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Chapter 1


For more than a thousand years, the Mirror of Souls waited for the return of magic that would awaken it and allow it to finish its work. It waited in a closed-off room on the side of a hill in a long-abandoned city, its existence forgotten on a continent where men had been replaced by the monsters spawned of a hellish war. It slept, oblivious to the passage of time, oblivious to the change that went on all around it, oblivious to the destruction of an old order and to the chaos that followed, and to the new world that rose on the ashes of the old. For more than a thousand years, the Mirror had waited in vain.


Now, though, it glowed softly, as faint currents of distant magic began to wash against it, and within the shimmering depths of its central well, shadows stirred. That far-off spellcasting – still too weak to rouse the lost artifact to wakefulness – sufficed to permit it to dream.


Within the reborn stream of magical energy, the Mirror began to dream of the past that remained its present. It dreamed of the ghosts of the great men and women held within its memory. It dreamed of a world lost and forgotten, of wonders no longer imaginable, of secrets buried in the rubble of a world that no longer existed. It dreamed of the task that it had left undone for a thousand years.


Undone. But not forgotten.


The Mirror yearned to waken, and to complete the task for which it had been created.


* * *


‘Your job will be to keep her away from the men, Kait. Just until after the wedding. You know how Tippa is – and with the Sabirs getting a firm foothold into the Kairn Territories, we need this alliance.’


She had acknowledged her cousin’s fascination with all things male, and the senior diplomat had smiled at her and patted her shoulder. ‘This is your chance to prove yourself,’ he’d said. ‘Do well here, and the Family will place you in a regular diplomatic position. You’ll have other assignments.’


He hadn’t said, Fail and you’ll go back to your life as a decoration in Galweigh House. He hadn’t needed to. That was a given.


She would be secondary, of course. Tippa would have a professional chaperone from the Galweigh Family, and another from the Dokteerak Family; Kait would be a ‘companion,’ as far as anyone outside the Galweigh diplomatic corps knew. She would act as a fail-safe, nothing more, and while her chances of failing were slim, her chances of winning any recognition for competent performance – and with that recognition, a chance at a real diplomatic job – were even slimmer.


But this was her beginning. Her opportunity to serve her Family, and perhaps to win a place in the diplomatic corps. This was the opportunity she’d thought she would never – could never – have. Under no circumstances would she allow herself to fail, or even to consider failure. Though she stood in the breezeway with her head aching and her eyes throbbing, her pain meant nothing; the fact that her skin crawled and her gut insisted that something evil lurked in the party meant only that she needed to focus her attention, that she needed to work harder. She had her assignment and her chance. She would make it count.


So Kait Galweigh stood off in one corner at the Dokteerak Naming Day party and scanned the crowd while she pretended to sip a drink. The Dokteerak Family women in their gauzy net finery clustered beneath the broad palms in the central garden, chatting about nothing of consequence. Torchlight cast an amber gleam on their sleek skin and pale hair and made the heavy gold at their throats and wrists seem to glow. They were decorative – Kait’s Family had such women, too, and theirs was the fate she so desperately wished to escape. The senior diplomats from both Families, Galweigh and Dokteerak, gathered in the breezeway that surrounded the courtyard, leaning along the food-laden tables, nibbling from finger servings of yearling duck and broiled monkey and wild pig and papaya-stuffed python, telling each other amusing stories and watching, watching, their eyes never still. Concubines flirted and primped, tempting their way into berths in the beds of the high-ranking or the beautiful. Dokteerak guardsmen in gold and blue propped themselves against doorways, swapping racy stories and tales of bravado with Galweigh guardsmen in red and black. Outland princes and the parats of other Families and their cadet branches drifted from group to group, assessing available women the way hunting wolves assessed a herd of deer.


In the salon beside the breezeway, dancing couples moved in and out of Kait’s view. Tippa and her future father-in-law stamped and swirled among them, performing one of the traditional bride’s dances, with, perhaps, a bit more enthusiasm than necessary. Kait watched the older man and wondered if the Dokteerak paraglese would be a threat to his future daughter-in-law’s virtue. If he would, he wouldn’t be a threat on the dance floor in front of his son and subjects, but Kait wondered at the wisdom of an alliance with a man who eyed his son’s future wife with such blatant lust.


Both Tippa’s Galweigh chaperone and her Dokteerak one watched from the sidelines, and Calmet Dokteerak, the future bridegroom, danced with a series of gaudily dressed paratas. Things there remained under control.


The people she needed to watch were the parats. Like the one approaching her at that moment.


‘Beautiful parata,’ he said, ‘please dance with me and be my flower of the evening. You are so beautiful, I cannot continue to breathe unless my air has first been kissed by you.’


Kait had heard variations on the same line half a dozen times already. As the night wore on, the protestations would become more passionate and more vehement. Also, she mused, more desperate. The concubines flocked to the older men and women – those with wealth and power, who could be expected to give fine gifts or even offer permanent positions in their Houses. The younger men, who had less to offer, could only seduce others among the partygoers if they hoped to round out their night with sexual amusements. Kait – young, unmarried, and acceptably attractive – had come in for a complete range of attempted seductions, and her patience began to wear thin.


‘You’ll have to find another flower,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid I’ve promised myself that I would bloom alone tonight.’ She didn’t even waste time on a smile. The parat, who wore the silk of one of the lesser branches of the Dokteerak House, blanched and nodded stiffly and walked away, the anger evident in his stride and the set of his shoulders.


He wasn’t the sort who would interest her cousin Tippa, but there were plenty of others roaming the party who would. Kait discovered that while the parat had distracted her, Tippa had moved out of view. Kait stepped closer to the arches and almost tripped over the Dokteerak head artist, Kastos Miellen, who was demonstrating the workings of a charming mechanical playhouse to a pair of admiring Galweigh women. Kait apologized, backed away, and caught sight of Tippa, now dancing with her future husband.


She relaxed, almost amused by her paranoia. From a quiet place under the arches, she alternately watched the artist’s tiny mechanical men and women moving across the miniature stage, and her cousin spinning and leaping on the crowded dance floor.


A plump hand settled on her shoulder and she jumped. She turned to the sun-browned, grinning man who’d come up behind her, and for an instant didn’t recognize him. His scent tipped her off before she placed his face.


‘Uncle Dùghall?’


‘My Kait-cha. You haven’t forgotten me.’


‘It is you!’ She hugged him hard and, laughing a little at her own confusion, stepped back to look at him. ‘You’ve changed.’


He smiled. ‘Age and women, Kait. Age and women – the first gives you wrinkles and the second makes you fat. Whereas you are more beautiful than ever.’


