loudly. “It means the clouds can’t rise this high, it’s too cold, and if the clouds aren’t rising then it means there’s no source of water up here!” 
 
    Marquos stares at her dumbly for a moment, unsure what she is talking about. He looks up at the clouds himself and cannot see the difference. The blanket of grey still hangs there. He accepts her points and keeps drumming the boat on. 
 
    “Over there, look!” Hart pulls herself onto the roof. She looks to the left of the river, a hand over her eyes to see better. She shouts “We’re almost there!” 
 
    Marquos follows her gaze but sees nothing but rock walls. He notes, though, that the rocks are in decline up ahead. As the river starts to calm, he increases their speed and cranes his neck to see beyond the banks. It happens with a majestic simple movement, that they slip by one of the large rocks and there is suddenly a wide space beyond it, looking out at the mountains. The cloud is thinner, Marquos can see it now because the horizon appears that much clearer. Beyond their river, the rocks undulate up and down, with such variety of height and shape that the landscape is difficult to take in as a whole. It looks unreal, so many towering peaks and dipping valleys, and the pilot’s jaw drops open in wonder. The river has taken them unnaturally high up, higher than dozens of smaller mountaintops that he can see below, but there are still dozens more that stretch far beyond their altitude, up into the clouds. As the river levels, Marquos turns to the bow and sees that for the first time all day the horizon is also clear ahead of them, beyond a few hundred feet, to show more mountainous surroundings. 
 
    “Up ahead,” Hart calls out, scrambling across the roof of the boat, “The water’s calmer, we can stop.” 
 
    Marquos does not answer, merely looks ahead and follows her direction to take them between some rocks. Hart jumps off and helps Marquos moor the boat to some craggy outcrops, and the pilot follows her to shore. Spinning on the rocks with amazement at the view, he laughs with delight, hysterical at the beauty of what he sees. Hart, however, is jumping from rock to rock, scanning more analytically. 
 
    “We’ve gone too far,” she says, making the pilot frown. She returns to him shaking her head, “We’re too far up the river. The light won’t last long enough for us to get down there and return today.” 
 
    “Then we can continue,” Marquos replies without really listening, wearing a dumb smile on his face. “Head towards another peak and try to climb out of the clouds. See where this river takes us.” 
 
    “It’ll take you to a bunch more rocks,” Hart glares at him. “And you won’t survive another peak. It’s too cold out here already.” 
 
    “It’d be worth it,” Marquos says, not noticing how much he is shivering, the wind buffeting his clothes. The Kand gives him an uncertain stare, returns to the boat and climbs into the cabin. Marquos drops himself down and sits on a rock, staring to the landscape beyond. There is no lava, no exploding mountains or light from the fires, but the scale of the scenery is magnificent enough. He draws his knees up to his chin and rests his head on them, content. Some minutes pass before Hart comes back, and he does not respond as she crouches to look into his face. He simply keeps staring out at the view, enthralled by its variety. 
 
    “You have to get inside, it’s freezing out here,” Hart tells him, but he does not listen. She takes his chin in a hand and forces his head around to hers, looking into his eyes. She orders him, “Inside, now.” 
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    The Kands have a fire stoked in the Hypnagogia’s stove. The trio huddle around it, wrapped in all the clothing and blankets that the boat holds. With the declining daylight, a vicious storm has picked up outside. The wind rocks the boat from side to side and the rain hammers on the roof and walls with a terrific racket. None of them voice their fears that the boat might not be strong enough to withstand this weather, though they all know it is possible. Marquos thinks of Lian, and his horror at the rain, and knows that this is the sort of storm that warrants that fear. Into the night, the boat grows colder, and they have to keep shovelling fuel into the fire, shuffling closer and closer to it. Copin jokes about how cosy the situation is, but the others do not respond. 
 
    The storm dies as quickly as it came, its thundering roar suddenly subsiding, the boat steadying. They all look up to the ceiling, as though they can see through to the sky, listening for the rain. The howl of the wind is gone, and all that remains is the running of the river, a gentle rumble compared to what went before. Marquos mumbles that he wishes to look outside, and the Kands are too settled to stop him. He hugs a couple of blankets around him and edges onto the deck. As soon as he opens the cabin door he realises that it is not pitch black above. His mouth drops open and he utters “By Kail.” 
 
    The Kands shift in their seat to look over at him, intrigued. Marquos walks up the steps, forgetting himself and dropping the blankets, marvelling at what he sees. 
 
    The river glistens. The rocks and boat are framed in simple, grey-shade silhouettes. The vast expanse of the sky above is alive with the brilliant light of the stars. Marquos gawks up in wonder. A view too immeasurable for his eyes to take in, the stars fill the night sky with infinite numbers. Their depth is unimaginable. The pilot cannot move in awe. 
 
    “You could’ve shut the fucking door!” Copin yells out, thumping through the boat to seal the cabin, but as he reaches the base of the steps he sees Marquos is still stood at the top and says, “I thought you were checking the boat?” 
 
    The Kand climbs out after the pilot and sees what has caused the hesitation. He, too, is locked into staring at the stars, gasping “That’s amazing.” He pauses, then shouts down to Hart to join them. She does so reluctantly, dragging the discarded blankets with her, and soon finds herself as transfixed as them. 
 
    The three weary travellers stare out into the stars all aware that they are looking to a distance further than they have ever seen before, further than they are ever likely to see again. The possibilities of an entire cosmos are stretched out before them, and as the wind returns and their skin pricks with burning cold, none dares look away and miss a moment of this sight. Hart shuffles on the spot, mumbling “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Copin spots it first, frowning and looking sideways, and mutters “Best to go back in now.” 
 
    Marquos does not look away from the stars, though, and cannot see what is approaching. Hart follows Copin’s gaze. Without another word, she slips back into the cabin, staring up at the sky until she is out of view. Copin puts an arm around Marquos’ shoulders and says “Come on.” 
 
    The pilot shakes him off and keeps staring, his eyes racing from side to side. He catches sight of what Copin has seen and whimpers, “No. Not yet.” 
 
    The cloud returns in ominous shapes without texture; dark patches that slip in front of the stars as though erasing large chunks of the sky. They float in with huge swathes, suddenly sweeping over the mountains, and entire clusters of stars appear to simply disappear. The wind increases, and as it rushes through the rocks it emits a sinister howl, a screeching personification of the horror Marquos feels quelling in his heart. 
 
    “No!” he screams out, and his voice is carried across the mountains, bouncing back off the rocks. The clouds increase in numbers, sweeping in from all directions, and the stars are blotted out. The pilot screams again, and Copin quickly takes both his shoulders in his hands and says “It’s over, Marq, come on!” 
 
    “It can’t be!” Marquos squints at the last patch of stars in the sky, catching one last glimpse of light before the clouds swallow it up. The world is suddenly dark again, and no matter how wide he opens his eyes the pilot cannot see. Copin drags him back to the stairs, but Marquos breaks free from him, yelling out in anger “It’ll clear up again, we just have to wait!” 
 
    “It’s over!” Copin shouts back, following him onto the deck. The Kand pulls him back and Marquos shoves him away. The pilot stands steadfast, looking up at the darkness. Copin growls at him, “We’re going inside, both of us, right now.” 
 
    “It can’t be finished. The clouds are still moving, they’ll move away again.” 
 
    Copin does not listen, surging forwards and catching the pilot around the waist. Marquos struggles and flaps his arms out feebly, unable to see what is happening. The pair roll to the floor and Copin shoves Marquos firmly towards the cabin, where the lantern’s light gives a small trickle of visibility. The Kand slams Marquos over the stairs, and the pair tumble down them together. Hart jumps to her feet as Marquos rolls to a halt beside her, and she grabs him by both arms as he tries to flail back at Copin. Copin lumbers back into the cabin door, slamming it shut and leaning against it. He shakes his head as the pilot struggles in Hart’s grip. She holds Marquos still in a vice of a grip, until his energy is spent and he finally gives up. The pilot slumps, slipping down to the floor, and both Kands stare at him as he shakily snivels. 
 
    “You’re fucking freezing,” Hart crouches over him, scooping a blanket around his shoulders and rubbing his arms with hers. Copin crawls over to join them, forcing his face into Marquos’ vision, and sternly says “We need you, Marquos. Don’t let the lunatic in you take control.” 
 
    Marquos stares back at him, shaking as much from emotion as cold. He shivers, uttering, “Just a little longer. I just want to see it a little longer.” 
 
    Copin takes his face in both hands and firmly tells him, “It was long enough.” 
 
      
 
    The trio settle huddling for warmth in front of the fire without words. It seems too soon after such a sight for any of them to make light of it with talk. Eventually, however, the grandeur of the experience moves Marquos to muttering, as though the words will not stay hidden in his head. 
 
    “We spend…all our days, looking into fog, barely able to see beyond our own faces, and there it was, everything before us. If I could only have captured that view…how can I ever explain what it feels like? Who will ever understand, without seeing it for themselves, that something so great exists?” 
 
    “People understand,” Copin murmurs back. “Everyone remembers seeing the stars at some point.” 
 
    “If we continue up the mountain,” Marquos goes on, “We could climb above the clouds completely. It wouldn’t be too much further.” 
 
    “This river won’t go that far,” Hart replies. “We’re lucky it climbed as high as it did. We can’t walk it, we wouldn’t last half a day in that cold. Control yourself, Marquos, each time you step out there you risk dying.” 
 
    “Would it take half a day?” the pilot asks. 
 
    “To get above the clouds?” Hart goes on, “At least. But you’d have to wait for night to enjoy it, then you’d have to wait for day to get back. Even if you had a fire burning under you the whole time, you’d die from the cold.” 
 
    “We saw it, didn’t we?” Copin says. “We saw it and will remember it, probably like no one else for many seasons. I can see why you would risk your life to experience such a thing, Marquos, but it is done now, and there is no need to risk anything more.” 
 
    “No,” the pilot concedes, staring into the fire. He sees himself in his mind’s eye, standing on the deck, ready to stay there under the stars forever, and he admits to them, “I could’ve died happy right there.” 
 
    “You would’ve, if I hadn’t intervened,” Copin chortles back, not taking him seriously. The pilot looks back into his eyes, though, with melancholy that says it is true, and the Kand goes awkwardly quiet. Hart watches the brief exchange curiously, though makes no comment. She waits, letting Copin start up a joking rant about the bandits, and shuffles closer to Marquos. He takes note, realising he has no idea who she is, yet would rather hear her talk than Copin. Without introduction, the pilot asks her “Is it true that you had a pet cockroach?” 
 
    Copin laughs loudly as Hart glares at Marquos in reproach. She replies “Don’t believe everything you’re told. Copin likes to tell stories about other people so no one will talk about him.” 
 
    “Don’t be defensive,” Copin smiles back. “There’s no harm in keeping pets.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Hart replies. “But I have had no need for insect companions. Copin decided it was the case when I reprimanded a bug that had got into my stew. Apparently, if you lose your temper with an object, people assume it was your pet.” 
 
    “Oh Hart,” Copin laughs, “Why did they name you so, when you have none!” 
 
    “God no, now he’ll start with the names.” 
 
    “Just Copin with what I’ve got.” 
 
    “Please, Marquos, open the door, let the cold in so we can all die now.” 
 
    “I could wish for nothing more,” Copin rumbles on, “Then to die in your loving embrace, Hart.” 
 
    As the pair bicker on, Marquos cannot help but smile at them. He realises that at the moment, with nothing more than their simple banter, the Deadland is the most alive it has been in seasons. Eventually, Copin runs out of steam, however, and turns in to sleep on the bed without request or invitation. Seeing that Marquos is about to make a comment, Hart puts a hand to his shoulder and whispers for him to stay put. He pauses, appreciating the intimacy of their proximity, but he has no thoughts of sex now. His emotions have been worn down from this journey, and he tells her quietly “Hart, I don’t know-” 
 
    “Shut up,” she tells him bluntly. “Don’t get any ideas. I want a word.” She waits a moment longer, hearing Copin slump on the bed, before saying “Tell me truthfully. Did you come up here to die?” 
 
    Marquos looks back at her oddly, perturbed. He averts his gaze, mumbles an answer, “I don’t know exactly. I was in the Mines, I got involved in something.” 
 
    “And you did the right thing, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Not by choice,” Marquos shakes his head. “It was thrust upon me. I didn’t just help those mines run, I stood by and let children die down there, took it all until I had no choice but to act. Then I finally get forced into doing something and the whole world seems to fall down on me, Mine Guard chasing me, Border Guard attacking me, Kands wanting me to join their war. It’s not for me, none of that kind of responsibility ever was. The guilt built up and up inside me, down in those mines, but by Kail if your people can take care of Red then I’ve done my bit for the world I’ve wronged. I thought that coming up here, there’d be no way anyone would follow. By the time I got back, everyone would forget what I was ever supposed to mean to them. I’d be free again. When I saw those stars tonight, I wasn’t just looking at a beautiful sight. I was looking at my freedom.” 
 
    “The fact that you found a cause worth fighting for,” Hart says, her eyes judging him coldly, “Should be a good thing. Maybe you don’t even realise it yourself, but your idea of freedom, trying to go at it alone in places like this, that’s not a way of preserving yourself.” She taps a finger into his forehead, to drive her point home, “That’s you acknowledging, somewhere in your twisted skull, that the only way you’re going to avoid getting connected is by dying.” 
 
    Marquos stares at her, speechless at the suggestion. She gruffly continues, “It’s not my business, I don’t know you, that’s just what I’ve gathered today. And if that’s the way you’re going to be, I’d appreciate it if you could hold off until we get back to Estalia, rather than take us down with you.” 
 
    Hart stands, satisfied that her point has been made, and strides away to join Copin. She pauses in the doorway to the bedroom, leans back and says “And for all our sakes, join us in here for the night. None of us want to freeze to death.” 
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    As soon as light starts to seep over the mountains, the Kands prepare to set out for their search for Rosenbault, leaving Marquos behind to warm the boat. Hart and Copin insist that they can move faster without him, and will only have the day to conduct their search, considering the cold and their diminishing supplies of fuel. He does not argue, having had the night to sleep on Hart’s words and waking with thoughts that he is quite certain he does not want to die. 
 
    Marquos occupies himself for a short while investigating the damage that the storm did, which is mostly superficial, and then turns the boat around to be ready for a return journey. He takes it a short way up the river to find a pool wide enough to turn in, and pauses in the calm water, craning to see where the river leads to. It stays level for some time, slipping between the rocks, which likely means they are either already near its source or will eventually face a steep rise, impassable on the boat. Calmed by the night’s rest, Marquos is satisfied that he has seen enough anyway, Copin’s words ringing true in his heart, and he takes the boat back to their previous spot to wait for the Kands. The daylight will not last long, and he wants to stay out on the deck to take in the view, but the cold forces him back inside to the fire, baffled at the thought the Kands can endure hiking in this weather. 
 
    Marquos plays mournful tunes on his flute to occupy himself, thinking of possible speeches he can make to convince Hart that he is not the liability she took him for. He regrets what he said about the children, and his fear of becoming attached, but starts to doubt his own beliefs. Is that why Nicole and Teri refused to go with him? Was he lying to them when he said he wanted companionship? He would like to persuade Hart otherwise, if only to prove to himself that it’s possible. His concerns are interrupted, however, by the sound of movement on deck. He jumps to his feet and calls out “You must’ve hurried back!” 
 
    No one answers, the movement on deck stops. Hearing another footstep, Marquos tenses. He hurries across the boat and picks up the revolver. The door opens and he sees a man’s boots taking cautious steps down the stairs. The tip of a rifle slips into view, then the ragged furs that conceal the remnants of faded armour. Marquos raises his gun, finger on the trigger, and orders “Don’t move.” 
 
    The gyrocopter pilot stops at the base of the stairs and looks at Marquos through his dark goggles. 
 
    “How did you get here?” Marquos asks with disbelief. Qait Seyron pulls his goggles and mask down and gives the pilot a strange look. 
 
    “I walked, mostly,” he says quietly. “I know you don’t want me on your boat, but if you’d be so kind, it’s rather cold out there.” Qait gestures to the fire, slowly shuffling towards it. Marquos holds the pistol steady and snarls “You took my girl, you bastard, I ought to shoot you where you stand.” 
 
    “Relax, I’m sure she’s fine,” Qait sighs. Ignoring the threat of the pistol, he places his rifle by the stove and takes a seat, whilst Marquos stands edgily in front of him. The tracker lifts a few coals into the fire and rubs his hands, wrapped in rags.  
 
    “Fine?” Marquos makes no effort to conceal the anger in his voice, “You know what the Mine Guard do to children?” 
 
    “They give them a home, some food and a purpose,” Qait rolls his head back and looks into Marquos’ eyes. “I believe that’s more than you could offer.” 
 
    “I was taking her back to her parents!” Marquos says. The tracker looks at him calmly, not intimidated, and rests back into his seat. He replies “What are you complaining about, you sent Kands after her didn’t you? As if it wasn’t enough that you had her living with them before.” 
 
    “They were safe enough people.” 
 
    “I don’t care. What I’m interested in is what you’re doing bringing them up here.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” Marquos can’t help but laugh back, the absurdity of Qait’s pursuit suddenly apparent. “You followed us all this way, and you don’t know why?” Qait does not react, his tired eyes saying that he has experienced this all before. Marquos lowers the pistol as he rants on. “Risked your life against the bandits and the cold? And the river? Into the one hell that no one dares tread? And you don’t know why?” 
 
    “If you had something important enough to lure you and your Kands here, then it was important enough for me,” Qait explains simply. 
 
    “You want to know what’s up here?” Marquos has to smile. “There’s nothing. Nothing at all.” The tracker looks at him doubtfully, but the pilot goes on, “They call it the Deadland for a reason.” 
 
    Qait gives him a few moment’s silence, showing no surprise. The tracker waits for a time allotted in his head before commenting “And what about the Kands?” 
 
    Marquos glares back, mouths a response, “What difference does it make?” 
 
    “They make a lot more difference than you. Where are they?” 
 
    “They went to find a doctor,” Marquos tells him, “Who wanted to change the world. Who was silenced by your people.” 
 
    “Rosenbault,” Qait replies with a nod. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Marquos pauses, seeing the tracker really does have a purpose, and carefully questions, “You know him?” 
 
    “Of course. I tracked him up here two seasons ago. That’s why I was quite able to track you up here again. I know there’s nothing in the Deadland. There’s about a dozen gangs of bandits left in the whole of the North. I think half of them were killed yesterday in your little melee. They’ve been dying out for some time.” 
 
    “But if you knew about Rosenbault…” Marquos shakes his head, “Why? Why wouldn’t you bring him back? Help him? Wasn’t there any hope?” 
 
    Qait gives Marquos a pitying look. He eyes the pistol and says “How about you lower that thing and we have a little chat? It will be a while before they come back. I’ve got a few things you need to hear.” 
 
    Marquos lowers the gun without complaint, finding the tracker’s unprecedented calm strangely pacifying. The pilot sits in the seat opposite Qait and silently waits for more. 
 
    “The Deadland is a jarring place,” Qait says, “I can see why you’d feel disillusioned coming here, but you can’t have expected much better. As for Rosenbault, that’s an even weaker dream to clutch at. I came after him expecting the worst, but I always hoped for the best. Believe me, if there was hope, I was going to bring it back with me.” 
 
    Marquos says, “I’d expect you to say that.” 
 
    “Of course you would. You don’t know me. I doubt you know anyone in the Border Guard, so you’ve just been lapping up everything those Kands told you. This is a story you need to hear the other side of, though. At least listen to it.” Qait waits for confirmation, and Marquos merely raises his eyebrows, prompting the tracker to go on. “The Kands will have told you Supreme Commander Felez shut down the Rosenbault Project and drove him away. If that’s true, then it was for all the right reasons. I learnt all about it when I was tracking him. 
 
    “I’ll start at the beginning. The beginning of his downfall, anyway. Rosenbault was getting nowhere with his research and kept demanding more and more resources for the experiments. He was desperate and unpredictable, and it resulted in an accident that destroyed half a building and killed thirteen people. Dozens more were injured. Rosenbault and a few loyal followers fled, and the Border Guard were left to clear up the mess. He’d been very quiet about everything, so no one outside his experiments was too sure what progress he had made, except that he was yet to provide anything remotely productive. After his departure, the guards sifted through the remains of his laboratories and realised quite how far off course he had gone. All that he had left behind was weapons. Devastating weapons. The Border Guard tried to test a few, which led to more accidents, before it was all buried. None of Rosenbault’s files were left behind, there was no explanation for what he had been doing, and most of his colleagues that remained were as in the dark as everyone else. 
 
    “Now when it comes to trying to change the world, most of these scientists you hear of working with the Border Guard give up at some point, and go back to changing the world some other way. The truth is there’s no way anyone’s bringing the light back to this world, and all that’s left is to try and find ways to grow food without it. And to try and find ways to keep ourselves warm. Rosenbault kept trying to do something bigger, though. When I learnt about him, and learnt that no one had found the man, I started my own investigation. It wasn’t so tough; I found him in the Meth Fields, but I messed up. I surprised myself, that he was where I’d expected, and didn’t try to capture him on my own. They fled before I could bring the Guards to help, and the laboratory was burnt to the ground. It took me another season to catch up to Rosenbault here, in the Deadland. I came to wondering how Rosenbault could have slipped through, but I soon realised he had probably never even run into a bandit. There were more bandits back then, but not by much. Most of them were run down without food and too disorientated to head south. Those that did were quickly wiped out by the Border Guard. Truth be told, you would have got here without event if not for the sound of your boat’s engine. 
 
    “My journey was not without peril, but I was prepared for much worse. I took my time, learnt the terrain and gradually uncovered his location. An old bunker set deep in the rocks, a short distance from here. It’s a remarkable structure, still there today, made from concrete and lined with cables that used to carry some kind of fuel to a series of lanterns I didn’t understand. Rosenbault called it electricity. He said it was a fuel that did not require mines, and did not produce smoke. He could not create it himself to demonstrate, though. You can see it in the skies, though, when the clouds part and the thunder cracks. The bright blue flashes of lightning, great streaks of concentrated electricity. He said it could power lights, but he did not care to elaborate. 
 
    “You see, when I found Rosenbault, he was a changed man from whoever had first devised the Project. He had fallen apart long before Felez shut him down. When I came into the bunker I was surrounded by pillars of warheads. Shells from guns you could not conceive the size of, as wide as trees and taller than a man. The walls were plastered with images that I did not understand at first. Maps of an unfamiliar world, pictures of unfamiliar civilisations in various stages of decay. I walked through the corridors of that bunker for almost a day before I found the professor, and it was like a maze of nightmares. One or two maps and pictures were clear, images of a hopeful time where the world was lit. The rest were scarred by reality. I saw piles of bodies stacked higher than buildings, homes ablaze, explosions too large to fit in the frame of a photo-capture…and the maps…so many maps. Covered in circles, coloured in different shades and gradually growing less clear. Rosenbault had pasted all these images on the walls as a working brainstorm, and his writing was scrawled illegibly across them with black ink. It became more and more crazed as the gallery went on. There was one map in particular that kept coming up, though, and I took note of how it changed over time. He had numbers written above it, high numbers, and each reproduction of the map had different circles, different parts coloured in, as though progressing in seasons. It had names written all over it, but none of them meant a thing to me. Then I found one map where almost the whole image had been painted black, except for one tiny patch in the middle. It was only then that I understood exactly what it showed.” 
 
    Qait looks at Marquos to make sure he is listening, and the pilot stares back intently. The tracker says “The old maps were different to the ones we have today, and probably aren’t accurate anymore, but the shapes are basically the same. What really struck me about it was how little was left. What a tiny fraction of the whole was not covered in black. The world is so much larger than I thought. We all know that there is land beyond the seas that surround us, but who would ever think there could be so much of it?” Qait pauses again and sighs. “Estalia is the tiniest mark in a massive world, and going back over the different maps I realised it isn’t even our Empire. Not as we understand it. Rosenbault wrote dozens of different names around it at the different stages of things he had crossed out. Astalia. Estlia. Anglia. Engald. And there were closer maps, more detailed ones Estalia itself, with different names scrawled on them. The Metropolis, Land One; the Drain, Tames. He took a particular interest in the Deadland, maps that stretched far above where we are now, and one place was circled over and over, Clyde. Gare Loch.” He shakes his head, “He found out more about our world than I’d ever thought possible. 
 
    “I found Rosenbault shortly after figuring it all out, in a room lit by candles. He was writing on more maps, doing calculations of some sort. The room was full of boxes, piled high with supplies. It must have been an old war bunker, with enough strangely sealed food to sustain the doctor for many seasons. I approached him with my gun raised and asked him to stop writing, and he answered me as though aware I had been there all along. He told me to wait for a moment, and I did. I found a man frail from working too hard and filthy beyond reproach. He had been alone for so long that he had no comprehension of who I was, just happy to have someone to talk to. That is, someone to listen to him. He laid down his pen and spoke to me. Most of the time when he spoke he had a smile on his face. That’s the thing that really sticks in my mind, that constant smile. He was smiling because he was mad, simple as that. Absolutely mad.  
 
    “I sat with him and let him talk for a long time. When the candles burnt down, he set out new ones, and when he got thirsty he produced bottles of water. Clear bottles, of a material I had not seen before. He explained to me that the next bomb was going to be the one. He had figured it all out, and all he required was one vital ingredient. I asked what the bomb was for, and he started explaining it to me. He told me that the answers to all our problems lay far back in history, long before any records we have. You must know the stories of the Gracian Kingdom, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Marquos says, “I’ve seen the rails in Afta.” 
 
    “This is something far more serious than railways. He believed that once there were people on this planet so far advanced that they created something that wiped themselves out, and that something was the same thing that caused the sunlight to fade. He convinced himself that the cause was a mighty weapon, though no accounts exist of it. He trawled through ancient history archives before leaving the Metropolis, though, and found references to a special kind of bomb. He tried to explain it to me but it made no sense. All that really mattered, from my perception, was that he said the bombs recorded were powerful enough to destroy a whole country. Apparently, one was developed that was powerful enough to cover the world. 
 
    “The archive he obtained had to have been hundreds of seasons old, maybe even thousands, and he said it wasn’t something that any of the Guards were aware of. He never told me where it had come from himself, but he showed me the book. The pages were falling apart and the print was too faded to read, but he thought he had it figured out. They had started work on recreating a replica in the Metropolis, that’s how the accident occurred. He had been working on it ever since, trying to develop weapons powerful enough to change the world. 
 
    “Somewhere along the way he’d lost his focus. He was able to explain all the research he had done into the darkness of our world, and his conclusion was a simple one. Somehow, possibly due to the power of the blast of these bombs, the world had altered its course around the sun. For hundreds of seasons now, he said, we’ve been slowly drifting further and further away, and the days have been becoming darker without us realising it. We’ve reached a point where the sun can no longer keep us warm. All that keeps us from being engulfed in ice is the sheer scale of our industrial centres. The mines are dug so deep, releasing the planet’s energy, and the gas fields burn so constantly that our nation is keeping one small pocket of warmth alive. It is a profound warmth, enough to keep the seas from icing over, and it comes from the size of our population alone. 
 
    “Rosenbault told me that if you went beyond the perimeters his map showed, you would not survive. We are too far from the sun to be saved. Then, he changed his tone. He explained that there was nothing worth saving anyway. He claimed that below the Aftan Southern Boundaries, there is nothing but darkness. Our small patch is the only one that managed to survive, and by clinging on to our civilisation we are dying a slow, futile death. He told me there was only one chance that we could clean the air of this world and bring back the light, and that was to set off a new bomb. 
 
