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CHAPTER 3 

A HARD MAN TO FIND 

# 

For two days we travelled north. Carl lay strung out in the back 

of the caravan, bouncing along atop a bed of fine woollens, 

where his feverish moans could be heard over the driving hiss of 

the rain. We didn‘t stop. The skies bled freezing water as we 

rode, soaking us through and chilling us to our core so that by 

the end of the first day Lamontagne and the other horse were 

both lathered with exhaustion and chomping at the bit. They 

tossed their heads and I whipped them back: ―Harder!‖ The vapid 

daylight chased us across those miles. 

That first night I paid a biscal to make camp just outside 

the village of Densole. It was a tiny fart of a hamlet, more 

watering hole than place of residence but, like all settlements 

so close to Telmúsha, it had running water and solid brick and 

mortar to keep out the cold. I dried our clothes as best I 

could, but by that point, everything stank of wet wool and horse 

sweat. I gave Carl water and scried him again. 

We departed at dawn. 

# 

Through rain, through sleet, through cold and misa, the 

ceaseless mutterings continued from the wagon behind me. 

―Mother! Mother!‖ Carl cried out at one point, his dreams 

breaking through almost to the point of lucidity. ―Mother, I‘m 
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sorry, but they… I didn‘t…‖ But he passed out again before I 

could get to him. 

Finally we found ourselves passing through the last of the 

outlying farms. The roads underfoot changed from pot-holed 

tarmac, to gravel, to freshly-laid paving stone that rang 

underfoot. Farmers and trades-folk started milling about by the 

roadside. Small groups of nomadic gypsies came up alongside us 

and offered fortune telling for coin. The rain was my shield as 

I urged the horses past them; I followed the trail of waystones 

and travellers. 

Until finally, the south gates of Telmúsha stood proudly 

before us, and I drew up before them, swung down from the saddle 

and flashed my merchant papers to the stalwart guards on duty.  

It‘s difficult to explain how I felt as I rode back into 

that city. Concerned, certainly. Carl had had a rough night. 

Already, the cold sweats that had started the night before were 

dissolving into full blown tremors. His heart was a feverish 

flutter under the fabric of his vest. I checked on him quickly 

as we passed the guards and found him corpse-like, still; his 

breath, when it came, whistled through his nostrils like the 

fine downdraft from a damselfly‘s wings.  

But I would be lying if I said that my only feelings at 

that point were for Carl. Walking back into that city after so 

long away was like stepping back into one of those photographs 

of memory. Here were the same images I knew so well – the same 
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roads, the same buildings, the same cobbled stones bruising my 

feet. The crumbling walls, the flat-topped spires of the distant 

cathedral – all were unchanged from the last time I‘d been here, 

and no doubt unchanged from the very first day they‘d been built 

a thousand years before. And yet, there were changes too amongst 

the familiar. Here, a building that never used to exist. Over 

there, a copse of trees cut down to make way for a ragged dirt 

road. And everywhere, the busy chatter of people, people, 

people… every one of them a stranger. How long had it been since 

I‘d last seen so many people in one place? Forty thousand souls 

playing out a thousand different roles. Every man-jack of them 

laughing, walking, talking, shitting, breathing their lives 

away.  

The air reeked of their stink. Those tens of thousands of 

people that fell over one another for space and found nothing 

but their own waste. Depravity hung thick in the air around 

them, swirling like smog, or the cloying taste of repelled misa 

that lingered in the Spring-fresh air. 

I tried telling myself that it didn‘t matter. Viewed from a 

distance everything dissolves into simple geometry. It‘s all 

just corners and lines, right angles and vertices. A forest of 

brick and mortar, stone and leaning shacks of rotting timber. I 

tried to imagine the world as nothing but shapes, to fix it in 

my mind and push everything else away. The ancient bitumen that 

crumbled underfoot. The harsh spring winds that gusted across 
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the open spaces and numbed my face. It was just a place, like 

any other place. It didn‘t matter. I was here for a reason. 

Yet it did matter. Being in that place after so long… It 

makes you question your sanity. Everything was so tantalisingly 

familiar… and yet everything was subtly altered too. A stamp of 

newness was branded across the face of the old, and it was so 

obvious to me that for a few minutes all I could do was wonder 

aimlessly in the flow of patrons, my eyes blinded by the 

differences and wondering why no one else saw it. I gaped; I 

stared. Lamontagne plodded slowly down the wide central streets 

and I pressed myself into his flank for comfort. Fear rode with 

me that day.  