‘So I’ve been told,’ Kait murmured.


‘I’m sure you have. The lads are out in droves tonight. But you’re still alone. Haven’t found one you fancy yet?’


Kait lowered her voice. ‘Can’t even look. I’m working.’ She grinned then – her uncle was the reason she had any diplomatic assignment at all, however minor it might be. He had recommended her to the diplomatic services when she turned thirteen, and had insisted she be trained by the best teachers in the best classes. He had shipped her final two tutors to Calimekka from his post on the Imumbarra Isles himself.


He gave her shoulder a quick squeeze and leaned in close enough to whisper in her ear, ‘Then you have an assignment.’


‘Minor,’ she said. ‘But important to me.’ She glanced in to be sure that Tippa was still behaving herself, then turned to her uncle. ‘What are you doing here? I thought you couldn’t get away from the islands for this . . . that some holiday interfered.’ She tried to remember the name of the holiday her mother had mentioned when reading Dùghall’s letter to her, but failed.


‘There are advantages to being considered a minor deity back home. I changed the date of the holiday, boarded a fast ship, and here I am.’


She hugged him again, and started to effuse about how happy she was to see him. But Kastos Miellen’s miniature had caught his attention.


‘Impressive toy, isn’t it?’ he asked her, nodding at the mechanical stage.


‘Ingenious. And everyone seems to like it.’


He held up a finger, the way he always had when he was about to impart some tidbit of wisdom. ‘Dokteerak hasn’t forgotten the immortal advice of Vincalis.’


Kait raised an eyebrow.


Her uncle grinned at her. ‘All your studies of diplomacy and you haven’t read Vincalis the Agitator yet? That’s criminal.’


‘I don’t think I’ve even heard of Vincalis,’ Kait admitted, hoping that he was one of Dùghall’s island diplomats, or someone obscure, so that she might have an excuse for not knowing his works.


‘One of the Ancients. A troublemaker of the first water, by all accounts, which is probably why you haven’t been taught him. I hear you have some talents in the direction of trouble yourself.’ Dùghall didn’t look at her when he spoke – he squinted instead at the artist and his mechanical marvel. ‘Vincalis said, and I quote, “To the man of wealth who would be great, remember this – an artist is a better investment than a diplomat for three reasons: first, an artist, once bought, stays bought; second, you screw the artist instead of the other way round; and third, if you should find it essential to permanently dispose of your artist, the value of his works will increase, which no one will say of a diplomat.”’ He paused for just an instant, so that he could be sure she had a chance to let the words sink in, then guffawed.


Kait laughed with him, but even to her own ears her laughter sounded nervous.


Dùghall studied her face and his smile grew mischievous. ‘I believe I’ve shocked you.’


‘At first, I suppose. But Vincalis wasn’t serious, was he?’


Dùghall shrugged. ‘My dear, in the best humor lies the deepest truth, and Vincalis is as true now as he was more than a thousand years ago.’ He smiled at her and then stiffened as his gaze moved past her and fixed on something in the courtyard. Suddenly he was as intent as a jaguar who’d spotted a fawn. The expression vanished as quickly as it had appeared, so quickly that Kait couldn’t begin to guess what had caught his eye, but when he returned his attention to her again, his smile was apologetic. ‘And now, sadly, I must move on. I see an old friend out in the courtyard, and if I don’t hurry, she’s sure to vanish.’


And before she could even give him another hug, or tell him how glad she was to see him, he was gone.


She glanced into the salon to check on Tippa. She didn’t see either of the chaperones. Tippa’s future father-in-law had vanished. Her future husband stood in the center of a circle of admiring women, none of whom was Tippa.


Tippa . . .


Kait felt her stomach knot. This was her chance to prove she could serve the Family’s interests, and Tippa was nowhere in the salon.


Kait looked around the breezeway and out into the courtyard; a cluster of men parted, and revealed Tippa spinning in a circle on the arm of a tall, handsome young outlander dressed in Gyru-nalle finery, while two others, similarly dressed, looked on.


The couple stopped spinning and Tippa flung herself down onto a seat beside a fountain in one shadowed corner of the courtyard. Her companion said something too softly for Kait to catch over the crowd noise, and Tippa squealed with laughter. She took a tall goblet from one of the men who’d been watching her impromptu dance with his associate, and swallowed the contents in two hard pulls. At some point she had opened the outer blouse of her silk dress and pulled it back, revealing the filmy silk underblouse, which was tugged so low that Kait could see a new-moon sliver of one rouged nipple peeking over the scalloped hem. Very stylish . . . but not appropriate for a woman who was to marry within the week. Tippa’s hair had come loose from its netting and hung around her face in wild tendrils. Her eyes were too bright and her laughter too loud. All three men clustered around her as if she were one of the party concubines, and not the bride-to-be of Branard Dokteerak’s second son, Calmet.


And that would be an incident, wouldn’t it? The drunken bride-to-be and three Gyru ‘princes’ caught together in some back room or stable stall a week before the wedding? Kait set her goblet on a marble rail and pushed through the crowd, abruptly and totally furious.


She caught her cousin just as the girl had begun to run her fingers along the lacings of the tallest man’s shirt. ‘Isn’t he lovely?’ Tippa asked as Kait’s hand clamped around her wrist, and the man, who didn’t look in the least drunk, said, ‘Unless you want to join our party, little parata, just move on. But don’t be spoiling our fun.’


The anger that was always in her, anger that sought to break free from the tight chains of self-control with which she bound it, slipped toward the surface. She turned from the Gyrus with difficulty. ‘Tippa, we have to leave early. The Naming news from Calimekka will be arriving soon, and we need to be there for our devotions. The carriage is waiting.’


It was a lie, but it was at least a plausible lie.


Tippa, oblivious to the scene she was about to cause, leaned forward farther, and whispered in Kait’s ear loudly enough that Kait, the Gyrus, and probably most of the guests could hear, ‘Then go back without me, Kait. I’m having a . . . good . . . a good . . . time, and I’ve made some . . . some nice friends. Aren’t they cute?’ Her smile when she leaned back spoke of too much wine as loudly as her whisper. ‘They’re Prince . . . um, Ersti, and Prince Keera . . . er, Meerki, and Prince . . . Prince . . . I can’t remember. Ah, Prince Latti.’ She smiled hazily. ‘Right?’


‘I’m sure they are,’ Kait growled. ‘But you will have to visit with these . . . royals . . . another time.’ How could Tippa have gotten so drunk? The chaperones should have prevented that. And where were they, anyway? She hated sloppiness, but this suggested more to her than that.


