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“Have we lost them?” Lyris panted as she and her father threw themselves in through the kitchen door of a randomly selected house, and then shot the bolts across on it.

Shouts of drunken and enraged sailors echoed down the narrow back streets of Maribar, but none came down their particular alleyway. 

“I think so,” Gabor answered, and went to sink down on a rough chair to catch his breath. “We’ll give it while, though, before we try to get back to the house. Let’s give them time to get further away and a bit more insensible.”

It was a tactic they’d had to use far too many times in the last fortnight already, and it was one which galled Gabor considerably. What was the use of finally getting to be the ruler of the Duchy of Palma in your own right, instead of as regent for your useless brother, only to find that you could no longer command a single thing? Yet here they were, stuck in the capital of their trading rivals, the Vyatic Republic, which had been deserted by everyone who was anybody, and leaving behind only those sailors who had jumped ship and were leading as much of a scavenging life as they were.

Those sailors were a danger far beyond anything Gabor had expected. He had only once tried to order a band of them to help them by calling on his old authority, and it had been a shocking discovery to have the half-soused men fall about in tipsy laughter and then make a lunge at them, all the while shouting filthy suggestions at his daughter. That time they had only narrowly escaped, and simply because a couple of the front men had tripped in their wine-fuelled haze, causing those behind to tumble over them and block the narrow street they were on. Shaken and dismayed, Gabor and Lyris had waited another couple of days before they had dared venture out again, and then had proceeded with far more caution.

When they had first met up with one another again two weeks ago, in the basement belonging to the second of Gabor’s daughters, Clymestris, Gabor had thought to find some amenable and trustworthy owner of a modest boat who would ferry them away from the Republic for a price. He had been under no illusions that such an escape would cost him dearly, but now he knew he had been naive beyond words to even think of it in the first place. What foolishness had it been to think that any promissory note playing on the duchy’s good name would have validity here? 

There weren’t even any ‘good and kindly captains’ around – not even of small fishing vessels – much less ones who would help, not even for any price. They had all scattered smartly at the first sign of trouble, and all of the bigger guild vessels had sailed out of the harbour on whatever strange mission it was that had had them stripping their fine houses of even the furniture. All that were left were the absolute dregs of Vyatic society, and for the first time in his privileged life, Gabor was discovering just how dangerous such lowlifes could be.

He and Lyris had started off hoping to make a base at the home of his oldest daughter, Beatricci, unwilling to leave Beatricci’s body alone in a house which had hardly been securely locked up. However, two things soon drove them out. The first was Beatricci herself, for as nature took over, the smell from her slowly decaying corpse up in the grand first floor bedroom somehow seemed to percolate throughout the whole house, and there was no escaping from it. The other was the very accessibility that had enabled Gabor and Lyris to get in through the front doors. They had barricaded those as best they could now, given the lack of movable heavy furniture to push in front of them, but neither of them was under any illusion as to how easily the double doors could be forced open – that was if one of the marauding bands of cutthroats didn’t simply hoist a few men up through one of the ornate windows which could be easily breached, and slit their throats that way.

And so they had reluctantly departed and headed back to the home of Clymestris, knowing already that her husband, Sandro Castellatti, had done a much more effective job of closing up his house before escaping to who knew where. Having been imprisoned there until Gabor had freed her, Lyris was reluctant to go back, but as Gabor pointed out sternly, they had no other option. Sandro was long gone, and knowing that he had never been a man of action, the chances were that he had issued orders to his captains, and had then taken what remained of his family off to their summer house much farther south along the coast at Junisor. 

However, Sandro hadn’t risen to be the most recently elected head of the guilds without a good dose of cunning, and of his two remaining sons-in-law, Gabor would have put money on it being Sandro Castellatti who survived this whole disaster rather than Beatricci’s widower, Waldens Emronna. Therefore they would be very careful to leave no clue as to just who had found shelter there, and emptied the kitchen stores in their hour of need – Sandro didn’t need to know of it and then demand reparation of them if he ever returned.

Lyris might also have been married off to one of the high-ranking guildsmen of the Republic, but she had never lived over here, insisting that she continue to live in the Duchy, and so there was no house of her own to retreat to here. Indeed, Lyris had visited Maribar far fewer times than Gabor had, and it had become rapidly clear that she would be of no help in scouting the streets, having no clue as to where she was most of the time. Not that Gabor was conversant with the alleys and dingy backstreets they had to skulk along these days, but at least if he could get a glimpse into one of the finer squares every so often, he had a reasonable idea of which way they were going.

And scout they had to, for although the Castellattis’ kitchens had still had plenty of dried supplies in them against the time when the family returned, fresh fruit and vegetables, not to mention any fish or meat that hadn’t already been heavily salted to preserve it, was in very short supply. Both Lyris and Gabor had found it a shock to discover how much they had taken the appearance of fresh fruit and vegetables at their dinner table for granted. Nor had they ever had to reckon with the speed with which such things degraded and began rotting if not eaten within days of being brought in from where they had been grown – and none of the peasant farmers further inland from Maribar were risking coming into the city after it had been visited by that awful incarnation of the Gift, the gryphe. 

And belatedly it sank in with Gabor that another reason why the farmers wouldn’t be coming any time soon was that there was nobody here to pay them for their goods. For once, those folk who slaved from dawn to dusk to tend the market garden plots surrounding Maribar would be eating the fruits of their labours in a very literal sense, and relishing delicacies which normally they never got to taste, unless they were bruised or crushed and not fit for some guildsman’s dinner table.

“How are we ever going to get out of here?” Lyris whimpered miserably in the gloom of their refuge. “Are we just going to slowly starve to death?”

Gabor just managed to stop himself from snapping at her not to be so stupid as he was jolted into the realisation that she had seen what he had not – there was only so long that even the dried supplies were going to last, and what would they do then? Where could they go? Neither of them had a clue about handling a boat, not even one of the small ones left in the harbour, so it would have to be inland. But that would mean walking, and Gabor had to admit that he was no longer the soldier he’d once been, and even then he’d ridden everywhere, not marched.

“This island isn’t that big,” Lyris was continuing. “You could lose it four times over in Dushan,” which was the main island of their duchy, “and there isn’t so much as a hill, let alone a mountain we could hide in if the Khol-Reyne send another gryphe. What are we going to do, Father?”

“Get back to our safe house!” Gabor declared firmly. “That’s quite enough to be worrying about for now. These bands of ruffians are getting more desperate and bolder. We can’t afford to become distracted, Lyris!” But in his heart he knew she was right. Two weeks of dodging in the shadows had got them nowhere. They would have to be more decisive; because nothing was surer than that their hiding place was going to be found sooner rather than later.

They were both too exhausted to think straight by the time they got back that night, having had to dodge two more roving bands of looters, and enduring another long wait in the shadows when they thought a third group might succeed in their attempt to batter their way into their house. The men were hammering at the well-secured front door, but various of their number kept prowling around the back too, and Gabor and Lyris didn’t dare make a run for the servants’ door when the key they had was stiff and hard to turn in the lock. They finally got inside, relocked the door, and then dragged a heavy trunk across the back of the door, wedging it in the corner against the wall as an extra precaution against forced entry. But both felt it would be wise to sleep up in the servants’ bedrooms that night, and with a window open so that they would hear any attempts to break in. If the worst happened and someone gained access, they would have to spend the night up on the roof, wedging the skylight shut and hoping that whoever it was left in the morning so that they could flee.