    “He didn’t even know what he was suggesting. I couldn’t understand if he believed people were responsible for the darkness, and he saw our death as the planet’s only hope, or if he genuinely believed he could make a weapon powerful enough to set this world on a course back towards the sun. It didn’t matter, either way, because the result would be the same. I asked him to reconsider. I tried to engage him with talk about electricity, alternative fuels and ways to warm the world ourselves. He didn’t care. He saw only one solution, and I could see that even if he never found the ingredient he needed for the one big bomb then he was more than capable of producing enough smaller ones to finish us all. What took place was barely an argument; he was not listening to what I had to say. I had plenty of time to think about what I was doing, and my decision was the only real possibility. I shot him dead, whilst he was still talking.” 
 
    Qait hangs his head, his body visibly slumping, and Marquos realises the tracker has told this tale to no one before. The pilot says quietly, “No one knows he’s dead.” 
 
    “The Border Guard do. I told them I found him in Yerth, but the bandits had got him. They don’t want it to be generally known, because the thought of Rosenbault working to save the world is a source of great hope to some people. No one has seriously gone looking for him since me, though. Until now.” 
 
    “So why did you let us get this far?” 
 
    “I couldn’t destroy the weapons that Rosenbault created. I spent about a week sat alone in that bunker, watching Rosenbault rot, whilst I tried to figure out what to do. I came to appreciate something that Rosenbault seemed to have missed. If there really were people here long before us, that much more advanced than us, and something happened that was so devastating that no one had found trace of them before, then humankind must have been beaten to the very point of extinction. Whatever caused that destruction subsided, and even with our limited space, and the darkness setting in, we rebuilt our society. We have survived, and we have flourished. If we can master this wasteland, after being faced with complete destruction, then there is still hope for us. As long as we keep our heads. I realised that no one could know what Rosenbault had been up to. I could not destroy those bombs, but I could burn all his documents, and I could seal the bunker like a tomb, knock down the rocks around it and pray that no one ever finds it. Your Kands are some of the most determined people I have seen, and I wanted to put what I had done to the test. If they find that bunker, I have not done enough. If they don’t, I can rest easily.” 
 
    “They knew the location, though,” Marquos frowns, “Copin knew exactly where we were going. Isn’t that bad enough?” 
 
    “Rosenbault did not create that bunker,” Qait shrugs. “He found out about it from someone, so it’s never been a complete secret. As far as I’m aware its whereabouts is not common knowledge, though. Even if people heard the rumour, why would they look for it in such a place? No, knowing there is a bunker in the Deadland is not the issue here. Knowing what Rosenbault might have been up to is. You must be aware that the Kands were tipped off to Rosenbault by someone that worked with him. Meaning maybe the Kands aren’t after a solution to our world’s problems. Maybe they’re after the weapons.” 
 
    “And if they find them…” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m telling you all this?” Qait responds simply. “You’re not one of them, are you? You don’t want to see the world burn.” 
 
    Marquos stalls, trying to let this absurd amount of information sink in. He rubs his temples and says, “This place was supposed to be my way out of affairs like this, I shouldn’t be hearing about it.” 
 
    “You’re in it now. Deal with it.” 
 
    “Look...you tell them all of this when they return. They have to know. If Rosenbault is right, and our population is all that’s keeping this small part of the world alive, then we have to end the war entirely.” 
 
    “That’s a nice thought, but we have more immediate concerns. No one can possess the weapons that are in that bunker. No one can even know about them. If those Kands bring something back, I won’t be able to stop them on my own.” 
 
    “Stop them how?” 
 
    Qait ignores the question, ploughing on, “I don’t expect you to trust me. You don’t even have to believe it’s all true. Just think about what you’re doing out here. I don’t believe in any kind of Estalian Empire anymore, and I don’t know a single Estalian that truly fights for his country, but those Kands are willing to kill and die to create something similar. If they sacrifice enough lives to their cause, there will be nothing left to fight for. Absolutely nothing.” 
 
    Marquos goes quiet, staring back at the tracker, trying to get his head around the implications of this journey. He mutters, barely audible, “I should’ve stayed in Hasseran.”               
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    In spite of the daylight, it remains freezing cold both outside and on the boat. Qait remarks that he would like to spend more time in the open, but it is too much even for him. His armour is warm and he is used to the chill of being up in the gyrocopter, but the North is something else. With casual misgivings about walking through such hazardous cold, Marquos determines that this tracker is one of the most relaxed men he has ever encountered, though he had seemed apprehensive that first day that he chased the Hypnagogia. After hearing a tale of world-threatening bombs and a history of destruction it is hard to believe that anything could excite any emotion from the man. He speaks in a retiring tone, “There’s nothing like the stillness of the Deadland. These mountains will fill you with a quiet awe. I could stare at them for days.” 
 
    Marquos said nothing in response. 
 
    “Did you see the stars last night? You have no idea how lucky you were to be here for that. The clouds so rarely part.” 
 
    Eventually, the pilot asks how the tracker managed to follow him after the ambush in the plains. Qait gives a minimal reply, “I caught up to you in the Meth Fields. I understood you had correspondence with a girl there. I found your boat.” 
 
    “You understood I had correspondence?” Marquos repeats the phrase halfway between anger and surprise that such private contacts might have been known. Though she cannot read, he often sends Teri letters, via the speedy land messengers and Message Centres that he sometimes encounters in his travels. Those messengers are personal envoys; he has no notion of the letters ever being touched by anyone beyond the messenger, himself and the people they were meant for. Marquos already has a feeling he knows the man responsible, though. He can picture Wheeler Tan, a slim bony man who speeds over the country on a mechanical device with two wheels and a small engine of chains and cogs. Tan is a skittish man driven by a desire to move as fast as possible, and saw the opportunity to deliver messages as a challenge as much as a job. He once reached the Meth Fields and delivered a letter back to Metropolis in a day, just because he could. With his wonky eyes and wild moods, it was a constant surprise that Tan survived his journeys. Perhaps it makes sense that the Border Guard might have had a hand in it. 
 
    “The world is full of give and take,” Qait explains it for the pilot, though, seeing his mind is ticking. “I help people, they help me, it’s all part of what I do. I had an idea of who you were a long time before you ran into the Kands. Before you worked in the Mines, even. I’m aware of most of the traffic that moves across this country.” 
 
    “You’re…” Marquos shakes his head, not sure what word could describe this man, “…a creep.” 
 
    “A stalker,” Qait shrugs. “And you’re a scavenger. You pick up the material pieces that people leave behind, I pick up the information. My work just requires a little more application than yours.” 
 
    “We’re not alike.” 
 
    “I don’t think you entirely know what you are.” 
 
    The pair are interrupted by a thud on the deck, and Copin’s voice calls out “You got that fire going? Damned need it!” 
 
    Qait calmly stands and lifts his rifle, turning to face the stairs as the Kand descends. Marquos sits motionless, slipping the pistol under his blanket. Copin lumbers into view with a grin on his face, about to blurt out something else, but stops dead when he sees Qait. His smile is gone, and he lets out a breath of annoyance. The Kand steadies himself and spreads his arms, “Go on then. Do it if you must. Hart will have your head, though.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Qait asks. 
 
    “On her way,” Copin says. He looks over to Marquos, his expression giving nothing away, but the pilot knows what he is thinking. To show he is not a traitor, Marquos slips the pistol into view, unseen to the tracker, and turns to Copin. 
 
    “What’d you find out there?” the tracker asks. 
 
    “Not a damned thing,” Copin grumbles back. “You’ve trapped yourself in a box here, Qait. This isn’t like you at all.” 
 
    “No,” Qait answers simply, “But needs must.” 
 
    There are further footsteps on deck and Copin yells, “Hart stay back! We’ve got company!” The deck goes silent. They all wait and listen, but Hart does not make another sound. Copin stares Qait in the eye and says “If you were going to shoot me you’d have done it, so let’s hear what you’ve got to say.” 
 
    “You didn’t find the laboratory?” the tracker asks. 
 
    “What laboratory?” 
 
    “Not even the research tower? The observatory? No sign of Rosenbault himself? Or his men?” 
 
    “Are you playing games, Qait? There’s nothing out here. Rosenbault couldn’t have come further than Yerth.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that.” 
 
    “No,” Copin huffs, “If I had found something, I’d be perfectly happy to share it with you, because I know when it comes to it I’m the one getting out of it alive. And I’d certainly want to rub your Estalian nose in it. We’ve been walking all day, there’s nothing here.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “Have a fucking look for yourself. I’d struggle to survive up here, there’s no chance a dribbling scientist could make it. If you ask me the stories about him dying in Yerth were true after all. If he even got that far.” 
 
    Qait finally relaxes, satisfied, and lowers his rifle, “My stories.” 
 
    “That’s why you came up here?” Copin shakes his head, “Because you never found him, and you wanted to see if we were more successful.” 
 
    “It’s not important. How much longer will you look?” 
 
    “You think we can survive another day up here? In this?” Copin snorts disgust at the idea, “This was a stupid idea. We have to get out of this wasteland.” 
 
    “Good,” Qait says, “Come in. Tell Hart to come in. We’ll have to move fast if we want to pass the more treacherous stretches of the river before dark.” 
 
    “What do you mean we?” 
 
    “I’m not walking back.” 
 
    “As simple as that?” the Kand scoffs. “We ought to leave you out here to freeze you Estalian wretch.” 
 
    “Yes, you should,” Qait replies, unfazed.  
 
    The Kand suddenly lets out a loud laugh and turns to the door, shouting up at Hart to join them. He does not wait for her to respond, shoving by Qait to rub his hands in front of the fire. Qait steps aside, watching the stairs as Hart cautiously approaches. She has a large knife in one hand, ready to attack, but sees Copin’s amiable position and sheathes it. Qait offers her a half-hearted smile, and she gives him a nod in return, before also making a dash to the fire. 
 
    “You’ve been sat here all day doing nothing?” Copin calls aside to Marquos, seeing that the pilot has not moved, “Get to getting us out of here already!” 
 
    Marquos stares back at him, unsure of what has happened. The Kands and the tracker show no malice towards one another, or any sign of real conflict. The Kands barely even seem surprised to see Qait. He has no time to dwell on it, however, as Copin barks for him to go. 
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    The remaining daylight barely helps Marquos as he heads downstream at dangerous speeds. He soon has to light all his lanterns and trust in the strength of his boat to deal with the occasional crashes of heavy waves and rocks. Qait stands by his side, helping with whatever he can, silent in the water’s approach. Hand on the tiller without rest, Marquos directs the vessel from side to side with perfect care, all thought of the odd gathering on his boat leaving his mind to concentrate on the task at hand. Once the boat has slipped into motion, there is no turning back. The cold beats at him as they move and the water splashes up with icy stabs. His Kand passengers occasionally come out onto the deck to offer him extra clothing and hot drinks, but they otherwise disappear below so as not to distract him. Swerving around rocks, riding down waves and pushing on in a straight line, Marquos feels the thrill of the journey and starts yelling to the gods. A wave crashes over him and he cries back to the sky “I’m fighting you, Kail! I’ll fight you with all I’ve got!” 
 
    The river’s swell is far calmer after the light has faded, the worst of it behind them, though they continue downriver at an uncontrollable speed. Feeling the calmer waters, the Kands finally come outside and peer at the dark night that has fallen. 
 
    “Did you see the stars last night, Qait?” Copin asks, resting alongside the tracker. Qait takes a cigar from somewhere under his ragged furs and lights it with a small flint. Copin goes on, “Never seen anything like it. It was worth it even if we didn’t find Rosenbault.” 
 
    Qait puffs on his cigar, then comments, “You were barely looking for a day.” 
 
    “No one’s been up here in generations,” Hart says. “If he lived or researched here, there would’ve been some sign of a structure. Otherwise he came out here with no hope of surviving.” 
 
    “You heard the stories about the bunker though, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No one’s built anything up here in centuries. How could they have? A tree hasn’t grown here in all that time.” 
 
    “You’ve already looked though, haven’t you Qait?” Copin says. 
 
    “Yes,” the tracker nods. “Two seasons ago.” Marquos eyes Qait, waiting to hear the truth about the Rosenbault Project told again. The tracker does not repeat it, though, instead holding Marquos’ gaze with a knowing trust. Qait puffs on his cigar again and tells the Kands, “He was insane, Rosenbault. He’d given up saving the world and wanted to destroy it. He thought he could make a bomb out of bricks and water. It was only a matter of time before he got himself killed. There was nothing left to find but a body.” 
 
    “Which you didn’t find,” Copin chuckles. “But you’d be happy to let us believe you did.” 
 
    “What difference does any of it make. We’re all in the same boat now.” 
 
    “Good one,” the Kand laughs, patting Qait’s arm. “There’s hope for you yet.” 
 
    “Do you know who the spy in our camp was, Qait?” Hart asks out of the blue, and the tracker meets her eyes. He answers, deliberately slow, “He died outside Thesteran. Something kept him from leaving the camp before the raid, and when he tried to escape, the Border Guard did not listen to his pleas. They cut him down, taking him for any other rebel.” 
 
    “His name?” 
 
    Qait hesitates, considering whether he should let it be known. He shrugs, “He’s dead now anyway. Feran, he called himself. He used to be one of the Rulers. He came to us, you know. Kands are always coming to us.” 
 
    “The fools don’t appreciate what Elzia offers.” 
 
    “I’ve heard many damning words about Queen Elzia.” 
 
    “Highness, not queen,” Copin corrects. “And I have heard similar of Felez. And of countless Estalians who have fought with all their worth for nothing but their freedom.” 
 
    “It’s not for nothing. I have mine,” Qait rubs his hands together for warmth, “So does anyone that wishes to take it. You have yours, don’t you Marquos?” 
 
    “I like to think so,” the pilot mutters. 
 
    “Did the children in the Mines have theirs?” Copin snorts at Marquos. 
 
    “The children that terrorise the streets?” Qait asks. “I once saw a gang of children stab an old man to death, before my very eyes. We can’t contain enough of them in those mines.” 
 
    “The virtue of their age does not make them criminal in itself,” Copin replies with a snarl. “And the abuse they receive makes the abusers no better than the criminals.” 
 
    “They are taken to the Mines on their own doing.” 
 
    “They are stolen!” Copin thumps a fist into the wall. “You know it as well as I!” 
 
    “The girl you took from me never did anything wrong,” Marquos says to Qait. “And you never cared. How can you live with that?” 
 
    Qait shrugs, “Most of the world is suffering.” 
 
    “I can’t stand this,” Marquos shakes his head, frustrated, and looks past Qait to Copin. He demands “How can you talk like this? How can you just stand here and argue with your sworn enemy? Share a boat with him?” 
 
    All three passengers stare at the pilot, surprised, until Copin lets out a loud laugh. Hart joins in, a small chuckle on her behalf, and even Qait manages a smile, the two trackers exhibiting the most emotion Marquos has seen from either of them before. Copin responds in little less than a shout, “You are priceless, Marquos! I wish I could live in a world as simple as yours!” 
 
    The pilot looks away, embarrassed and confused. They laugh at him for a moment more before calming down. Copin stumbles away, back into the cabin, commenting to himself on the splendid joke and deciding to get more glus. Qait gives Marquos’ shoulder a friendly tap and heads off after the Kand. Only Hart stays, leaning against the cabin wall, and looks the pilot up and down. 
 
    “Meaningless bloodshed is for the bandits, Marq,” she explains, folding her arms. “We will not win this war by killing our opposition.” 
 
    “And when we get back south, and Qait goes away to tell the Border Guard where we are?” Marquos replies. 
 
    “There is no profit in that for him. He came up here to find out about Rosenbault. He knows we would not simply lead him back to the Kands if he followed us, so he will not. This is the North, Marq. We’re in the Deadland. Our feud does not stretch this far.” 
 
    Marquos is not satisfied, “What do you get out of having him here?” 
 
    “We lead lonely lives,” Hart says, “His company is enough.” 
 
    The pilot looks into her eyes and sees what she is saying. He relaxes slightly, his own eyes drooping in realisation. Hart gives him a small smile, a brief moment of vulnerability that confirms what he is thinking. Life is not enough. Activity and experience, even achievement, cannot fully satisfy. Sometimes companionship, even with the enemy, fills a void no lonely pursuit can. Perspective and opinion, differences and nuances, all the things that a person cannot create for themselves. Marquos answers slowly, “Even if he can’t be trusted.” 
 
    Hart looks out ahead of the boat, into the dark, where the water is splashing against lower rocks, and the stream is starting to slow. She notes “We’ll be in Yerth before long. I suggest we find somewhere to moor and wait for the light.” 
 
    “You don’t think Iva will be waiting for us?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Hart turns away. “Come on, we’ll make an evening out of it.” 
 
      
 
    Marquos’ supply of the drink begins to run dry, and Copin has little more to offer, but the four travellers are relaxed enough to share stories of all they have seen. Copin has tales of fighting and treachery, where deceit and strategy has been a driving force behind his movements. He talks of out-manoeuvring political enemies, every one of them promoted as a laughable caricature, with so much mockery and laughter that it’s hard to take any of his dark tales seriously. 
 
    Qait’s tales are often simple and basic, hinting at stories of worldly importance that he does not care to dwell on. His briefness is through disinterest, a man more interested in the challenge of tracking than he is in the details of his target. He may have located some of the most dangerous minds in the Empire, be responsible for halting large-scale violence, possibly causing it, but he does not consider these things. He only grows animated talking about the terrain he has moved over and the means he used to do it. With such short comments on each, he covers travels across all the known world. It seems strange to be able to discuss the Eastern Tracts, the Afta Southern Boundaries, the Norfield Swamps, the West Country Caverns, and have the recipient be able to relate to the conversation. They laugh and joke, knowing they are speaking for once not as story-tellers, but sharing these experiences. It makes Marquos smile. Rarely does he encounter such a group. 
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    The pre-dawn light of murky blue casts crumbling silhouettes of walls half-standing and exposed metal framework, a veritable corpse of a city. Hart and Qait have left the boat, disappeared into the distance to keep their tracker watch, and Marquos and Copin stand together at the stern. The river into the city is wide and calm, a casual drift between flanks of abandoned buildings. Where the bricks and mortar have crumbled and become rough, small patches of damp moss have grown over the walls in dark shades of green. Everything seems to have fallen apart, all the walkways and roads are littered with rubble, and all has rested together for so long that it looks like a slowly dissolving single mass. 
 
    Heeding Iva’s warnings, the pair punt the boat through the city in silence. Copin has his club, Marquos has the pistol, and both watch their surroundings carefully. The pilot is well aware that the Kand has no more weapons to bribe the bandits with, but has adopted Copin’s confidence that they can fight their way back through, if they have to. He has already told the group he had a plan.  
 
    “I’d like to hear it,” Hart had said, arms folded. 
 
    “They’ll listen to diplomacy; they were open enough to discussion first time around. And besides, they’ll be carrying those lovely new guns I gave them, probably waiting to test them on someone. That’ll give them a surprise.” 
 
    “If they’ve already tested them?” 
 
    “Then we won’t have much to worry about. Look,” Copin gave her a grin, “They only fronted so tough to the white-faces because they took them by surprise. If we get talking to them, they might attack us but they’re not going to catch us off-guard. And that’s even enough footing for me.” 
 
    “It’s unnecessary,” Hart replied indignantly. “We can move through the city on foot, they’ll never know we were there.” 
 
    “And walk back south?” Copin let out a belly laugh, “I’d rather die!” 
 
    “That much is clear!” 
 
    Copin glared at her with less humour in his eyes, and slowly reiterated, “I’m not going to let a gang of blaggards stand in my way. One Kand is worth a hundred of them, and I’ll show it to you with notches on my club. Now are you going to help us through, or stand complaining about how afraid you are?” 
 
    Hart huffed and stared back at him. She looked over Marquos and Qait for their opinions, but received no support. The pilot was trembling at the thought of an almost inevitable fight, but trusted in Copin’s assurance. They had made it through once before, after all, and how could he face leaving the Hypnagogia behind? He responded to Hart’s comments quietly, “We might not even see them, if we don’t run the engine.” 
 
    “They’ll be waiting for us,” Hart growled. 
 
    “We’ll jump ship,” Qait said, “You and me. Skirt the edge of the waterways and keep a look-out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Copin said, “And if we don’t make it you can still wander off on your own. Feel free. Everyone wins.” 
 
    Hart went quiet, looking at all three men with equal irritation. She turned away, and Marquos offered, “We made it through before…” 
 
    “We didn’t come this far just to leave the boat here,” Copin added, firmer. 
 
    Hart eventually relented, not happy about the plan, and stuck to Qait’s idea. They all had doubts that she would offer any help if a fight arose, but no one was going to force her to stay on board. Still, as they float towards Yerth, Marquos believes she is watching over them. Qait too. Copin wears a grin, rolling his club over in his grip, itching for trouble. It is hard to feel afraid when the Kand is so sure of himself. 
 
      
 
    Iva greets them as the turn into the canal becomes clear, the dawn blue subsiding to grey daylight. He slips out from a building, gun raised, and calls out to them to pull over. Marquos looks to Copin and the Kand nods to say it’s safe. The pilot hesitates, saying “We could just carry on through…” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Copin replies. “They’ll trap us if we do. Come on, they’ll be reasonable, don’t worry.” 
 
    Marquos steers the boat to the side of the river and Iva’s small group of bandits come out to moor it. Iva stands by the stern, gun still ominously raised, and five of his men loiter casually nearby. They are armed with the weapons that Copin gave them, a range of eclectic tubular devices with complex levers and triggers. Iva alone is carrying his original weapon. 
 
    “You still have girl out there?” Iva gestures with his head to their surroundings. “It’s not needed, we control this city well enough.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Copin smiles. 
 
    “Didn’t expect you back so soon,” Iva goes on, “Or at all. That means you found what you looked for.” 
 
    “We found enough to turn back,” Copin says. “Soon as we get out of the city we’ll show you.” 
 
    Iva leers, “I don’t think we need to wait.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Copin continues to smile, simply not accepting the threat. 
 
    “Did you leave anything up there?” Iva asks, “Up in the mountains?” 
 
    “You’re welcome to go look,” Copin says. “We won’t be back.” 
 
    “True you won’t. Now get off the boat, we don’t want to make a mess of it, do we?” Iva points to the rubble bank with his gun. Marquos takes a small step back, tightening his grip on the pistol in his pocket. The bandit says, “Don’t waste me time.” 
 
    “Come on,” Copin sighs, jumping to the bank. 
 
    “Leave that,” Iva looks to the club in Copin’s hands. The Kand pauses for a moment, then throws the weapon back onto the deck. He walks towards the centre of the group of bandits and spreads his arms, “What do you want from us?” 
 
    “Copin are you-” Marquos begins, but freezes as Iva swings the gun around to his face. The bandit lifts a hand towards the bank, and the pilot slowly edges off the boat, shuffles towards Copin. The Kand is unafraid, and shouts out “Do you have any idea who you’re fucking with?” 
 
    “Fools,” Iva replies. “Let’s see how good these tools you gave us are.” Iva points to one of his men, saying “Hit him clean in the head. We’ll get a lot of meat off this one.” 
 
    The bandit takes a step towards Copin. Marquos is rooted to the spot, staring at the weapon in the bandit’s hands, a massive metal cylinder, only a foot long with a tiny handle. The exit point of the weapon is a funnelled end that the bandit holds up to Copin’s head. The Kand grits his teeth, bracing himself, and lets out a warbling, angry snarl. He says “You’re making a big mistake, Iva.” 
 
    “Do it,” Iva shrugs. The bandit pulls the trigger and chaos comes with it. The gun explodes in a cloud of smoke, the wide rear-end bursting out and shards of metal cloud over the bandits. Its owner drops back with half of his face missing. As the rest of the bandits fluster, some struck down by the flying debris, Copin rolls aside and whips a small sword from one of them. Another bandit raises one of the gift guns and fires without thinking. Another explosion. The whole bank is plummeted into smoke; coughing and screaming fill the air. Marquos covers his mouth, pulling the revolver out, and spins in the smoke. He can hear footfalls nearby and raises the gun. 
 
    “Where are they?” one of the bandits yells out, “I don’t see! I don’t see-” 
 
    Marquos points the gun in the direction of the voice and pulls the trigger. It recoils in his hand, a small flame bursting from the tip as it sprays metal. The makeshift bullet spits off into the smoke, inspiring further cries from the bandits. Marquos ducks, spins on the spot, aims his gun to the disorientating sounds and a waving a hand to dissipate the smoke. 
 
    “Stop shooting you idiots!” Iva’s voice growls. 
 
    Marquos ducks aside and flaps his hands, trying to get to the buildings. He slams into an unseen body and the pair fall to the floor. Crashed to halt, he looks into the goggles of a masked bandit, who throws two throttling hands up. The pair roll as they grapple, Marquos jamming one hand onto the bandit’s. Gagging, Marquos’ grip is loosened and the revolver slips away from him. The bandit shakes his neck, banging his head into the floor, and Marquos flails a fist into the side of the attacker’s face. The blow throws the bandit aside, and the pilot grabs out for the pistol, lifting it and turning back just as his enemy leaps forward again. Marquos pulls the trigger. Metal splits colourfully through the lens of the goggles, and the bandit is thrown backwards in a cloud of blood. 
 
    “Stop shooting!” Iva yells, on the move through the smoke. His voice has given him away, and he is struck, letting out a shout and rolling across the rubble. The smoke starts to clear, and Marquos pushes himself up on the floor, scanning the surrounding dark shapes for friend or foe. A short distance to one side, he sees the bulk of Copin pinning the bandit leader to the floor, slamming a fist down into Iva’s face. Another bandit runs up behind Copin, raising a sword, and Marquos quickly aims and fires. The attacker drops, clutching his arm, and lets out a horrific scream, making Copin pause and look up. It is enough time for Iva to shove him back and roll free, swinging his gun up from the floor. Copin is thrown back by a shot, his shoulder bursting open in a mess of exploding flesh and fabric. As the Kand cries out in pain, Marquos cries out in anger and leaps the short distance to Iva, smashing his pistol into the bandit’s eye. Marquos continues to yell, smashing the pistol down again and again, not stopping until Iva is completely motionless. He stands up shaking, holding the pistol tightly in his hand, and stares with horror at Iva’s body, the head caved into a shattered and mangled mess of blood. 
 
    Marquos takes an unsteady step back and almost slips from nerves. He spins on his heel, raising the gun again, and sees the remainder of Iva’s bandits are staring at him in stunned silence. Two or three writhe on the ground in agony, a few more lay motionless, but a good five of them stand in the clearing smoke with swords in their hands, unable to move for the alarm at seeing their leader so brutally murdered. Marquos points his pistol at them, swinging it frantically from one bandit to another, as he steps over to Copin. The Kand has his good hand pressed into his bad shoulder, bleeding profusely as he kicks and groans in pain. 
 
    “Get back!” Marquos screams at the bandits. “All of you stay back!” They do not move, and he bends down to Copin, stuttering “Are you okay? Can you stand?” 
 
    In too much pain to talk, Copin lifts his good arm over Marquos shoulder and squeezes, making a loud anguished snarl, and the pilot hauls him to his feet. Marquos takes a few steps back, holding the Kand up, gun still raised. The bandits stand between them and the boat. They start to exchange glances with one another. One of them takes a step towards Marquos, preparing his sword, and the pilot instantly fires, the bullet tearing through the man’s chest and knocking him to the floor with a tremendous bang. The others jump back. 
 