And a prince’s hand suddenly gripping her shoulder, too rough and insistent to be mistaken for anything but a threat, screamed to her that the incident had been planned. Somewhere. By someone. The man said, ‘Leave her alone. We’re having a good time. Just go back to your Family, where you belong, girl.’ He spit out the word ‘Family’ as if it meant ‘garbage.’


Kait’s anger broke half of its chains, and she twisted out of the man’s grip and turned to face him, and her fury (or am I slipping . . . have I lost control?) sent him a step back wearing shock on his pale freckled face. ‘Don’t press me,’ she said, so softly that only the three Gyrus could hear her. She heard in her voice the dark timbre of that second self that begged to be set free. Her skin grew hot; it tingled over muscles that longed to shift and slip, over bones that yearned for violent force and violent change. She stood fast, permitting no flash of teeth, no growl, no tensing of muscle. She forced her anger to whisper, knowing that she dared not let it shout.


She stared, and all three Gyrus glared back at her. She felt the growl starting in the back of her throat, and the last of the chains weakened. But the men saw something in her, something that warned them. All three backed away.


Furious, Kait turned on her cousin. She pulled Tippa’s outer blouse closed, then grabbed her wrist and yanked her to her feet.


‘But I don’t want . . .’ Tippa started to say, but stopped herself when the edge of Kait’s anger seeped through the wine haze. Her eyes went round and her mouth clamped shut. She followed, unprotesting, as Kait pulled her toward the breezeway that led into the House, and eventually toward the grounds where the carriages waited.


Kait glanced back to be sure the Gyrus weren’t following them. She didn’t want to cause an incident; wanted no one dead, no difficult questions, not now when she was finally, finally on her own and working as a productive member of the Family. The three of them were huddled together, faces flushed and tight with anger. She tried to listen to what they were saying while still moving toward the door, and she told herself that was the reason she ran right into the short young man who stood near the archway. She hit him hard, but she was the one who staggered back – he was solid as a tree, and seemed to be as thoroughly rooted to the earth. She caught her balance. Tippa wasn’t so fortunate; she tripped and went down. Both Kait and the stranger moved to help her. Kait took Tippa’s arm but the man planted one hand on either side of Tippa’s waist and lifted her to her feet. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, loudly enough that anyone who had seen the girl go down could hear him. ‘I wasn’t watching where I was going.’


Kait started to smile at him, appreciative that he’d made an attempt to cover her cousin’s drunkenness to preserve her reputation, when she became aware of something noticeable only by its absence.


The ache in her head and behind her eyeballs was gone. The crawling sensation of her skin was gone. More, the pervasive sense of stalking evil that Kait had felt all night had been lifted and removed, like someone pulling a heavy counterpane off a bed. She felt better. Safer. Her volatile emotions, fed by the aura of danger that had surrounded her, calmed. She took a slow breath, and smiled at the man, and had the presence of mind to thank him for helping her cousin.


‘Think nothing of it,’ he said. He had a pleasant voice. A nondescript face, an ordinary smile, kind eyes; when Kait turned away from him, she was halfway to forgetting him already.


Then, three or four strides away from the place where she’d run into him, with Tippa dragging along in her wake, Kait felt the full brunt of crawling nighttime evil drop onto her shoulders again. The headache grabbed her; her skin prickled and she shuddered involuntarily, and she gasped from the pain. She wasn’t prepared. Not prepared at all. The change caught her in the gut like the kick of a street fighter, and for just an instant she almost couldn’t think.


Her first thought when she could breathe again was that the helpful stranger was the cause of the aura of evil that filled the night. Her second and more logical thought was that he was somehow immune to it – or somehow protected from it. She stopped, turned slowly, and stared at him. He looked back at her, and she could no longer understand why she’d thought him nondescript. She could still see that outer shell of inoffensiveness, but underneath she could see a man as complicated and fascinating as that mechanical marvel the Dokteerak artist had unveiled for the Naming Day party. Her expression told him something he didn’t like, for the ‘I’m no one of consequence’ smile gave way to an expression of fear in his eyes, and a look of understanding that unnerved her. The fact that she had looked twice at him told him something about her. He knew. She didn’t know what he knew, but she had to find out. If her secrets got out, they would kill her.


‘Who are you?’ she asked.


His eyes tracked from one corner of the courtyard to the other. ‘No one of importance. Just a guest.’


‘Tell me. I’ll find out one way or another.’ She didn’t mean for that remark to sound like a threat, but the second the words were out of her mouth, she knew it did.


‘You probably will.’


She moved back toward him, and seemed to step through a wall when she did. On the outside, her nerves screamed that something terrible waited to attack. Inside, the evil vanished as if it had never been. ‘How do you do that?’ She kept her voice low; she sensed that whatever his secret was, it probably wasn’t one that he wanted bruited about to the world.


That weak smile again, and eyes that darted left, right, left, checking to see if anyone was listening. Or watching. He said nothing.


She had to know. She said, ‘The wall around you. The one that keeps out the foulness of this place. How do you do it?’


His face went slack with fear then. A man with a knife held to his throat by a madman could not have looked more frightened. ‘Not here,’ he said. ‘By all the gods, not here.’


‘Your name, then. And where I can find you.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Don’t lie to me. I can smell lies.’


He nodded. ‘I have a shop in the west quarter. Hasmal’s Curiosities. It’s near the wall, on Stonecutter Street.’


‘You’re Hasmal?’


‘The Third. I work for my father.’


Sons of shopkeepers rarely found themselves invited into the Houses of the Five Families. And if they did, they would be there as workers, not guests. Yet Hasmal the son of Hasmal, sipping at his wine, dressed in his Naming Day finery, certainly looked like a guest.


She tightened her grip on Tippa’s wrist and said, ‘I’ll be by to talk with you tomorrow.’ Then she turned, braced herself against the malevolent night, stepped out of his circle of sanctuary, and dragged Tippa out of the courtyard.


* * *


The paraglese of Dokteerak House, Branard Dokteerak, balanced the tip of his dagger on the corner of his desk. With his index finger pressing against the emerald in the pommel, he rocked it slowly back and forth, gouging a tiny scar into the wood. Across from him, standing next to the chairs because Branard had not bidden him sit, the Sabir messenger stared at the rocking knife as if he were a chick in its nest watching an approaching snake. The paraglese was aware of the Sabir’s attention. He kept his own eyes fixed on the tiny chips of wood that he worked loose from the desk. He was waiting for the messenger to fidget, or sigh, or in any way express his impatience, but the man had been well trained. He gave away nothing. At last, Dokteerak, still watching his knife rocking back and forth, said, ‘What do you have to say for yourself?’