Even from the gates, it was possible to make out the 

cathedral – now the Council chambers – towering over the city 

like some all-seeing eye. Whilst all around me, people moved, 

gossiped, laughed and cursed, and my mind lurched from one to 

the other as though kicked. 

# 

I stabled Lamontagne in what used to be Canterbury‘s bus 

station, now given over to paddock and water trough. The 

corroded husks of coaches lined the tarmac, their insides long 

cannibalised into dwellings for dim-looking horse-boys who sat 

whittling sticks and staring at me as I rode into the stables. A 

rickety pit of a tavern creaked nearby, the sign over the door 

saying, imaginatively, The Coach Station. It was a festering pit 
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of a building, more woodworm than nail, but it was out of the 

way and it was cheap. 

I took lodgings in the inn above the tavern and there I 

left Carl pale and shivering atop the bed sheets as I tried to 

take stock of the situation. 

The landlady met me in the corridor outside. She was a fat 

goblin of a woman, all bangles and loosely wound hair, with a 

cleavage which loomed out before her, fringed with fat worm-like 

stretch-marks and faded pox scars. But she wasn‘t stupid. ―Your 

friend looks sick,‖ she noted nodding towards the door.  

―He‘s not to be disturbed,‖ I said.  

―If it‘s consumption, I won‘t have him here. We‘ve had 

enough problems with TB in these parts to need more o‘that 

sort.‖ 

―He‘s drunk too much is all.‖ 

―Oh aye – and yet you‘re stone-cold sober, ‗eh? He needs a 

monk so he does!‖ 

―He needs to be left alone.‖ 

But what use were words? I paid her double and promised I‘d 

keep him confined to his room. Apparently, she liked the taste 

of my coin more than the words for she dropped the subject 

almost at once. 

 ―Breakfast‘s at eight,‖ she said. ―Dinner‘s at five. You 

miss it, you miss out. When you need your chamber pot clearing…‖ 
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―I‘ll do it myself,‖ I assured her. ―Really, we‘re very 

private people.‖ 

―I‘m sure,‖ she said, her expression one I could only 

assume was meant to be haughty. She probably thought we were 

lovers. 

But she let me pass and she didn‘t question me further that 

night. Just to be safe though, I took all our goods up into the 

rooms before turning in for the night and welded the door shut 

with a quick dab of aum-work.  

The room was adequate, it had to be said. It was slightly 

cramped and a long way from clean, but the bed was soft and the 

fireplace roared into life at the merest suggestion from the 

aum. 

I ate some of the tepid gruel they served in the bar 

downstairs and freshened up afterwards in a bowl of water with a 

bar of hard soap and a ragged flannel. 

I scried Carl for a long time that night. 

# 

It rained solidly all that week. The sky overhead was 

transformed into a broiling mass of clouds peppered with sleet; 

the cobbled streets below us glistened like obsidian in the pale 

lamp light. Moths buzzed lazily against the glowing waystones 

that lined the roadside; the eerie werelight contorted and 

flickered with the jagged movement. Shadows yawned, their edges 
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spliced by houses, shops and city walls. It was mercifully quiet 

besides the white noise of the rain. 

I didn‘t go out much. I had money put to one side – enough 

for rent and food and this I bought sparingly, dividing what 

little I could between me and the comatose Carl. 

Occasionally, I braved the streets for a few hours at a 

time to sell some of my wares. I never stayed in the same place 

for long, hopping from market to market, stall to stall, patron 

to patron. Coin exchanged hands. Items were traded. We got by.  

I kept my eyes forward, my body pressed into the shadows. 

If I‘d dared, I would have gladly pulled the aum around me then 

and there, dissolving like mist from their presence. 

Occularisation, it‘s called. The art of making something 

invisible. But I couldn‘t risk it. The eyes of the Council were 

everywhere in that city. I could feel the metallic after-taste 

of aum-work laced over every stone of every building. So many of 

my kind lie in wait, I thought. They breathe the same air. They 

walk the same roads. It made me feel itchy. 

Everywhere there were signs of people. Everywhere buildings 

recovered from the brink of ruin, filled once again with life 

and families. The skittering of rats; the soft gurgling of the 

gutters; the distant murmurs of argument or lovemaking; the 

ringing of the temple bells. Horses drew past laden high with 

taxes on their way to the temple for morning dedication. It was 

late, but still people lingered along the main road, illuminated 
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in that soft, other-worldly glow as little more than hunched 

shapes that only resolved into focus as I passed. Here a guard, 

there a prostitute. I passed a merchant at one point who was 

packing away his stall for the night. He looked up and hollered 

out to me, ―Ho!‖ as he waved some smoked fish in my face. I 

pointed out to him that it was rancid and he just shrugged as if 

to say, ―Well? What do you expect?‖ 

Such a strange world. I kept my eyes forward, my head down. 