Luckily that didn’t happen, and the following morning they brewed up a hot drink on the tiny fireplace in the main dormitory bedroom they had shared, then took their drinks up onto the roof. From here they could look out over the roofs of the other grand houses around here to the harbour.

“I don’t see any sign of the Republic’s ships coming back,” Lyris sighed. “Sattada help me, but I’d even be glad to see one of my cursed in-laws at the moment.” That all by itself was an indication of the depths of her despair, because it was the first time Gabor had ever heard her say anything positive about any of the Tabins, not just her late husband, Kese.

“I fear we’re going to have to take our chances in a boat, despite the dangers,” Gabor sighed, feeling no more optimistic than her. “Do you think you could remember the route you came by with Rufus and Elias?” Lyris’ look of blank incomprehension squashed that faint hope even as she asked,

“Why?”

By the gods, when had Lyris turned into the kind of vacuous female her older sisters had been? “Because you said that Mark had managed to strike some kind of deal with the Narwal Horde,” he said with sarcastic patience. “So they might just help us, no?”

Lyris’ eyes snapped wide open. “Oh no! No, I’m not getting cosy with Old Rancid! Not for anything!”

Gabor lost the last of his restraint and grabbed her by her arm, giving her a hard shake. “Stupid girl! Wake up! He worships the ground you walk on! That’s way better than anyone else around here! He won’t try and kill us. And if I’ve managed to make anything of that tangle you told me, he’s kept his word on everything he’s promised so far, and in particular to Rufus and Mark. So he might ...he really might ...keep us safe until he can get us to them.”

Lyris backed off, rubbing her arm and pouting. There it was again, someone else who had changed their mind and now thought that Mark, the impostor who was pretending to be her cousin Marcus and the rightful duke of Palma, was the answer to all of their ills. But they hadn’t been on the rough edge of Mark’s temper as she’d been, she thought bitterly. They’d soon think differently if they had. For once again Lyris had found it impossible to believe that she had behaved so very badly towards those who had tried to help her. And in that process, she had gradually worked her way round to believing she was the maligned innocent in all that had happened over the last few months. Her version of the truth was a far cry from everyone else’s in reality, but she steadfastly refused to face it.

However, whatever row had been building between her and her father was suddenly cut short as Gabor shot to his feet and gasped, “What’s that?” pointing out to sea with a trembling finger.

There on the horizon was one of the huge red sails which proclaimed the approach of one of the Vyatic galleys.

“Quick! Grab your things! We must get downstairs and to a boat!”

“A boat?” Lyris squeaked as Gabor propelled her down the narrow stairs at a frightening rate. “Father, you don’t even know how to steer one!”

“Gods, girl! How hard can it be? ...Anyway, the wind is coming off the land at the moment. All we have to do is get the sail up and it will take us in their direction.”

“Sail ...right.” Lyris wasn’t convinced, but realising that her father was going, with or without her, she snatched her pack as she was towed past it, and then blinked as they plunged out into the bright early morning sunshine.

From past experience they knew that this early on they were safe from the worst of the marauding bands. Those men would still be in drunken stupors in whichever guildsman’s wine cellars they had spent the night. And so they ran with careless abandon down the deserted streets and out onto the quays.

“That one!” Gabor declared, spotting a small boat with a larger mast than most of its size.

The craft rocked alarmingly as they clambered aboard, especially as Gabor recklessly cast off all of the ropes before throwing himself into it.

“Get the sail up!” he commanded Lyris. “Come on, girl! Those ropes – undo them!”

Fumbling at the unfamiliar knots, the two of them managed to get the lashings holding the furled sail undone, and then Gabor found the rope which pulled the sail up the mast and managed to hoist it up to its full height. As soon as the sail topped the edge of the quay, the small boat was whipped around, and for an awful moment they began careering dangerously towards the opposite stone quay.

Panicking, Gabor pulled on one of the other ropes attached to the sail, and more by luck than judgement managed to angle the sail so that it dragged the boat off on another tack. They still grazed something stone beneath the water as they shot past the end of the quay far too close for comfort, and both of them looked down at the bottom in horror, half expecting to see water start gushing in. Mercifully it couldn’t have been any worse than a scrape, the boat remained watertight, and they were soon moving at speed out into the channel which separated Maribar from the Tyhrion Sea.

“Do you think we’re on course for that ship?” Gabor asked with an anxious frown.

“You’re asking me? Wouldn’t it have been an idea to think about that before we left?”

“And risk them?” Gabor retorted, pointing backwards, and turning to look, Lyris saw a group of rough men staggering along the quay they had left, all shaking their fists at them and shouting things she was glad she couldn’t hear.

Heaving a sigh, Lyris realised that she had to try and make something of this reckless dash of theirs and scrutinised the rapidly receding town. “I think that red roof with the strange weathervane is the one that was off to our left when we were on the roof,” she said. Paused and squinted hard, then added, “And that white house with the copper cupola was on the other corner of the same square as Clymestris’ house – although you never saw the cupola unless you were up there level with it, so I never noticed it much before we went up on the roof. If we keep in line with that and the other one just to the side, I’d guess that we’re probably going in the same line we were looking in.”

“You see? You can do it when you try,” Gabor told her waspishly. It was such faint praise it left Lyris wholly underwhelmed, but since there was nothing she could do now but hang on to the rocking boat, there was little point in arguing back.

How long they kept the small craft plunging on was hard to tell, and soon they were both soaked through from the spray. The only blessing was that on such a shallow sea as this there were no great waves to capsize them, nor strong tides to fall foul of. The wind was enough of a challenge, though, for it gradually changed direction the further out they got, and for one awful moment it seemed like it would actually start taking them back the way they had come. By then they had long got past trying to navigate in any way, Gabor’s main struggle being just to keep them from capsizing.

It was therefore something of a shock to realise that they could suddenly hear something else over the flapping and cracking of their own sail, and turning to look to their right they saw the galley coming up on them fast, oars flashing in the early afternoon sun as it bore down on them.

“Help me get the sail down!” Gabor gasped. “Don’t let it drop into the water or we’ll sink!”

He undid the rope holding the sail up and let it drop a few feet, swearing furiously as the rope burned his palms as it slid through them. As the sail dropped, Lyris fumbled to gather the sodden canvas into the centre of the boat. There was no way that she was even going to try and furl it properly as she’d seen sailors do. As one woman on her own she knew she didn’t have the strength for that. But at least their own progress was slowing, and when Gabor had wrapped the sleeves of his coat around his hands and managed to lower the sail down to at least halfway, they came very close to stopping altogether.

“Ho, there!” a voice called out from the galley, which with remarkable precision had not only furled its sail, but had brought itself alongside them with its oars. “Who are you? Do you need help?”

Suddenly Gabor realised it might not be a good idea to say straight out who they were, and called back, “We’re escaping from Maribar! Just me and my daughter. There’s none left but drunks and rogues! Please, help us!”

There was no reply, but a flurry of movement at the galley’s side turned out to be sailors with boat hooks, and as the oars on the other side edged the galley closer, they reached out and snared their boat, bringing it tight into the galley’s side towards the back and beyond its oars on this side. Too relieved to be choosy for once, Lyris was glad to take the rough paw of a sailor and let him haul her up to where others reached down and lifted her bodily onto the galley’s low, central deck. Only when she and Gabor were safely on board, did the sailors part and a finely dressed man stepped forward to meet them.

Facing into the sun they couldn’t see him properly, and so it came as an almighty shock when a familiar voice said,

“Lyris ...and Duke Gabor, well, well, fancy finding you here! So you survived after all.”