The messenger said, ‘My Family sends off the troops you requested; they will depart at the first light of dawn tomorrow, and the pigeon must have time to reach them if you have any last message you will send. They require any final information that you can give – anything that has happened that might change the number of troops required, or the route they must take, or the necessary supplies.’


The paraglese, disgusted, said, ‘Anything that might change the number of troops required, eh? Well, what about this, then? My House is full to the rafters with Galweighs getting ready to celebrate the marriage of their damned daughter to my son. As host of this farce, my place is out there with them, acting the part of doting father and eager ally. Instead I’m in here with you, and you cannot think for a moment that one of their number hasn’t noticed that. Further, if you’re seen here and recognized, all our work will be for nothing. They’ll call off the wedding, get their people back to Calimekka, and go on the defensive. If they do that, neither your people nor my people nor the rest of the countryside combined will rout them out of that House of theirs, and we will lose this fine opportunity – which the senior members of your Family and I have been planning for three years – to take it. Your presence here, and your demand for my presence here, could be the tiny breeze that topples our tower down upon us.’


The Sabir envoy spread his hands wide. ‘My people required a final reassurance. My paraglese asks me to remind you that we risk more than you do, Paraglese Dokteerak – if we fail at this we risk Galweigh retaliation more than you do. You don’t share Calimekka with them, whereas our House lies inside the same walls as theirs.’


‘Indeed. But when this is over, we will share the city with you, and I ask you to remind Grasmir that he and I will get along better if I haven’t lost the best of my fighters and my sons needlessly through his carelessness, or his impatience, or his pointless worrying.’ He felt his anger getting the better of him. He shoved harder on the knife, and it dug itself deeply into the wood – he allowed himself no other display of temper. ‘Nothing has changed. Nothing. Now leave before you give us all away.’


The envoy bowed gracefully and said, ‘Enjoy your party, Paraglese.’


And then he was gone.


The paraglese sat staring at the closed door for a moment, and wondered if that hint of irony he heard in the Sabir envoy’s last words was in the envoy’s voice or in his own mind.





Chapter 2


The stone walls, rough-hewn and slime-coated, gleamed in the torchlight. The chill of the place, and the stink and the darkness and the skittering sounds of the rats, wore on Marcue’s nerves even when all the cells were full and the men in them talked and quarreled and wondered about their futures. Now the dungeon was empty except for one prisoner, and that was a girl – a child, really – and she rarely spoke, but frequently cried. Her crying was worse than the rats.


She was crying at the moment.


‘Your Family will ransom you,’ he told her. He wasn’t supposed to offer comfort to the enemy, but he had a hard time thinking of a little girl as an enemy, and an equally hard time understanding how his employers could justify treating her as one, to the point of locking her in the lowest dungeon in Sabir House for more than a month.


The girl said nothing for a few moments, but she did sniffle a bit and take a few slow, deep breaths, as if she were trying to get herself under control. Then she moved a little way out of the shadow that hid her and looked at him. ‘I thought . . . I thought they w-w-would, too,’ she said, and started sobbing again.


Marcue winced. Poor girl. She was so young and pretty, and so very helpless. And she obviously didn’t understand how these things worked. Families didn’t hurt little girls.


He had no compunction about holding warriors and diplomats in the cells. He didn’t lose sleep when he had to kill one for trying to escape, either; the warriors and diplomats of the world had chosen to be where they were, doing what they were doing, and they knew the risks involved in their work. This girl, though, had been kidnapped from her bed while she slept, and had been dragged into this cell in the month of Brethwan, during the Festival of the Full Circle. And there she had languished while his employers and her Family bickered over the price of her return.


If I had such a daughter, the guard had thought more than once, I would pay any price for her safe return. But he had discovered long ago that the ways of the rich and powerful were not his ways. From everything he had heard, her Family was demanding not only her safe return, but also an exorbitant punitive payment to reimburse them for the anguish they had suffered from her kidnapping. He thought, though he hadn’t dared to say it aloud, that her Family didn’t know a damned thing about suffering if they could leave a daughter locked in a cell while they screamed for compensation.


The girl rose and came to the gate. Even dirty and unkempt, with the tattered blanket she’d been given wrapped around her delicate shoulders, she was impossibly beautiful. Dressed still in the silk pajamas she’d been wearing when she was kidnapped, she looked so fragile he wondered again how she had survived a month in the cold, dank, filthy cell.


‘You could release me,’ she said to him. Her little-girl voice was soft and tentative, and tinged with hope.


Her voice could have broken the heart of a stone, and Marcue was no stone. He looked at her sadly, though, and told her, ‘That I cannot do, though if I dared, I’d do it in an instant.’


She gripped the bars and glared at him. ‘Why can’t you? You admit your employers have taken me wrongfully, and that their behavior is shameful.’


He’d said those things to her a few days earlier, and now wished he hadn’t. He’d meant them; he thought what he’d said was completely true; but if she told any of the Sabir Family about his indiscretion, his head would be decorating a post at the west gate of Sabir House.


She leaned closer and her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘If you helped me, you could have anything you wanted from the Galweighs.’


He moved toward her, though no closer than the line of the no-pass zone carved into the stone floor. He kept his voice low and prayed no one was listening. ‘I know I could, but I still can’t release you. Not for fear of my own life, but for the lives of my parents. Both my mother and my father work in the Sabir kitchens. If I set you free, whether I stayed on or ran with you, both of my parents would be killed the moment my betrayal was discovered.’ He stopped and reconsidered. ‘No, that isn’t true. The Sabirs would torture them first, then kill them.’


She seemed to sag and shrink in front of his eyes. ‘That’s it, then. You were my last hope. And you say exactly the same thing as the other five guards who have watched me – “I’d help you if I could, but they would kill my family . . . or my wife . . . or my sister . . .”’ She looked, for just an instant, furious. ‘I’d think, when the Sabirs told you what stories to tell your prisoners, that they would have told you to try to be a bit original.’


He was startled. She thought he was lying to her? He shook his head and almost moved across the line to explain to her, but remembered himself in time and kept back of it. ‘Girl –’ he began.


She cut him off. ‘Danya. My name is Danya. I want you to remember it, since you won’t help me. Remember it, so that when they do whatever they’re going to do to me, my face and my name will haunt you for the rest of your life.’ She flung herself away from the bars, facedown into the straw.


He winced. ‘Danya,’ he said, ‘you think we were all told to tell you a story . . . but that isn’t so. How do you suppose the Families ensure the loyalty of their guards? Eh? Have you ever thought about that? They choose only those of us who have something to lose . . . someone, actually. And they make sure we know, from the day we don these uniforms, that our loved ones are the reason we were chosen to serve – and that they will be the price we pay if we fail.’