    “I said don’t move!” Marquos shrieks at them, his voice strained from nervous fear. He moves towards the bandits, carrying Copin, and they move around him. Heading towards the boat, pistol outstretched, his hand shakes. Copin is growing weak against him, his groans quieter. 
 
    “Not one move,” Qait’s voice cuts into the scene from one of the buildings. All eyes turn to see him leaning against a wall in his goggles and mask, rifle aimed at a bandit whose hand had slipped towards a knife. The tracker steps out into the open, panning around the bandits, and Marquos continues towards the boat. Qait quickly catches up. The tracker whispers into his ear, “There’s too many of them. Much more out there.” 
 
    Marquos looks at him, worried, and sees that Qait’s goggles are dripping with blood, his clothes stained. The tracker slips past, jumping onto the boat, and keeps his rifle cocked against his hip as he uses his free hand to cut the mooring lines. Marquos hauls Copin onto the deck and lays him down, keeping his eyes on the bandits the whole while. As soon as Qait has cut all the ropes, the tracker rushes to the rear of the boat and leans on the tiller, saying “We’re leaving. Fast.” 
 
    “Hart?” Marquos whispers. 
 
    “Can handle herself,” Qait says, “Get moving. They’re not going to wait long.” 
 
    Marquos turns away from him and jumps down the stairs into the cabin, hurrying to stoke the fire. He sparks it alive and starts shovelling in coals, listening carefully for any movement above. As the boiler starts to steam, he runs up to the deck and skids down next to Copin, seeing the Kand struggling to keep his eyes open as he lies twitching. The pilot stares at the gaping wound in Copin’s shoulder, the blood still spewing out of it, and can do nothing but cringe. Marquos takes the tiller, releasing the throttle. The Hypnagogia’s engine roars and water sprays up behind it as the boat swerves out from the bank. The moment it moves, the bandits charge forwards. Qait fires off a clear shot through one of their skulls and spins his rifle around to catch the nearest bandit leaping at the vessel. The butt smacks the bandit back, leaving the attacker tumbling into the water. A third bandit throws a knife and the tracker ducks back so it barely nicks his face. Holding a hand up to the point of contact, Qait drops against the wall of the cabin and winces, his rifle slipping from his grip. Another knife slams into the wall next to him. Marquos fires his pistol at the approaching bandits, causing them to dodge and weave, but his bullets all miss. The gun clicks empty and he throws it down, concentrating on guiding the boat as far out into the river as possible. Out of range of the bandits’ knives, they propel away. Qait crawls to Copin, ripping off his mask and winding it around the wound. 
 
    “We’ll never make the canal,” Qait says urgently, “Just follow the river!” 
 
    “We’ll go out to sea!” the pilot shouts back. 
 
    “Would you rather walk?” 
 
    Marquos stares ahead of the boat, driving them along through the city. The canal turning is fast approaching, and there is no way he can slow and turn into it now. He looks at it warily, spying bandits moving through the buildings nearby. He realises the tracker is right, steels himself against the coming problem, and drives the boat straight on, crashing over waves, destined for the open water. 
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    The immense might of a floating castle slowly rolls into view through its cloak of fog. Various turrets disappear into the night sky, the tips of a structure wider than a small town. The intricacies of its buildings are impossible to see in the darkness, though copious blazing lanterns give highlights to some key features. Long-barrelled guns point out of the turrets at all angles and heights, cannons built into the structure itself. The walls taper inwards as they rise, massive metallic barricades dotted with menacing spikes. The whole structure rests in the water like an unnatural barge, its weight spread over an enormous inverted trapezoid plain, lit so sporadically that its looming bulk has a ghostly quality. It was visible from so far away, the Hypnagogia had plenty of time to slowly approach, taking in the grand vessel. 
 
    Marquos has taken the Hypnagogia into open water before, crossing from Estalia to the Aftan territories, but the Northern Sea is notoriously dangerous, and he careered into it with a heavy heart. Copin lay barely conscious on the deck, the ruined city of Yerth falling quickly behind, and the pilot was suddenly alone at sea with Qait Seyron. The tracker made quick work of dressing the Kand’s wound, then sat on the deck and said nothing. 
 
    “Is he going to be alright?” Marquos gruffly asked, and Qait simply replied, without looking up, “No.” 
 
    They rode out to sea and started to head south. Marquos kept the land in view to the west, just barely. The wind was sharp at sea, the waves rising and falling the height of hills, and it was all Marquos could do to keep the boat moving with them. As daylight faded, Qait asked “Can you guide us out here in the dark?” 
 
    “No,” Marquos replied. “We have to dock.” 
 
    “They might’ve stuck to the coast and followed us,” Qait warned. 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” 
 
    “If we keep heading south, there will be Border Guard patrols at the edges of the Deadland. They will be lit up, we will see them.” 
 
    “And in the meantime?” Marquos said. “Without light I cannot see the coast. Without the coast, we could be anywhere. If we keep this up in the dark, there’s no way of knowing if we’re even going south.” 
 
    “I don’t mind risking docking,” Qait replied calmly. “But your friend in there will die without help. The Border Guard have some of the best physicians in the world.” 
 
    “He is a wanted man.” 
 
    “Better to be captured than dead.” 
 
    There would soon be no light to see the coast, and Marquos huffed as he considered his options. He relented,“Light up our lanterns. We’ll do what we can. I’m going to take us in closer. I’d rather risk running onto rocks than running out to sea.” 
 
    Blind drifting through another unlit abyss, over rolling waves, hours passed before the floating castle came into view as nothing more than a glowing beacon on the horizon. Marquos and Qait were both elated to see it, the stoic tracker showing it with a small fist pump and the pilot jumping excitedly on the spot. 
 
    “You crazy bastard there’s something out here after all!” Marquos shouted, forgetting himself to turn and hug Qait. He pushed away and released the throttle, speeding towards the light. 
 
    “You know what that is,” Qait said. 
 
    “A miracle,” Marquos laughed back. 
 
    “It’s a floating castle,” Qait responded. The pilot turned on him with a questioning frown and the tracker went on, “It’s the only thing out here that could be lit up that clearly from so far away. It contains almost all the Border Guard’s forces to the north-east of the Meth Fields, under Commander Nomes. He’s a dangerous man.” Marquos looked from the tracker to the light that they were hurtling towards, uncertain. Qait went on, “A dangerous man to his enemies, at least. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “But Copin won’t.” 
 
    “He’ll be okay for now. Have you ever seen a floating castle?” 
 
    Marquos nodded, “Once.” 
 
    The Hypnagogia is dwarfed beside the floating castle as it would be entering a town. A short distance before they reach the massive vessel, spotlights beam down on them and light up the sea around the boat. Marquos has to squint as he guides the boat towards an opening in the metal fortress; a gateway slips up from the side, where the metal previously appeared completely sealed, and he carefully navigates the Hypnagogia in, riding the tall waves carefully. He times the approach perfectly, riding the crest of a wave into the opening, and is transferred into a wide pool of calmer water, flanked by gangways lit by numerous gas lamps and populated by armoured guards, some carrying rifles. The gate behind them slowly begins to close with a clanking furore. 
 
    The guards shout down at the boat, and Qait shouts back to explain who he is. They treat the pair suspiciously, rifles raised, as ropes are thrown down and Qait and Marquos moor the Hypnagogia to one of the gangways. Border Guardsmen rush away to confer with superiors about Qait’s identity, and a physician is sent onto the boat to look over Copin in the cabin. Marquos stands at the stern, taking in their surroundings, and finally notices that they are not the only stray vessel the floating castle has picked up. Across the pool, two long wooden ships have been moored, and the occupants, a ragtag group of men in tattered furs, are being violently questioned on the gangway. Marquos flinches as he sees one of the men being struck across the face with the butt of a gun, and the guards start yelling at the other captives. 
 
    The physician returns from the cabin and instructs the guardsmen to extradite Copin from the boat. A couple of guards carry Copin’s unconscious body off the Hypnagogia, and when Marquos follows them another guard steps forwards and blocks his path, telling him to wait. Qait suggests he comply. Copin is carried away through a bulkhead door, and the pilot can do nothing but watch. Another couple of guards jump onto the Hypnagogia and start going through the cabin, against Marquos’ protests. He angrily tries to follow them, but Qait holds him back and tells him not to be a fool. A few minutes later they return carrying a few odd mechanical items that Marquos has scavenged. One has his looking glass, peering through it. 
 
    “You put that down or I’ll have your head!” Marquos shouts at the man, but the guards only laugh at him as they walk past. 
 
    Another bulkhead opens and a lieutenant enters, ordering Marquos and Qait to come with him. The pilot protests again, saying he will not leave his boat unattended and wants his goods back. The lieutenant is not interested. Marquos can do nothing but follow, and he and Qait are marched away through the floating castle. 
 
      
 
    Once the docking pool is left behind, the floating castle has all the atmosphere of a land-based town, entirely artificially manufactured. The first corridors are intimidatingly industrial metal tunnels, leading out into small courtyards between metal towers. There are gangways between the buildings made of metal and wood, giving small opportunities to look up the grand height of the towers towards a black sky. Numerous other small gangways are visible above, with guards wandering between them. To the sides, the streets of the castle are apparent, a network of buildings beyond the one they have exited, and a short distance below the floor is as solid as the courtyard of any land-fort. In some strange way, it is like a sturdier version of the haphazard towers and walkways of the Metropolis. 
 
    Qait and Marquos are taken across into another building, where they enter a small lift and a guard winds a winch. A loud ratcheting cog mechanism slowly winds them up to a great height. They finally come to a halt at what must be the top, where they are led into an open room made of glass, framed in huge metal girders. Qait and the Border Guard march into the room, whilst Marquos hesitates to step onto the glass floor, wary of how the room juts out from the side of the tower, above the centre of the castle. A dizzying distance below, he can see the floating castle functioning, with guards carting cargo across gangways that link a variety of buildings akin to the busier population points of the Metropolis. There are market stalls, stages for theatrical entertainment and sparring pits all on view, with a bustling community consuming it all. Marquos is stunned for a moment, but is drawn back to reality by the gruff introduction of his host, “Eyes forward, civilian. You’ve brought me a very important Kand.” 
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    Commander Nomes is a large man with a battle-worn face. A scar runs down by his ear, one of his eyes is scarred partially-shut and half of his teeth have been replaced with metal. His body tapers outwards towards the top, a rising block of strength, and he knowingly pushes it out with his hands stuck behind his back. Marquos stares at him dumbly for a moment, taken in by the glass command room and the unnatural leader that dominates it. Qait stands alongside Nomes, and beside them are a couple of lieutenants, wearing older, more decorated uniforms than the guards throughout the castle. They are surrounded by command stations, with brass funnels attached to tubes that run through the glass and snake back towards the tower. 
 
    “Come on and speak,” Nomes barks. 
 
    “Your men were going through my boat,” Marquos says without thinking, the first thoughts that jump out of his mouth. “They were taking my things.” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have come to the North Sea,” Nomes snorts. “This is my territory, if you’re not part of Outpost 4 you have no place being here.” 
 
    “I’m a trader,” Marquos replies weakly, “There’s-”  
 
    “-no trading in the North Sea,” Nomes finishes his sentence. “Look down there.” 
 
    Nomes draws an arm out from behind his back and Marquos gasps. Nomes’s hand is lined with metal plates, dug into the skin with copper wires screwed into them. The wires run back into points of flesh around Nomes’s wrists. It looks as though large parts of the commander’s hand and fingers have been reconstructed with metal, and when he points, the tip of his index finger a square of dull steel, the wires make the slightest hissing sound. The commander talks as Marquos stares, “That’s what people live for in the North Sea. You see that? Not trade.” 
 
    The pilot finally follows Nomes’s finger down to the sparring pit below, on a ledge three or four stories beneath them. They have a top-down view of a hexagonal wooden pit, surrounded by men visibly yelling and throwing their hands in the air. In the pit, two topless fighters are grappling. One man shoves the other back and grabs a spiked club from the floor, swinging it up into his opponent. Nomes laughs as Marquos winces. “No greater way to prove your worth. More bare-bones than your padded ballgames in the Metropolis. Task. That’s a game for weaklings.” The commander looks back up to Marquos, “You’re lucky we don’t just take the boat off you. And lucky you ran into us and not a bandit ship. Have you seen that we took in two earlier this evening?” 
 
    “I saw.” 
 
    “Now what do you want for the Kand?” 
 
    “What do I want?” the pilot repeats the question. 
 
    “Is this guy some kind of simpleton?” Nomes growls at Qait, and the tracker quickly answers “He’s had a long day. We didn’t discuss a reward, but I think five hundred chips would be reasonable.” 
 
    “Very well,” Nomes says. “Can he be trusted back to Thesteran? It’ll be days before I can get a Guard transport up here.” 
 
    “Thesteran?” Qait questions, “General Copin should be sent straight to the Towers.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what should be done,” Nomes replies with a bass grumble. He turns back to Marquos, “Scavenger, are you up for a transport job?” 
 
    “To Thesteran?” the pilot asks. 
 
    “Another five hundred for your efforts, if Copin is delivered safely to Commander Retical.” 
 
    The name makes Marquos’ head spin. The glass room, the mighty floating castle and the abrasive Nomes are all too much for him, and he cannot focus. Earlier in the day, his closest allies were the Kands, now their worst enemies are harbouring him with promises of riches. Nomes does not even wait for a response, accepting for granted that Marquos will do it. 
 
    “If Copin dies en route, you will not be paid. If he escapes, you will be answerable for it. I will send you with two guards. Seyron, are you heading back that way? Two guards and Seyron. We will dock by the Eastern canals first thing in the morning and you may leave. Retical might have more work for you couriering back a response, if you are lucky. For tonight, you can take a room in the Outpost.” 
 
    “It will require some repairs,” Qait notes. “And fuel.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Marquos does not respond to any of this, thinking about the inevitable collision of him and Retical at the end of this task, and finding himself disgusted at the thought of betraying the Kands he has been helping. His mind is ticking, though, and if he is charged with transporting Copin then at least he can stick by the Kand, and get some understanding of his fate. Perhaps there is hope. 
 
    “I’ve a thousand things to organise,” Nomes turns to one of his lieutenants, “Give the man a bed and make sure his boat is fit for travel. Instruct the doctors that I want Copin ready for transport by the morning. Are you okay boy? I guess it figures that only a simpleton would be dumb enough to go into the North. Seyron, go with him and get yourself washed up. I want a full debrief from you over dinner, you’ve got an hour.” 
 
    Marquos is led from the room, only vaguely aware of Nomes’ voice still booming away behind him. “What of those Norgang scum? They worth sending to the Mine Guard?” 
 
      
 
    Marquos is led to a room little better than a prison cell, clinically bare metal with a small cot and pan for excretion. His mind is too awash with the momentum of the politics that surround his idle actions for him to focus on any one clear thought. A hundred names are plaguing him, between Rosenbault and Retical, Elzia and Seyron, Lian and Copin, Estalia and Kand. He grabs his temples with his hands and rests back on the cot, letting out a low, anguished moan. 
 
    Exhaustion overtakes the pilot and his confused thoughts slip into surreal dreams as consciousness escapes him. The images start with horror as he sees his own hand gripping the metal of the pistol as it smashes repeatedly into Iva’s face, cracking through flesh and bone in brutal bloody squelches. A scream fills his ears, maybe Iva’s dying cry, maybe his own. Then the Kand in the woods, the look of surprise on half a head as fountains of blood spray sideways from the gap. The scream oscillates and grows louder, cackling, turning to laughter. Copin spins around him, demonic with mirth, until his wound explodes and the screams return. Then bandits are running after him, firing guns, swinging swords, blood dripping from their savage mouths. Then Red is running, crying, and Marquos chases after her but his legs are sluggish and he can’t keep up. He tries to shout but his voice isn’t there. Red. Red, where are you. She disappears into tunnels, surrounded by bombs, and Marquos creeps in after her. A bulkhead door slams shut behind him, and Rosenbault stands there, frail but noble. He gives a short clear word of warning, “It is what will save us all.” Then a knife, jammed through his eye from behind, and the screaming comes back as he falls to the floor. Qait has the knife, a grim look on his face, and shouts for Marquos to run. Then running back through the tunnels, trying to escape it all. He charges on and on, never seeming to move, until suddenly falling into the open and gliding high above the land. He looks down at a country spread before him, people moving between towns, happily talking and smiling. The clouds cross over them, concealing the country in a flood of grey, and the screams return. This time Marquos knows they are his own. He wants to cry, let me see it, let me see it all, but there is nothing left to see. Only grey. He waves his hands frantically but cannot clear a path, cannot move. Elzia is kneeling beside him, a hand on his shoulder, and whispers something into his ear. He cannot hear it. He shouts at her to repeat it but he has no voice. He feels the hand on his shoulder again, shaking harder, and bolts upright, frantic and sweating. 
 
    Qait is stood by the cot, watching as Marquos takes in the small room with panic. The tracker makes no comment, waiting for the pilot to compose himself. Marquos takes deep breaths, reeling from the dream, and wipes the sweat from his brow. 
 
    “You know sleeping on a boat all the time can be dangerous for your health,” Qait comments. “Especially when you’ve been through some of the things you have. Your mind doesn’t know up from down right now.” 
 
    “We’re on the floating castle,” Marquos says out loud, for his own clarity. 
 
    “Nomes wants you to come for dinner.” 
 
    Marquos stares at Qait grimly. 
 
      
 
    Qait talks as he walks Marquos back through the castle, “I’ve already explained what happened in the North. I told him you were scavenging and Copin commandeered your boat. I was following you and helped you reclaim the boat to head back south. I told him about our fight with Iva’s bandits and how Copin got hurt. Nomes is sceptical about Copin going into the North to find Rosenbault, he’s well aware that Rosenbault’s been dead for seasons, but he’s taking it as a sign that the Kands are getting desperate.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell him the truth?” Marquos asks quietly. 
 
    “What part of that wasn’t true?” 
 
    “I was helping them.” 
 
    “Were you?” Qait says, disinterested. “I don’t think you care for the Kand cause any more than I do. You’ve come out of this well, Marquos. You’ll be rewarded heavily, and the Guards here have a lot of respect for you. General Copin is one of Elzia’s chief officers, it’s hard to get close to him.” 
 
    “Is he going to be alright?” 
 
    “He won’t be using his left arm for a long time, the shoulder’s shredded, but he’ll live. He just lost a lot of blood. As to what will become of him, I couldn’t say.” 
 
    “And Hart?” 
 
    “I didn’t tell them anything about her.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “What would it achieve? If she made it back from the Deadland, knowing she was there doesn’t benefit anyone. Now listen carefully, we’re sitting at Nomes’ table tonight and he will be drinking. He was already half-cut when I left him. If you want to stay on his good side, just keep quiet. The man is volatile. Endure one night with him and we’ll be gone in the morning.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me,” Marquos grumbles. 
 
    “Good.” 
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    Commander Nomes is perfectly capable of inspiring Marquos to silence without any need for a warning from Qait. He talks loudly and brashly, swinging mugs of glus from side to side as he regales all in the dining hall with tales of his own militant prowess. The dining hall is a fitting setting for his lectures, beautifully lit by a dozen lanterns, with ornate wooden tables sat on a rich carpet and paintings hanging on the wall. It houses dozens of guards, at a number of tables, and even those aside from the commander’s main table sit listening as he talks. They give occasional murmurs of agreement and general satisfied applause and laugh at his jokes. Nomes is an old seadog who has gravitated up to the North Sea after a long career fighting naval battles around the known world; time and again he comments that the North Sea is the most dangerous, untamed stretch of water that there is, and he is proud to police it. Marquos remains quiet, at the commander’s side, speaking only when Nomes makes stern demands of him. These are mostly little more than affirmations in response to the commander’s probing for support of his bluntly forwarded opinions, which Marquos responds to with nods. The pilot is too tired and disorientated to want to be any more a part of the one-man conversation. He sees from others’ example that Nomes is a hard man to converse with, even if you are merely trying to agree with him. 
 
    “Norgangs are tough sons of Hrute, I can tell you,” Nomes is saying. “You have encountered the Norgangs before, civilian? I doubt you have, they wouldn’t have left you with your ears. I remember the first time I fought with them, when I was just a lieutenant, and we were on a reconnaissance mission to the North East. It took us a day to cross the sea, in the wildest fucking storm, and they were there waiting for us. Crawling in their wood huts, armed with arrows and axes. We didn’t see them at first. Dozens of them piled out from the trees. They piled out at us with axes and arrows, primitive weapons. Primitive people. We had to fight with every fibre of our being to get out of that scrape, and even then it was only thanks to the men left on the boat what came and supported us with the repeater rifle. I, personally, killed eight of those animals, three with my bare hands when I lost my gun and blade. The Norgangs are more ferocious warriors than ever I’ve met. We spent the next two seasons crossing their pitiful country trying to civilise the fools, trying to build something out of their sad existence. All we got back was aggression. 
 
    “We could never seek to control, contain or…or monitor their people, they are always on the move. We tore down some of their villages, and returned a season later to find them rebuilt. Those campaigns were over twenty seasons ago, and the war still rages today. After fighting in Afta and Kand, when they asked me where I thought I could be most effective, I told them straight away that this was the sea for me. Do you know how often the Norgang tribes have tried to invade Estalia? Small, vicious little assaults. Of course you don’t. Because we stop them. Because I stop them. Every time, they have to face me, and they find that however tough they thought they were, I am tougher. Do you see?” Nomes proudly stands, spinning on the spot to gesture to his floating castle all around them. The commander laughs, “I fight for our whole nation, with the might of the Empire.” 
 
    Marquos makes no remark, aware of the small boats he saw in the pool and considering their chances of squaring off against the floating castle. One of Nomes’s younger lieutenants, smiling at the patriotic tale and eager to feel a part of it, comments amidst general murmurs of agreements, “They don’t know who they’re fucking with.” 
 
    “What? What did you say?” Nomes turns on the man in an instant, his face contorting with irritation. The lieutenant awkwardly smiles back, nervously replying “I…said they don’t know who they’re…fucking with.” 
 
    “I should say they don’t,” Nomes sneers, “They don’t know they’re fucking with a child like you, hiding behind all the weapons of the Empire. When have you ever looked a Norgang in the face as you strangle the life from his eyes? Have you ever faced that moment knowing that if you don’t put all your strength into stopping him then he will kill you in an instant?” 
 
    The room falls silent, everyone trying to avoid each other’s eyes. Nomes glares forcefully at the lieutenant, who looks away. The man weakly answers “I have fought with you, Commander, I-” 
 
    “No man that has fought under me has ever had to fight as I do!” Nomes roars. “You have no idea. No idea in our fortress, with all the advantage we have over these people. Hand to hand, eye to eye combat, like you have never seen, that’s how I earned my place here. So you wouldn’t have to.” 
 
    Nomes heaves with anger as he glowers down at this man. Everyone waits, no one daring to move, some with full mouths not even daring to chew. After a moment’s tense silence, Nomes sits down again, heavily, and grumbles, “We didn’t always have these forts. When we first went into Norgang it was with a metal shell hull and little more. Five rifles between twenty of us, and a repeater gun. Organising the bulk of Outpost 4 is a whole new challenge. I used to have to worry about killing him before he kills you, now I have to worry about making sure other men are tough enough to kill without being killed. Taking responsibility for the strength of others is challenging. That’s why men like you scavenge, isn’t it civilian? Of course it is.” 
 
    Nomes starts tucking into his food, going quiet for a moment. The room devolves back into murmurous activity as the guards relax. When the commander starts to talk again, it is only for the attention of his table, a little more subdued. 
 
    “I envy your freedom, civilian. When you make a career of anything, and show the world that you are good at something, no one wants you to do it anymore. They want you to teach others how to do it. Manage them. You build yourself into something and others see it and want you to build it again and again. Not you, though, civilian. You don’t let people see what you’re good at. You just get on and do it. Do whatever you want.” Nomes laughs at himself, “I would have done the same. There’s work for a fighter in any part of the world. Ah to be a mercenary. But I was built for more important things.” 
 
    The commander swigs from his drink and pours himself another liberal helping. He pours more for Marquos, then swings it to his nearest lieutenant. 
 
    “I couldn’t bear to see people doing it all wrong,” Nomes goes on. “You’d have kids like these off losing wars because they hide behind our technology. Faced with a real fight and they don’t know what to do. I could not bear to think that the name of a force I fought for might fall into disgrace because of cowards stepping into my shoes.” The commander slams his mug down into the table and rises again. He glares at the lieutenant he spoke to before and demands, “Can you fight, guardsman?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the guard nervously answers. 
 
    “Then stand!” Nomes orders. The lieutenant hesitates, eyes twitching anxiously from one side to another. He starts to question the order, but Nomes yells, “Stand!” and the lieutenant jumps to his feet. Without warning, the commander makes a tight fist and punches the lieutenant sharply in the face. The guard is thrown back to the floor, rolling into another table where the guards leap up around him. They back off as Nomes quickly advances and skids to the floor, punching the man again. Marquos stares in shock at the unprovoked assault, the other guards completely stationary. As the commander yells, punching repeatedly, the pilot pulls his eyes away and sees Qait watching him. The tracker raises his eyebrows. Nomes stands again, shaking the blood off his knuckles, and laughs. As he returns to the table, the audience of guards are still as statues, none daring to look at him. Nomes shouts “I have to set an example in ways they won’t see in battle! Teach them to be as tough as I am. How would you do it civilian?” 
 
    The commander thumps himself back into his seat, staring straight at Marquos and expecting an answer. The pilot stutters, “I- well, I-” 
 
    “By Kail why do I bother asking a simpleton like you. What was I saying? I love this job. I love this place. The North Sea is the best place in this world to challenge yourself. That was what you went to the North for wasn’t it? There’s nothing there, though. The bandits are weak. The Norgang and this tempestuous water, this is where the real challenge lies. And I have tamed it all. None pass through here without tribute to me.” 
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    Marquos finds he has unwillingly paid tribute to Commander Nomes with most of his possessions on the Hypnagogia. Returning there after a night’s sleep, half his clothing, his stockpile of tinned food, crates of coal, wood and mechanical trinkets are all gone. He had expected such losses at the hands of these pirates, but for the first time he sees quite how much he owned that could be missed. They have taken his beloved flute, his kitchen pans, his six gas lanterns, his mechanical clock timer, his cutlery and plates. His mugs. His fishing rod and net. His brass compass and seldom-used goggles. His shovel, poker and grill for the furnace. His magnifier glass. His pillows, chairs, pliers, wrenches, knives, chains and spare engine parts. His carved comb, straight razor, hand mirror, nail clippers, scissors, climbing boots. His pillows and mattress. Even the mattress is gone. All that is left is the boat’s bare mechanics, its furnace and cooker, the inbuilt wash basin and side-board, the wooden bed frame. Even the brass key to the cabin door has been taken. Marquos sullenly wanders through the cabin, remembering every little detail of what is gone, and finally comes to sit on the bed-frame. The walls are bare. Red’s scribbled drawings are missing. The spare paper and the crayons, all gone. What use do they have for such drawings? Marquos brims with rage. 
 