“Sandro?” Gabor gasped, but his surprise was nothing compared to Lyris’ horror at finding herself once more at the mercy of the brother-in-law who had locked her in his house and then abandoned her.

Sandro was clearly astonished too. “How ever did you get out?” he asked.

“I freed her,” Gabor snapped. “What were you thinking, eh? She’s not one of your scullery maids to be used and then tossed aside at your whim!”

“No, she isn’t,” Sandro riposted with a sneer, “but after my insane slut of a wife turned out to have been consorting with whoever sent that gryphe, I wasn’t taking any chances.”

“The Khol-Reyne took her?” Gabor just about managed to refrain from adding the ‘too’ which had been on the tip of his tongue. No need to let Sandro know the depths of his own guilt.

“The Khol-Reyne? Oh don’t be ridiculous! Some imposters pretending to be them, no doubt, but not them. It couldn’t be – they must have died decades ago, if they even lived that long.”

Gabor forced himself to haul himself up to his full height and assume an air of dignity he was far from feeling. “And yet I assure you that that’s precisely who they are. I have no idea how they’ve survived this long, and neither did Rufus Sionnach. Yet they did, and now they have some crazed idea of taking back the kingdom they thought of as theirs. I’m told that they think that someone deliberately caused the great sea flood which drowned Tyhrion City, and are set on having their revenge on whoever that is.”

“But that’s lunacy!” Sandro snorted, and got cut off by Gabor before he could rant on.

“Yes! It is! But sanity isn’t their main attribute at the moment. So if I were you, Sandro, I’d stop trying to take out your losses on my family, and wake up to the fact that unless we do something we’ll all be slaves to the Khol-Reyne before too long.”

“Slaves? Oh don’t be ridic...”

“...They have the Gift!” Gabor snarled. “All of it! Not just the pathetic dribble that my late brother professed to possess! That’s why they’ve managed to reactivate the beasts.”

“And that’s why,” Lyris interrupted, “I was stuck in that bloody beast’s claws on the night when I pleaded for your help and all you did was crap yourself!”

Gabor groaned. That really hadn’t been a tactful thing to remind Sandro of, even if it was the truth – especially when Sandro’s crew were standing around them and listening avidly. She had just publicly humiliated their saviour, and for one horrible moment Gabor feared that Sandro would simply shove them back on their little boat and leave them spitting salt water in his wake as he left them for dead.

Instead, Sandro turned a strange colour. Gabor wasn’t to know that her words had brought that night flooding back in vivid hues in Sandro’s mind’s eye, and he was recalling just how powerful that gryphe had been. Almost worst had been that gods-awful storm that followed which had torn through the city. At the time he’d just been glad that the gryphe had sunk beneath the waves, but then to see it come stalking out of the depths on the nearby beach just a day later had been another gut-wrenching experience.

That it had then stomped its way up the high street and into the central square, sitting there swivelling its stone head back and forth, and with those eerie eyes watching, had been too much for the guildsmen even if it had said nothing. Ships had been packed with even greater speed, sails had been set, and the wealth of the Republic had set sail for the home of its old Duchy rivals, Staer-Dushan. As the captains had taken the great ships north and west, those families with pleasure craft had set sail for the string of towns on the scarp edge of the Cherson Mountains where they had their summer homes, and that was where Sandro had sent Clymestris. She was in chains and with trusted servants ordered to keep her that way, imprisoning her in the cellars once they arrived at the villa.

But Sandro himself wanted revenge, and he wanted to make sure that he didn’t come out of this as some penniless beggar – for despite everything that had happened, there was a part of him that wanted it all to be part of some elaborate scam being perpetrated on the Republic, and one which would blow over in a few months in some way. And so he had set out with his captains, but keeping one galley back for his own use. If Staer-Dushan was a dangerous place to be at the moment, it didn’t mean that other ports in the duchy were, and Sandro had been planning on a little looting and pillaging as compensation, while his fellow guildsmen grovelled to whoever was pulling off this grand trick.

There was also the matter of him being the head of the guilds. Sandro had no intention of being the token hostage handed over to anyone just because he held that title. They could forget that! None of his fellow dealers in luxuries and lies were going to feed him to the sharks to save their own skins when they got to Staer-Dushan, that he had vowed, and the best way to prevent that was for him to simply not be there when that encounter between the guildsmen and the tricksters took place. Moreover, any promises or deals made in his name when he hadn’t been present were ones he could legitimately (in his mind) refuse in any way to honour.

Yet hearing Duke Gabor, of all people, say that these really were the feared head priests of ancient times, no matter how bizarre that might sound, brought a whole new fear to Sandro.

“If it is the Khol-Reyne,” he found himself saying with as much calm as he could muster, “they must be weakening by now, surely?”

Yet Gabor was shaking his head in denial even before Sandro had finished.

“No, they’re getting stronger,” Gabor said firmly, then thought to go on the offensive. “What are you doing, Sandro, defying them? Are you prepared for a gryphe to come and land on your deck? They could, you know! They have the power to propel those cursed things this way. So what’s made you take such a risk?”

His normally superior son-in-law gave a sickly smile. “I was going to Drava.” He wasn’t going to tell Gabor that he’d been going there to steal what he could – even as a refugee Gabor wasn’t a man to rile like that!

Unfortunately for him, even after all he’d been through, Gabor wasn’t daft enough to miss the implications of that.

“Drava? ...Really!” Gabor drawled. “So you’d have no objection to us travelling with you, then?” and enjoyed seeing Sandro squirm as he realised he’d been rumbled. “Arriving with the duke would earn you some reward, wouldn’t it?” and smiled wolfishly.

“The duke ...yeees,” Sandro sighed mournfully, knowing that the only other way out would be to kill Gabor and Lyris, and when his whole crew knew who they were, the chances of them keeping their mouths shut forever was nil. All it would take would be for one of them to open his drunken mouth somewhere where that bloody man Sionnach could hear of it, and Sandro would be looking over his shoulder for the rest of his life, of that he was sure. For Gabor’s leader of his army was one of the few men who truly frightened Sandro, with his unflinching and incorruptible honour and courage, and almost worse, his selflessness and loyalty to those he fought with.

Sandro was no military man. He didn’t understand such men, and worse, until this current crisis he had rather looked down on them as fools who were good for sending into dangerous situations you wouldn’t send someone better into, but not much more. Someone else was always in the danger zone out in the field when he made some voracious attack on a fellow trader or seizing a cargo. But here he was force to recognise that he wasn’t experienced enough at these kinds of do-or-die decisions to deal with what currently faced him, or to face down such a man in the field. So now his guts were churning, and the way Gabor was fixing him with a gimlet stare was doing nothing to help him think his way out of the situation.

Gabor, on the other hand, hadn’t felt so alive in years – probably not since he and Rufus had fought off the Narwal Horde for the last time all those years ago. And all of his re-emerging instincts when it came to tactics were telling him to push Sandro hard now, not leave him time to think and wriggle, because he knew the man could be as slippery as a snake if given half a chance.

“So you will take us home!” Gabor ordered him, and was gratified to see Sandro wilt. At last, things were going their way!
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If the passage across to the western end of the island of Dushan was less than comfortable due to the rocking motion of the boat, for Lyris and Gabor it felt almost luxurious. They had part of Sandro’s capacious cabin set aside for their personal use, and he didn’t stint himself when away from home. There was also the blessed relief of not having to look over their shoulders at every turn, and both of them took advantage of the chance to catch up on much needed sleep. They weren’t foolish enough to go and spend time up on deck, though. A hurried conference the first time they were alone had Gabor convincing Lyris that it would be too easy for Sandro to tip one of them overboard, and then conveniently not notice they were gone until it was too late to turn the galley back to search for them.