Danya rolled over and sat up. She glared at him and brushed loose tangles of hair back from her face. ‘Perhaps that is how the Sabirs do it –’


Marcue didn’t let her finish. ‘Unless you have also spent time in the Galweigh dungeons, and have spoken to the Galweigh guards to be sure you know differently, assume the guard who watched over you was chosen the same way. Assume that when your Family discovered you stolen away, the person he once loved was murdered while he watched, and when she was dead, that he was killed, too. Loyalty can be bought and sold, child, and even given away for free . . . but fear can make the price of a man’s loyalty higher than even the richest buyer could pay.’


The girl stared at him for a moment, horrified. ‘My Family would never hurt Quintal. He has guarded me since I was born. And his wife and daughter . . . his daughter was my companion until just last year, and his wife works for our seneschal. They are a part of the Family.’


She leaned forward to hide her face against her thighs. She wrapped her thin arms under her legs and began to cry again. ‘No one would hurt them,’ he heard her insisting again and again.


‘Oh, please,’ Marcue whispered. ‘Don’t do that. I’m sure you’re right. Your guardsman will be fine, and his family, too. Meanwhile, Danya, you’re safe here. Your Family isn’t going to let anything happen to you. They’ll pay to get you out – any day now, someone will come down the steps to release you.’


She didn’t raise her head. The guard could barely make out her reply, muffled as it was. He thought she said, ‘It’s Theramisday.’


And what did the fact that it was Naming Day have to do with anything? He asked her as much.


‘Because,’ she said, lifting her head, ‘the Sabir diplomat who came down and talked to me just after I got here gave Theramisday as the last day that my Family could come to an agreement on the terms of my release. If the Sabirs didn’t get what they wanted then, they said they would take it by other means, and my life would be worth nothing to them.’


The guard tried to smile at her. ‘They always say things like that when they’re dealing with each other. I can’t even tell you how many threats I’ve heard the Sabirs giving . . . and you have to know the stories I’ve heard of the Galweighs are no better.’ He shook his head and his smile grew more confident. ‘But all those threats won’t mean anything when it comes to you. What could they gain by hurting you?’


She gave him an eerie look, one that seemed to bite with knife-edged teeth straight through his skin and into his bones. That stare chilled him from the inside out, and made him wish that there were more people in the dungeon than just the two of them. Then she looked away and the awful feeling passed. She said, ‘You’d be surprised.’


Perhaps I would after all, he thought, but he said nothing.


From far above, he heard the first soft, rhythmic thuds of boots on the curving stairs that led down into the dungeon. The hour was far too early for his relief to be coming, and too late for someone from the kitchen to be bringing meals for him and the girl. So then, who came?


Danya moved into the farthest corner of her cell and pulled herself into a tiny bundle, huddled behind a little pile of straw. She said, ‘It’s time for the bad news now. But perhaps you could still find a way to save me.’


The child was determined to get him killed. He shook his head.


She watched him, eyes like those of a fox in a trap – terrified yet cunning, too. ‘I’d consent to marriage in my own right, if that’s what you wanted. Even if you demanded both marriage and a name in the Galweigh Family, I could promise that, and you would have it. I will promise it. I do. If you’ll just get me away from here.’


Her hand in marriage? He smiled sadly at her and said, ‘How old are you, Danya? Not old enough to be thinking of marriage, I’ll wager.’


She said, ‘I’m eighteen. Old enough to give legal consent.’


She was eighteen? He wouldn’t have guessed her age at more than thirteen, and she wouldn’t have made a particularly well developed thirteen-year-old. If she was eighteen – and he wasn’t sure he was willing to believe her about that – she might be in more trouble than he’d guessed. As a legal adult, she couldn’t count on the safeguards promised to children by the Family treaties. As an adult, if her Family wouldn’t ransom her and she couldn’t offer her own ransom, the Sabirs really might do what they wanted with her.


But they would start a war if they hurt – or killed, but that was unthinkable – the daughter of a Galweigh. And none of the Families and subfamilies in Calimekka wanted a war.


Did they?


The footsteps grew louder. He thought he could discern three separate pairs of feet coming down the stone stairs.


‘Save me. Anything it is within my power to give, you’ll have.’


He felt her fear as if it were a blanket wrapping itself around him, smothering him. ‘You can’t guarantee the safety of my parents,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m sorry, girl, but I can’t help you.’


She screamed – fear and rage, in equal parts. She ripped handfuls of straw from the floor and flung them at him. He drew well back from the line and steeled his face to impassivity. Above him, the pace of feet on stairsteps quickened. He grew uneasy. Perhaps she had reason to fear. Perhaps. But so did he.


The first man appeared from around the curve of the staircase. His long cloak, which swirled against his riding boots and billowed behind him, also effectively hooded his face from view, but Marcue knew him anyway from the ring on his right hand. A wolf’s-head ring, gold, with tourmaline cabochon eyes that glowed in the torchlight, with a mouth opened in a vicious snarl. The wearer of the ring was Crispin Sabir, one of the Sabir Wolves.


A wave of queasiness washed over Marcue. The girl had reason to fear. Crispin Sabir was mad. Evil. Cruel beyond words, beyond human comprehension. If even one one-hundredth of the stories Marcue had heard about him were true, the man kept corpses in his quarters and planted them in his private grounds the way gardeners planted roses. Marcue had seen him torture a man once; that memory would never leave him. If he had known the girl would end up with the Sabirs’ Wolves instead of with their diplomats –


‘Why is she screaming?’ Crispin asked, and Marcue swallowed and said quickly, ‘She’s afraid. She heard you coming down the stairs and she said something about this being Theramisday.’


‘Theramisday. Gregor said he told her about that. I’m glad she remembered,’ Crispin said.


The second man appeared as he said it, and if Marcue had been sick at the sight of Crispin, with the arrival of Andrew Sabir his heart sank, weighted with dread. Andrew Sabir. Better a visit from Zagtasht, god of the underworld. At least Zagtasht was sometimes known to show mercy. Andrew was a massive man, twice as broad through the shoulders as the leaner, taller Crispin, with a chest like a beer barrel; he kept his head shaved in the manner of the Sloebene sailors, with a single braid above his left ear; and he was ugly as red-eyed evil. He grinned as he caught sight of the girl, and said, ‘Do you want me to shut her up, Crispin?’


‘Not at all. Let her sing a bit. I like the sound of it.’


The third set of footsteps on the stairs approached slowly. Marcue heard a hissing slide, then a thud and a grunt, then the normal click of boot heel on stone. A pause. Then the sequence repeated. Over and over, louder and louder. And throughout, a curious scraping that he hadn’t heard at all until the other two men were off the stairs.