I never stayed out for long. 

# 

Until, on the fifth day, I scried Carl once again only to 

find his jiva ringing back loud and clear with no need on my 

part to fan it further. That was when I knew for sure that he 

would be okay. He‘d got lucky. 

I sat back then and it‘s difficult to say exactly how I 

felt. I bathed Carl self-consciously, fed him from a canteen of 

thin soup and then laid him down for sleep – wholesome, genuine 

sleep – from which he would awake in a matter of hours, no doubt 

filled with questions.  

But I would not be there to answer them.  

I gathered up my things and headed down to the stables to 

load up Lamontagne. I left a freshly charged waystone and a 

handful of coins on his bedside table, along with instructions 

to the bemused landlady that he was not to be disturbed and 
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should be left to rest for as long as needed. If anything, my 

commands seemed to draw even darker looks from the woman. 

I loaded up Lamontagne that morning with all the haste I 

could muster. I travelled light. The wagon, more than half my 

goods, food, and some spare clothing – these things I left 

behind for Carl to do with as he pleased.  

Lamontagne was stubborn that morning. It had been pretty 

close to freezing the last few nights and near as I could tell, 

he hadn‘t been let out of his stable the whole time I‘d been 

there. He was grumpy and stiff, he tossed his head when I tried 

to saddle him; I had to heel him round that tiny yard for almost 

an hour before he‘d worn the worst of the cramp out of his legs. 

Not for the first time, I wished it were possible to scry 

animals, but then of course, if it were, there wouldn‘t be any 

animals to scry. 

All in all, I must have taken no more than four hours 

getting things ready, but over half that time was spent with 

Lamontagne. I rubbed him down, checked his muscles for heat, 

whispered to him, fed him a sack of oats. He felt I‘d neglected 

him. Maybe I had; he‘d certainly been neglected. 

I was just checking his hooves for ringworm when the light 

in the stable suddenly paled and a shadow slithered across 

Lamontagne‘s side. The aum twittered lightly. 

―Heard tell there was a trader staying here,‖ the newcomer 

called out. It was a man‘s voice filled with youth and swagger. 
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I stood slowly, wiping down my hands. ―Well, you heard 

right then.‖ 

He was a short man and unimpressive with it, though judging 

by the way he stood, he thought quite highly of himself. He was 

lantern-jawed, his hair long and dirty-blonde spilling across 

his narrow shoulders. He was attractive in a pretty way, 

athletic in a trim way. His clothes were genuine cotton, well 

cut, starched and white. He must have been rich. 

―I‘m heading out soon though,‖ I added. 

The man shrugged. ―Don‘t let me stop you. I like to make a 

habit of checking on merchants before they leave: you always get 

the best deals that way.‖ 

I turned back to Lamontagne. ―Wise man.‖ 

―It‘s been said. You must have travelled far. I don‘t 

recall seeing your face before.‖ 

―I have a very forgettable face.‖ 

―Oh, I don‘t know about that.‖ The man laughed and even 

that carried an edge of arrogance. ―Mind if I look? Won‘t be a 

moment and I‘d hate to miss out.‖ 

I shrugged. ―Knock yourself out,‖ I said. I pretended to 

occupy myself with adjusting the saddle. 

The man knelt and started riffling through one of the bags 

not yet loaded onto the cart. He didn‘t look for long. ―Crap, 

crap… more crap. You‘re living in the past, my friend. Which, I 
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have to say confuses me a bit.‖ And then suddenly he stopped, 

sat back on his haunches and regarded me with cold eyes. 

Fear shot through me like a knife. 

―Little young to be a merchant aren‘t you?‖ he asked, his 

eyes glittering with malice. Oh shit. Without meaning to, I took 

a step back. 

―I didn‘t know there was an age limit…‖ I took another step 

back and added, ―You buying anything or not?‖ 

―No.‖ He grinned at me, revealing a row of small, pearly 

teeth. ―But then, you already know that.‖ And then I felt it for 

sure: a sickly sweet tingle in the air around him; the taint of 

aum-work laced into the ether like fine gossamer strands. You‘re 

a fool, you‘re a fool, I berated myself. Why didn‘t you notice 

straight away? 