“If he thinks he can get rid of us, he will,” Gabor told her firmly, “so let’s stay down here and rest – and be careful what you eat! If it comes from the sailors’ common pot it’ll be fine, but don’t risk any dainties that snake tries to charm you with, because I wouldn’t put it past him to try and poison you.”

“Me? Why not you?” Lyris had protested.

“Because he thinks you’re the one in collusion with the Khol-Reyne just as Clymestris was,” Gabor snapped back. “And don’t even think of trying to feather your nest with him by spinning him tales of what happened to me back at home. That won’t save you, you know. You’re the one he saw with the gryphe, and I suspect that somewhere in that mire of a mind of his, he’s painted you as being partly at fault for his humiliation in front of the other guildsmen.”

“It wasn’t! How could I be at fault?”

“Well I wouldn’t push your luck trying to find out, or I hope you can swim from here to Dushan!”

Lyris had shut up then. Gabor knew he’d been hard on her, but he was beginning to see why Rufus and Mark had seemingly lost all patience with her – she really didn’t think things through fully. It wasn’t wholly her fault, he knew that. She’d spent her whole life in and around the palace of Al-dushara, and in that setting she’d been a boon to him. The problem was that Lyris couldn’t adapt. She couldn’t transfer the skills she’d had which had made her so adept at outmanoeuvring courtiers, or handling visiting dignitaries and finding out much needed information, to this very different situation. And Sandro was just as easily handled out here as in the duchy’s courts if you remembered what sort of gutless, conniving little rat he was beneath the fancy clothes. Yet once out of her comfort zone, Lyris defaulted to being a needy child, and that made her a burden to Gabor, not an ally.

And so while the slaves at the oars gave their all for Sandro’s captain, Lyris reclined on the bunk bed and looked bored. Gabor, however, was determined to use his time more productively. The cabin they were in had a large window looking out from the tall ‘castle’ area at the rear of the galley, and Gabor scoured the view as he thought furiously. It certainly made him ask Sandro when he came back down to the cabin as night fell,

“Why did you come into the inner channel if you were making for Dushan from your house in Junisor? Surely it would have been faster to take the outside coast of the Vyatic islands from the start?”

Sandro had given one of the sly smiles which had annoyed Gabor from the moment he had met the man as his proposed son-in-law in the Vyatic guilds’ high chamber.

“I had no wish for my fellow guildsmen to see me,” Sandro declared, sticking his nose in the air in what he no doubt thought was an inscrutable air of secrecy.

“You mean you didn’t want some sharp-eyed lookout to suddenly call ‘hey, there’s one of ours buggering off!’ you mean?”

Sandro’s air turned rather more sickly, and Gabor knew he’d read the man right again, continuing with, “So you came up the back channel, then? Would I be right in guessing, though, that you didn’t want to risk passage through Guildsman’s Bay? And why was that?”

Without hesitation Sandro stabbed the finger of blame Lyris’ way. “Well that’s where she came from with that bloody gryphe, wasn’t it! She told me so herself!”

Stung into defending herself, Lyris snapped back, “I said I was carried that way! I never said I chose it! Lamia ‘venge me, Sandro, how many more times do I have to tell you that the beast had me captive? I didn’t land it in your precious bloody square! It chose that all by itself – or whoever was speaking through it did. And for your information they asked me and I couldn’t tell them where your men of power were, because I’d never come that way before, and I didn’t know where we were until I saw Maribar appearing beneath me. And no, I didn’t direct it even then, because the cursed thing was holding me facing backwards, so get over it! I didn’t betray you!”

Not letting Sandro get his balance back, Gabor hammered in immediately with the question, “So did you cut through to the south of Maribar’s island just to avoid the gryphes? Or did you have something else in mind or to fear? Have you and your family cheated the good guildsmen of Majar-Cote or Majar-Tai, by any chance?”

“No!” Sandro spluttered, all indignation. He was blushing slightly though, and Gabor thought that if he hadn’t done something which had made an active enemy of the western guildsmen, then he equally wasn’t going to be welcomed in either township as a fellow trader, much less a friend.

“So were you coming back to do a bit of looting on your own behalf?” Gabor asked innocently. “Going to nip back in and relieve your enemies around the counting tables of whatever was left?”

That hit home rather more strongly going by the way Sandro turned a strange puce colour, but didn’t protest vigorously either.

“Gods, you’re a charmer,” Gabor sighed in disgust. He wanted to say more, a lot more, but he knew it wouldn’t be politic when they were so much at Sandro’s mercy just at the moment. It was good, though, to know just what a snake in the grass they were dealing with. When they got to Drava they would have to watch him like a hawk, because Gabor was now certain that if any chance arose, Sandro would abandon them or betray them without a second thought, and Gabor had had quite enough of being a prisoner for one lifetime.

For his part, Sandro was keeping away from his unexpected guests in order to do some serious thinking. Yes, he had been intending to loot the western ports of Dushan, but the kind of overt scavenging he had planned would now not be possible. On the other hand, if he dumped the pair of them as soon as possible, then he might be able to salvage something from this mess after all, and who could blame him if he left having returned the duke of Palma to his own lands? Yes, he thought with satisfaction, that would be what he would say if any of this ever came to light. 

Here he was, a Vyatic guildsman with his own boat, yes indeed, but what could one vessel hope to achieve? And Dushan wasn’t his homeland, was it? So he owed it no loyalty at all. In fact he’d be acting above and beyond his duties to a treacherous sister-in-law, and a father-in-law who had somehow carelessly misplaced his own army, by taking them anywhere near their home at all. The virtue would be all his – or at least that was how he had every intention of portraying things.

It took over a week for the galley to get to the first Dushan port, and to Gabor and Lyris’ surprise that was Hellas, for they hadn’t realised that galleys would need to put in for water so often – the duchy’s ships were purely sailing ships since they had long ago ceased having slaves for galleys. Yet if there was one thing the slaves at the oars couldn’t do without it was drinking water, and there was only so much room on board which could be given over to the huge water barrels. Consequently, the galley had pulled into a small cove on the northernmost of the Vyatic Islands and refreshed the water the first time. But then Sandro informed them that they could not cross straight over to Dushan, because even from the closest point between the Republic and the duchy it was four days’ rowing, and the galley could only carry three days’ worth of water. And so they had travelled first up the southern coast of the island of Drinja, calling in to what had once been the prosperous market town of Tarjan, and which was now thoroughly deserted since the coming of the Narwal Horde.

“How do you get on when the Horde are active?” Gabor asked. He had been careful not to let on that some sort of deal might have been struck between the Horde and the duchy by his impostor nephew, and he’d threatened Lyris with all sorts of grim punishments if she let that slip to Sandro. That was a secret he wanted to keep close. “Surely you don’t risk them seizing cargoes, or worse, boarding you and taking your oar-slaves?”

“We don’t come this way when we trade,” Sandro said with a superior sneer, hinting that Gabor was foolish for even asking, but Gabor was having none of his prevaricating.

“Well which way do you go, then?”

Sandro glared at him but answered, “We trade with Sinzeim, of course! Why would we come this way when there’s nobody here to pay for things?”

“Hmph,” Gabor grunted. “No, of course you wouldn’t miss out on trading a few more coins, would you! I don’t know why you bother putting up statues to the gods – you should just have a bloody big gold coin outside of the high guildhall in the middle of town, since that’s the only thing you lot worship!”