Marcue shivered, and not from the chill and the damp. He’d heard stories of the creatures the Wolves kept hidden in their chambers. He’d heard, too, that they consorted with demons and monsters. And that shuffle-step on the stair (what was that scratching sound?) might just be a kindly old Family diplomat limping down to tell the girl her ransom had been met . . . but Marcue didn’t think so.


‘We have news for you, little Wolf,’ Andrew said.


Crispin glared at him. ‘Wait until Anwyn gets here. He doesn’t want to miss this.’


Andrew laughed, a creepy high tittering giggle that made Marcue want to retch. ‘News,’ he repeated. ‘But maybe Anwyn will want to give it to you himself. We’ll all want to give it to you.’ He giggled again.


The girl stood and faced the men. She wasn’t screaming any longer, and Marcue could see no sign of tears. She’d drawn strength from someplace; she’d found a measure of courage from deep inside herself; now her chin went up and her shoulders came back and her body wrote defiance in the air with her every move. She glared at Andrew and said, ‘So what is your news, Wolf?’


Crispin and Andrew both grinned at each other. As they did, Anwyn slouched into the dungeon. Marcue had thought from his name that he would be human. Anwyn was a good Parmatian name, like Crispin . . . or Marcue, for that matter. The thing that skulked into the dungeon wasn’t human, though. He might have been one of the Scarred – one of the creatures from the poisoned lands whose ancestors, stories said, had once been men. If he was Scarred, however, he was from no realm that had ever traded in Calimekka. And if he wasn’t one of the Scarred, then he was a demon from the lowest pit of Zagtasht’s darkest hell. Long horns curled out from his forehead. His scaled brow beetled over eyes so deeply set they looked more like hollow sockets. His lips parted in a grin that revealed teeth long as a man’s thumb and serrated like a shark’s. He hunched forward, and Marcue could make out the ridge of huge spines that ran down the center of his back beneath his cloak. His hands were talons, though five-fingered, and while one of his feet fit in a man’s boot and grew from a man-shaped leg, the other was a cloven hoof attached to a leg that, beneath a man’s breeches, bent backward at the knee. That leg he dragged forward as he moved into the room.


Marcue longed to run. He kept himself where he was only by the fiercest exercise of will, and he knew that his terror showed plainly on his face.


The girl didn’t flinch. She looked at the monster as if he were someone she had known and disliked all her life. Marcue couldn’t even see fear in her eyes.


Well, he was afraid enough for both of them.


You should have helped her escape, a tiny voice in the back of his mind whispered. You are going to regret the fact that you didn’t for the rest of your life. The name Danya Galweigh is going to ride with you into the dark halls of nightmare when you sleep, and perch on your shoulders when you wake.


The girl gripped the bars of her cell with slender, long-fingered hands and, in a voice that said without words that she was their superior and beyond anything they might do to her, said, ‘You’re all here now. Give me your news.’


The monster Anwyn said, ‘Dear child, the diplomats still talk, and we will let them talk, of course – but they achieve nothing. Your Family is most unwilling to give us what we want.’ He shook his head and looked from Andrew to Crispin, then back to the girl. ‘And the work of Theramisday has come and gone, and no decision that we will accept has yet been reached.’


She frowned. ‘But you said the diplomats are still talking.’


Anwyn smiled, and those horrible teeth gleamed. ‘Well, of course. If we had given your people our actual deadline, they would know to be watching for our next move. As it is, they think we’re still considering what they have to say, so they won’t be prepared for our attack.’


Danya paled, and Marcue, pressed against the wall, ached for her. Her Family still thought they had a chance to get her back alive, when in fact she had become the trick that would make them vulnerable.


Danya Galweigh didn’t collapse into tears, nor did she beg for mercy. She glanced at Marcue, then back at the monster, and said, ‘So now I assume you have come to kill me.’


All three visitors to the dungeon laughed. The demon said, ‘Lovely girl, we wouldn’t dream of killing you. Yet. What a stupid waste of valuable resources that would be. How would we bring ourselves to kill someone so young and beautiful, so strong and full of life? No. We have a place for you among our number.’


‘Indeed,’ Crispin said, ‘the central place of honor in the circle of the Wolves.’


That meant nothing to Marcue, but it meant something to Danya. Her facade of courage and impassivity crumbled, and tears filled her eyes. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘Please, no. Not that.’


Andrew tittered again. ‘Well, not that right away. After you have been the guest of the Wolves, you won’t be . . . well, you won’t be the same, and we hated the idea of wasting so much prettiness. So for the next few days, you’ll entertain the three of us. Just us.’


She backed away from the bars. ‘Don’t touch me.’


Crispin and the demon laughed, and Crispin said, ‘Well, brother, I don’t think she likes us.’


The demon said, ‘She’ll probably like you well enough. But I think I shall like her.’


Andrew said, ‘Guard, give me the key to her cell.’


Marcue shuddered.


I should have helped her. I should have . . . I had the time. I could have made an opportunity. I could have done something. Maybe I still can. Maybe I can find a way to get her out and lock the three of them in there – I can run with her and my parents before anyone is the wiser. Galweigh House isn’t so far . . .


‘Let me open it for you,’ he heard himself saying. ‘The lock is stiff and tricky, and won’t open if you haven’t practiced with it a great deal.’ His voice shook when he spoke, but he thought anyone’s voice would shake on being confronted for the first time with a demon. And what he said about the lock was true, actually, though he took nearly three times as long unlocking it as he would have normally. His delay came partly because his hands were shaking from fear, but more than that, the whole time he was scraping the key back and forth, he was figuring out how he would get the men and the monster into the cell and the girl safely out. By the time the door screeched open, he thought he had found the way.


‘There,’ he said, and stepped back, keeping himself beside the door and leaving the key in the lock.


‘Very good,’ Andrew said. ‘That did look very difficult.’


Marcue nodded and took another step back. He tried to catch the girl’s eye, but she was looking at Andrew, who stepped into the cell first. Crispin followed, and Marcue wished with all his heart the second one in had been the demon. Crispin would have been so much easier to shove.


He watched both men close on Danya, and backed up another half step, hoping to spot the demon, who had inexplicably vanished. He felt his fear in the tightening of his gut and his testicles, in the pounding of his heart, and he thought, Come on! Come on! Move in front of me, you bastard, before it’s too late.


Then he felt the point of a needle at his throat.