I took another step back – and suddenly I had my back to 

the wall and Lamontagne‘s swishing tail beside me.  

―You‘re So‘jan. Aren‘t you?‖ 

―Yes,‖ he said. ―Third Gen.‖ 

Oh shit, shit, shit, shittity, shit, shit… 

I stood there frozen. Terror clawed at my spine. 

―Better run, little ferret,‖ the god simpered and, like a 

greyhound from the traps, I bolted from those stables. 

# 

I plummeted through the city. Across roads and streets, 

through winding alleys and flagstoned courtyards, the world was 
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a frenzied blur around me. I don‘t know how long I ran: time 

works differently when you work the aum and in that moment, I 

was pumping it with every ounce of strength I could muster. 

Streets flashed by with every laboured footfall. The wind was a 

torrent of air in my face.  

The old Lays returned to me from some unknown part of my 

mind. The Lay of Celerity had my metabolism shooting through the 

roof. Occularisation, and I felt myself shimmer and fade from 

view. Delusionment and Inversion, designed to scatter my jiva 

and throw my pursuer off the scent. They were ugly, slap-dash 

Lays: the aum squealed in protest and my legs rattled beneath me 

as though I were running on air, but I forced myself onwards, 

all the while rebuking myself: How could you have been so 

stupid? Idiot! How could you let your guard down here of all 

places? 

Again and again, I drew on the aum. I pushed away the air 

ahead of me so that I ran through a vacuum devoid of resistance. 

I channelled the song into my lungs and heart. I flooded my body 

with adrenaline and clasped my panoply tight.  

And it was all, every Lay of it, useless.  

I felt my pursuer casting behind me. I spun away just in 

time to see a nearby wall explode in a ball of rotten timber. 

Splinters flew like daggers. People shrieked nearby. 

I barely had time to turn away.  
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Then whoosh, blink, the road ahead of me jolted and 

cracked. I turned away, slipped, righted myself, ran down a 

winding side street, the aum dogging my heels like squibs. My 

feet pounded through the gloom and I felt him hovering at the 

entrance to the alley behind me, his presence a blistering halo 

of aum-work at the edge of my awareness. 

This was it; I was going to meet my end down some unnamed 

side-street in Telmúsha. I fled, waiting even as I ran for the 

hit to come that would end this miserable existence… I imagined 

wards converging in on our position as we moved: an army of 

monks armed to the teeth with flint-lock and sword and this 

So‘jan in the alleyway, aiming right at me… 

But he didn‘t release and suddenly, I was out the other 

side, back into the main streets – the open city once again. The 

crowds thinned out, then disappeared completely. Trees and 

underbrush slid in to replace the glistening concrete and 

slowly, by degrees, I found myself slowing. There was no way I 

could escape the man out here. 

It was a park, or at least I think it used to be one 

anyway. It was an area of broken tarmac and scattered vegetation 

long overgrown. Tall cedar trees lined the main pathway, their 

branches barren of leaves, their roots shrouded with a beard of 

over-grown bracken. I‘d been herded, I realised, drawn out into 

the open and led here like some pathetic sheep. 
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And with that realisation, I staggered to a halt, the aum 

dropping away from me like a sigh. A moment later, and the aum 

tremors hit me like a blunt object so that I gasped and fell to 

my knees right there in the dust. I felt the man approaching 

behind me. The sun was a thin slither on the horizon and I 

remember being faintly annoyed by that: I‘d planned to leave 

long before nightfall. My pursuer drew up slowly behind me, his 

leather boots dragging through the splintered stone. ―You‘re out 

of practise,‖ a voice called out, but it was a different voice 

that spoke. A female voice.  

I turned to see them both standing there, their backs to 

the sun so that I had to squint to make them out. I saw them 

better with my second sight, their jivas chiming with shared 

amusement as they crossed the space between us.  

I backed off, dragging my body through the mud. My limbs 

trembled with exertion. ―Stay away!‖ I called. And then, because 

I couldn‘t think of anything else to say, I added, ―I-I‘m no 

threat to you… I‘m not a god!‖ 

Surprisingly, they both stopped. The woman looked at the 

man who shrugged and fell away. The woman turned back to me and 

her voice was suddenly light and filled with merriment. ―No, of 

course you‘re not. I keep forgetting that.‖ 

There was something familiar about that voice… and that 

stance too. The way she held her hands together in front of her. 
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The stiff, demure elegance of her gown. The taste of her jiva in 

the air. It was almost like…  

No… that was impossible. 