“No need to get nasty just because you’re not as successful,” Sandro riposted.

Gabor just about managed to bite his lip and not say what he was thinking, which was that such rampant greed would one day be the Republic’s undoing – and probably that day wasn’t so far away if he was any judge of the Khol-Reyne’s level of insanity. And if such rapacity was their only measure of success, then every last one of the guildsmen had it coming to them by the bucket-load. 

However, it was Sandro and his crew who had the greatest shock when they got close enough to see Hellas in any detail.

“What happened?” the rough captain gasped, so shocked as to stand open-mouthed at the sight of the devastated main gate into the town. “What could do that to those fortifications?”

“There’s nothing left of the place!” someone else said, as another was heard to say tellingly,

“What, by the gods, does the captain think we’re going to salvage from here? There’s no rich pickings here!”

Even Sandro was heard to gasp, “Unseni and Ratis, how did this happen? This wasn’t what I was expecting! Look at it! Not just the gates gone but the whole barbican ...and look at the town behind!”

Hellas and Drava had been repeatedly reinforced, because of all Dushan’s ports they faced the Narwal Horde, and even the most eccentric of Gabor’s predecessors had seen the necessity to pour money into their defences, or risked letting the Horde gain a foothold on the main island. Therefore the main gates into both Hellas and Drava had each been surrounded by a massive two-towered barbican, and the walls which surrounded the towns were both high and substantial. Now, though, the barbican here was nothing but a mound of rubble, the wall on either side had suffered severe damage, and there was a trail of destruction leading back from the gate which looked for all the world as though some malevolent god had pursed his lips and blown through the gates, knocking down everything in line with it back to half way through the town.

Gabor had been told by Lyris that Rufus believed that the destruction of the defences both at Hellas and Drava was down to a force quite separate to the Gift the Khol-Reyne wielded. Something called Power-fire, Lyris said Rufus had called it, and Gabor knew of that from long nights around camp fires spent talking to Rufus about his homeland’s past, and the battles they had fought. But hearing about it and seeing it were two totally different things, and even Gabor was awestruck. How had it managed to blast the gate out of existence? This wasn’t just gates blasted open, as he’d expected to see. The very stones had been pulverised in the central blast – and those stones had been from the toughest rocks in the whole region, not just from the island itself. No weapon they had here in this part of the world could do that, not even the southern city states’ new bronze cannons; not to fortifications like that.

“Now do you believe me that the Khol-Reyne are gaining strength?” Gabor said to Sandro.

It didn’t matter right now that in fact the wreckage was down to the person the Khol-Reyne had held prisoner, and who was currently at large again, although who knew where. Sandro had to be made to realise that his best interests currently lay in helping them, for Gabor was thinking more and more that he needed to get that bit farther north and try to make contact with Emperor Jeno. His former ally Jeno needed to know that the Horde was working with them now and had, with luck, disposed of the mercenaries who had been meant to come around to the rear of the army Jeno had assembled over the narrow strait between the duchy and the empire. And if that message was to get to Jeno in time to be anything like meaningful, Gabor knew he had to persuade Sandro to take them onwards, however galling that might be on a personal level.

Yet trying to steer Sandro was about as effective as getting a cat to walk on a leash. The bloody man’s mind never ran in a straight line, making obvious connections and coming to the reasonable conclusion any normal person would do. Such as now – what sane person would still insist on putting into the port? And yet that was just what Sandro was ordering his captain to do, declaring,

“There may yet be something left in the houses and cellars to make this journey worth our while.”

It was impossible to get a craft as big as the galley right in to the old quays, there was too much flotsam and jetsam which it couldn’t steer around, but the galley had a reasonable sized jolly boat swung up above its mid-section, and this was put down in the water, and a hand-picked group of men sent off to investigate. Knowing that it would look odd if they didn’t go up on deck now, Gabor and Lyris had joined Sandro up on the stern castle, and together they watched the small boat bob across the last few yards of the harbour, and make it to one of those flights of steps up onto the quays which hadn’t been damaged. Four of the sailors disappeared, clambering over the pile of rubble into the town, and were gone for what seemed like ages, but in fact wasn’t that long.

When they came back they seemed to be in a hurry, and they rowed back over at speed. As soon as they got back to the galley they were calling up in their rough, heavily accented voices, but even Lyris understood what they said this time,

“Tell Duke Gabor to come quickly! He has to see this!”

“See what?” Gabor demanded, but the men just kept beckoning him down into the boat.

Lyris wasn’t sure whether she should go down too, but one look across the deck to Sandro and she knew that she didn’t want to stay back here with him. Without her father her life would have no value to Sandro, and she feared Gabor had been right when he’d said that Sandro would make her swim home. So with as much grace as she could muster she clambered down the side of the galley and into the boat to sit alongside him.

As they got to the quay, two of the men who had gone into the town quickly ran back up the stairs and were beckoning to them.

“Come! This way, duke!” the one man called, and set off, nimble as a mountain goat, over the rubble and huge chunks of masonry which had once been the formidable gateway.

Hand in hand, Gabor and Lyris clambered after them.

“What in Alator’s name have they found?” Gabor muttered, already beginning to think that this was some sort of trap.

“In here!” the leading man said, pointing in through the open doorway of what had probably once been the guildhall, right in the centre of the only remaining side of the imposing square, which had once been the first place visitors to Hellas had seen.

However, Gabor was now smelling a rat about all of this.

“What’s in there?” he demanded.

“You must see!” the sailor insisted.

“See what? If someone is in there and hurt then we should get them back to the ship.” Not that Gabor thought for one moment that there was such a person, and it wasn’t lost on him that the man had led them straight to the one building where the door seemed to be intact.

“Inside! Inside!” the sailor insisted, gesturing furiously.

“After you, then,” Gabor said, politely waving the man onwards. “Show us! You go in first.”

The telltale flash of panic on the man’s face told Gabor that he’d been right to be suspicious, and suddenly the man turned on his heels and sprinted past them, running as if for his life back to the boat.

“Hey! Come back!” Lyris yelled, and began to run in pursuit, but the sailor had soon outpaced her.

“Don’t risk breaking a leg!” Gabor called in warning. “You won’t catch them.”

So this had been Sandro’s dirty little plan? He’d obviously had it partly in mind before he’d seen the devastation. Possibly he’d intended to lure them into some fine house, ply them with drugged wine, and then leave them behind that way. Now he’d just sent those sailors in to make a show of finding something, which in reality was simply someplace which could be securely locked or barred. And for his part, Gabor had known from the moment that they had been called to the boat that it would be better to get in of their own accord, rather than be knocked on the head and thrown in – at least they weren’t being left behind with one of them badly hurt, and they knew what was going on. In which respect it could have been worse, and at least they were on home ground now.

By the time the two of them had made it back to the quay they could see that the jolly boat was already practically back at the galley, and there on the quayside were two bundles which were clearly their possessions.

“How nice of him to send us our things,” Lyris said with withering sarcasm. “Such a thoughtful gesture ...I think not.”

Gabor patted her shoulder. “At least take heart from the fact that an arrant coward like Sandro still thinks that we have enough power and influence to make him wary of having anything of ours found in his possession, in case someone starts asking how come he has them. We have allies still, Lyris, we just have to find them.”

Looking about her Lyris wrinkled her nose dubiously. “That might not be so easy to do, Father. I don’t think there’s anyone left here, ally or otherwise.”

However, Gabor wasn’t so easily dismayed. “Well I wouldn’t really expect there to be. Truly, Lyris, if this was your home and you’d seen this done to it, would you hang around to see what came next? I wouldn’t! I’d be grabbing whatever I could carry and heading up into the hills where I could watch from a safe distance.”