    Nomes does not grace Marquos with his presence again. The pilot was not even offered breakfast, merely sent down to his boat and instructed to wait. Two guards stand by the Hypnagogia, while a few more strip the Norgang boats on the other side of the pool. None of them speak with Marquos. Eventually, Qait arrives with two more guards carrying Copin on a stretcher between them. As they enter the boat, they marvel at how basically he lives. The floating castle’s cogs chug into life and the gate opens, revealing the dim light of morning outside. A lieutenant approaches the boat and hands Marquos a small box, the reward for delivering Copin to them. Marquos looks at the money with anger instead of gratitude, boiling inside as he wonders what all his stolen possessions were worth. The lieutenant returns a short time later with crates of coal and wood. Qait carries them down into the cabin as the guard explains that he could not procure any food. They dismiss the pilot, and Marquos leaves the floating castle shaking with inexpressible rage. Qait joins him on the deck, but Marquos ignores the tracker as he guides the Hypnagogia out to sea. They are only a short distance from land, and Marquos hurries to navigate them into an estuary and on towards the Eastern Canals. He never looks back to Commander Nomes’ Outpost 4, hand tightly wound around the tiller as he stares through the world ahead. He knows that if he looks back at the floating castle then he will lose his composure. He does not know what he will do, but he knows he cannot handle the sight of the abhorrent place.  
 
      
 
    Qait keeps quiet for the most part, content to watch the world roll by, acutely aware of when to talk or not. He holds out as he sees how angry the pilot is, until some time into rolling down the estuary he notes “There’s a trading post coming up soon. I know the traders quite well.” 
 
    “Great,” Marquos replies curtly, not looking at him. 
 
    “I’ll get you a good price on the essentials.” 
 
    “I’d rather you didn’t do me any more favours.” 
 
    “If we hadn’t run into that floating castle, we’d have died at sea, Marquos. You realise that, don’t you?” 
 
    “I realise it.” 
 
    “Then consider yourself lucky. He gave you some work, at least.” 
 
    “What a blessing,” Marquos huffs. He finally looks Qait in the eyes and says “I built my whole life around this boat. Every little bit of my person was in there. What do I have now?” The pilot clutches at the lapels of his coat, “A stolen Kand coat and a shell of a boat half-painted by Kands and half-panelled by thieving Border Guards. They are our defenders!” Marquos raises his voice, pointing back down the river in the direction they have come from, “The towns give tribute to these brigands so they can float out to sea and butcher foreigners without cause! The Border Guard is a lie, just like the Mine Guard, nothing but an abuse of power!” 
 
    “They’re their own people,” Qait responds calmly. “The people of Outpost 4 do as befits their survival, as do the people of the North, as do the people of the Meth Fields, as do the people of the Metropolis. As, I’m sure, do the people of whatever town you came from, and as you yourself do. They don’t see themselves as the Border Guard, Marquos, the people living on that floating castle are the people of Outpost 4.” 
 
    “Why?” the pilot musters weakly, taken by the tracker’s words. Qait does not answer, merely gives him a look back that tells the pilot he should already know why. Marquos drops his eyes. He knows he has to look no further than his own life to explain theirs. He mumbles “How can they have no common decency? I would never treat people as they have treated me.” 
 
    “The people that stole from your boat don’t consider it theft,” Qait speaks as though it is simple, honest truth. “You see it as taking something you have earned, they consider anything that comes into that castle as something they have earned. You have rules that say it is wrong, they have rules that say it is right. If you wanted to stop them, you could have caved one of their heads in.” 
 
    Marquos frowns at Qait and says “That’s low.” 
 
    “It’s true. They would have stopped stealing from you, if you convinced them it was too dangerous. You might have had a hard time convincing them, though.” 
 
    Marquos shakes his head, revolted by the world but unable to respond to Qait’s points. 
 
    “Do you really think they kill without cause?” the tracker goes on, though. 
 
    Marquos glowers, “You heard that psycho talking.” 
 
    “You’d think differently if the Norgang raiders were allowed into Estalia.” 
 
    “If such people even exist.” 
 
    “All stories have some basis in reality,” Qait dismisses him, looking away. “He’s not so different, you know.” 
 
    Marquos looks at the tracker oddly, and Qait nods towards the cabin to explain. The pilot says “Copin fights for what he believes in.” 
 
    “What belief was it that made him face those bandits?” Qait replies. Marquos goes quiet again, considering the manner of the man in his boat. 
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    The Bungo trading post is a similar shanty town to Neglam, of roughly the same size, announcing the entrance to the Eastern Canals. Qait leads Marquos directly to the best trader in town and they set about replenishing the Hypnagogia. The trader is poorly stocked and expensive, so far removed from the real population centres of Estalia, but Qait is on good terms with him and finds odd items that are not on show, for discount prices. By the time they leave Bungo, the Hypnagogia is once again well-furnished and Marquos’ spirits are slightly lifted. It is by no means the home of his life’s collecting, but it is a start on something fresh.  
 
    Carrying all the goods down into the cabin, the pilot finally gains a proper introduction to his two extra passengers, the guards Jenz and Molicz, who do not offer to help as they keep watch on the unconscious Copin. Marquos tries not to look at his Kand friend as he passes, tingling with betrayal. Jenz and Molicz were supposedly guarding the boat, but when the pilot returned he found them loitering on the bank, merrily rolling bone dice in the dim light of the lanterns. 
 
    As they set out again, onwards through the Eastern Canals, Marquos’ anger at the floating castle subsides. He starts to think about the journey into the North, reflecting on what it has all meant to him. The stars were incredible and the mountains were stunning, and he certainly got the adventure he craved, but the spectre of Rosenbault’s resignation haunts him, as he thinks of the decadent Border Guard and their violent enemies. It seemed so simple before. Rescue Red and see the stars. 
 
    “I want to make a difference,” Marquos quietly utters, the words slipping out unprepared. Qait sits by him, on the edge of the boat looking at the hills as dusk settles in. 
 
    “You can do that,” Qait replies without looking at him. 
 
    “We should be able to see the stars,” the pilot says. “And we should be looking out for one another. That’s what the Guards were supposed to do, look out for the people that needed it. Where did they go wrong?” 
 
    “They didn’t,” Qait twists back to him, “Some of them do exactly what you wish they would. Outpost 4 is a company of pirates, but I can tell you that Outposts 2 and 6 are good fortresses. There are a lot of good commanders in the Border Guard, even if many have lost perspective. Commander Nomes still sees the wars of decades ago, when everyone was vying for a place to call their own. The Norgang raiders are mostly gone now, but he still believes every boat in the North Sea belongs to them. Normal people do not go there anymore, so the harm is minimal.” 
 
    “What about Commander Retical?” Marquos asks. “What is he fighting for?” 
 
    “Stability. The Kands want to upset the Border Guard. If they can remove the Guard from Kand then they can mount a force to invade Estalia. Where do you think the war would stop? Only when we are all destroyed. He wishes to end the war by suppressing their fighters. Can you blame him?” 
 
    “He tried to have me killed.” 
 
    “Perhaps he has lost perspective too,” Qait gives it little interest. “But they are fighting a war, Marquos. Casualties are a necessary part of it, and it’s not black and white like you want it to be. If you want to understand why things are the way they are now, you need to talk to someone else, someone in touch with what makes the world tick. There’s a man in the Metropolis you should meet, when you’re next there. Dr Hodwick. He works at ArcTech, they do research on past technology. Those things I said of Rosenbault, of the maps and the different worlds, I took them to ArcTech, they are continuing, in some way, what Rosenbault started.” 
 
    Marquos glowers at him, not interested in the past. He abruptly comments, “You know I can’t take you to Retical.”  
 
    The tracker looks back, unsurprised, and answers “I know it. I’m waiting to see what you’re going to do about it.” 
 
    “I can take you to the edge of Thesteran and we can part ways.” 
 
    “You won’t make it that far. The guards have already sent messages ahead to Retical to let him know we’re coming. He’ll intercept us en route.” 
 
    Marquos stares silently ahead, at a loss. He slumps against the boat, leaning heavily on the tiller, and groans. Running a hand over his tired face, he says “I guess I have a fight on my hands, then.” 
 
    “If his airship approaches, you can leave the boat and take cover,” Qait suggests. “I’ll tell him you fled. We’ll leave the boat here for you to return to. He won’t go after you.” 
 
    “A dozen of his men were killed because of me.” 
 
    “I guarantee you that he’s already got his revenge for that.” 
 
    Marquos goes to respond, but is cut off by Jenz shouting from the cabin, beckoning him down. The pilot frowns at Qait, who holds a hand out to the tiller and gestures for him to leave. 
 
      
 
    Copin is stirring, and though his voice is croaky and eyes blearily worn his nature is already brimming through as he chides the pair of guards watching over him. They stand by the bed, somewhat bewildered as he rumbles at them, “Puke merchants, you couldn’t fight your way out of a chicken farm.” 
 
    Marquos approaches quickly as Jenz retorts “I wouldn’t talk so tough if I were in your position.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t talk at all if I was in yours,” Copin snorts back. Marquos bursts into the room demanding “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Finally!” the Kand calls out, and the excitement makes him cough and shift uncomfortably in the bed. The mere movement is enough to insight pain in the wound, and he winces, agonised. 
 
    “He woke up a few minutes ago and demanded that he see you,” Molicz says. “You wanna make sure he keeps his mouth shut, he’s pushing the wrong buttons.” 
 
    “Take a hike,” Copin snaps, “Tell them, Marq, get them out of here, I want a word with you.” 
 
    Marquos looks at the guards imploringly, but they stand fast. 
 
    “Anything you’ve got to say, we can hear it,” Jenz says. 
 
    “I’ll ram my fist down your throat and pull your guts out, how do you like hearing that? Get out of here!” 
 
    “This is my boat,” Marquos glares at the guards, finding himself encouraged by Copin’s strength. “I don’t care who you are, I say what goes here. Leave us for a minute. Go up on deck.” 
 
    The guards share an awkward look, before deciding it is not worth the effort. Marquos watches them go as Copin comments “Where did you pick up that pair of layabouts?” 
 
    “You’ve regained a lot of energy,” the pilot turns to the Kand, “Can I get you something? Drink? Food?” 
 
    “Water’s fine right now,” Copin says, and Marquos quickly attends to the request. As he returns to Copin with a mug of water, the Kand peers around the room and takes in the sparse neatness of the boat. He says “The bandits got on?” 
 
    “You don’t remember?” Marquos replies, perching on the bed. 
 
    “Nothing since those exploding guns.” 
 
    “Kail,” the pilot mutters. Copin had been slipping in and out of consciousness during their trip out to sea and aboard the floating castle. Marquos had hoped he was somehow aware of all that had happened and is pained to have to explain it. He hesitates, and Copin asks “Where’s Hart?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Marquos sighs. “We headed out to sea, there were too many of the bandits. We were picked up by a floating castle.” 
 
    “What?” Copin cries out, suddenly trying to push himself up in the bed. The movement causes a searing pain in his shoulder and he lets out a base rumble of a scream before dropping back onto the bed. He cringes there for a moment, then mumbles “I am some kind of fool.” 
 
    “We’re not there now,” Marquos tells him. “They trusted me to transport you back to Thesteran, to Commander Retical. That’s why those two guards are on board.” 
 
    As Copin expresses his disbelief, Marquos has to explain his journey into the floating castle and the nature of the people he encountered. Describing his bare ship and the singular violence of Commander Nomes, Marquos paints the picture of a community of pirates with no goal but to stir trouble in the North Sea. He finally notes that their rapid release and skeleton crew stems from Nomes’ expectation of a reward from Retical, and a case of passing the buck on a responsibility that didn’t excite the commander. 
 
    “I should like to have been within my senses,” Copin grumbles disappointedly, “I’d have given the fool a fight.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. We’re on course to Thesteran, what are we supposed to do?” 
 
    “That’s simple. I’ll create a fuss and get one of the guards down here, when he gets close I’ll snap his neck. At the same time, you knock the other one down from behind.” 
 
    “And Qait?” 
 
    “He’ll be on his own, he’ll run away. If not, you can knock him down too.” 
 
    “Last time you had a plan like this you almost died,” Marquos warns, warily. 
 
    “Nonsense. There were hundreds of those bandits, there’s only two of these green pansies. Besides, Hart is still out there to help us.” 
 
    “I doubt that. She couldn’t have followed us out to sea.” 
 
    “She’ll help. Now get back over there and get yourself a wrench or something. Get ready now. Come on.” 
 
    “I can’t just-” 
 
    Copin suddenly lets out an animalistic roar, shaking on the bed, and Marquos is driven back into the cabin, silenced. As the Kand thrashes, Marquos stares in disbelief. He is not sure if Copin is genuinely aggrieved or putting the plan into action, and hesitantly backs to the bottom of the stairs. Copin’s roaring grows in volume, and the two guards come running down the stairs demanding answers. They curse as they see the wild display, and shout at Marquos. He shrugs and says he doesn’t know what’s going on. Copin starts thrashing, and Jenz yells out that they have to restrain him. The pair run into the bedroom. Marquos edges after them, giving a glance back up the stairs to see Qait looking down at him with concern. Marquos holds his stare as he slips a hand towards a wrench at the side. Qait slowly shakes his head, warning the pilot not to, but Marquos keeps moving.  
 
    Copin’s roaring and the guards’ shouting all come to a halt suddenly, and the pilot looks up to see the Kand’s good arm wrapped around Jenz’s chest as he bites into the guard’s shoulder. Molicz scrambles to wrestle his baton from his belt. Spurred into action, Marquos charges forwards with the wrench and swings it into the back of Molicz’s head. The guard drops to the floor with a grunt, but keeps moving, crawling across the room. Marquos goes to strike him again, but Molicz kicks back up, knocking the pilot back into a wall. Jenz flails his arms every way he can, landing numerous heavy blows on Copin, but the Kand’s grip is solid, and his biting grows more and more savage. Marquos is too distracted to notice the flesh being torn out on his new bed; Molicz takes a swing at the pilot with the baton, narrowly misses. As Molicz jumps forwards, Marquos raises his wrench defensively and instinctively screws his eyes shut. The guard slams straight into him and crashes heavily to the floor, suddenly motionless. Marquos slowly opens his eyes and sees Molicz’s head flopped backwards, struck on the wrench and rendered instantly unconscious. On the bed, Jenz has become weak, his shouts turned to gargling, and Marquos looks up in time to see Copin with strands of veins hanging between his teeth. The pilot retches on the floor. He coughs and splutters for a few moments, vaguely aware of Jenz going quiet behind him, and slowly looks down the cabin. Qait is stood at the bottom of the stairs with his rifle pointed at the pilot. 
 
    Copin shoves Jenz off him, spitting blood from his mouth, and drops back down onto the bed with a loud warble of pain. He kicks his feet out, writhing in agony and yells “If you’re going to shoot me do it, Qait!” Marquos stands still, looking from the carnage around Copin back to the tracker, and sees that Qait is rooted to the spot by sheer horror. His face is pale and his eyes wide, appalled as he stares into the bedroom. Marquos wipes the vomit from his mouth and edges towards the tracker, but Qait suddenly jerks the rifle towards him and shakes his head. Copin’s agonised roaring quietens, his energy spent, and the Kand slips into calmer, sobbing sounds. 
 
    “Easy Qait, put it down,” Marquos lifts a hand, “No one’s steering the boat…let me pass.” 
 
    Qait takes another step back, his head still shaking. 
 
    “Drop the gun. We’ll run ashore if you don’t let me pass.” 
 
    Qait backs into the stairs and falls down onto his rear, tensely rattling the rifle in his hands. He holds it up, tight, pointed at Marquos, but the pilot keeps edging towards him. 
 
    “You’re going to damage my boat again,” Marquos growls, “Let me pass.” 
 
    “Stop,” Qait speaks in a broken voice. “Stop there.” 
 
    “We’re going to run into-” Marquos starts to shout, but the boat says it for him as they strike land and the whole cabin veers to one side, the chairs and new tools clattering to the floor. Qait is thrown from the steps towards Marquos as Marquos trips, and the pair crash into one another. The pilot does not hesitate to bring the wrench up into Qait’s jaw, knocking the tracker back, and sprints past him up the steps. He comes out onto the deck and looks ahead to see the Hypnagogia has veered into the side of the canal and mounted it slightly, planks broken outward ahead of them. Unable to tell if they are planks from the canal or his boat, Marquos hurls the wrench to the floor and screams “Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck!” He spins and punches a fist into the wall of the cabin, cursing on “Fucking fuck fuck! Fuck!” 
 
    Finally, the pilot collapses to the deck, cradles his head in his hands and bursts into tears, spluttering swearing diatribes between sobs. He looks up to the sky, to the dark clouds of night as the last light fades away, tenses his entire body and lets out a primal scream, a strangled sound of despair that strains his vocal chords, echoing across the countryside for kilometres around, until he runs out of breath. He inhales deeply and screams again. 
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    Marquos sits sobbing in his wretched state as night creeps over the Hypnagogia, the sounds of Copin’s warbling agony slowly fading into nothing. The pilot hunches his knees up to his face and presses himself up against the wall of the cabin, unable to move or even think. His mind is a blank, despairing mess. He does not respond when he finally hears movements from the cabin. He does not move when he hears a gas lamp being lit and its yellow glow glances across the deck. He does not move when he hears footsteps coming up the steps and the lantern lights him up. 
 
    Qait leans against the wall and looks down at Marquos. His rifle hangs limply from one hand, the lantern held high in the other, and he hesitates. He opens his mouth to speak, but decides against it and turns away. He climbs over the edge of the boat and walks down to the bow, inspecting it under the light of the lantern. He walks back to the stern and holds the light up again, looking over Marquos. 
 
    “I’ve…” Qait begins, but pauses to think. Marquos meets him in the eye, seeing that Qait’s face looks every bit as harrowed as the pilot feels inside. Qait finally says, “I’ve seen some terrible things. I don’t want…to see any more.” 
 
    The tracker turns away and walks out across the bank, as the pilot watches. Qait becomes a slowly shuffling silhouette, one man in a ball of yellow light that floats through the darkness. The light gradually fades into the distance, until it is finally obscured and Marquos is plunged back into darkness. He buries his face in his knees and screws his eyes shut. He listens for the sound of the water splashing lightly against the side of the boat and tries to block the images out of his mind. 
 
      
 
    The cries of pain start up again, Copin in agony. Marquos tries to squeeze his knees together over his ears, but he cannot block out the sound. He knows he can’t go down there, into the cabin. There is nothing he can do. He has nothing to kill the pain, and he cannot face that scene. He tries not to listen to the terrible sounds the Kand makes. They are nonsensical noises of horror, and tell him that Copin is far from his senses. The Kand cannot be trusted, Marquos tells himself. Do not go near him when he’s like this. Do not go near him at all, the Kand is mad. The cries turn to steadier moans, strangled pieces of pain that go on and on. I could give him water. I could give him food. Maybe that would ease the pain. Maybe that would give him strength. Maybe he will attack me like he did that guard. 
 
    Marquos does not know if Molicz is alive. There has been no sound of movement, just Copin’s cries, but surely the blow didn’t kill the guard. Why hasn’t he stirred? Maybe Copin got him too. Somehow. Need to think. Need to come up with a plan. Stop the noises. 
 
    Another hour, maybe two, and the moaning has stopped. Marquos is not sure if he’s been sleeping, but he stirs drowsily, aware of a different sound. It’s subtle at first, but clearly unnatural, the coughing rhythm of an engine. It’s growing closer, rapidly, and from the occasional splutter of the engine Marquos can tell that it is a land machine, being jolted by the rough terrain. He looks up and listens carefully as it races down the canal towards him. The pilot pushes himself to his feet, stumbling from hours of inactivity, and steadies himself on the wall to look up the canal. There is a light, quickly growing closer, right beside the water’s edge. He recognises the sound of the engine now. 
 
    Wheeler Tan brakes dramatically alongside the Hypnagogia, travelling with such speed that the rear wheel of his bike lifts into the air and crashes back down as he comes to a halt. The bike is a modern marvel, its miniature furnace puffing out smoke around Tan’s legs and providing a small glow around the rider. The gas lantern headlamp, framed in a network of carefully angled mirrors, shoots a powerful beam of light straight ahead. Tan pulls up alongside Marquos and pretends to jump backwards in fright, letting out a loud laugh. 
 
    “Kail’s ghost, you frightened me there! What you doing lurking here?” Tan says excitedly. “What happened Marquos, you’ve run ashore!” 
 
    “Tan,” Marquos growls back at him, remembering Qait’s informant. 
 
    “You need a hand with something?” Tan asks brightly. 
 
    “You filthy bastard,” Marquos speaks with quiet anger, “You told them who I was. Where I was.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Tan asks with an awkward smile. “Are you well within yourself, Marq? You know you don’t look too good-” 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” the pilot suddenly launches off the side of the boat, down onto the bank, and Tan leaps back off the bike, sending the machine clattering to the floor. Tan backs off quickly, raising both his hands, as Marquos jumps over the bike and surges towards him. 
 
    “Calm it Marq, it’s me! It’s Tan, your friend! Calm down would you!” 
 
    “Come back here, I’ll kill you!” Marquos roars, breaking into a run. Tan sprints away from him, into the darkness, and Marquos catches a foot on a rock and trips, flying through the air. He rolls across grass and stone, smacking himself a couple of times before coming to a halt. He groans, immobilised, hidden by shadow. Looking up and around him, he cannot see Tan but can hear the messenger’s worried breathing. 
 
    “What the hell’s got into you?” Tan asks, with more concern than fear. 
 
    “Did Qait send you back here? Ask you to get more info on me?” Marquos demands, pushing himself up on hands and knees. “You’re a damned fraud.” 
 
    “Hey, hey!” Tan cries out defensively, “Qait? Qait Seyron? I never told him a thing about you! I don’t rat about clients. He was lying, man, straight lying. You believe all you’re told?” 
 
    “Then how’d he know?” 
 
    “I don’t know! Stole the letters or something! Fuck, you’re out of your mind! What happened to you, Marq? Come on, you’re one of the most straight-headed guys I know out here.” Marquos sits back on his haunches and screws his eyes shut. Tan shuffles closer, going on, “Man I jumped at the chance to come out here, you’re always game for a laugh, I thought. You’ve lost it.” 
 
    “I’ve…I’ve seen some terrible things,” Marquos mutters quietly. 
 
    “Have we all? Think so,” Tan shoots back. “Look now what’s up with the boat? You need a hand getting her back in the water? You supposed to have some guards with you aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Marquos answers quickly. “No, it’s okay, the guards are on board. Wait,” the pilot stands up carefully, holding an arm out to keep his balance. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “What you think I’m doing out here? Expected to see you near the Meth Fields, guess you got side-tracked so I kept on coming, thought you had to be along this canal somewhere. Message from Commander Retical.” 
 
    “He knows I’m out here?” 
 
    “Didn’t say you, he didn’t. Civilian transporter with Border Guard passengers. Steam barge, they said, and I figured it could be you. Could’ve been a thousand others too, I guess, just had a feeling. So what’s the take? Where these guards, what you transporting them for?” 
 
    “None of your business,” Marquos grunts, “What’s the message?” 
 
    “Free it, no need to get like that,” Tan puffs, genuinely offended. “Simple as Retical says he can’t head out to meet you, so meet him right on in Thesteran. Things are getting crazy out there, though, Marq, I wouldn’t go if I were you.” 
 
    “Crazy how?” 
 
    “Kand rebels, blowing the fuck out of everything. They’ve been on the move, fighting in the streets. Fires, explosions, all that guts to it. Big fires, man, it’s something to see alright. Retical’s got his hands full.” 
 
    “Damn,” Marquos mutters. He turns back towards the light of the fallen bike and walks towards the boat. Seeing the pilot’s movements, Tan follows suit, at a distance. The messenger asks “You got some words for me?” 
 
    “No,” Marquos replies simply. 
 
    “You gonna offer your old friend a drink then? Bit of a relax before I hit it?” 
 
    “I can’t, Tan,” the pilot waves a hand for him to leave and climbs back onto the Hypnagogia. “Got no drink to offer.” 
 
    “Well hell I’ve got a bit we could split, just-” 
 
    “No,” Marquos cuts in shortly. The pilot pauses, turning back to Tan as the messenger hauls the bike upright. “If you get a chance, do something else for me though. A few messages, actually.” 
 
    “Score, hand them over.” 
 
    “Verbal. Tell Teri I’m sorry I didn’t stay with her. Tell my brothers and my parents that I love them. And Nicole. You know where to find them all, don’t you?” 
 
    “Is that it?” Tan scoffs, “That’s nothing. Why you got so sentimental?” 
 
    “Just do it. What do you want for it?” 
 
    “Messages like that ain’t real fare,” Tan laughs. “That I can do for free, as and when I’m passing. Now you take care of yourself, Marq. Don’t lose it. We all have our days, right? Just keep being the you I know. Right?” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks, Tan.” 
 
    “Don’t think on it!” Tan waves a hand, opening up his bike engine with a huge gust of steam. The bike hurtles forwards as he spins it around on the grass, the great spotlight casting a beam of light that swathes across the whole horizon of hills and trees before pointing back up the canal. Tan roars away as quickly as he came, and Marquos turns to the cabin. He looks at his clenched fists and shakes his head at himself. He shudders at the thought, but knows he has to go down there. 
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    Hart arrives in the morning to find Marquos sitting on the deck, slumped against the tiller from exhaustion. She climbs silently aboard, not expecting his presence, and stands over him with a frown. He doesn’t wake as she slips past him; he only stirs when she returns a few minutes later and shakes him into consciousness. 
 
    “What the fuck happened?” Hart demands. Startled, Marquos slams back into the wall and raises his hands defensively. 
 
    “What? How did you get here? What the-” 
 
    “What happened?” Hart asks. 
 
    “A lot,” the pilot says, “We were on a floating castle, they captured Copin, he went insane!” Marquos clambers to his feet, “You’ve seen the mess haven’t you?” 
 
    Hart looks back down the stairs. She eyes him warily and says “Why did you have guards on board?” 
 
    The pilot continues to tell her about Outpost 4, Commander Nomes and their charge to take Copin west. He tells her about the Kand’s outrageous escape attempt and Qait’s departure. 
 
    “I went down there and cleaned up a bit,” Marquos finishes, “Washed the floor at least. I couldn’t wake Copin again, and didn’t know what to do about the bodies. The one, the second one with the neck,” Marquos points to his own neck, “I think I did that. He ran onto me, but caught himself badly. I don’t know what to do… I had to sleep out here, I…I don’t know.” 
 
    “Copin’s in no condition to move,” Hart grumbles, thinking to herself. She jumps off the boat and hurries to the front, surveying the damage, then rushes back to the deck and jumps back on. She pushes past Marquos and picks up the long hooked pole. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the pilot asks, but she does not answer, hurrying back to shore. He follows her and sees her crouch near the stern. She shoves the pole down under the boat and starts probing around. Marquos repeats his question but she ignores him again. She jams the pole about hard until it catches on something, then she wrenches it back. It lifts out of the water with a large bag hanging from the hook. Marquos stares with surprise as she draws the bag to the shore, “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “Thank your stars it’s still here,” Hart says, hurriedly unravelling the bag and looking in. She snatches it up again, sealing it, and turns to Marquos “After taking it out to sea, out to the fucking Border Guard, you’re lucky it’s still attached.” 
 
    “How?” Marquos gapes, “When?” 
 
    “Come on, let’s get moving,” Hart curtly replies, swinging the bag up onto the boat. She clambers into the cabin with it. By the time Marquos makes it down after her, she is already dragging Jenz through the galley. She yells “Grab his legs!” 
 
    Marquos hurries down and does as he’s told. Together they struggle out of the boat and heave the guard’s body up over the wall, throwing it onto the bank. As they move, Marquos cannot take his eyes from the bloody wound gouged out of Jenz’s neck. The guard is dowsed so heavily in blood that his skin appears a shiny red. It’s repulsive and compelling at the same time. As they move Molicz’s body, Marquos wants to ask if Hart’s sure the guard is dead, but as soon as he helps lift him he knows the truth. The guard is already cold, and his head flops loosely from the neck, like its attached by rubber. This time Marquos cannot look, staring at the walls around him as they carry the body away. Hart moves decisively, though, giving the pilot no time to fret. The next step is to drag the bodies away from the boat, into a small group of trees. 
 