‘It probably would have worked,’ the demon said from behind him. He felt it rest one hand on his belly. The other tightened around his neck, and the monster picked him up, strangling him and dragging him backward at the same time. He kicked and struggled, trying to pull the hand away from his neck and finding that he might have bent the bars of one of the cells with his hands more easily. He couldn’t breathe at all, couldn’t make a sound. The demon took him to the stone wall directly across from the cell (to the rows of manacles, why is he taking me to the manacles?) and released his throat just as the world was beginning to turn gray and his pulse was threatening to explode out the sides of his skull.


Marcue vomited and gasped in air, choking, his throat on fire, and the demon laughed. It grabbed one wrist and locked it into a manacle, then caught the other one. ‘You couldn’t have saved her, but you might have gotten all three of us into the cell.’ The demon smiled at him (horrible smile) and added, ‘But you think too loudly, and with your whole body. Not a good survival trait, that.’


Marcue became dimly aware that the girl was screaming. He looked past the demon to see her held between Crispin and Andrew. She was staring at him. Screaming for him.


The monster fitted his other wrist into the manacle, closed it. Locked it. Smiled at him.


Terrible, terrible teeth.


Terrible.


The girl, screaming, ‘Let him go! Let him go!’


‘We were just going to take her up to our quarters,’ Crispin said from inside the cell. ‘Just going to go on our way and leave you to your job. But, naughty lad, you let yourself think of a prisoner as something besides a prisoner, and you are going to have to pay for that.’


‘I don’t think,’ the demon said, ‘that he should leave life without at least a little entertainment, though. Do you, Crispin?’


‘What did you have in mind?’


‘Killing him slowly,’ the demon said. ‘Letting him watch us with the girl as he dies. So that at least he dies amused.’


Andrew giggled. ‘Do it,’ he said. ‘Do it.’


The demon turned to face Marcue and said quietly, ‘A voice speaks to each of us in the still silent places – a voice that tells us to stand, to have courage, to do what is right.’ He smiled. ‘And if we’re very, very clever, we hunt down the source of that voice, and kill it.’


He dragged one dagger-tipped finger down Marcue’s gut, and the fabric of his tunic fell away, and the link mail under it rattled. The demon clicked his tongue, and ripped the link mail in half from top to bottom. Sliced away the padded quilt shirt underneath. Exposed the bare skin of Marcue’s chest and belly.


‘Such smooth skin,’ he said. ‘Mine looked like that once. Enough so that I think I would have had to kill you anyway. I miss my old self.’


‘Don’t,’ Marcue said. ‘Don’t hurt me. I didn’t do anything.’


‘You wanted to. Wanting to was enough.’


‘You don’t know that. You can’t know what a man thinks.’


‘I can. I do.’


‘Let me go.’


‘We’re going to let you watch. The mating of Wolves – not a sight many men have ever seen.’ The demon laughed, and dragged its claw down his belly a final time.


white


red


pain agony pain


terror and blood and stink and


the incredible noise of screaming someone screaming inside his head and he wanted it to stop he called to the pain to kill him and it didn’t


the weight of something hot and slick and stinking sliding away from him, landing on his feet


faintness, but faintness that abandoned him at the last instant and left him to the cruel ministrations of the waking world


he kept on living


and a voice that cut through his screaming like that claw had cut through his belly, and silenced him.


‘We can do much, much more to you without killing you outright,’ Crispin Sabir said. ‘So unless you want us to prove that, shut your mouth and watch. We’re doing this for your benefit.’


Marcue opened his eyes. He didn’t look down. He knew what he would see there, and he couldn’t look. Couldn’t. He couldn’t keep his eyes from the scene in front of him, either. His supply of courage was gone. He hung in the shackles, his back against the wall, and watched, wishing he could die quickly, wishing he could die right away. He watched the demon and the two men who were no better than demons, and he tried not to look at the girl. He tried not to hear her. Because he lived to know that they had killed him, that he was a breathing dead man, and that was terrible.


Terrible.


But the things they did to her were worse.





Chapter 3


It was a scent in the hallway that did it, that almost threw Kait into an uncontrolled Shift; a scent at once as familiar as family and as alien as the far side of the world. One instant she was dragging Tippa down the long, empty side corridor toward the yard where the driver had parked the carriage. The next, she was leaning against a wall feeling her bones going liquid in her body, feeling her blood bubbling like sparkling wine, while exuberance filled her and colors and sounds grew sharper and cleaner and the very air she breathed became a rich, full-bodied, intoxicating beverage.


Tippa struggled to free her wrist from Kait’s grasp, and bleated, ‘Kait? Kait? What’s wrong?’ in that timid, frightened voice Kait loathed.


Kait wiped tears of frustration and longing from her eyes with the back of a hand, checking the appearance of the hand at the same time. Normal. Thank the gods, thank all the gods, it was normal. If she could just get herself under control, she might still be all right.


I want to run, she thought. I want to fly, to race against the wind; I want to feel my muscles burn from exertion, I want to hear my blood pounding in my ears. I want to taste the wind and feel the cut of the tall grass against my skin. I want to hunt. I want fresh, hot meat, the iron tang of blood – and she pushed what she wanted away from herself. Far away. Far down in the dark places inside, her hungers fought against her and she struggled to lock them away where they belonged. She said softly, ‘I don’t want any of those things. I want to serve my Family and earn my independence.’ Her voice sounded raw, husky, far too deep. Bad. Very bad. Her vocal cords had already slipped. She turned to Tippa, and gripped both her cousin’s shoulders, and stared down into her eyes. Tippa swallowed, looking suddenly sober and very frightened. ‘Go to the carriage,’ Kait said. ‘Tell the driver to take you home. Wait with the Family – tell whoever meets you that I sent you because three Gyru princes were up to something and your chaperones had disappeared. I’ll . . . be along when I can.’


Tippa shivered. ‘Kait, what’s wrong with you?’


‘Nothing that I can’t take care of.’ She wished that were true. Control, always elusive, now felt as if it slipped through her fingers like quicksilver. ‘Go,’ she snarled. ‘Run.’


Tippa stared at her an instant longer, then turned and fled. When she disappeared through the archway at the end of the corridor and thundered down the steps to the carriage, Kait moved to the first dark side passage she could find, hid behind an enormous statue, and sank to the floor. Her silk skirts rustled, and the laced bodice of the damned party dress grew looser, then tighter, then looser, then tighter.


Her blood pounded in her wrists, in her temples, behind her tightly closed eyes – her blood burned in her veins and fizzed like the water of a sacred spring. The unbearable desire grew worse. She smelled him, this stranger – one of her own, an adult male, in the prime of life. Like her, pushed too close to the knife edge of control; like her, hungry for a hunt. She opened her mouth and wrinkled her nose slightly and inhaled, and along the back of her palate she tasted the scents of him that were both wonderfully familiar and wonderfully strange. That bottled exuberance threatened to burst free, to become the wild exhilaration of total Shift.