Even Lyris could see the sense in that. No, she wouldn’t have hung around for a heartbeat; she’d have been running for the foothills of the main mountain range on Dushan as fast as her legs could carry her. But that meant that they were going to have to go there too, and she groaned at the thought of the long and wearying trek she was going to have to make again. She’d had enough of that with Mark and Rufus to last a lifetime, and yet here she was, having to do it all again, and belatedly she realised that this time she’d have to carry her own pack – there’d be no Elias to bat her eyelashes at and get to carry it for her. Nor would there be the detested person of Mark to spot when she fell behind; much less some convenient servant in the form of Rufus’ captains, like Theo, to actually carry her when she could go no further.

She looked at her father and sighed again. No, he wouldn’t carry her – he was going to have enough trouble keeping going himself. Yet in another of her fits of pique, far from feeling gratitude to those she had formerly been travelling with, Lyris’ mind began to twist her thoughts into blaming them. Why had they not listened to her? She had told them that they needed to find her father enough times, hadn’t she? What could possibly be so important up in the mountains with those awful Delven? All they were good for as a race was chipping things out of stone. They couldn’t possibly have the ability to come up with anything which would be tactically important, so why had Mark and Rufus, and even her one-time faithful shadow Elias, thought it so important to go there and listen to them?

And then another thing came back to her – the revelation that Prince Imry, the exiled co-regent of Triqlinia and duke of Sinzeim, had loved her mother and had nearly been her father. What had that been all about? Why had he said that he had loved her mother more than her real father had? And she looked at Gabor’s bedraggled figure and thought back to the still handsome figure Imry had cut the last time she had seen him, despite being in borrowed clothes and unshaven, and wondered what her mother could have possibly been thinking to turn him, a prince, down in favour of a mere duke’s brother, as Gabor had been then?

Oblivious to her ruminations, Gabor was chivvying her to pick up her bags and to start walking further into the town in search of what food might be salvageable, but Lyris was barely hearing him. And as he strode off in front of her, Lyris glowered at his back and started to feel sorry for herself all over again. What sort of father was he, anyway? He’d fallen prey to the Khol-Reyne rather too easily, Lyris thought, excusing the way that she had slipped so easily into their grasp by mentally painting herself as the frailer female who somebody should have been looking after. Well her father hadn’t been thinking of her when he’d made his pact with the Khol-Reyne back in Al-dushara, had he? Oh no! All he’d been thinking of, it seemed, was that he would be able to stop having to do all of the running of the duchy. But that was his duty, wasn’t it? Why throw it all away when he had others to consider – like herself!

And had he said even one word of thanks to her when she’d told him of how she had gone back into danger to return to the palace, and make sure that the duchy’s founding charter was re-hidden in a safe place, so that the Vyatic Republic couldn’t lay claim to it once this mess was all over? No, not a word! That she wouldn’t have then survived the attack by the remaining beasts in Al-dushara had it not been for her friends now slid from her mind, for it didn’t fit into Lyris’ desired version of events, where she was either the victim or the one person who saw things clearly yet wasn’t listened to. 

And curses, it was happening all over again, wasn’t it? Was Gabor listening to her now? No! After all she’d tried to tell him he was resolutely ploughing on with his daft plans, now suddenly showing the backbone and resolve he should have had months ago, but now being foolishly stubborn when he should be following her advice. It made Lyris scowled at his retreating figure and swear that as soon as she could go her own way she would, and leave this failure of a parent behind. If he wouldn’t put her safety and comfort first, then why should she help him?
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As Gabor and Lyris trudged their way out of Hellas they were spotted by the town’s fled residents, hidden away up beyond the fields in the trees which covered the foothills of the mountains.

“It looks like the Republic’s abandoned them,” one of the remaining leading men said to the small group with him, whose turn it was to watch the coast for any return of their persecutors. “We should go down and help them – they look more like victims than any danger. Whoever they are, they don’t look in good shape.”

However, one of the refugees from Staer-Dushan amongst them disagreed as the two got closer, and the sun caught their faces, making them more visible from a distance.

“No! Leave them!” he cautioned. “I don’t know who the man is,” because Gabor was substantially gaunter and looked far older now since the last time any of his subjects had seen him, “but I’d know her anywhere. That’s Duke Gabor’s spoilt brat of a daughter. She’s trouble, she is! They used to let her come down into the town with that court spy, Elias. Don’t know why – maybe she liked to think she was roughing it? The locals all knew who she was, but we had to pretend that we didn’t, but at the same time try and make sure no visiting sailor took a fancy to her and hauled her off into an alley to shag her arse off. Bloody nightmare it was! I wish that cursed guildsman of a husband of hers had had the balls to drag her screaming off to the Republic, but he never did. 

“No, lads, leave her. I wouldn’t trust her not to have made some deal with that ship that just left in order to save her sorry hide, even if that meant selling the rest of us off as slaves for their galleys. Whatever shit she’s got herself into, this time she can get herself out of it!”

And so, oblivious to the decision that had been made about them, Gabor and Lyris tramped wearily onwards, wondering why they never found anybody, for neither of them spotted the signs of tracks hurriedly covered over before they got to them. Gabor was too out of practice at tracking, and Lyris had never been as good as she thought she was at that sort of thing.

Despite wanting to get to the north coast with the thought of going to Jeno, Gabor had set off on the road south, because he knew it led to one which turned off to sweep north-eastwards through the only pass in that stretch of mountains, and that was fine as far as it went. However, when they reached the first great river which poured out of the mountains, and the bridge over it, Gabor couldn’t remember whether they needed to cross it or not, for there were roads on both river banks as best they could see, and both seemed to lead inland. It had been many a long year since he had ridden this way with Rufus; and then later, while regent for his useless brother, Tervel, he hadn’t had the time to come here, instead needing the west coast merchants to come to him.

Now he wished that in the mess of his memories there was some recollection of the landscape he was looking at, but it never came. They dithered for a day, but in the end opted to cross the bridge and then turn inland, believing that the other road would only loop back to take them to the west coast – and that was their big mistake, for the road they now took eastwards led them onto the road back to Staer-Dushan, not to the north coast. They were walking straight back to where the Khol-Reyne were, but as this road climbed into the mountains too – and one clump of rock looked much like another to them – they continued on in ignorance of the fact.

In the meantime, while Gabor and Lyris had been struggling in Maribar, the currently deposed Jastrovian emperor, Jeno, was sorting out his suddenly expanded army. With the influx of men who had only days ago been all set to fight against him, he now had a sizable army, but the tricky thing was forging it into one fighting force. He dared not leave intact the individual units brought in by the two generals who had changed sides. To have them as coherent units within his own army was just asking for trouble and fights, for who could blame his own troops if they felt threatened by having such men amongst them and in large numbers?

His solution was to split all of the new men up amongst his existing force, hoping that when his own men felt that they could keep an eye on the others, that that would ease the tension. He also hoped that, with no choice but to talk to one another, the new arrivals would start telling his men that they had long had serious doubts about what they were doing, but that the arcane powers of the Khol-Reyne, manifested through the insane former emperor Moyerin Khazarig, had been too terrifying to disobey.

Such confessions would also ease the tensions. Alternatively, if they admitted to always having known things were wrong, but had gone willingly against their fellow countrymen, he dreaded the fights which would ensue. He could only pray that wasn’t the case for the most part and that his army would unite, but if parts were going to fragment, it was better to know now before they got into a fight for their lives.