    To move the boat, Marquos stokes the fire and engages the engine in reverse, before he and Hart put all their weight into shoving it off the bank. It slips back down into the water with snapping wood, but the damage seems to be on the canal’s side rather than the Hypnagogia’s, which has only suffered superficially. With the engine already running, Marquos sets the boat into motion, heading back down the stream, whilst Hart heads into the cabin to see what can be done for Copin. She returns after a short period away, tossing a collection of new shirts soaked through with blood down into the canal. She sits next to Marquos, looking out at the hills with an irritated expression. The pair do not talk for a few minutes as the Hypnagogia continues its steadfast journey. 
 
    “What’s in the bag?” the pilot finally breaks the silence. Hart meets his eyes and gives him an up-yours look before turning back to the hills. Marquos huffs, typical. 
 
    “Copin’s alright, in case you wondered,” Hart speaks with enmity, “I gave him some food. We’d do well to get him some glus, at the very least.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Were you hoping he’d just die in there?” 
 
    The pair meet eyes again, and Marquos gives a stern look back. He answers tersely, “I wasn’t hoping for anything. I saw a man bite another man’s neck out in the middle of my home, and I didn’t especially want to relive that. I didn’t have to take him on this boat, you know, I could’ve left him for the bandits. I could’ve left him to Commander Nomes.” 
 
    “He was rescuing you from them.” 
 
    “It wasn’t necessary!” Marquos says. “He’s psychotic.” 
 
    “Of course he is,” Hart scoffs as though it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “Didn’t he ever tell you his theories about only madmen going into the North? Why do you think I haven’t been interfering when you’ve got into trouble?” Hart shakes her head, clearly disappointed by the truth about Copin. “He’s one of the most vicious and fearless men we have. No one else would be as mad to come up with this plan.” 
 
    “Plan? What plan?” To Marquos’ knowledge their mission failed when they started the return journey from the North; now comes the idea of there being more to this venture than he realised. The bag secreted under his boat. Hart hesitates before answering. 
 
    “Qait told you about Rosenbault, didn’t he?” she asks. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because you let him on your boat, and I know you’re stubborn about those things. And because you made so little fuss when we came back empty-handed. You didn’t want us to find anything out there.” 
 
    “Qait told me a lot. He told me he killed Rosenbault, two seasons ago, and hid what he’d been researching on. He had a pretty good reason.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hart nods, “We know. We know all about it. The man that defected to us told us everything about what Rosenbault had been working on. We went out there to find those weapons.” 
 
    “That bag…” Marquos gapes with realisation. The Kand sighs, going on “They built a box under the boat, when they remodelled it for you. It’s easy to open and close with a pole. I guess the guards never looked down there, but I’m surprised you didn’t notice the change in drag. Qait did a good job of hiding that bunker, but not good enough. It took me a while, but I found the entrance. We moved the rocks out of the way and got down there, and chose the smallest of the most recent bombs he had constructed. We would’ve taken more, but Qait was still out there, we didn’t want to give the game away. If he’d thought we’d made it into that bunker, he’d have abandoned us and roused the nearest Guard contingent. He didn’t want to let the Guard know about us in case they found out about the bombs, but he’d have done it if he thought we succeeded. It’s risky to take chances with a man like Qait. If you try and kill him and fail, he can slip away and never be found, and bring a world of trouble down upon your head.” 
 
    “You know, then, what Rosenbault believed about the world?” 
 
    “He thought there was no hope. He wanted weapons to ease the pain, that’s all.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple. Qait said-” 
 
    “What does it matter?” Hart snaps. “The man’s dead and all he left behind were tools to kill more people. What does it matter what he thought?” 
 
    “It matters,” Marquos keeps his voice calm, trying to sound reasonable, “Because he had a few theories about what’s keeping all of us alive.” 
 
    “Marq, the reason I’m telling you all this now,” Hart ignores the point, “Is that we’re going back to Thesteran, and we’re going to take that bag into the Construction Frame. Then we’re going to set it off. That was Copin’s plan. If we destroy half of Thesteran in the process, then more power to us.” 
 
    “No,” Marquos starts shaking his head, “No you can’t do that.” 
 
    “We are going to do it. It’s the only way we can fight an enemy as powerful as the Border Guard. Without the Construction Frame, their weapons will actually diminish when we defeat them in battle. The war will be winnable.” 
 
    “No it won’t,” the pilot replies forcibly, “Because if you destroy our tools of manufacture now, this world will freeze. We need all the people we can get, every life you take is killing us as a whole.” 
 
    “Rubbish. Rosenbault was insane, Marq. There’s no reason to believe any of it. Does the world feel cold around you here? We’re far from any of the manufacturing centres. Out at sea, when you were on Outpost 4, you were way beyond the reaches of our civilisation, and you did not freeze. We have more important things to worry about. Don’t you see what they’ve done to this world already? They stole everything you own, for Dendra’s sake.” 
 
    “Even without what Rosenbault said, it’s wrong. The Construction Frame is more than a tool for-” 
 
    “You’re not going to convince me. Even if you could it doesn’t matter, this is Highness Elzia’s wish, and if we don’t do it she will find other means.” 
 
    “Then I’ll convince her,” Marquos says, “We can’t do it.” 
 
    Hart looks him up and down. She says “Either way, you’ll take us to Thesteran.” 
 
    He looks back at her, hesitates, but concedes, “I’m in it now.” 
 
    “Good. We can’t go along the North canals, Retical will be looking for us, so we can head back via Chapel Way and regroup with the Kands.” 
 
    “That’s what we’ll do,” the pilot says definitely, purposefully neglecting to tell her of Tan’s visit in the night. Hart gives him a fake smile of approval and looks away again. Finally satisfied that he is not in immediate danger, Marquos relaxes. He slumps and looks at the tracker beside him, acknowledging for the first time that she has somehow made it from Yerth back to his boat, and looks thoroughly exhausted. Her eyes are dark and down-turned, her skin filthy.  
 
    “Are you hurt at all?” he asks. She shakes her head, and he says “How did you get back to me?” 
 
    “Saw you leaving Yerth, towards the sea, knew you’d have to come back through the Bungo trading post so I headed straight there. I got in late last night and you’d already gone through, so made my way up the canal. Didn’t expect to catch up to you.” 
 
    “You should get some sleep.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Hart replies glumly. “I’ve been on the hunt for so long, it’ll take a while to unwind before I can actually sleep.” 
 
    “At least lie down.” 
 
    “I’m not going back down there for a while. He bit a man’s neck out, Marq.” Hart speaks without any real emotion, not conveying accusation or disgust, leaving the pilot to guess as to whether she feels equally horrified by Copin’s actions, or if she is merely disgusted by the scene. He does not want to press for details. They sit in silence for a few moments more, before the Kand asks “They took your flute, along with everything else?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Shame.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The pair slip back into silence. 
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    Marquos and Hart travel together with barely a word exchanged, taking it in turns to open lock gates and stoke the furnace. As night descends, the single lantern is not enough to guide the boat forward and they settle into the cabin. Copin stirs for dinner, his spirits quickly returning. He jokes about their lucky escape from the guards and commends Marquos on being so tough, and the pilot barely responds. When the Kand begins poking fun at him for feeling awkward after the intensity of the past few days, Marquos mumbles back that he is just tired, and wants to focus on getting them back to Thesteran. Inside, he is willing a speedy journey, telling himself that when they get to Thesteran this will all be over and he can start a process of forgetting everything that has happened. Copin accepts his explanation and continues happily talking to himself. He begins to tell them a story of his escape from a force of Road Guards near Nexter, not too long ago, against incredible odds. Marquos realises now that every brutal word Copin says is probably true. The way he turns the gory details into morbid jokes, like the time he slipped in a pool of blood and cut his arm on a thorn, the worst injury of a fight with two veteran guards, is not the good-natured humour of a man trying his hardest to cope with the horrors of war. Copin is genuinely amused by it all. The violence is nothing more than a backdrop to a world of absurd entertainment. Marquos only half-listens to the tales, spending more time watching Hart. He feels some affinity with her now, understanding that she is quiet for a reason. She does not want to share this man’s experiences. He wonders if she is so isolated from all her comrades. 
 
    Barely rested, and aware that they cannot move easily in the dark, Marquos insists on continuing their journey. He tells the Kands he is eager to get to the next trading post, the last one on the waterways before they reach the Meth Fields. Truthfully he does not care about where they are going, he just doesn’t want to stay in the cabin with Copin. And the bomb. No one has mentioned the bomb, and he wants to keep it that way. It just sits there, in the slack canvas bag, with the looming presence of a festering disease, waiting to corrupt. Marquos tells both the Kands to get more rest, but when he returns to the deck he can hear Copin still talking below. By the time he has unmoored the Hypnagogia and set back out on the water, Hart comes outside to join him. She looks more tired than Marquos feels, and says nothing, a shared look saying all that is needed.  
 
    Kail’s Shroud descends on the canals in the middle of the night, making a difficult job seem near impossible, and Marquos slows down but does not stop. He is determined to continue, unafraid as he recalls what he achieved in Yerth. When they reach the trading post, it is dead to the world, abandoned in sleep. Marquos is too tired to think, merely continues through the shanty-town. Hart jumps overboard and disappears into the fog for a short while, before returning with two gas lanterns. She does not explain where they came from, just lights them and puts them in position to help light their way. She has also obtained a small piece of wood, which she takes a knife to and starts whittling. Marquos concentrates on finding their way through the shroud, ignoring her. Eventually, yawning and stretching, Hart gives the pilot a short pat on the shoulder and disappears into the cabin. Marquos keeps going for an hour or so more, until he begins swaying at the tiller. When he pulls the Hypnagogia aside and ties the new mooring ropes to trees, he realises how weak and tired he has become, the simple action taking him twice as long as usual. He takes down the lanterns and slips back into the cabin, where he finds Hart wrapped in blankets on the floor. The door into the bedroom is closed, but he can hear Copin snoring. There is barely space for Marquos to step around Hart, putting the lanterns away and giving the furnace fire one last stoke. In his exhaustion, it seems perfectly natural to squeeze down onto the floor next to Hart. She barely stirs from her slumber, but instinctively lifts her blanket over Marquos, and he cuddles up to her, almost instantly falling asleep. 
 
      
 
    Hart wakes first in the morning, trying to move and finding her way blocked. She pushes back, frowning and slowly slips Marquos’ arm down from across her. She twists on the floor and takes a moment to inspect the man sleeping next to her. He has an innocent look of unconscious vulnerability, and eases her mood. He stirs and sees that her face has softened, and can’t help but smile back. It spurs Hart into movement, jarring her from her semi-conscious state, and she scrambles to her feet, giving him a little prod and muttering “Ass, there’s plenty of room to share with Copin.” 
 
    Marquos gives a light laugh back, shuffling to get more comfortable on the floor, and Hart tries to step over him to fire up the hobs. Marquos wraps the blanket tightly around himself, backing against the wall to avoid the Kand’s feet. He yawns and lies with his eyes open, staring at Hart’s thick woollen socks, noting the worn holes in them and the braised skin beneath. Marquos gradually pushes himself up to a sitting position and mumbles “You never really stop, do you.” 
 
    Hart looks down at him and shrugs, turning back to preparing her drink. He stands up behind her and says “It’s okay to take a few minutes out for yourself, you know.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Hart replies coldly, “I just slept for hours.” 
 
    “That’s not enough though,” Marquos says. “You’ve barely taken a break since we set out. You haven’t even changed your clothes.” 
 
    “It’s how I keep going,” Hart flashes him a dismissive look. “Beats curling up and feeling sorry for yourself. How about you get the fire going already?” 
 
    Marquos sighs, turning away from her to do as she asks. She leaves a hot drink by his side as he piles wood into the furnace, and she takes another through to Copin who stirs noisily with mock horror at Hart’s generosity. She then disappears onto the deck, preparing the gas lanterns for their departure. Copin calls out to the pilot as he watches after her, and Marquos regards him warily through the bedroom doorway, from the full length of the cabin. 
 
    “You know what it is she likes about you, the same thing she doesn’t like about me?” Copin says boldly, the grin on his face now stirring ill feelings in Marquos. The pilot shifts a little closer, answering “What makes you think she likes me at all?” 
 
    “Doesn’t take a genius,” Copin says dismissively, then laughs. “Even though that’s precisely what I am. But what she likes about you, the same thing she hates about me, is that you’re as listless as her. She doesn’t know what’s right or wrong out there. She fights for us, for sure, but she doesn’t really know why.” 
 
    “She’s had friends killed in the wars, just like you.” 
 
    “That’s not why I fight,” Copin shakes his head. Marquos edges closer, the loud echo of the Kand’s booming voice unsettling him, as Copin continues “I know how to change the world, see. I’ve told her time and again. We’re so close now, too. When Thesteran lies in ruins, we’ll have all the opportunity to lay waste to the rest of the Estalian Empire. We can destroy all the industry that’s darknening our world.” 
 
    Marquos gives a cursory glance back to the bomb bag. He doesn’t want to get into it with Copin, but cannot help uttering “Do you have any idea how many people will die?” 
 
    “If it’s everyone in Estalia it’d hardly be enough,” Copin tells him roughly. “There can never be too high a death toll for this war to be won. Thesteran is just the start, my friend. When we are done here, our triumph will be felt in full force in the Metropolis. Only then will the world be free.” 
 
    Marquos hesitates. Feeling the Kand’s mad eyes glaring at him, whilst refusing to meet them, he already knows the answer to the question that he doesn’t want to ask. The words slip out anyway, “If this thing...works...then you’d do the same in the Metropolis?” 
 
    He finally looks up at Copin again for an answer. The Kand’s large face nods with slow deliberation, a foreboding grin showing quite how eager Copin is for this eventuality. Copin says “A necessary evil. One that’s not something all Kands are prepared to accept.” 
 
    Marquos gives him a narrow look, wanting to decry such thinking with the warnings of Rosenbault and the inhumanity of it all. He wants to argue this man into submission, to make him see sense and give him some appreciation for the value of all life. But more than anything, Marquos wants to stop talking to him, and drags himself away, edging back down the cabin. Copin laughs again, and concludes, “That’s what she likes about you! Your ability to ignore the truth!” 
 
    Marquos does not turn from the Kand until he reaches the stairs, at which point he turns and sees Hart stood in the doorway above, watching the conversation with a grim expression. Marquos climbs the stairs and slips past her onto the deck. He asks quietly “You don’t agree with all this, do you?” 
 
    She answers cryptically, with quiet dismissal, “We’ll take one step at a time, Marq. That’s all.” 
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    Kail’s Shroud hangs over the waterways for most of the morning, until it blends into the distorted green world of the Meth Fields. Marquos quietly guides them on as Hart sits alongside him, whittling away, and Copin finally drags himself out of the cabin, his arm tied in a makeshift sling. The main pain of his wound has subsided, or he has simply chosen to ignore it; either seems possible for the way he is able to carry himself again. The effort of movement saps much of his energy, though, and coming up to sit on deck with the others wears him down. He barely speaks, and his odd forced comments about the terrible weather generally go without response. 
 
    They make it into the Meth Fields by midday, and the Kands slip into the cabin to hide. Marquos does not want to dwell in the city, and avoids the busier canals through the centre, not wanting to risk running into anyone he knows. Having passed the last trading post without human contact, Marquos tries to find a small market to make some discrete purchases. The owner of the shop, another erratically enthusiastic trader like Brax, is eager to hear tales of Marquos’ travels, but reveals that he knows something the pilot does not. 
 
    “You came in through the North Canal, so you must’ve been in Thesteran, am I right?” the trader is saying, packaging the food items that Marquos has asked for. 
 
    “No, I came from the east,” Marquos replies distantly. To his surprise, the trader does not ask what he was doing out east, instead commenting “Disappointment, thought you might have some news on the fires.” 
 
    “The fires?” Marquos says, interest piqued. Wheeler Tan’s comments on the trouble in Thesteran, previously forgotten, creep back into the pilot’s mind. 
 
    “I guess you know less than me.” 
 
    “So tell it. I’m heading there direct from here.” 
 
    “The city’s ablaze, man! I don’t know what caused it, I don’t know what damages is done, all I know for sure is that the fire’s spread all over. We’ve heard rumours of Kand rebels, Norgang bandits, even inter-guard rivalries, so who knows what to believe. Might be it was started by accident even! Result is the city is on fire, though, and everyone’s gone nuts. We’ve already had a few ferry-loads of people coming here to get away, but they’re even less in-the-know than we are. Just panicked and fled. There’s all sorts of looting, I reckon it’d be right up a scavenger’s canal to get in on it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Marquos says, hurriedly helping the trader pack his goods into the crate. The trader grins at him, seeing the urgency in the pilot, thinking he has estimated correctly, and says “You be sure and bring whatever you get back here, right?” 
 
    Marquos dismisses him briskly, scooping up the crate and rushing away. He unmoors the Hypnagogia and begins a hasty exit from the Meth Fields. He calls down to the Kands to keep the fire going, giving them only a brief explanation that there is trouble in Thesteran. By the time they reach the outskirts of the Meth Fields he is left tensely gunning the throttle, rooted to the spot and staring out at the water ahead. Hart emerges from the cabin, noting the pilot’s dramatic mood. She perches on the wall next to him and says “I think you’re the one that needs to learn to relax.” 
 
    “Thesteran’s ablaze,” he explains simply, looking to her for a reaction but finding it barely registers with her. He continues “That means all your people could be in trouble.” 
 
    “They’re always in trouble,” Hart says. 
 
    “And it means that all my people could be in trouble,” Marquos says. “Everyone. We’re all in trouble.” 
 
    “You really bought into this Rosenbault nonsense, didn’t you? The world’s not going to end if a few people die.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” Marquos glares at her. 
 
    “It didn’t end when the Border Guard sacked Byfraze,” Hart gives him a cold look back and the pilot goes quiet, not sure how to respond. She looks down at the wood in her hands, the same piece from the night before. She had been whittling on it during the night and carved it into something more elegant, which she now holds out to the pilot. He takes it and looks at the carefully carved tube, now hollowed with small holes dotted along it. Marquos marvels at it for a moment, amazed that Hart has been able to create something so delicate, in so short a time, with such a crude knife. Hart says “Go on, try it.” 
 
    Marquos runs a hand up and down the instrument, carefully touching its delicate trimmings. A simple pattern wraps around it, incongruous floral shapes. The pilot holds the flute in front of his lips and watches Hart as she watches him. He blows a note, adjusts himself and blows another, stronger and clearer. He tests the notes, putting his fingers over the various holes, then gives a simple scale. It has a more natural sound than his old flute; the wood hollows out the notes, makes it that much more haunting. He plays the first few notes of his favourite tune, and looks at Hart for approval. She gives him a nod to continue. The Kand listens calmly as Marquos sounds out the first verses of the tune. He feels the rhythm taking over him and relaxes into playing. He plays it again, then again, growing louder and more confident. He has missed this relaxing sound, and releasing his morose emotions through such evocative melodies. It makes him smile, as if the ballad is speaking his thoughts clearer than he ever could, an emotional sound full of feeling and meaning without the complications of language. He plays until the boat reaches the turn to Chapel Way, where he is finally distracted and lowers the flute to turn. 
 
    When Marquos offers the flute back to Hart, whispering thanks, she pushes it back to him and says “It’s for you.” 
 
    The pilot looks at the instrument with some surprise, touched. Hart looks away, though, her expression less amiable. She murmurs “The night that the floating castles moved into Byfraze, after the riots, a small group of us were huddled at a fire. Outside the city. We could still see it lit on the horizon, and throughout the night we heard the thump of distant explosions. Every flash of light meant more Kands dead. Elzia’s message had spread to everyone by then. Our people were fighting against a common enemy, out there across the sea, which would destroy us all if we tried to grasp at our own freedom. 
 
    “Jurgen had a fiddle that he played to try and lift our spirits. He played all sorts of up-tempo tunes, telling us to smile and dance for we had survived the day and we would one day strike back with full force. He played some comical tunes, and it made people laugh. Then he played some patriotic tunes, and it made people feel strong. We turned our mourning for the day’s defeats into a celebration that we were still alive, and the group was filled with hope. Until Jurgen took a break. He ran into the trees to piss, tripping over himself in a panic after running out a lengthy jig that left him desperate, and we were all laughing about it. He’d been hopping from one foot to another during the jig, and we thought he was trying to get people dancing, so some of the group had joined in, until he cried out that he was about to wet himself,” Hart smiles at the memory. “He very nearly did, and we were all watching. No one noticed that Frezo had taken the fiddle until he started playing. The first few notes cut through our laughter. Some of the more boisterous men made fun, thinking that Frezo was doing it for a joke, but he looked so serious, and played it so beautifully, that they all went quiet. After all the uplifting music, in the middle of such merriment, he silenced us with Wixon’s Day. 
 
    “We sat…transfixed by the music. Slow, deliberate notes, every one of them…straight from the heart. It sent a chill down my spine, and I’m sure it had the same effect on the others. They hung their heads, looking at the ground and trembling in shame. With that music, Frezo was saying what we should all have been thinking, and he was saying it without words. As he finished the tune, there was the sound of sniffing behind us, someone was crying. We turned to see Jurgen, returned to the circle and stood watching with his face aghast. Tears were streaming from his eyes. He told Frezo to play it again, and Frezo did. This time, though, Jurgen joined in. He started singing the words, even as he was on the verge of crying. After one verse, we all began to join in. By the end of the song, we were almost shouting it, not with the celebratory tone of before but as a release of our anger. Our frustration. When the tune came to an end, everyone went quiet. We had all lost friends and family in the riots. We had all believed in something that proved only to destroy the lives we once enjoyed. We were all damned…by the people who drove us to fight. 
 
    “Not another word was said that night. Jugen marched over to Frezo and the two men hugged, and then people started to turn in. The next day, the fighting continued. I saw Jugen killed before my eyes, I heard Frezo had taken his own life later. By the end of the week, not one of the people I sat around that fire with was alive.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Marquos tells her weakly. “I had no idea.” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t,” Hart says simply. “To you it’s just a tune you heard once. To me it says everything there is to say about our war. About any war. I doubt you even know the words.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “It was written over half a century ago, when the Border Guard first defeated the Gentars in a pitched battle outside Byfraze. Wixon was our God of War, and the day was specifically chosen for the battle because we thought it would give us strength. It was all just a show, though. The Border Guard gave us every quarter we could ask for, knowing that we never stood a chance. They rolled out steam-tanks and flame-guns, whilst we had knives and stone-throwers. It was a massacre.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Marquos lowers his head, “I won’t play it again.” 
 
    “Please do,” Hart replies. “It’s a healthy reminder.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t mean to be so thoughtless.” 
 
    “Play it,” Hart tells him, firmer, “Please.” 
 
    Marquos eyes her, lifting his flute back to his lips and starting the tune again. He plays with greater caution now, his notes unsteady, and his uneasiness gives the tune a broken, eerie feel. The flute weeps. Hart closes her eyes, taking it in, then begins whispering the words, barely audible behind the notes. 
 
    “We began Wixon’s Day, latched our weapons to fight, as the pipes called to play, we’d be men by the night…” her voice wavers as the notes do, the weight of recollection affecting her. “We marched through the morn, spent our strength evensong, found our youth was all gone, horror ruptured our sight.” 
 
    She pauses as Marquos changes key and tempo, the chorus taking hold. 
 
    “Now freedom’s a thing on which I’ll never sing...For I saw on those fields what we hoped to steal. The death of Wixon shall plague all to the core, knowing as we wage war it sheds tears ever more.” 
 
    Marquos lowers the flute, looking warily at Hart, and she continues her whisper, more tuneful now, to the next verse. 
 
    “Blessed be those that fell, for they escaped all our plight, where survivors still dwell, knowing the means to fight…I’m still marching on, every step’s twice as long, knowing we were all wrong…to believe in our rights. I’m still marching on…every step’s twice as long…knowing we were all wrong…to believe in our rights.” 
 
    Marquos shuffles next to Hart and puts an arm around her shoulders, holding her to him as she shudders. She does not cry, or even look especially sad, she just looks tired, drained by the burden of living. She says, as though directing her thoughts to the world in general, “We have to keep fighting, even if we know it’s hopeless. When we sang that song, after the riots, that’s what everyone was thinking.” 
 
    “And that’s what you’re thinking now?” Marquos asks her quietly. 
 
    “My family are all dead, Marq. Everyone I’ve cared about has been claimed by this war. It’s what I’ve always been thinking.” 
 
    The pilot goes quiet again, not wanting to make things worse. He guides the boat along calmly, merely rubbing Hart’s shoulder for support. She lets him hold her, remaining stiff in his grip. 
 
    “Thank you for the flute,” Marquos says. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” she mumbles back, and finally squirms out from his arm and walks into the cabin. He watches her leave. 
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    At the first lock on Chapel Way, Marquos pulls the Hypnagogia aside and starts to operate the gates himself, not wanting to disturb the Kands from the cabin. They are well aware he has stopped, though, and before he has even left the boat Hart reappears on the deck and climbs to shore to help him. She does not speak as they unwind the gates and pump the lock full, and as they set out again she perches at the bow of the boat, looking out ahead. Copin emerges with a grin on his face, looking over to Hart and back to Marquos. 
 
    “If you two get married out of all this,” the Kand says, with a laugh, “I’d better be invited to the damned wedding.” 
 
    “Give it a rest,” Marquos replies, annoyed. Copin only laughs more at inspiring such a reaction, going on “I guess neither of you are the marrying type. Making things official and involving other people, that’d be way off wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “I’ve barely been able to hold a conversation with her,” Marquos frowns at the Kand, finding himself genuinely riled by such crash suggestions. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Copin shakes his head at the pilot’s ignorance. “I’ve been working with her for seasons and you know how much she talks to me? She certainly never made me a flute.” 
 
    Marquos shifts uncomfortably, slipping the flute aside as though embarrassed. 
 
    “You’ll make a great couple,” Copin decides. “Kids with an attitude you could cut a rock on, no doubt.” He rests onto the wall and takes in a deep breath of the mountain air, letting it out with a loud noise of satisfaction, then pats Marquos’ leg and says “You’ve been an excellent companion, Marquos. One of the bravest men I’ve encountered, going into the North and facing off old Nomes. Sure you have your moments, but what kind of lunatic would you be if you didn’t. Now I know you’re not keen on what happens next, but trust me it’s all part of the game.” 
 
    “It’s not a game, Copin.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “We’re talking about people’s lives.” 
 
    “A dangerous game, but a game nonetheless.” 
 
    Marquos stares at him, disappointed in the level of the Kand’s argument. He decides to change the subject, “Will we find Elzia and the others back in the woods?” 
 
    “Fuck no. They would’ve moved out shortly after us. They’re probably in Thesteran by now. Someone will be watching the waterways, though; we won’t have to look for them.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “It’s going to be a lovely night,” Copin nods to himself, “And tomorrow, tomorrow is going to be a lovely day. You can smell it in the air.” He takes in a longer, deeper breath and laughs loudly, “Welcome to the war!” 
 
    Marquos gives him an uncertain glance, wondering if the man is excited or merely unhinged, and turns to focusing back on the water ahead. Hart stands on the bow, raising a hand to her eyes to narrow her vision. She calls back “Someone’s coming.” 
 