―Who are you?‖ I challenged suddenly. My body screamed with 

fatigue. ―You owe me that much at least.‖ 

It was a childish dare made even worse by the fact that in 

that moment, all I could think about was Carl and how different 

things would have been if I hadn‘t saved him on the road. I‘d be 

a hundred miles away by now, wrestling with my conscience, sure, 

but safe and sound and alive and considerably richer than now. 

My blood boiled with resentment.  

The woman didn‘t answer straight away. She drew closer and 

I‘ll confess, I couldn‘t bear it. I looked away as the two of 

them stood above me and spoke in whispers over my head. 

―Are you sure he‘s worth it?‖ the man asked. ―He was 

probably the easiest catch I‘ve ever made.‖ 

―He‘s survived 40 years in the misa, Jacques: not even you 

could do that.‖ 

Jacques… somehow the name was fitting. 

―Yeah, by running away!‖ Jacques scoffed. ―They say a man 

goes mad he spends too long in the misa. They say you meet your 

soul out in the murk.‖ 

The woman sniffed to show exactly what she thought of that 

and turned her attention back to me. She crouched before me and 
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her jiva radiated off her, so tantalisingly familiar that it was 

all I could do not to start weeping right there.  

Not this, please not this. Death, resignation, anything, 

but not this. 

―I‘m telling you Elzi – the guy ain‘t worth it. There‘s 

plenty other sell-swords you could‘a got for half the effort – 

history don‘t mean jack right now. You know that.‖ 

Elzi… 

―Kye,‖ she said. 

―Please. Not this.‖  

―Kye, look at me.‖ She spoke quietly, but there was an 

emphasis on the ‗me‘ that I couldn‘t ignore. Because I‘d heard 

that voice a thousand times before, and I‘d felt that jiva, and 

I‘d smelt that scent. I‘d brushed my soul against hers in the 

quiet of the night. I‘d told her that I loved her. 

Please. Not this. 

I raised my eyes and lo – there she was. Unchanged by the 

years and just as young and beautiful as the last time I‘d seen 

her: as the day she‘d died. 

―Elizabeth.‖ 

―Hello Kye. I hope you realise how difficult you are to 

track down these days.‖ And then she smiled — that same radiant 

smile I once told her was the most beautiful part of her body. 

Those same fulsome lips I used to trace with my finger in the 

darkness; the same almond eyes that had watched me undress 
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countless times. She nodded and bit her bottom lip, as though to 

speak right then would be to ruin this strangely incandescent 

moment between us. 

But words did slip out all the same. ―I guess I‘ve got some 

explaining to do.‖ 

I just nodded. Then my nod became a shake and my hand 

trailed out to touch her face and trace the line of her cheek. 

It trembled. ―T-this isn‘t possible.‖ 

She brushed my hand away. ―I‘m afraid it is. Come; let‘s 

get out of the rain.‖ 

It was raining? I got to my feet slowly. 

―It‘s been a long time.‖ 

―Forty years, four months. Sixteen days.‖ 

She nodded. If she was surprised at my exact number, she 

didn‘t show it. ―A long time.‖ 

And then she chuckled slightly, staring into the depths of 

my eyes and smiling as though I, the world and everything in it 

were just one big joke: one she‘d only just got.  

Elizabeth… the long taboo word slid from my stale lips. My 

mind reeled with the shock of it.  

She was really here. I could see her; I could touch her… 

I‘d cried for this woman, mourned for her, but this was no 

illusion. There was no aum-work being wielded here and I was not 

being tricked. This was Elizabeth: the woman I‘d loved. And she 

wasn‘t here to kill me. 
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Was this a dream? 

She helped me to my feet, brushed me down as I caught my 

breath. I stood unsteadily on my feet as the last of the aum 

righted itself around me and the man who had chased me here – 

Jacques – skulked around us like some smirking alley-cat. This 

can‘t be happening. 

But it was. It really was. 

And Elizabeth took my arm and said, ―Come Kye, please. I 

don‘t want to be your enemy.‖ I didn‘t argue. 

And I know, I know that I should have put two and two 

together even then. Carl and the sudden failing of his waystone 

right in front of me. Me entering Telmúsha for the first time in 

decades only to be conveniently found by this man and hounded 

across the city just to be in this place, at this time, with 

this person. I should have realised the convenience of it all. 

But I didn‘t. And I couldn‘t. Because in that moment, all I 

could see was this ghost from my past and all I could think was, 

―How?‖ And the only possible answer had me quivering with fear. 

And the fear left me stupid. 