Yet it all took time to achieve, and in that time he fretted that the Khol-Reyne might have some magical means of viewing his collected force, thus giving them time to plan some act against them – and Jeno was determined not to underestimate this bizarre enemy. And of course there was the matter of Moyerin Khazarig himself. Mad as a rabid dog, and just as prone to frothing at the mouth spouting mindless venom, Khazarig nonetheless would have to be dragged along with them. Jeno had agreed with generals Ge-Bursier and Te-Monstrano in their assessment that firstly, there would need to be a very public death for Khazarig. They had tried exiling him before, and yet even having been horribly mutilated as well, against the odds Khazarig had still found some fools to rescue him and then begin raising an army in his name.

And Jeno thought his generals were also right in saying that Khazarig had probably been on the loose and possessed of some sort of support when the Khol-Reyne had forced themselves into his addled brain. He must already have had some measure of support which looked useful. A deposed emperor who was mouldering in a monastery at the far end of nowhere would have been of no use to anyone, the generals had pointed out, and the Khol-Reyne had proven themselves to be distinctly short on patience. 

The idea that they would have taken the time to raise the start of Khazarig’s army for him just didn’t ring true. But Jeno tactfully refrained from saying what he also thought, which was that these senior men knew all this more as a fact than supposition, because it had been some of their families who had done those deeds. Just at the moment Jeno needed every ally he could find, and if these men had come to realise that fighting himself was in nobody’s interests, then in many ways that made them better allies than men who had been forced into complying.

Jeno also knew the great families of his empire – these poor sods at the fighting front had probably never had any say in whether the family would support Khazarig’s return or not. That choice would have been made by someone who was still sitting in comfort in a luxurious palace somewhere. He had made note of who was here, or who had gone with General Ge-Albinjaro to retake his capital city of Armorium, though, and the heads of those families would have a reckoning coming to them once he got his throne back. 

That wasn’t mere spite, although no leader of a vast conglomeration of lands, as he was, could afford to disregard such open treason. To Jeno, this was on a wholly different level, because these schemers had endangered the very fabric of the Jastrovian Empire itself, and had caused the deaths of thousands of its citizens. Maybe he would never know whether the Khol-Reyne had set their killing wind in motion before they had found their puppet in the form of Khazarig, or afterwards, but the effects had become such an integral part of what had come next, that Jeno knew that some justice for the multitude of lost souls had to be publicly seen to be done. 

However, that was all for the future. For now, his main concern was how to defeat that same Khol-Reyne when they possessed the arcane power known as the Gift. He had no means of stopping anything done with the Gift, but he and his men had begun to get a better idea of what it was capable of – and more importantly what could not be done with it. And so Jeno had firstly got his cumbersome army moving south and west with the intention of surrounding Irtysh, the city from whose directions they had witnessed what looked very much like explosions a while back, and explosions of a very unnatural kind too. It was a short enough march from the foothills close by the passes north where he had had them camped; yet usefully long enough to find out where the problems lay within his army once it was moving, while at the same time not too far in one go, and allowed him to deal with the most immediate of his problems.

Now, at the same time as Gabor and Lyris were leaving Maribar, and also while far to the south of them Mark and Rufus were working on recruiting members of the Delven to use the beasts their master masons had carved out of the live-rock, Jeno had called a conference of his men on a small knoll where they could look down into Irtysh.

“It’s a mess, there’s no getting around that,” General Deveny said, as he stared at the crumbling remains of the once grand buildings, whose ruins poked up above the walls like so many broken teeth out of a skull’s jaw. “Do we think that anyone remains there?”

“In there?” his old friend and colleague, General Magaris, asked in disbelief. “Are you kidding? Who would stay there?”

“People who had nowhere else to run to?” one of Jeno’s aides said pointedly, thinking of those who had been dragged hundreds of miles from their homes by Khazarig’s army. “If you’d finally found a refuge, would you leave?”

“Agreed,” Jeno said, but swiftly soothing the rising tension by adding, “but we’re not talking about one of the cities up in the main heart of the empire, are we? No war has trampled over these people, so whoever were in the city were probably residents for some time.”

“I think these folk would have fled to Dhaspara City,” another aide said. “That would be a far more practical thing to happen. They knew their neighbours – maybe even visited if the two citied traded – so that would be the logical place for them to run to, and while it’s several days away, it’s not like they’d have to flee over mountains, or cross rivers. I say there won’t be anyone left in there.”

“It certainly doesn’t look like it,” a younger officer agreed. “My men were the first to arrive four days ago and we haven’t seen so much as a cat going in or out.”

Jeno’s head whipped round to him, making the young man start in surprise. “Say that again?”

“My lord?”

“Say that again, you’ve not seen...?”

“Err ...so much as a cat going or out.”

Jeno scowled. “Oh, I don’t like that! You’d think that some family pets would have got left behind in the chaos, wouldn’t you? And what about rats? If there are bodies in there that haven’t been buried, you’d expect to see more rats running about the place – and cats chasing a sudden glut of rats! In fact we should have had a problem with the bloody things realising that there were fresh pickings in our camp, if only from our refuse, and coming to plague us. Have we seen that?”

There were several startled looks, but they became more worried when those officers sufficiently lowly as to have been out and about in the vast camp with the men, reported that they couldn’t remember seeing a single rat at all.

“That settles it,” Jeno declared. “I’m going to send a select few in tomorrow, and nobody else sets foot in the place until those men come back and tell us all is well.” He looked to them all. “Who has men who have been a persistent problem within the ranks?”

Within next to no time, he had a list of twenty men who would be no loss to anyone if they went in and never came out, hardened ruffians to a man, and their officers were dismissed to go and find them, and break the news that they would be the first into Irtysh.

On the following dawn, the twenty were assembled at the great gate which led into the city from the clustered buildings known as the Hovels, primarily because the rest of the previous day had been spent checking that nobody lurked within those precarious and dingy places. Not that Jeno expected an attack from there, but rather, such poverty-stricken people might have been the last to flee far and might have valuable intelligence for him. Not a soul had been found, though, and so Jeno stood before the twenty and said,

“You have an important mission to complete. We need to know what lies inside the city. Bring me news of that back and any charges and punishments you have against you will be dropped.” He knew that in some cases that list was considerable. “Go now! Find me evidence of what, by the gods, has been happening in there!”

If the men hardly ran in with any enthusiasm, all having a shrewd idea of why they had been chosen, they did all go without having to be prodded by the swords in their guards’ hands.

“Let’s see how long that takes,” Jeno was just saying to General Hidmas, when one of the men came running back, making him exclaim, “By Demastarii’s golden wings, is he that craven?”

However the man had come back to tell of the crushed remains of the gryphon they had found, for this was right where Mark and the others had lured the gryphons to make their ill-fated aerial attack on them.

“A headless gryphon crumpled into the wall?” General Nagman, who was with them, said in disbelief. “What? Like an ornament fell off the wall, you mean?”

But the man shook his head and looked a little sick. “No, sir. Like it had come to life and flown into the wall. I once saw a bird that flew into a window, not having realised it was there. The gryphon’s crumpled up like that ...only bigger, and ...well, stonier, if that makes sense?”

“The Gift? Here?” Ge-Bursier gulped. “Surely not? That’s only in the Duchy, if the old tales about it have any truth in them at all!”