    The two Kands do not hide, standing their ground as another canal boat slips into view. The waterway is wide enough for them to pass, but Marquos decides to pull the Hypnagogia to a halt and greet his fellow pilot, as is his usual custom. There is a single man stood at the stern of the other boat, and he is not slowing down. Marquos leans towards his boat as it begins to pass, calling out “Stop a minute, won’t you?” 
 
    “Stay aside, idiot!” the man shouts out, guiding his boat on past the Hypnagogia. It drifts slowly but surely on, and as the man’s face comes into view he is staring anxiously ahead. 
 
    “What’s the hurry?” Marquos asks loudly. 
 
    “See for yourself, if you’re so mad to be going to Thesteran! The country is crawling with Kandish scum! Take my advice and head back, head south, as far south as you can!” 
 
    The boat drifts on, the man never slowing, and the trio on the Hypnagogia watch it leave before Marquos releases the throttle again. 
 
    “Daft coward,” Copin comments. 
 
    As they proceed through Chapel Way and the day turns to night, they encounter a dozen more fleeing boats. The second one slows as he passes, just long enough to explain to Marquos that the blazes in Thesteran are driving people to violence in the streets, and that anyone with the means to is abandoning the city. The owner of the next passing boat is a large older woman, who screams at Marquos to turn back. Then comes a passenger ferry, with people hanging over the sides reaching out for Marquos to join them. He waves them off, telling them he knows what he is doing, and has people in Thesteran to protect. At one point a small tug passes, and the owner harshly snarls that he knew the vultures would soon circle into the city. He spits the word scavenger and chugs on. 
 
    The advance over Chapel Way offers a new image to Marquos, different to the clouded night sky he last experienced. As the mountains drop down and the descent begins, the plains below are barely touched by the mist, and the clouds are thin enough to let the light be seen on the horizon. Far away, approximately where Thesteran must lie, the black abyss of the distance is interrupted by a hazy orange glow. It is impossible to make out any details so far away, but there is clearly light on the horizon. The next boat that they encounter confirms Marquos’ fears. That is the light of Thesteran, the fire bright enough to be seen from across the country. 
 
      
 
    The flames are visible from a short distance into the plains, flickering delicately above Thesteran. They are clear long before any objects of the city; flames taller than towers, roaring into the night as they spew smoke into the atmosphere. The trio approach with stunned faces, both in awe and horror. One of the passing boats pulls up to the Hypnagogia, the owner recognising the boat and bidding Marquos good luck in ransacking the city. This man has already piled his canal boat high with pilfered tools and furniture. Marquos asks him if he knows the cause of the fires, and the man responds that no one is sure how they started, but the fighting is making them worse. The big flames, he points, that reach up into the sky, are from fuel stores in the Construction Frame. The scavenger is especially keen about this news, a delightful piece of chaos in one of the Guards’ most prized locations. 
 
    They continue towards the city, watching the drama of the great fire unfold as the cityscape becomes clearer. The fire is somewhere towards the centre, standing tall behind the untouched buildings silhouetted before it, the heat shimmer distorting everything in view. Smaller fires are clear in its approach, plumes of smoke rising randomly between buildings. The whole scene is lit in a terrific jumping golden glow. As they drift between the shacks on the outskirts, where people are crowding in the streets and staring at the fire in wonder, Copin speaks excitedly. 
 
    “You ever been through the Construction Frame, Marquos? They’ve got towers of fuel there. Towers. Tanks of coal and wood and gas, even liquid fuels, standing higher than the buildings. If they’re alight then this city is going to be in all kinds of panic, we can get right to the heart of the Construction Frame. This is perfect.” 
 
    Marquos has been through the Construction Frame a number of times, transporting small cargoes for the Guard researchers. It is a spectacular network of warehouses, including buildings whose interiors compete with the catacombs of the Mine for massive empty spaces. The buildings are laced with the largest construction tools in the known world; supports for raising floating castles, grinders and welders taller than men, and elaborate forging plants fit to be palaces for industrial gods. It is mostly metal, so the flames are unlikely to signify the destruction of the Construction Frame itself. For the city to be on fire, it is the homes and business centres of the people who live around the Frame that must be crumbling. 
 
    Copin’s preaching is interrupted by the appearance of a man shoving through the crowds in the streets, causing some commotion as bystanders are snapped from their trance of staring at the fire. He offers brief apologies, squeezing awkwardly through to the edge of the canal and running alongside the Hypnagogia. A man in ragged clothing, his face smeared with soot to show he has been near the fires. He hisses at Copin, a quick sharp Kand accent “Hey, over here!” The Kand scrambles onto the boat as Copin helps with his good hand, and speaks in whispers, “Copin, good to see you made it back. What happened to your arm?” 
 
    “Forget my arm,” Copin grins back, “What happened to the fucking city?” 
 
    “Keep your voice down, eh?” the Kand says hurriedly, “The people hear a Kand accent right now there’ll be trouble. There’s tanks burning in the Construction Frame, and the flames got so high the wind carried them across the city. Who can say how many buildings are burning now. Half the city is trying to put out the fire, the other half is running scared. Both sides are getting caught up in the fighting. All the junk and clutter in the city is spreading it like hell’s erupted.” 
 
    “Where are we in all this?” Copin says. 
 
    “Where do you think?” the Kand replies quickly. “We’re concentrating on the southern forge right now, whilst defences are down, but we’re spread out, inciting trouble. There are riots in the south-east sector, people started looting in the confusion and the Road Guard came in strong on them. They’re panicking, they can’t control the crowds. Then the Border Guard came in trying to evacuate people, it’s madness out there.” 
 
    “The perfect time to take down the Construction Frame.” 
 
    “Can you do it?” 
 
    “Just take us there.” 
 
    Hart, back at the stern, cuts in, “We’ll go by land, it’ll be quicker.” She turns towards the cabin and Marquos puts a hand out to stop her, holding onto her arm. He shakes his head, but she pauses only briefly before shoving him off and rushing into the cabin. 
 
    “This isn’t right,” Marquos turns to Copin, “There are too many people in this city, you don’t know what that weapon will do.” 
 
    “We can only hope,” Copin winks back at him. 
 
    “If you continue on the canals,” the other Kand says, “And head along the eastern route, you’ll reach the others. They’ll be happy of your help.” 
 
    “I’m not helping to destroy a city!” Marquos says. 
 
    “Help them get out of here,” the Kand says. “It’ll be difficult moving that many Kands through the city on foot.” 
 
    “What about everyone else?” 
 
    Hart reappears with the bag slung over her shoulder, heading to the side of the boat. She ignores Marquos, turning to her fellow Kands and saying “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    “Don’t go,” Marquos says to her, “Please.” 
 
    “Enjoy the moment, Marq!” Copin booms, slapping the pilot on the back, “Things will never be the same.” 
 
    “That’s precisely what concerns me.” 
 
    “Come on you lunatic,” Copin beats his chest, “You’ve come this far, don’t stop here.” 
 
    Marquos looks at the bag over Hart’s shoulder, considering his options, but before he can act the Kands jump over the side of the boat. He steps forwards, but the other Kand holds up a hand, blocking his path, “Marquos,” he looks at Marquos earnestly, the pilot surprised to see this stranger knows his name, “Elzia will want to see you. Head down the canal like I said.” 
 
    Hart gives an abashed look back to the boat as they go, catching Marquos’ eye, and she mouths “Good luck,” before disappearing into the crowd. 
 
    Marquos looks from his boat back to them, making a move to follow, but he cannot leave the Hypnagogia. He stares after them, swears loudly, and shakes some sense into himself. The only hope is to find Elzia. He releases the throttle. 
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    Thesteran is falling apart. At first, the traffic appears to be made of those that are fleeing and the desperate few who are working together to move water towards the flames, both factions blocked by gawking onlookers. The canals snake east, and Marquos begins to feel the heat of the flames and hears the roar of their fury. The crackle is constant and chaotic at the same time; the random prickling of the fire through the city unites to one horrendous din. The smoke is spurting out in all directions, hanging over the rooftops like a second sky. Through the buildings, Marquos sees a steam-tractor blundering through the crowds, its horn sounding loudly. Men running beside it shove and shout to get the civilians to move. The tractor rolls slowly, but with the strength to drag an enormous tank, presumably full of water. To another side, Marquos sees a single man scrambling in the opposite direction to everyone else, two buckets swinging messily at his side. 
 
    It is not long before Marquos spies his first burning building. It stands one building removed from the canal, flames spitting between its metal flanks, and a crowd of men and women are screaming at one another to hurl buckets of water over it. They have formed a chain to the canal, rapidly swapping buckets to each other, and the water flowing onto the building is consistent, but seems to do little but anger the flames. Marquos watches their efforts glumly, wiping a sweating brow. 
 
    The Hypnagogia passes down a few more canals before Marquos sees another pillar of fire, this time a tower stood on the edge of the canal. People are frantically spanning out, screaming different orders to try and contain the fire, but they are not trying to put it out. He frowns as he sees a group of men tugging on chains that they have attached to a shack next to the tower. One of the men breaks away and starts waving at Marquos to stop. Marquos ignores him and engages full throttle, keeping an eye on the tower. The man shouting turns to the men with the chain and shouts at them instead, and they pause their efforts, watching as the boat careers down the canal. They all yell and point at the burning tower, but Marquos ducks down, blocking his face from the heat, and throttles on. As he passes the tower, the flames spit out towards him, the air sucked inward making them twirl around his head. The water of the canal splashes up into the flaming tower and hisses violently. Marquos passes unharmed and looks back over his shoulder, seeing the tower swaying. The men resume pulling on their chains, and the wall of the adjacent building comes free, swinging out under their combined strength. They all scramble out of the way as the metal panel slides across the floor into the base of the tower, catching it on the canal side and driving its supports sideways. The metal slowly slides down into the canal, taking the tower along with it, and the whole flaming pillar slowly, heavily droops down into the water. The building crumbles down in a ball of fire, magnificently collapsing into the canal. The water fills with smouldering debris, but the fire hisses and smokes as it is extinguished. Marquos frowns to see his way back is now blocked, but the fire of the tower has been put out. The men do not waste time congratulating themselves, merely point to the next fire down the street and race off. 
 
    Continuing deeper into the south-east district, the people’s efforts to stop the fires diminish. The streets are sparsely populated here, as the flames have spread to so many buildings that people cannot approach. The left side of the canal becomes engulfed in a wall of conflagration. Marquos squints through the fire, sweat stinging his eyes, and sees bodies laid on the floor in the street. He hears a piercing screech of a scream and looks up to see a figure bursting out of the flames, ablaze all over, toppling into the canal water. Marquos propels the boat forward, peering down at the sizzling corpse as he passes. Further down the flames, more screaming. The pilot looks up and sees a group of people charging out from the fire, this time not alight. Two of them leap straight into the water, the third hesitates a moment and a beam of fiery wood comes crashing down upon them, folding them back into the blaze. 
 
    Marquos swerves the Hypnagogia to avoid the two swimmers, slowing down and rushing to the side of the boat. He holds a hand out to the nearest one and yells at the man, “Up here! Come on!” 
 
     Marquos has to hold onto the wall of the deck and lean down, stretching, so the man can grab hold of him. The other figure, an older gentleman, splutters, barely able to swim. Marquos looks from his rescued companion back to the drowning figure as the former is coughing uncontrollably on the deck. The pilot sees he has no choice and leaps into the water. It’s warm, heated by the flames, but dark and murky, thick to swim through. He has to use all his strength to reach the old man and drag him back through the water to the advancing boat. He yells up at the other man to help him up. They all go tumbling back onto the deck. As the man coughs, he points up the canal, “It’s suicide to go any further. You have to turn back.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Marquos shakes his head without explanation, “There’s a jetty coming up here, get off, head south.” 
 
    The pilot guns his boat up to the said obstacle and the two men hurriedly disembark. They shout out their thanks as he hurries on, his soaked body being dried by the heat only to drip with sweat. 
 
    Shifting further east, Marquos notices the flames dying down, and their roar is blended with the shouting of people. He cranes to see around buildings, where there are civilians rushing down streets, brandishing tools. They have iron bars, hammers, wrenches and poles, wielded aggressively. Marquos gets a passing glimpse down an alley that leads onto a main road. It is blocked by the darkly clad bulk of a group of armoured guards. As the whole scene drops out of Marquos’ view, the sound of the civilians yelling breaks up and distorts to the strikes and shouts of a violent scuffle. 
 
    Further, past the fighting, and the canal breaks free from buildings to the left, the walls on the right untouched. Marquos stares in horror at the expanse before him, savagely lit by the tower-high flames beyond it all. There is a wide, extensive plain where once stood buildings, and now is nothing but ashen remains. The odd blackened jut of metal stands feebly amongst the soot, in a patch otherwise flattened by the fire. It stretches far back into the city, a field of desolation, back towards one of the flames that reaches the sky. Here, Marquos can see the source of that flame, a massive metal tank, slightly drooping to one side where it has partially melted, with the flame standing on top of it, a few metres above a crack. The flame widens as it rises, up into the heavens. Marquos cannot imagine the buildings that stood here before, or the people that occupied them, the otherworldly power of the fire has converted it to a grave. 
 
    Beyond the beginning of the burnt decay, Marquos looks back to the line of the city where the fire has stopped. In some places solitary buildings are untouched, as though the fire ran straight past them, but in others there is a mix of flaming homes and those that seem on the verge of catching alight. Marquos sees a gust of wind hook a small flame off the roof of one house and down into the next, which suddenly ignites in a rapidly spreading burst. The canal curves to one side, swinging around so that Marquos begins to see a cross-section of the city, the streets alive with panic and violence. Even as they retreat from the fire, people hurl debris at guards, who in turn beat people down with batons. It makes no sense, to see such actions in the middle of such a disaster. 
 
    Marquos keeps moving, aiming to get beyond the burnt patch, but he finds it stretches on and on. Soon he notices movement to his right, though, in the buildings that have escaped the fire by virtue of being on the other side of the canal. He looks down a wide street where a mob is descending on another patrol of guards. They have the same makeshift weapons as before, and are furiously attacking the far better-equipped guards. Something is thrown into the middle of the melee and a harsh blue cloud suddenly erupts over the crowd. People are coughing and spluttering, collapsing from the effects of the gas, and masked guardsmen run in to strike them as they suffer. 
 
    Ahead, a ruined bridge looms over the canal. It was a brick structure, but the centre has disappeared, each side a broken mess of crumbled rubble. Its debris is one threat to the Hypnagogia, but the people on its tip pose another. A gang of civilians have been pushed up the bridge, to its broken edge, and are furiously trying to fight their way back down the street. Marquos grows nearer and sees the guardsmen they are fighting, more armoured men with batons, trying to drive the people into the canal. One of the civilians spots the Hypnagogia and points, yelling out to the others. They all start pushing the guards back with more force, hoping to gain some space as Marquos approaches. He speeds up, seeing that he has no choice but to go under them, and as he grows close they start to jump down. He winces as the first man lands on the roof with a cracking sound. More quickly follow. It is only a small jump, but the boat is moving fast and the gang are numerous, knocking into each other as they drop. A few of them slip and fall into the river, but their comrades are quick to help them back aboard. By the time he has passed the broken bridge, Marquos finds his boat crawling with the remnants of a ragtag militia, and is barely able to see forwards. He yells out at them to duck down, so he can navigate the canal, and gives a quick glance back to the bridge, where guardsmen are rushing to the edge and watching after him.  
 
    The people on his boat, both male and female, are blood-stained and blackened from soot, clothes torn and battle-weary. Marquos shouts to the nearest one, “What are you fighting for?” 
 
    “Ask the damned guard!” the man yells back, louder than is necessary. He has a broken plank of wood in his hands, which he shakes violently in the direction of the guards, “They’re trying to tear down our homes!” 
 
    “Let us off up ahead, we’ll flank them,” another man offers, pointing to a second broken bridge, this one quiet. 
 
    “Thank Kail you came along,” the first man shouts. 
 
    Marquos shouts back, “Are there any Kands amongst you?” 
 
    “Kands?” the first man spits aside, “What do I know?” 
 
    “Marquos?” a Kand voice shouts from down the boat. Marquos shoves the nearest man aside for a better view, and sees someone scrambling through the crowd. The man quickly makes his way to the deck and jumps down in front of the pilot, another frail figure with ragged clothing and a filthy face. He smiles, white teeth shining against his dirty flesh, and says “It is you! Thank the stars!” 
 
    Marquos eyes the man warily, not recognising him, as he slows the boat down for the next bridge. He calls out “I’m not stopping, pile off quick!” 
 
    The first man raises his plank of wood and yells “This way, men, we’ve a town to take back!” 
 
    He jumps off the boat onto the bank and starts running away, emitting a loud war cry. The rest of the boat passengers roll off after him, scrambling over the bank and up onto the broken bridge, sprinting down the road with their weapons raised and their voices booming. Marquos watches them all charge back into battle, then turns back to see the Kand has stayed on board. 
 
    “Vilce,” the Kand suddenly holds a hand out to Marquos, still smiling, and the pilot warily takes it. Vilce shakes hands with violent enthusiasm, then backs off, catching his breath from the fighting. He leans over, hands on his knees, and lets out a short laugh, before rising and saying “You’re heading to Elzia, right? It’s not far from here, if you take the left canal into the ruins you can moor alright, there’s nothing out there.” 
 
    “Do you know what they’re planning?” 
 
    “It’s a warzone, there’s no room for plans.” 
 
    “Elzia has one,” Marquos replies bitterly, but Vilce is already shaking his head. The Kand raises his voice as a building nearby audibly cracks and tumbles, “This is the fall of the Guards, right here Marquos! We’re a part of it!” 
 
    Marquos looks ahead to where the canal splits off, out towards the ashen plain. He looks back over his shoulder, aware that the fallen tower now blocks his retreat. He asks, “What were you doing back there?” 
 
    “What did it look like? The people are up in arms, we’re lending a hand.” 
 
    “Did you start it?” 
 
    “I wish!” Vilce exclaims. “No, I came to help. We’re spread thin, there’s little pockets of resistance all over the city and we’re trying to lend a hand where we can.” 
 
    “Resistance against what? Why isn’t everyone trying to put out the fire?” 
 
    “Because the world ain’t a perfect place, scavenger,” Vilce turns away and points, “Here, turn here, come on.” 
 
    Marquos takes the Hypnagogia into the dark side-canal, targeted towards the flame that touches the sky. It heads into the waste of the burnt ruins, now flanked on both sides by the flat ash of fallen buildings. Moving towards the flame, it becomes steadily hotter, and the water shines with the fire’s reflection. 
 
    “There’s a jetty just up ahead,” Vilce leans over the edge of the boat, “Least there used to be.” 
 
    There is nothing in the water, and the Kand tuts with irritation. He waves for Marquos to slow down and jumps onto the brick bank of the canal. He rushes along, until he kicks some ash aside and shouts for Marquos to throw a line. The pilot complies, and together they moor the boat to random debris. Vilce turns to the smouldering surroundings and waves an arm back in the direction they came from, saying “This way, it’s not far.” 
 
    “My boat…” Marquos says worriedly, but the Kand assures “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    Marquos gives the Hypnagogia another upset look and hurries to follow Vilce down the bank. They trot alongside the water for a short distance before Vilce cuts away into the ash, and Marquos follows him unsteadily, finding the ground unpredictably chaotic and warm. They do not have to go far before Vilce jumps down into the dark ground and disappears. It takes Marquos a moment to understand that there is an opening, and that the Kand has not simply been swallowed by the earth. He follows cautiously, and sees a small patch of light below. A series of steps leads down into a tunnel. Marquos follows the light that bounces off the brickwork, down and down in a spiral until he finally catches up to it at the bottom. Vilce stands waiting with a flaming torch. He grins, saying “Pays to be prepared. Now let’s get going, not far to go.” 
 
    Vilce walks ahead, lighting up a wide low tunnel that stretches off into the distance. Down here, the sound of the roaring fire and chaotic rioting is finally muted. 
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    Highness Elzia holds a council in an open room under the city, lit by a couple of gas lanterns. She is surrounded by men, all ready to run away into the numerous tunnels that lead out of the rooms, and is giving rapid, precise orders. As Marquos enters, following Vilce, he can hear some of the people speaking to her have Estalian accents, some Kandish. They all obey her. She tells one man to assist near the clock tower, and he runs. She tells another to start tearing down the Ro Bridge, and he runs. 
 
    “Marquos, your Highness,” Vilce announces with a short bow to the high leader. Elzia bows back to him and says “Very good, head back to the south-east district.” 
 
    Vilce nods and hurries away.  
 
    Elzia gives Marquos a quick scan up and down, her soft face hardened with the seriousness of her task at hand. Still standing a head shorter than him, the low ceiling and her focal point amongst these men gives her a larger presence, and her eyes are alive with commanding passion. She is dressed in armour, like the Border Guard’s but trimmer, jet black except for a small blood-red smear of a symbol Marquos does not recognise. The high leader does not address Marquos immediately, though she is looking at him, instead responding to other men in the room. One relays information about a fire spreading west through the markets, and she gives commands for two men to organise extinguishing it. Another asks about the riots in the north-east district and she tells him to delay them as long as possible. Finally she points to the pilot and asks “Did you bring back Copin?” 
 
    “He’s in the city,” Marquos replies, “He left me in the outskirts, about half an hour ago. You can’t go through with this, Elzia.” 
 
    The high leader raises an eyebrow, then says “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The bomb,” Marquos growls, “You’ve done enough damage here. You’re mad if you think it’ll help.” 
 
    “It will,” Elzia replies calmly. 
 
    “Just like that?” Marquos snarls, “Is that all you’ve got?” 
 
    Elzia looks at him carefully, and gives a conciliatory shrug, “I have some explaining to do, but now is not the time. Do you have your boat? We need to get to the Construction Frame.” 
 
    “I’m not helping you,” Marquos shakes his head, “Not with that bomb, not-” 
 
    The high leader puts a hand on Marquos arm and tells him in a soft voice, “We have to move, give me a chance.” She looks over her shoulder to an aide and says “Find Goreth, tell him to be at the Construction Frame’s eastern canal as soon as possible. I’m heading there now.” 
 
    “My lady, there’s-” one of the Kands tries to interject, but Elzia raises a finger for him to be silent and says “You stay here and start instructing everyone that at the end of their tasks they are to start a general evacuation. We’ve done enough here, we’ll regroup at the situation camp. Understood?” 
 
    The occupants of the room give a general consensus of approval. She turns away from her men, lifting a lamp and taking Marquos by the arm. She walks down the tunnel, and the pilot trips at her side, reluctant but complying. Before he can speak, Elzia says “Please don’t question me until we’ve got the boat moving. We’ve got to get there fast.” 
 
    Marquos remains quiet, and picks up his pace to match hers as she begins to trot down the tunnel. They climb the stairs back out into the blazing city and Elzia runs towards the boat. Marquos remains quiet right until he is throttling the Hypnagogia back into motion, with Highness Elzia stood at his side looking ahead of them. Then he shouts, to combat the sound of the enormous flame ahead, “You can’t set that bomb off, there’s no telling what it will do!” 
 
    “Look around you, Marquos! It’s a wasteland already! They’re killing their own people as it is!” 
 
    “It’s not going to help anyone!” the pilot yells, “You’re going to provoke more death than you can imagine! There will be nothing left!” 
 
    “I can see the North agreed with you!” Elzia pats his arm reassuringly, giving him another smile. Marquos stares at her for a moment, aghast, before looking away. 
 
    “Rosenbault had given up trying to save the world, Elzia.” 
 
    “Well I haven’t,” she replies quickly. “Listen, Marquos, this fire has been going for almost three days now. I don’t know how many people have died, all I know is that the Guard aren’t prepared to tackle it. They have all the technology in the world, and it’s dedicated to weapons of war. They’re put into this hellish crisis and that’s all they’ve got, so that’s what they’re forced to use. They started turning cannons on the houses, trying to destroy people’s homes surrounding the fire in an attempt to contain it. But the cannons are too powerful, and they weren’t able to move everyone in advance. They’re not organised to evacuate the city, and when their first efforts failed they resorted to the only method of peacekeeping they know.” 
 
    “Then use your people to evacuate!” Marquos pleads, “Do what they can’t! This is no time to try to cripple them all!” 
 
    “It’s the perfect time,” Elzia says. “Trust me, Marquos. I know exactly what I’m doing.” Marquos keeps driving forwards, compelled to movement but desperately trying to find a solution in his head. Elzia continues, “For what it’s worth now, Red is safe, Marquos. My men brought her back only hours after you left us, and I sent a messenger to the canal to let you know, in case you wanted to turn back. He got there too late, though.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to believe that now?” Marquos shouts back, “You used me, to go up there. Tricked me about your purpose, you never cared about what Rosenbault might have learnt.” 
 
    “I care,” Elzia tells him without emotion, “But it doesn’t change what’s happening right now. I understand your problem, Marquos, but this is the situation we find ourselves in, moving forwards. It’ll all make sense in the end.” 
 
    He looks down at her, eyes of rage, “I won’t let you set off that bomb.” 
 
    “You didn’t come all this way to stop me. You’re trying to convince yourself that you don’t believe in what we’re doing, because if you do then it would make you a part of it. You know what the Border Guard and the Mine Guard have done to this world. How they’ve pillaged all of our lands, killed at a whim and stolen all that we’ve worked so hard to create. They want you to believe in anarchy, in a world without laws in which we are responsible for our own, but it’s a myth. Everyone is being oppressed by them. From the annoyance of having them search your boat to the brutality of their murders.” 
 
    “This-” Marquos goes to protest, but Elzia raises a finger to his lips for quiet, leaving it there as she continues, “This is the only way we’re ever going to have a chance of stopping them. Their main power rests in the Metropolis, but this is their backbone. Whatever damage that bomb might do, this monstrosity of an institution has to be brought down. It’s already started, we have a chance to heal the world, and you have to choose a side.” 
 
    “That’s insane,” the pilot shakes his head, calmer. “Do you have any idea how insane that is? You could kill everyone!” 
 
    “We won’t.” 
 
    Marquos lets out an angry snarl, but has no more words, gritting his teeth and leaning heavier on the throttle. Both he and Elzia are profusely dripping now, sweat streaming off them onto the deck. The high leader bites her lip and looks up at him, saying “I never meant to use you, or to mislead you, Marquos. I thought you were acting on something you cared for.” 
 
    Marquos gives her an angry look in return, but as he holds her gaze he finds himself believing it. He shakes his head, saying “We don’t know how much damage that thing will do. Rosenbault was creating world-beaters.” 
 
    “There’s no-” Elzia pauses, head jerking alertly to one side, and Marquos pricks his ears to the same sound that has distracted her. Somewhere behind the roaring of the flames, a more rhythmic noise sounds. A beating engine, a roar of its own. Elzia looks west, out across the ashen plain, to where some of the sporadic flames are twirling. 
 
    “Get down,” Marquos warns her, following her gaze and noting the ominous shadow in the dark sky. The airship is booming over the city, its propellers pressing the fire back down towards the ground and twirling smoke in magnificent arcs around it. It is heading in their direction, its canvas and metal shining in the light of the fires, and it flies dangerously low. 
 
    “It makes no difference, they cannot risk landing,” Elzia keeps her calm, “Even if they see us, it will be hours before they can organise anyone to get to this location.” 
 
    “Is Retical on that ship?” 
 
    The flying fortress hovers towards them, as though directly aiming at the boat, but starts to bank to the side, away from the sky-high flame, and back towards the broken bridges. It turns, with slow grace, towards the untouched slums on the other side of the canal, and hovers above them. Elzia and Marquos cannot make out the men hanging out of metal caging that makes up the airship’s undercarriage, but they see the flashes clearly enough. Rifle fire, down into the streets. Judging by the speed of the flashes, a torrent of bullets are being rained on the people. The airship floats in position, a long cylinder under its metal framing rotating slowly in the direction of the houses. The cylinder lets out a huge blast, just audible from this distance, and the ground below explodes in a dirty cloud of rubble. 
 
    “There’s no way,” Elzia finally finishes her thought, “That Rosenbault built anything like as powerful as he wanted. At most, we will level these factories of destruction.” 
 
    Marquos does not reply, turning away from the airship to concentrate on the Hypnagogia. The outer limits of the Construction Frame are rapidly approaching, evident by enormous cubes of metal looming over them up ahead, and the canal angles towards one of the buildings. It has a huge opening, tall and wide enough to fit an ocean liner through, which leads into exactly the sort of warehouse that could construct such a vessel. Marquos steadily takes the Hypnagogia through, awestruck by the size of the structure. Their small lanterns barely light the building’s entrance, the light of the fire cut off by the walls as though they have dipped back into the void of night. 
 
    “Keep going through,” Elzia instructs, pointing ahead to where the canal exits the building at the other side, some distance away. Marquos pilots on, craning his head around to try and take in the details of this vast building. There is nothing to be seen, as though this is a vast empty shell of a hut. Only as the canal heads back into the open roar of the fire, with the light dancing off the terrain, does Marquos catch a glimpse of the floor inside the building; ashen as the outside. The fire swept through here too, and whatever infrastructure might have been housed in there was completely destroyed. 
 
    Beyond the building, the rest of the Construction Frame starts to come into view. They are flanking the sky-high flame now, keeping it to one side as the canal drives down amongst numerous buildings of similar size to the first, some with more intricate designs of gangways and observation huts, but most little more than inhospitable hangars. 
 
    Someone shouts from a way off, their voice little more than a whisper against the fire, and Elzia darts her eyes around, looking for its source. The shout comes again, and she grabs onto Marquos’ arm, saying “Slow down, slow down. Here’s Goreth.” 
 
    Marquos does as she says, twisting around to see Goreth emerging from some of the rubble and sprinting towards them, waving his hands above his head. One hand holds an industrial axe, nicked and battered through use. He yells above the fire as he approaches, “My Lady! You have made it! And Marquos, I did not expect to see you again!” 
 
    Elzia leans over the edge of the boat and gives him a hand, hauling him onto the deck as he runs alongside it. Goreth takes a moment, panting from this run, and smiles to Marquos. The Kand’s face is charred black and dripping. His clothes are stained dark red all over, his axe clearly soaked with blood that starts to trickle onto the deck floor. 
 
    “They’ve cut their way through to the central forge,” Goreth says, pointing down the canal. “This will take us there, if you just keep the course. We got message to start evacuating, though.” 
 
    “As I wished,” Elzia says, “Is Copin at the central forge?” 
 
    “Just him and a few others now, yes. The Border Guard have arrived, though, my Lady. They’re starting to secure the Construction Frame.” 
 
    “How?” Elzia frowns. “They can’t land those airships here.” 
 
    “No, on boats. They’ve got arms and legs, and can crawl over the rubble where we’d tried to destroy the canals. Some of our people are holding them back to the north, but we don’t have much time. They’re bringing in tanks.” 
 
    “I’m going as fast as I can,” Marquos says. 
 
    “Good,” Goreth says, “It’s good to see you again, boy.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the pilot answers, “You’re for this plan, Goreth?” 
 
    The Kand is put off by the question, and looks to Elzia for some explanation. She gives him an encouraging look back, and Goreth slowly replies “Whatever has to be done.” 
 
    “This wasn’t what I signed up for.” 
 
    “I am sorry for that,” Goreth says. “The problem with being a drifter, Marquos, is that sometimes you drift into situations like this. I thought by now you might have chosen your path.” 
 
    Marquos gives him a critical look back, nothing more. 
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    The central forge is one of the most complex buildings in the Construction Frame, built securely from metal and designed to contain intense heats, so the flames have not consumed it even though it stands almost directly alongside the burning fuel tanks. The canal runs alongside it, under a metal frame used as a loading bay which has already collapsed into the water. Marquos has to bring the Hypnagogia to a stop before it, and the trio disembarks to enter the building on foot. A metal door leads into the main building, which is immediately impressive as a towering series of mechanical arms and immense casts that hang on pistons. The forge is well-lit by a series of gas lamps on all levels, left on, as well as the fire’s light that creeps in through cracks in the walls. The machinery is all at rest, abandoned in various states of use, looming over the room like giant relics of a dismantled robot. Marquos marvels at a magnificent semi-cylindrical cast, attached to a great pneumatic arm that must move it into place and use the mould for casting barrels. It is one of many similar machines that stand above them. 
 
    The centre-piece of the forge, which the whole building is designed around, is an enormous smelting pot, twenty feet high and surrounded by various safety rails and mechanical arms. Sheets of metal lie on the floor next to it, crumpled over some of the ramps as though dropped from a high height. The pot steams steadily, still full, still bubbling. 
 
    Goreth moves ahead of the others, looking around him for company, then heads straight past the smelting pot, out towards the opposite exit of the building. He trots back, shouting “They’re closing in here, we don’t have much time.” 
 
    Curiosity controlling him, Marquos runs past Goreth to check for himself, ducking under unused mechanics and slipping out through the other exit, where he can see between some of the huge industrial buildings to a fight unfolding a short distance away. Flashes of gunfire followed by puffs of smoke erupt from the buildings, as a steam-tank steadily rolls over the rubble. It is a solid metal case, only interrupted from its polygonal shape by a couple of vision slits and its chunky iron wheels. On its roof sits a small turret, protruding in a barrel that starts spinning and firing rapid shots at the building. Behind the tank, almost hidden by the cloud of its steam exhaust, a group of crouching men are carefully advancing. 
 
    Marquos ducks back into the forge and runs back to the smelting pot, where Goreth and Elzia have been joined by Copin. The bag for the bomb is gone; the device is now in Goreth’s hands, and he turns it over to carefully inspect it. It’s nothing more than a large metal box with a small door at the front, which Goreth opens and peers in at. Marquos storms up to them, demanding “Here? With all that fuel next to us? What are you thinking?” 
 
    “This is the heart of their war machines,” Goreth replies simply, “What more explanation do you need?” 
 
    “How are they doing out there?” Copin looks to the direction Marquos has come from. The gunfire is now audible in the forge, the fighting withdrawing towards them. 
 
    “They’ll be slaughtered,” Marquos says. “I don’t know what weapons you have, but you can’t stop that steam-tank.” 
 
    “Then let’s get this ready and hidden,” Elzia says. Goreth holds the bomb up and puts his hand into the bottom compartment. Marquos steps forward, puts his own hand on the bomb, and shakes his head, “I’m just...” 
 
    Elzia puts a hand on top of his, “You know that we’re bringing down something that needs to be brought down. It’s natural to be scared, but this is the first step towards creating a better tomorrow. The last Rosenbault went sour, but the next one will at least have a chance to do what we all need.” 
 
    Marquos stares back at her, the moment passing, and takes his hand back. The others stare at him warily, expecting more, but he says nothing. He takes a few steps away from them, fists clenched in frustration, and Goreth returns to the bomb. The Kand explains, “We set this off and it starts heating up, it boils the water in the tubes and the steam does the rest. I’ll try and adjust it to heat as slow as possible, but there’s no telling how long the mechanism takes. Maybe ten minutes, maybe an hour.” 
 
    “How fast can your boat move?” Copin asks Marquos. The pilot looks back at him angrily. Elzia says “You’re with us, now, Marq.” 
 
    “There’s no time for this,” Copin says, “Let’s get a move on already. If you’re not with us, Marquos, go join in with the tank. Flick it, Gore.” 
 
    The group are interrupted by the sound of footfalls entering the building; a number of people running through the forge. Goreth throws the bomb to Copin as he swings his axe up, ready for a fight, while Marquos edges around the Kands, towards the boat. The runners come into view as a band of battle-worn Kands, however, and Goreth lowers the axe with relief. At their head is Hart, a long rifle in her arms, and as she catches sight of Marquos he notices an unmistakable look of concern in her eyes, doesn’t he know it’s not safe here? Gunfire sounds behind the group, just outside the building, and the approach of the steam-tank is growing louder. 
 
    “Everyone get back through there, to the boat,” Goreth orders. He turns to Copin and Elzia, “You too.” 
 
    Elzia tells him “Hurry,” and turns to lead her small troop back out of the building, but Copin remains at his side. Marquos hesitates, twisting on the spot, but Hart snatches him by the arm and pulls the pilot along with her. She hisses into his ear “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” 
 
    Marquos stumbles, looking back over his shoulder as they all retreat, and sees Goreth fiddling with the bomb before slamming the door shut. As he looks around for a place to put it, two guards run into the forge with their guns raised. Goreth throws the bomb to Copin and raises his axe, charging at the men. 
 
    “Goreth!” Marquos yells, suddenly stopping, and the Kands around him turn back. Two of them raise their own guns and start firing at the guards, who duck away. They are distracted long enough for Goreth to bear savagely down on them with the axe, whilst Copin slips out of view beside the smelting pot. Hart has to drag Marquos away to get the pilot moving again, and they finally exit the building as the gunfire increases and more guards can be heard running into the forge. 
 
    The Hypnagogia is already being unmoored, the remaining Kands scrambling onto it and hurrying into the cabin to get the furnace going at full speed. Its pipes spew steam and smoke, the engine chugging, ready for action. Elzia stands at the stern, holding a hand out to Marquos as he approaches. She pulls him up next to her and immediately steps aside to let him get to the tiller. Hart climbs aboard and turns her rifle back towards the forge exit, waiting for more signs of life. Two more Kands from the group stand at the forge, shooting in, but the ensuing battle is otherwise obscured. 
 
    “Get on the boat! We’ve got to go!” Elzia yells out to her retreating men, firing as they move. 
 
    “Goreth and Copin are still in there,” Marquos warns. 
 
    “I know,” Elzia replies, watching worriedly back to the door. A figure bursts out, an armoured man with a gun raised, and Hart immediately takes a shot at him, knocking the guard back through the door. A moment later Goreth follows, ducking as he leaves the building, staggering as though injured. 
 
    “Start moving, he’ll catch us up,” Elzia says, pushing Marquos to stir him into action. The pilot releases the throttle to begin reversing the Hypnagogia, and the turbine shudders as it changes direction. They are drawn backwards, slowly at fist. 
 
    “We’ve got a problem!” one of the Kands yells, pointing down the canal, past the crumpled structure that blocks their path, to the edge of the central forge building, where the tip of the steam-tank is visible turning the corner. 
 
    “Hurry!” Hart shouts out to Goreth as he stumbles along the bank holding his side. He has dropped his axe, and is coated in blood. Hart raises her rifle and fires again as a guard follows out from the forge, cocks the gun, holds it to her eye and aims back in. Another figure, another shot. 
 
    Marquos darts his eyes from Goreth’s run to the steam-tank’s approach, putting the boat in reverse at full speed. He gives one more glance to the forge entrance, thinking he sees a flash of Copin’s face as Hart fires again. He squints back, but whoever it was falls back into the building. There’s no time to dwell on it. Goreth draws up alongside the boat and makes a final leap to them, Kands on the side reaching out to him as he barely makes the distance. They pull him up onto the side of the boat and help him to the deck. The other Kands at the bow start scrambling with him, to take cover behind the cabin wall, as the steam-tank rolls into full view and its turret turns towards them. 
 
    “Everyone down!” Elzia screams, and the group on the boat all duck as one. The tank fires, a brilliant crack of a shot that bursts through the debris in front of them and whistles painfully close overhead. As soon as the shot has missed, the Kands leap up and start futilely returning fire. The bullets that hit the tank glance off in small sparks, the weapons of no effect, but the smoke from the numerous guns creates a cloud that drifts over the bow, concealing their retreat. A moment later, another boom from the cannon and the shot fires even higher, ripping through the smoke and heading off above. 
 
    “Where’s Copin?” Elzia yells to Goreth, but the latter shrugs, wincing as he holds a wound in his side. He replies grimly “I don’t know, I thought he was ahead of me.” 
 
    “Get down below,” the high leader pats him, then raises her voice, “Everyone take cover!” 
 
    There is a crash as the steam-tank ploughs into the debris by the building, tearing through the metal framework with simple ease, and Marquos peers over the roof of the cabin to see it heading down the bank towards them at a ferocious speed. Its turret cannot compensate for the speed, though, and moves too slow to aim, firing another blast that hurtles past them by the side. The Kands duck again, preparing their various weapons to keep firing. Marquos spies the tank’s wheels, massive thundering circles of metal that jump up and down over the rubble, rocking precariously close to the canal as the tank squeezes between the water and the forge. 
 
    “Shoot the bank!” Marquos yells, “Get the bank in front of it!” 
 
    The Kands look at him as they reload, accept the idea and rise together, firing off another barrage of shots that conceals them in smoke. Through the edges of the cloud, Marquos sees the shots cracking into the brick of the canal bank with a quick, concentrated succession that tears the floor apart. Bricks crumble into the water, moments before the steam-tank speeds into the patch. It is not enough; the wheel slams into the broken floor and jumps over it, taking the vehicle further on. It continues to gain on them. 
 
    “Again!” Marquos yells as the Kands prepare for another shot, “It’s still coming!” 
 
    “Everyone down!” Hart shrieks, eye on the tank’s turret, and the Kands duck lower than before as the next blast booms into the cabin of the Hypnagogia. Marquos yells in reflex horror, seeing the roof of his boat torn apart in a torrent of smoke and splintering wood. Amidst the debris, one of his new mugs is hurled up into the air and spirals back through the smoke, the whole world seeming to slow down. The Kands stand up in front of him once more, line up their guns and shoot, sideways now as the tank draws next to them. The boat speeds on ahead, leaving the smoke behind, the mug spinning down into the water. The steam-tank slips into Marquos vision, its wheel buckled inwards as it slams into the broken bank of the canal with a deafening crash. The Kands raise their guns and cheer. The massive hulk of moving metal jars upwards, then drops into the water with such force that a massive wave surges over the boat. The tank is not submerged immediately, bobbing once before being dragged down into a watery grave. 
 
    Marquos rests back against the tiller, breathing heavily, noticing now how fast his heart is beating. Even as they celebrate the Kands are looking back towards the ashen plains, keeping a close eye on the Construction Frame around them, watching for any further assault. The central forge is behind them now, but it is possible to make out swathes of guards emerging from it, desperately securing the area. 
 
    Elzia stands amongst her men, satisfied, and tells them “Good work, everyone. We’re not home free yet, though.” 
 
    Marquos watches the Construction Frame disappearing behind them as he reverses, turns back towards the city beyond the ashen plain and sees the fires still burning. The people are still fighting. The city is in chaos, and he is racing away with the people responsible. 
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    The south-east district, beyond the horrific ashen plain, mirrors all that Marquos saw in approaching the Construction Frame. Fires rage sporadically throughout the buildings, with parts of the populations desperate to put them out and others desperate to flee. The riots are less dramatic, but only because the guards have less of a presence. They have evidently retreated, leaving only a few bodies and discarded weapons in their wake. Whether they have fled outright or merely moved to concentrate their efforts elsewhere is unclear, but with crowds smashing through buildings and running free with armfuls of stolen goods it is obvious the guards failed here. 
 
    The waterways are clear out of the city, not a single boat to be seen and the rest of the bridges still intact. In the untouched areas, crowds are still gawking in the streets, staring up at the fires without moving, generally in a reverent silence. Marquos has to wonder how long they can stand there staring for, considering these blazes have been going for days. Occasionally the people turn to watch the boat go past, a different novelty, and speculate to one another with whispers as to who this departing crew of warriors are. The Hypnagogia is certainly a suitable spectacle for them, rolling out from within the worst fires, half its cabin torn apart by the steam-tank’s shot, a group of shattered fighters spread across it with their flesh bloody and clothes shredded by the struggle. 
 
    The Kands remain quiet throughout the trip. Six of them have survived the forge battle, in addition to Hart, Goreth and Elzia, and they have all clearly been fighting for too long. They sit on his boat with their eyes turned to the floor, weapons hung loosely at their sides, completely depleted. Those that are wounded are helped silently, no need for conversation when wrapping rags around damages. Marquos dreads the thought that they might run into more guards, seeing that this crew are done, but their worn resignation dampens his fears, as though an attack is no longer possible against a group who have been through so much. One wiry warrior in particular gives him a knowing, satisfied nod, that says they are done. He holds out a hand to Marquos, gives his name in a gravelly voice, “Raifus,” and tells the pilot “Did good, boatman,” conclusive enough for the pilot to relax. 
 
    Goreth remains in the shattered cabin, perched on a chair with a cloth tied tightly around his waist. He hangs his head between his knees, not interested in moving. Elzia is more active, and joins in with patching up anyone that needs it. As she ties scraps of clothing over bleeding wounds her men look awkwardly ashamed, not expecting such treatment from a person they consider royalty. She offers Marquos the occasional encouraging smile when she finds him looking at her. He does not look away, too worn out to care if he might cause offence by staring. He tries to figure out exactly what he’s seeing. Young and beautiful, her face and body more exposed in this bulky armour than he has seen her before, her majesty seems to only take on more charm when she interacts as one of the soldiers. Her beauty and strength seem almost unnatural, untouchable, as Copin first said. Marquos stares with wonder, and in turn Hart, sat his side, watches the pilot. When Marquos catches Hart looking, she does glance away uncomfortably. He does not want to broach what’s on her mind. Not with all the other Kands surrounding them.  
 
    The boat rolls out of Thesteran and down the waterways heading towards the plains, back towards Chapel Way, until they are a healthy distance from any buildings, concealed once again in darkness, with a wall of mountain to the left. Elzia decides when they have gone far enough and asks that Marquos pull the boat to a stop so they can take stock of the situation. The bomb has not gone off. The high leader tells her men to disembark from the Hypnagogia and start to head towards their previously decided meeting point, somewhere in the plains. Hopefully their fellow fighters will be waiting there. She says she will catch up with them, but wants to talk with Marquos first. 
 
    Marquos stands at the stern offering nods and handshakes as the gang of Kands leave. They drag themselves away into the night with little fuss, off towards an empty expanse of country, refusing his offers of food but happily accepting his last bottle of glus. He doesn’t know if he should feel proud of aiding their fight or appalled at what he is a part of, but looking aside to Elzia’s bright eyes he has an idea that she is going to make it seem as though all they have done is right. Hart and Goreth remain on the deck with them. 
 
    “You think they found the bomb?” Marquos asks, leaning on the tiller. 
 
    “We got it hidden well,” Goreth replies.  “I threw it into one of the casts. A tall standing one. The ones that saw me doing it didn’t last much longer. The gas should’ve been released slowly. There’s still time for it to go off.” 
 
    “And Copin,” Marquos says, looking to Hart in particular. She looks away. 
 
    “He was fighting for what he believes in,” Elzia says. “If he doesn’t return then he will be honoured as the hero that he is.” 
 
    “He knocked a man into the smelting pot,” Goreth comments, his voice not betraying how he considers such an action. “Even with one bad arm he could fight like a true Kand.” 
 
    “Rosenbault believed,” the pilot turns to Elzia with a stern expression, “That this small patch of the world that we are able to live in is only possible now because of the industry we have built upon it. I don’t know how we got here, or what kept us alive before the rise of the Mines, but from now, as the world is getting darker and colder, isn’t it possible the extreme nature of our industry, and the size of our population, is all that’s keeping the world from consuming us?” 
 
    “I’ve heard it said before,” Elzia says. “It’s one theory amongst many.” 
 
    “The point is that every life we lose is a potential nail in our whole civilisation’s coffin, Elzia. And you’ve just wiped out half a city.” 
 
    “It wasn’t my doing,” Elzia replies in an even tone, “I told you. They were faced with a disaster and their response was to use the only tools they have developed for the past three generations. Besides, the death toll here won’t rise above the riots of Byfraze, and the world didn’t freeze then.” 
 
    Marquos flashes Hart a look, remembering her similar stance, but the tracker will not meet his stare. He says “How did the fires start, Elzia?” 
 
    “There was an accident in the Construction Frame,” Goreth grunts, folding his arms defiantly. “And I thought I told you to watch yourself, Marq. This is our Highness that you are talking to.” 
 
    Marquos looks at the Kand general warily, the blood-stained man injured and worn but still a pillar of defiance. The pilot goes to reply, but Elzia intervenes for him, “I don’t expect to be treated like royalty because of who I am, Goreth. He can speak to me as he feels I deserve.” 
 
    “But my lady-” 
 
    “Leave him be,” Elzia smiles and her subordinate slumps, conceding. She looks to Marquos, “I like you Marq, you think for yourself. It makes me want to convince you what we’re doing is right, because most people are either blindly for or against us as people. But you, you were as firmly on the fence as anyone I’ve encountered. It’s always easier not to fight. But your attitudes are a typical product of this world. People with no sense of history or belonging, trying to find something to live for but deliberately avoiding anything that’s real. There’s a war going on, and most of you aren’t even aware of it.” 
 
    “I’m aware of it,” Marquos murmurs, but Elzia is already shaking her head. 
 
    “The men in power wouldn’t be strong enough to control us,” Elzia pokes a finger into the pilot’s ribs, making him flinch back, “If people like you did something about it. And you’re just looking for excuses not to bother.” 
 
    Marquos takes a step back, letting the words sink in, and gives her a morose look back. He quietly replies, “I took out a bomb into the Construction Frame, didn’t I? A dud of a bomb.” 
 
    Elzia smiles, seeing his stance finally softening, and says “Yes. And you’re free to never think about it again. But I hope you will.” 
 
     “I will,” the pilot says. Elzia holds a hand out to him, and he takes it slowly. She shakes warmly and smiles, “I’m sure we will meet again.” 
 
    With that, the high leader springs down from the boat. Goreth slaps Marquos on the back with camaraderie, calling out “Till we meet again, Estal.” He follows Elzia off the boat, and Hart jumps off behind him without a word. She skips up to Elzia’s side and whispers into her ear, to which the Kands pause and turn back. 
 
    “Good luck to all of you,” the pilot tells them, standing up straight, “I hope for all our sake’s you’re right.” 
 
    “That’s the important thing,” Elzia shouts back to him, “Always have hope.” 
 
    She turns and starts walking away again, with Goreth at her side. Marquos watches them disappear into the shadows ahead, like ghosts into the netherworld. Hart stands by the boat, looking back at Marquos, and he looks at her expectantly. She holds up her rifle, pointing it to the mountains to the left, and says “I’m heading up there, to watch the fire. Just in case.” 
 
    “Haven’t you had enough yet?” 
 
    “Come and see, it’ll be quite a view up there. That’s not an opportunity you want to miss, is it?” 
 
    Marquos hesitates for a moment, before nodding to her. 
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    The Hypnagogia is left resting in the dark, gas lanterns extinguished. Marquos takes one light between the pair and they begin climbing the nearest slope. It is a series of steep inclines and rocky outcrops, but the ascent is easy enough, especially with Hart leading the way and mapping the simplest path. It does not take them long to reach the tip of a high cliff-edge, where an area of flat rock provides a perfect spot to sit and look back down to Thesteran. Most of the city is visible from here, over a kilometre away and still lit by the towering flames. At this distance, it does not look like it’s moving, just a series of dark shapes silhouetted against enormous swathes of fire that perch upon the buildings, all together like a great oil painting; black highlighted with orange edges. 
 
    Marquos turns the gas lantern out, sitting close to Hart and marvelling at the incredible view of the city. Near the sky-high flames, where they were less than an hour before, the massive dark empty patch is clear, which Marquos now knows is the levelled land of hundreds of homes. Beyond it, there is a shape moving in the sky, lit by barely noticeable flashes, the gunfire of the airship. 
 
    “People will hear about what happened here,” Marquos says thoughtfully. “The Border Guard and the Road Guard won’t be able to get away with this slaughter. The others will fall by association.” 
 
    “When they blame the violence on Kand rebels and bandits, they’ll act like it was all justified, and the city was saved by their fighting. As long as they have those factories and produce those weapons, who’s going to argue?” 
 
    “You saw what was happening in there, they can’t hide this.” 
 
    “I saw them fire a cannon through a house, next to the fire, to help contain it, while there were people still in it. But who’s going to complain about it, the people they hurt are all dead.” 
 
    “You?” Marquos raises an eyebrow. “You saw it. You need to let people know.” 
 
    “The same way you do?” Hart glances back at him sharply. He pauses, thinks for a moment, and slowly answers, “Elzia’s right, isn’t she? This is the beginning of something big, and we’re all going to have to choose sides. She’s drawn a line between the guards and everyone else, and if we don’t identify ourselves as our own people then we’ll be lumped in with those animals. The Nomes and Reticals, the slavers and murderers.” 
 
    “Without fighting them, you are them,” Hart sighs. Marquos turns back to looking at the city. It is hard to consider how many lives have already been lost in the fire, and how many more are being killed as they watch, fighting brutally in the streets against one another, panicking like wounded animals. 
 
    “The fire’s spread too far,” the pilot comments. “They don’t have the means to put it out, and it could destroy everything. A whole city. They didn’t even need the bomb. There’s-” 
 
    “I killed him, Marq,” Hart cuts him off suddenly, blurting out a confession that she’s been bottling up. The pilot looks at her uncertainly, waiting for more, and she goes on, staring icily out towards the fire, “I saw his face, appearing in the doorway, and something inside me just clicked. His eyes were looking right at me as I pulled the trigger. He couldn’t believe it. I wasn’t even sure what I’d done, it happened so fast. But it was no less than he deserved. I’ve seen him do too many things, seen him survive too many horrors where good men have died. Someone must have seen me do it. None of them said a word, but one of the others must have noticed.” 
 
    Marquos keeps quiet, not sure what to say. 
 
    “His death is probably the most necessary of all the lives taken in his lifetime,” Hart says. “I can’t stand to be amongst any of them right now.” 
 
    “I…” Marquos starts, but hesitates, “I…think you did the right thing.” 
 
    “Right thing?” Hart gives him a sardonic laugh. “Don’t you talk to me about doing the right thing. You’d cave a man’s head in to protect yourself and that boat of yours but you won’t condone our fight because your people simply aren’t that important to you. You do have people, you know? It’s because they’re so desperate for others to stand up for them that men like Copin are amongst us.” 
 
    “I never wanted to-” 
 
    The pilot’s thought is interrupted as the mountain is suddenly lit up in a magnificent flare of light. Marquos and Hart both snap their heads sideways, back to the city, and see the whole horizon is illuminated, clearer than day, from the crowds and slums of Thesteran to the canals and trees of the plains. In the centre of it all, where the light comes from, is a massive explosion, rolling steadily into the sky in a ball of smoke and pure, dazzling energy. It emits from the centre of the Construction Frame, the centre of the city itself, but the explosion has spread far beyond that small patch, out into the ashen plain and over a number of buildings. It sends a wave of air through the whole city, knocking buildings to the floor and sending bodies flying through the air like rag dolls; all of this visible from the mountain as a spray of minuscule debris in the power of the blast. The gust spreads through the city quickly, and flies through the flames like a giant’s breath snuffing the light of a candle. The whole city is shaken, the fires instantly extinguished, and the trees of the plains sway around it. It all takes little more than a second, before the force of the blast reaches the mountain, and Marquos and Hart are knocked back to the floor, met with the massive booming sound of the explosion. 
 