Jeno was less disbelieving, though. “Remember, we had that message from Rufus Sionnach that the Triqlinians have suffered from attacks that look like the Gift, too? Well they’re as far from the duchy as we are here. And Rufus also said that it was looking like the Gift was turning out to be something that was prevalent throughout the old kingdom of a couple of centuries ago which got drowned. If that’s so, then it’s not so impossible that the Gift should be here as well, is it? Because Dhaspara, like Triqlinia and the duchy, were all part of the old kingdom before it fell.”

The man went back in to rejoin his friends, but the collected officers waiting with Jeno had a longer wait for their next news, and when it came it was nothing they expected.

As the weak spring sun rose to its zenith, a small ragged group staggered back out of the gate, faces and hands covered in great blisters, weeping in agony, and some clearly already blind.

“The dust!” Jeno was told. “The dust in the air is poison! It burns!”

“Where are the others?” someone to Jeno’s side asked who was quicker to recover his wits than the others.

“Dying,” the most coherent of the men croaked. “Gets into your throat! Burns your lungs!”

“Just this one area?” Jeno demanded.

“As far as we got,” he was told. “It goes east and west of the gate and straight on. ...Hangs in the air. You see it swirling around ...sparkling.”

Jeno turned to two younger officers. “I want two more men to go in through each of the next two gates,” he told them, “but no more! All I want to know is: is this thing, this burning dust, citywide?”

To his horror the answer seemed to be a definite yes.

“Then that has sealed Irtysh’s fate,” he declared. “Block the gates with stone. Nothing comes out and nobody goes in, by my order. I cannot ask men to go in just on the off-chance that we might find something in the way of a clue about the Khol-Reyne. We have to assume that they were responsible for the carnage here as in Yugria Province, but we’re unlikely to ever discover how they did it.”

“Where to next, your highness?” General Magaris was just asking, when a pair of cavalry messengers came galloping up and threw themselves off their horses at Jeno’s feet, gasping,

“My lord emperor! You won’t believe this but the Narwal Horde have come up the river! They’re pulling in at the bank just downstream of the city, and they’re asking for you!”

“It’s a trap!” was Magaris’ immediate response, but the one messenger was shaking his head,

“Begging your pardon, sire, but I don’t think so. It’s a big old brute of a captain who says his name is Ul-Reisen, and he says he’s met you at a conference back at Al-dushara last spring. He says someone called Mark sent him.”

“Mark?” Trullos said with a puzzled frown. “Surely you don’t mean Marcus Palma-Fayre, do you? He couldn’t have roused himself from his bed even for the Khol-Reyne, much less travelled with the Horde.”

“They said ‘Mark’,” the messenger insisted, and Jeno was suddenly nodding and smiling.

“I know Ul-Reisen and I know who they mean,” he reassured the messengers, “and his name is Mark. He was travelling with Duke Gabor and Rufus Sionnach when I met him, and he’s definitely not Marcus!” He didn’t add that at the time he’d been aware that Mark had been presented as Marcus to the people of the Duchy of Palma, and that it was a subterfuge that Rufus, at least, had endorsed. That might be a whole other kind of treason, and one he didn’t want to put in his own folks’ minds in case it came back to bite him one day – not that it was remotely possible that a dead ringer for him was likely to appear in the way that Mark had done into their world, or with the same talents. If what he’d been told was correct, Mark had appeared when some experiment with the Gift had gone wrong beyond even the ken of the Khol-Reyne, and he’d been biting them back ever since. That alone made Mark a valuable ally, and it looked as though he might now have achieved more than all the long diplomacy within the courts had been able to – he had brought the Narwal Horde to their side.

As for Ul-Reisen, he and his men had had an uneventful journey back through The Gullet’s narrow seaway from the winter-lashed waters of the northern ocean, into the calm of the shallow Tyhrion Sea. At their head was Urse, son of their fallen leader and now called Ode-Urse in his own right, his inheritance of the title having been confirmed by the gathering of the massed clans. But just as the Narwal were leaving their families in the security of the temporary camps back on the other side of the vast ridge The Gullet cut through, so they were also not letting Urse go first into the negotiations. They wanted to be very sure that Jeno would accept their offer of help, and not try to clap them in chains, before they let their new leader near him. To lose both the father and a son of Urse’s calibre was not something they could afford to happen, and so now Ul-Reisen – or Old Rancid, as he was known behind his back in many of the courts, due to his less than savoury habits – waited on a half-broken quayside where the once-great road swept down from the northern provinces of the Jastrovian Empire, and just before that road ended at Irtysh.

“Do you think he’ll come?” another captain by his side asked in their own language, one eye cocked towards the very nervous Jastrovian soldiers who were trying to make it look like they were keeping watch over this tribe of marauding sea-wolves.

The soldiers had been some of Jeno’s most trusted men, and for that reason they had been chosen to be the rearguard of the army, there in case anyone had shown signs of making a run for it back over the mountains, for that would imply that there were still those who conspired against Jeno at large within the army. Nobody had tried such a thing, but the soldiers had been appalled to stop to look back for one last time only to see the great mass of oared galleys sweeping at speed up Slavers’ Bay towards them. Instantly preparing for a fight, they had been astonished to see the leading galley suddenly waving a white flag in the universal signal of someone coming to treaty in peace. And when Ul-Reisen had stepped ashore and growled at them that he wanted to speak to the emperor and that he had important news for him, they felt that the day could not have got stranger.

“Are you going to tell them everything?” another captain asked Ul-Reisen worriedly, but the big man only said,

“Maybe.”

Much, in Ul-Reisen’s mind, depended on how Jeno behaved towards them. That last time at Al-dushara, there had been a definite unbending of attitudes towards the Narwal when they had backed the Jastrovians by confirming that the storm damage they had experienced in Yugria was something they, too, had witnessed, albeit on a smaller and more natural scale in the frozen north. If that improved attitude continued, then Ul-Reisen would signal Urse to come ashore and some real negotiations could begin. If it didn’t, and they were back to being considered the scum of the earth by Jeno and his flunkies, then Ul-Reisen would simply tell him that the army which had been intended to come at his back had been disposed of, and the Horde would take themselves back out of the Tyhrion Sea until it became clearer who had won.

It would be a shame to have to leave altogether, Ul-Reisen mused as he waited. This land of warm summers and soft winters was a lot easier to make a living out of than the cruel lands to the far north that they had originally been forced out of, as their people grew to beyond what the meagre resources up there could support. That had been in Ul-Reisen’s grandfather’s time, mind, and he only remembered lands a little further north than this, and then coming here as a lad with the first of the scouting parties.

Since then, like all the other Narwal, he had fought to make something of a home in these lands, and if the Narwal had become notorious slave traders in the region, it was only because there were few other options left to them. He knew what the other people here thought of them – that like the Vyatic Republic, all they cared about was gold. But the truth from the Horde’s point of view was that slavery was the one trade which brought in the means for their own people to survive. Nothing else could be moved in sufficient quantity, when faced with the competition from the Republic and the southern traders, to earn sufficient to buy essential food and other stuff for all the clans of the Horde – for farming the barren rocks they clung to in the north wasn’t an option. So the proud warriors of the Horde gritted their teeth in the face of the open disgust and abuse of the native peoples, and plied their filthy trade.

But it wasn’t what they wanted. And they would turn their backs on selling people like pigs and goats at the first opportunity. So maybe, just maybe, if that man called Mark could not only win against the Khol-Reyne, but also get something like a sensible negotiation going afterwards, he might be the one to get the Vyatic Republic, the Kingdom of Triqlinia, and the Duchy of Palma to all agree on giving the Narwal a homeland – somewhere where they could plant crops and graze animals, not spend their lives scavenging whatever someone might pay good coin for just so that they could buy the essentials.
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