    The air rushes over them for an extended moment, cracking rocks from the cliff-face and echoing the roaring sound from the mountains around them, carrying the gas lantern away to shatter far beyond. As they drag themselves upright, stunned, the pair look back down to a city plummeted back into darkness. The dazzling flare of the explosion fades almost as quickly as it appeared, as though the light of the country is sucked back into the centre of Thesteran. The contrast of the light of the explosion to the darkness that follows is like being blinded; with eyes wide-open, Marquos and Hart can suddenly see nothing of what lies below.  
 
    It takes a few minutes for the countryside to sound still again, the trees and rocks settling and the air whooshing away. Even then, the pair’s ears are ringing. They cannot speak, astonished into silence, and stare down into the void. Without the lantern, perched on the edge of the cliff, they cannot move for risk of falling. 
 
    Gradually, their eyes begin to adjust to the darkness, a rare occurrence in the blanket gloom of overcast nights. The shape of the horizon becomes slowly apparent, the explosion’s cloud in the middle of it a great foreboding monolith above the world. It appears dense enough to climb, reaching into the heavens. The plains to the side of the city have a blue tint, just visible in their basic silhouetted expanse. Soon, the sky becomes the clearest spectacle of it all. Around the explosion’s cloud, the clouds of the sky have been torn apart, spread far back, and have left a huge hole that opens out to the stars. With the world so dark below, the stars give a magnificent contrast, providing an unreal window into the possibilities of the universe beyond. It is not enough to light the cliff, but it is enough to show the world is there; relative to the stars, a horizon exists. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Hart says, transfixed. 
 
    “And it worked,” Marquos replies quietly. 
 
    They sit staring in awe-filled silence for some minutes, the explosion’s cloud not moving and the stars in full view. The world seems at peace. 
 
    “Marquos?” Hart mumbles. 
 
    “I’m here,” the pilot replies, probing a hand sideways to find hers. He gives her fingers a squeeze, and she holds his back for comfort. 
 
    “Wherever you go next…can I come with you?” 
 
    Marquos pauses, not for doubt or surprise, but still awed by the stars. He murmurs back, “Of course you can.” 
 
    She squeezes his hand tighter in hers, and though he can’t see it he knows she is smiling. 
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    In the morning light, when Marquos and Hart finally drag themselves down the mountain back to the Hypnagogia, boats are already returning to Thesteran. They come in small groups, drifting along the waterways, aiming towards the magnificent explosion’s cloud that stands above the world with no signs of leaving. As the boats approach they notice the damage done to the Hypnagogia, and offer looks of condolence and slow to ask how bad the disaster has been. To everyone that asks, Marquos explains that this damage is the work of the Border Guard, who opened fire on the people in a misjudged attempt to maintain order. Many ask if Marquos knows what caused the fire, what caused the explosion, what caused the riots. He tells them he does not know the answer to the first two, but the riots are the responsibility of the guards who killed to assert their authority. 
 
    In the days that follow, Marquos shelters in the Meth Fields and begins work on repairing his boat, with Hart’s help, and he starts asking questions of people travelling out of Thesteran. The Meth Fields swell with refugees from the fire, who slowly start moving back to see if there is anything they can recover. Drifters, traders and scavengers, the souls who found there was nothing left for them in Thesteran, make the journey in the opposite direction. With them come the stories of the Frame Explosion, the Thesteran Fire and the Fall of the Guard. 
 
    Some lay the blame with a Kand rebel attack, but it is a theory held only by the most paranoid or pro-guard sources. The majority of people simply do not believe that the Kands are waging a war on Estalia. After all, what have they ever done to provoke the Kands into such mindless violence? Similarly dismissed are ideas that the guards themselves started the fires, with an aim to cull part of the Thesteran population and give them more room to expand the Construction Frame. An outlandish suggestion, given the effect the riots have on the Guards’ popularity. The theory that is generally accepted, reluctantly but realistically, is that the fire was the result of a terrible accident. Somewhere in the Construction Frame, something went wrong and spread quickly. There is no doubt that whatever it was started around those tanks, and the fire from them was so immense that the wind carried it across the whole city. It is easy to accept that the simplest explanation for the Frame Explosion is that one of those tanks finally popped. 
 
    The Fall of the Guard remains an issue, though. It becomes popularly known that the guards worked together in the Fire of Thesteran to try and protect the Construction Frame by destroying homes that might spread the fire, ignoring the injuries they might cause along the way. The Border Guard and Road Guard were driven from the city after the explosion, amidst popular dissent, and struggle to find sympathy in the neighbouring cities of the Meth Fields and Nexter. The riots of Thesteran almost resurface in Nexter when one Border Guard group seeks to requisition materials earmarked for rebuilding, and the guard are driven away again. Their presence is falling within the cities; former guards shed their armour to avoid being lynched rather than fleeing to the country and sea to regroup. The floating castles are on the move, targeting the coastal cities and warning that there will be consequences if people do not comply with the Guard’s need for resources. People do not comply, and the castles back down rather than wage war on their own population, at least for the time being.  
 
    Across Estalia, ordinary workers speak of taking back their cities, their land, their country, their people. They start to think back to the past, of how all this started, and spread the understanding that there was once a world without the guards, where people governed themselves and could question those in charge. They speak of an old Estal Nation, of people that cared for one another, somehow lost in the dark modernity of their world, and talk hopefully of returning to those communal values. They speak of fighting for a better world for everyone. 
 
      
 
    Marquos remains in the Meth Fields recouping, soaking up these stories and listening for any news from the south regarding developments in the Metropolis. There are whispers of hope that a band of guerrilla fighters are sweeping in from the north, led by a warrior queen who is rumoured to have fought in the riots of Thesteran. Acclamations range from the promise that she will crush the guards to the promise that she will bring back the sun. Somehow, people start to believe that anything is possible. When they speak of her, Marquos asks if she is Kandish, and it is often met with indifference. One man sums it up best for him, “She’s on our soil, fighting for our people, what does it matter where she’s from? She’s done more than us, and that makes her more Estalian than you or I.” 
 
    Elzia is not the only hero to emerge from the Thesteran Fire, though. Others talk of the mysterious boatman seen delivering her elite troop from the Construction Frame. Some say he plucked desperate strangers from the river, others believe he helped spark the bomb, single-handedly putting out the fire. Whatever the case, he was one of the only civilian transports spotted heading towards the fire, as everyone else fled, which makes him a symbol of hope. He does not encourage the tales himself, but swells with pride when he hears them, and he is driven to prepare for a journey south. He starts reconstructing the Hypnagogia with a more powerful engine and reinforced armour, to offer it to the rebel forces that continue to fight. When the refugees around the centre of the Meth Fields catch wind of his plans, recognising he is the famous boatman, many offer to join him. 
 
    Hart says she will go with Marquos, if he will have her aboard. He is more than happy for her company, growing closer to her by the day; she still speaks little, but he notices she is softening, smiling more. He is thankful to have her with him, and finds himself saying so to Teri when he runs into her around the Meth Fields. They join her and her workmates for drinks, and the workers of the Meth Fields join the warriors of the Thesteran Fire in defeating the darkness with drink and joy. 
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    A dusty street, in a tiered area of the Meth Fields where row upon row of slum housing is piled on shelves running up a hillside. Hart takes Marquos to one of the buildings towards the centre, a mesh of metal and wooden planks nailed into place to form a rough square abode. Marquos asks her to let him go in alone, and she steps away, wishing him good luck. She thinks better of it and gives him a quick kiss of encouragement, then ducks away, averting her nervous eyes. He smiles at the gesture, and turns to the door, taking a deep breath. 
 
    Marquos’ knock is answered by a broad man in filthy white overalls, clothes stained with grease and dark smears of incongruous dirt. The man is larger than the pilot, his face round and puffy, balding, with questioning eyes. He regards Marquos oddly for a moment, running an engine part through his hands with an oily rag, and grunts “What you want?” 
 
    “You’re Red’s father?” Marquos says, more a troubled statement than a question. The man cocks his head to one side and opens his left eye wider as he inspects the pilot. Without warning, he lets out a loud laugh and grins a messy smile, booming “You must be Marqy!” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Come in, for Dendra’s sake where are my manners?” the father backs into the house, holding up an arm for Marquos to move by, and the pilot offers one last worried glance back to Hart before entering. The home is dark and dusty, its walls uneven, and the door leads directly into a messy workshop of tools and spare machine parts. Red’s father continues through the workshop to the living area, swinging an inviting arm and guffawing “Can’t believe it, can’t believe he’s turned up! Martha! You’ll never guess who’s here!” 
 
    Marquos apprehensively follows, stepping over the machinery and looking into a bedroom. A messy sprawl of clothing on the floor, a solid bed and little else. He trembles at this squalor. 
 
    “Red! Red guess who’s here!” the father shouts as he wanders into the living room. Marquos pauses as he hears her little voice brightly asking who. He moves through to the living room and sees her sat on the floor, before a set of beaten old sofas, playing with a doll. Beyond the sofas is the mother, Martha, stirring up a stew. The moment Red sees Marquos she cries out in uncontrollable glee, leaping to her feet and running to him. She gives him a tight hug around the legs, and he hugs her back, scarcely able to believe she’s here. She speaks excitedly, “I knew you’d come back! I knew it I knew it I knew it!”, but he can say nothing in response. He opens his mouth but the words catch in his throat. He gives up and just smiles, patting her on the head. 
 
    “Put on a brew for him, Martha!” the father calls out happily, “Let’s get the lad comfortable shall we?” 
 
    As the parents scurry away to attend to their guest, movement across the room catches Marquos’ eye and he sees a familiar face shuffling into the open. Lian is hunched in a doorway, his posture nervous as ever, and he gives the pilot a brief smile, before looking away, afraid to meet his eyes. Marquos mouths, “You?” 
 
    Lian gives a little nod, another smile. His skin is clean and has more colour, his clothes patched up and solid once more. He shuffles a foot and explains simply, “What else could I do?” 
 
      
 
    Marquos is given a frenetic account of Red’s time since he last saw her, filled with childish enthusiasm that warms his heart. She tells him of the flight on the gyrocopter and the tracker, who sped over the hills and dodged through the trees with such speed – whoosh! – it was terrifying but so much fun! And he took her by the hand to the mean Mine Guards, saying they would protect her, and she tried to run but the guards caught up to her and she begged and begged but the gyrocopter flew away. She was put into a cage on the back of a trailer, attached to a large rolling thing with chimneys and a steam-engine, and the guards started driving them away over the hill. There were other children in the cage – Tommy, Linny, Milly, Kenly – and they were all very scared, but Red told them about the Mines, and how she had escaped before. But – bang! – there was lots of loud noises and the tree people ran in and had a fight with the mean guards – pow, pow! – until they were all gone and the tree people broke through the cage. They carried the children back into the trees, and back towards their tree-base, where they had a huge fire, one of the biggest fires ever, and lots and lots of food. And the tree people were friends with Mr Gore, and Mr Kand, and they let Red meet their beautiful queen, and she was so beautiful, you would’ve loved her Marquos. You must’ve met her though! Marquos nods, wasn’t she beautiful? Very. And so kind. And they said Marqy had already gone, on a very important mission, but they would take her back to her family at once, and all the other children, they would be taken back to theirs. Mr Kand insisted that he go with her, he wouldn’t let anyone else take charge. He took her the next day, carrying her whenever she got tired, over a beautiful field that was all sparkly when it was wet, and they went to the waterways where they walked by the canal, and they caught a ride on another boat, a big canal boat. Not like the Hippo – where is the Hippo?! – but bigger, red and green, with lots of seats inside, and lots of people. Not very friendly people, probably very tired and not happy to be away from home. But Mr Kand made jokes and played games, with cards and dice and lots of fun things he had taken from the Kand camp. And they got back to the Meth Fields and Red guided Mr Kand back to her house, and they knocked on the door and mummy and daddy were so happy, and there were so many hugs and the finest meal in the evening. And Mr Kand had to stay, they said, he had to be made healthy again, and he did, and he was. But where have you been, Marqy? 
 
    Marquos brushes off questions with dismissive remarks that he has seen nothing as exciting as her, but she insists they have heard stories about him; all around the Meth Fields everyone knows who he is, and she is so proud that the boatman is her boatman. He says he is not so sure. The father, Stoon, cuts in and asks her to run to the next room and get her paintings. She scrambles away. 
 
    “We had a few days of it,” Martha gives a kind chuckle. She is a large woman, almost as big and manly as her husband, but has a caring face. “She told us all about your adventures. I’ll wager we know a few things about your life you didn’t know yourself.” 
 
    “But then, we’ve heard things from other people, too. Is it true, are  you him?” 
 
    Marquos gives a short, silent nod back, half a smile to confirm it. 
 
    “You look like you’ve been through as much as everyone says, and more,” Martha says. Marquos gingerly holds a hand up to the injuries on his face. Red runs back into the room with handfuls of paper, which she holds merrily in front of him. They are more developed than the scrawling renditions she produced on his boat, and she explains each picture carefully, especially pleased by the black piece of paper painted sporadically with white dots. 
 
    “The stars!” she beams, “So many pretty stars! Tell them, Marqy! I tried to tell them but they don’t know, really!” 
 
    “They were pretty,” Marquos says, smiling. “It’s a good picture.” 
 
    “Thank you! You can keep that one!” 
 
    Marquos holds it up with pleasure, saying “I’d be honoured.” 
 
    Eventually, after much excitement and Red’s posturing about making Marquos and Mr Kand stay with them forever and ever, she rushes away from the room to prepare herself for dinner, and the parents’ eyes fall quietly onto Marquos with an air of awe that has barely left them since his arrival. 
 
    “She is well,” Martha says. “We owe you so much.” 
 
    “Anyone would’ve done the same,” Marquos returns an awkward smile. 
 
    “If only!” Stoon exclaims. “For moons after her disappearance, no one would listen to our pleas. We searched everywhere, asked everyone. No one wanted to know. Certainly not the Guard, they told us we were being mad. One man even suggested that if Red had been taken then it was her own fault! But now people know, now they’re ready to fight back! Thanks to people like you.” 
 
    Martha adds earnestly, “I don’t know how we can ever repay you. How anyone in Estalia can.” 
 
    “There’s no need,” Marquos shuffles uncomfortably, thinking back to the Mines and how he ended up on this path. The eagerness and hope in their eyes is all he needs to know how he must act, though. He is more than an accidental hero to these people, and he has to live up to that image. He tells them, as he has told many of his recent acquaintances, “I couldn’t travel through this world and stand for its corruptions anymore. Things can change, if we all do our bit.” 
 
    Stoon punches a fist into his palm enthusiastically, “Yes! I have heard that the Mine Guard had a trailer raided on the road from Brofton to the Metropolis, and the children were set free. They have been driven out of the Meth Fields in the past few days, I am sure you are aware.” 
 
    Marquos smiles. He tells them, “It was your daughter who opened my eyes to it all, I don’t mind saying. It’s important to have something worth fighting for.” 
 
    When Martha and Stoon finally peel themselves away from Marquos, to attend to work and prepare a feast, Marquos has a moment alone with Lian. The thin Kand remains retiringly abashed, but where there was constant fear in his eyes before, there is now happiness and hope. The pilot says “Thank you for taking care of her.” 
 
    “Please, it was nothing,” Lian replies, “I owe you so much. We all do. And I could not stay with Elzia anyway. Not with those brutes. It was not safe for me.” 
 
    “So what now for you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. These people are lovely, Marquos. They have been kind to me and encouraged me. I will return to Kand, through whatever means. It is where I belong. But what of you?” 
 
    “I’ve a burden to carry now,” Marquos tells him, eyes falling at the thought. “But I’ve got some idea of what has to be done.” 
 
    Lian nods quickly, excitedly, moving closer to the pilot, and tells him “You’ll do well, Marquos. You’re bound to do well. Everyone believes in you.” 
 
    After a robust dinner, joined by Hart and Lian, the pilot informs them he cannot stay. He says he is needed elsewhere, knowing he can comfortably rejoin the fight in the knowledge that Red is safe. It is difficult for her to hear, though, and he has to take her aside to explain. As she regards him with accusing eyes, he kneels before her, a hand on her shoulder, and tries to explain in a manner that will become more and more common as he travels south. 
 
    “A long time ago, before anyone remembers, the world was different,” he says. “The sky was blue, and millions of different creatures walked the earth. The ice of Afta was melted, and you could travel a thousand times further than the distance across Estalia. People lived in massive, peaceful communities, where the air was clean and there was no fighting. No one knows about it now because someone created something terrible that changed everything. For hundreds of seasons, no one has tried to find out what, or why, because we have been too busy fighting amongst ourselves. But the answers are out there, and if we can stop the violence in the world, maybe we can start to heal it. Do you understand?” 
 
    Red nods, her face determined. She says, “I want to heal the world.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” he smiles back, ruffles her hair, “And one day you will help to, when you’re ready. What I have to do now, though, is make the world ready for you. I’ll make it so that you can see the stars again.” 
 
    Red gives Marquos a firm hug of goodwill and sends him on his way. He does not look back as he walks away from her home, a tear welling in his eye. Hart stays close to his side and says nothing at first, seeing how difficult it is for him to leave. When they are a short distance away, she whispers, “Are you starting to believe it yourself?” 
 
    The pilot looks ahead to the sky, to where the clouds have parted slightly to reveal faint blue somewhere beyond, and tells her simply “I have to.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



APPENDIX 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The World As I Understand It 
 
    By Marquos 
 
      
 
    Red says that I know things others don’t, so I should forever preserve my thoughts on paper. As a boatman in an empire connected by water, I have seen and heard much of our world, where minds are often dark as our days, so it befits me to share my knowledge. Maybe if we put it all into one workable picture we can start understanding how to improve things. Maybe if people started to read and write again, as I have been so blessed with the ability to do, we could start to understand where we all came from, and where we are going. 
 
    I have been travelling since I reached manhood, after I laboured long enough to purchase the boat and home where I now dwell. Since then, my place of residence has served as my tool of work, and it has taken me as far as any man. From the centre of Estalia, I have drifted north, through the powerplants of the Meth Fields, and beyond Chapel Way, the pass through the Peat mountains to the west, to the industrial might of Thesteran. I have seen the massive machines of the Construction Frame, where the Guard build their technological wonders. Beyond Thesteran, even further west, I have travelled to the boundaries of the harbour city of Nexter, which sits on the Kand Sea. That is a body of water I have never ventured over: it is generally said that the lands of our neighbouring island Kand are purely barbaric, icy cold and a sure death sentence. The few Kandish folk I have met have proved to be world-class drunkards with no regard for where they are from; I am yet to meet a man who has a kind word to say about Kand. To the far east lies the North Sea port of Yerth, said to be crawling with bandits, and beyond their borders lies the great unknown wastes of the Deadland, otherwise referred to simply as the North. The Deadland has not been mapped before, something I personally intend to rectify. 
 
    Along the coast from Nexter, far to the south, lie the remains of a large city called Mystle, long abandoned. Like much of the land to the west of Estalia, there is little life out that way, only sporadic dying communities. In fact, other than those few industrial centres either side of Chapel Way, it is a general truth that the further you get from the Metropolis the less life you find. The Metropolis is a thriving community. It lies a little way south of my hometown, and not far from the coast, spread over two sides of a great river, the Drain. Ramshackle homes have been twisted into sprawling towers and walkways, high above the ground to avoid the fumes that hover thicker than any in the Meth Fields. It is quite possible to walk from one side of the Metropolis to the other without touching the ground; indeed without even seeing the ground, for above a few stories the view is limited by smog, day or night. The waterways of the Metropolis are crowded with industrial vessels and small passenger ferries, but floating through the canals is a lonely experience. Everyone has somewhere to be, and no one wants to be in the lower reaches of the city, under the smoke from the Mines, an enormous pit complex to the west of the Metropolis, where the Mine Guard put countless slaves to work digging for fuel. It is an inhuman place, and I have had my fair share of conflict with those that run it, but without the Mines we would not have the fuel that drives crafts like my ship.  
 
    Steam-power is the norm across Estalia, having increased greatly in popularity since I was a child, and now it is rare to see any transport conveyed without it. I have heard people talk of alternatives, including liquid-fuelled machines, but steam is here to stay. The liquid fuels are scavenged, never produced, and what we produce in the Meth Fields, piping gasses from under the earth, is good only for lighting lanterns, and will never move a boat. No one will dedicate the time to devise machines that use such power; the only ones we have are relics from a civilisation lost long ago.  
 
    Around the Metropolis there are a number of other settlements, but the only one of serious note is the Extraner, a large seaport to the very south of Estalia. It is the location where the Water Guard and Border Guard come to rest, when they choose to do so, and you can always find a colourful array of bizarre technology and people there. It is also the easiest place to find work for a man like me, and a good point of departure if you ever wish to visit Afta. Afta, across the water from Estalia, is an enormous body of land that dwarves Estalia, but there is little out there. Numerous nomadic plains and poorly kept canal-systems lead to the Eastern Tracts, where the water becomes impassably icy. The people are sometimes friendly, but they have little to offer; without the fuels and food production of our Estalian industry, the people of Afta are merely trying to survive, day to day. Some believe Afta was once a proud society called the Gracian Kingdom, a legend that many use to try and explain our world today. 
 
    The Gracian Kingdom disappeared from the known world too many seasons ago to recall, and every man that speaks of it can offer no logical chain to the world as we know it. It existed in a time when countries were united by race and led to similar goals. The Gracian Kingdom and the Estalian Empire clashed in a war that would decide ownership of the known world, but it was a war that left one nation entirely destroyed and the other in a state of anarchy. No one believed in fighting for their nations after that, and whilst the Guards remain and some sense of Estalian identity continues, actual governance is a thing of the past. I can’t say for sure if such a thing ever really existed. But sometimes there are pieces of technology lying in the wilderness, which we can adapt and learn from, which hint to predecessors who knew more than we realise. Some even think that there was a time when the sky was clear. 
 
    The sky has been dark for as long as I have known, hidden behind cloud. Some believe it is getting darker, but I do not ever remember a time when the sun broke through. Some call it the Chilling, saying the world is freezing. For sure, around the Southern Aftan Boundaries, the Eastern Tract and the Estalian North there are harsher climates than any man can safely endure, but it is as warm now as when I was a child. Others say it was not a natural thing, but some great disaster many seasons ago that brought this darkness upon us. These are all invented ideas, though; no one can give an accurate history beyond saying how his father survived long enough to raise him to adulthood. Including me. All I know of my town before my birth is that it was home to a few writers and the fields were slightly more fertile. 
 
    Of the rest of the world, all I can really tell you is what I know of the Guard. The Border Guard have fought many wars against our enemies, including vanquishing raiders from Afta and Norgang, the lands across the North Sea, but are seldom seen in Estalia itself. The Road Guard keep bandits from our towns, and the Water Guard maintain our waterways. The Mine Guard are a matter I had best not dwell on. 
 
    I am aware that Supreme Commander Felez now heads the Border Guard, only because it is a name that is thrown around. Before him, when I was young, was Commander Klant. I have heard a dozen different stories about what might have become of him, but considering no one seems to know what he even looked like, let alone what he might have done, I think it is a matter for the imagination. Regardless, though I believe the larger Border Guard vessels may have dozens, even hundreds, under one leader, and certain towns may also listen to select bodies of elders, there is no one knowingly co-ordinating any of it. We give to the local Guards and they give their services back. In turn, they are supplied by their colleagues in alternative Guard positions, for another exchange of services. The knock-on effect has led to the Guards appearing to operate across the whole of Estalia, but I know for a fact that a Road Guard working in Thesteran will likely never even know what their kin in the Metropolis are up to. Estalia operates in a wonderful system of disorder. 
 
    The Border Guard collect and distribute the finest advances of our people, including lighting and transport systems, but you are just as likely to find old remnants of machines in the wastelands as you are from a trader. Machines as we use today have been around all throughout history; a lucky explorer can find discarded ones just as valuable as the ones still being made today. It suits me; when I am not working as a transporter, I unearth and sell what I find in the locations others are afraid to investigate. Another reason I am eager to visit the Deadland. We’re not always sure where they come from, the wastes of past civilisations, but in a world where survival is everything a lot gets left by the way.  
 
    Likewise, those past civilisations have given us names, measurements and language that does not entirely make sense now. Our ignorance of the origins of the numerous names we have for Estalia, the Estal Nation, the Estalian Emprie, as well as the names we use to measure distances, or our theories about plotting time in moons and counting value in metal chips, are all evidence of how little we really understand our own place in the world. There was once something more than our individual communities, many hundreds of seasons ago. But I cannot bring up such questions, because, as anyone I might ask would also say, anything we can conceive of existing in the long past must surely have played a part in our downfall. Most people say that it is as it always was. A select few, who give me a little more time, simply say some things were not meant to be remembered. 
 
   


  
 

 Enjoyed reading? 
 
    Thanks for joining me on this ride through Estalia. If you liked it, please consider leaving a review online – it makes a huge difference in helping the book reach more people. Even just a quick star rating and a few words can help! You can find Wixon’s Day on Amazon here or Goodreads here. 
 
    If you’d like to read on, the Estalian saga continues with Balfair’s Confinement and Aftan Whispers, check them out! And for news of Estalia and my other upcoming releases, and some free content, you can join my mailing list here. 
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 Also by Phil Williams 
 
    Aftan Whispers (Estalia Series) 
 
    As the days grow darker in the Estalian Empire, young Tyler stays positive by helping others. But when he meets a girl on the run with enemies in the highest places, Tyler's life gets complicated fast. Deni isn't afraid to kill, and she’s got a secret that could tear apart the sky. 
 
    In a mortal chase that takes them from a besieged city across the war-torn countryside, Tyler soon discovers that the Empire’s guardians are their most dangerous foe. Worse still, Deni is faced with a terrible choice: remain hidden and save herself - or expose herself to prevent the oncoming darkness. 
 
    AVAILABLE ON AMAZON 
 
      
 
    Balfair’s Confinement (Estalia Series) 
 
    The novella that started Deni’s journey. 
 
    Isolated in the derelict estate of the engineer Balfair, with only a miserable fellow slave for company, Deni dreams of changing her arduous life. When her master drags something new from the swamp and excludes her from his secretive project, she finally sees her chance. Deni will do whatever it takes to break free - even if it means bringing the full weight of the war-mongering Guard down on Balfair. 
 
    The results may be devastating, but they will notice her at last - and she will be free. 
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    Under Ordshaw (Ordshaw Series) 
 
   
  
 

 Welcome to Ordshaw. Don’t look down. 
 
   


  
 

 Pax is one rent cheque away from the unforgiving streets of Ordshaw. After her stash is stolen, her hunt for the thief unearths a book of nightmares and a string of killers, and she stands to lose much more than her home. 
 
    There’s something lurking under her city.  
 
    Knowing it’s there could get you killed. 
 
    AVAILABLE ON AMAZON 
 
      
 
    Blue Angel (Ordshaw Series) 
 
    AVAILABLE ON AMAZON 
 
   
  
 

 Copyright 
 
    Copyright © 2011 by Phil Williams 
 
      
 
    The moral right of Phil Williams to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 
 
    All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is purely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
    This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 
 
      
 
    Ebook first published in 2011 by Phil Williams 
 
      
 
    ISBN-10: 1466456698 
 
      
 
    Visit www.phil-williams.co.uk online for more information and regular news regarding the writing of Phil Williams. Join the mailing list to receive free content and be the first to hear about new projects. 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
| i
o/ ARl oL LiA-MeS

the first estalia novel