She couldn’t let it take her. She couldn’t let that other Kait loose. Not in the Dokteerak House, not surrounded by hundreds of potential enemies. She had to stop herself, and fast.


His scent was like a drug in the air, like incense made of caberra spice, which clouded the mind and filled it full of visions; his scent could lend her knowing and almost willing toward her own destruction. First she needed to block that.


She had perfume. A little bottle, always with her. Stinking stuff, like all perfume – she hated it because it ruined the taste of the air the way spices and sauces ruined the taste of meat. But scents had caught her off guard before, and she’d learned. She pulled the little bottle of perfume from her waist-purse, slopped some of it onto a corner of her skirt, and wiped the reeking stuff across her nostrils and her upper lip.


The effect was jarring. Painful. Like being wakened from the midst of a pleasant dream by being pitched head-first into an icy spring. Her eyes watered and she needed to cough and sneeze at the same time, and she didn’t dare do either. Her bones hurt. Her blood churned. The thrill of Shift cooled, but not pleasantly. Her skin became a layer of lead smeared over muscles that ached as if they’d taken a hellish beating.


I can hold the other back. I am in control.


I want to run


The world is cool, blues and greens and icy whites, silent and scented with flowers and spices. My heart beats slowly; my feet remain firmly on the ground; I seek tranquillity.


the world is red and hot and scented with earth and blood and the rich raw taste of meat and sex


I have given up everything for this chance to be human. I told my parents I could do this, I promised I could take on the responsibility, I told them if they wouldn’t give me work within my Family I would find work outside of it where they could never be sure I was safe.


you’re a fool


I’m more than you would let me be. I’m more than instinct, more than running and hunting and rutting. My parents sacrificed just to keep me alive to adulthood. They gave me the keys to be human.


you’re Karnee. . . you’re a freak . . . you’re a Curse-touched monster and in the end you will never be more than an animal


Kait opened her eyes and looked at her hands. Human hands. She smelled the flowery stink of perfume, and ignored the salt taste of her tears on her lips, and the wet heat on her cheeks. She would not give in to the voice of the hated other. She could be more than the Curse-trapped beast she’d been born as. She would be more.


The cool smoothness of the polished marble wall felt good through the thin layers of her silk dress. She pressed back against the wall, catching her breath, letting the stone caress the skin at the nape of her neck. The crystalline perfection of the world that had been within her reach had been erased, swathed in the dull, lifeless tones that characterized everything when she came out of an attack. She was already drifting into the Crash phase. She felt the moodiness setting in. Not too terrible this time – the near-Shift hadn’t materialized, and the price she paid for the wild, joyous abandon of Karnee was always proportional. But the Crash was coming, and with it the ravenous hunger, the lethargy, and the other symptoms. Worse, this time she would have to pay the price knowing that she would still have to deal with a pending episode . . . and soon.


This time she had solved nothing. She had simply postponed the problem. Her body demanded the Shift once within each forty days that passed, no matter how inconvenient or dangerous such a Shift might be. She planned and she accommodated . . . or she got caught out.


‘. . . and in spite of that, you let him in here. Tonight.’


She raised her head and opened her eyes. Voices. From down the hall, hidden behind the closed doors of one of the rooms. She’d been hearing them for a while, but she’d been too lost in the morass of her own problems to really be aware of them.


‘He insisted on seeing you immediately – said that what he had to discuss with you might alter the Sabirs’ plans.’


Sabirs? Kait thought she recognized the first voice as belonging to Branard Dokteerak. The second she had no idea about, but if she was right about the first, then what in all the demon-spawned hells was he doing talking to Sabirs? Especially with the Dokteerak alliance to the Galweighs pending . . .


‘He wanted nothing more than my reassurance that we’d be ready to move the night of the wedding. Gave me some vague line about his people needing to know if anything had changed, if they were going to need more men or if they were going to need to bring them down by another route – but he didn’t want anything real. He didn’t have any genuine reason to speak with me at all, and less than none tonight of all nights.’


‘Had I been able to force a response from him, I wouldn’t have let him in to see you, but you said –’


‘I haven’t changed my mind, either. Until the Galweigh holdings in Calimekka are ours, we do nothing to anger the Sabirs. That includes using force on their envoys. Once we’re firmly entrenched within the House, however, I want the envoy killed. He’s Sabir, even if it is by distant blood, and he was disrespectful to me.’


A pause. ‘I’ll take care of that, Paraglese.’


‘Good. Meanwhile I have left my own party and my guests, and I must give them an appropriate reason when I return – one that will stand up to scrutiny. Have any messengers arrived?’


‘None.’


‘A pity. That would have been the easiest of excuses. Well, then – who among our current list of houseguests have not attended my party?’


‘Castilla and her children . . . your nephew Willim, who has a touch of grippe . . . the paraglese Idrogar Pendat –’


‘Stop. Idrogar is here and hasn’t shown his face at my party?’


‘Just so. He arrived yesterday and is awaiting a moment of your time.’


‘He’s been causing me problems in the Territories. He wants more control over affairs in Old Jirin.’


‘I must assume, Paraglese, that his mission this time will only be to continue with his earlier demands. He brings many bodyguards, but no gifts.’


Kait heard Dokteerak begin to chuckle. ‘At last, a benefit from this long and expensive night. What apartment is he in?’


‘The Summer Suite, in the North Wing. The best quarters for . . . what I suspect you have in mind.’


‘They are indeed. Please make sure my beloved cousin Idrogar’s fatal illness doesn’t inconvenience him too much. Or leave any marks on the body. We’ll have to produce the corpse tomorrow for my story to hold . . . but what better reason could any man ask to leave his own party, at least for a while, than an urgent visit to the bedside of a beloved and dying relative?’ A pause. Then, ‘Find out exactly what he came here for before he dies, Pagos. I don’t want to destroy valuable information by accident.’


‘As you will, Paraglese.’ Kait heard the sound of stone sliding, and recognized it as the same sound that secret panels in Galweigh House made. The paraglese’s man Pagos heading off to do his master’s bidding, no doubt.


She had no time to get out of the hallway; the door at the end opened, and the paraglese came out. She couldn’t see him from her position behind the statue, but she could hear his heavy footsteps and his labored breathing. He wasn’t an old man, but he was a sick one.


He went past her without looking either left or right, turned down the larger corridor toward his party, and met a few guests there. ‘My dear cousin came suddenly ill . . .’ she heard him say, his voice dwindling as he moved away from her.


Kait waited another moment to be sure he didn’t come back, then rose and slipped out from behind the statue, and hurried out toward the street. She had to get to the embassy to tell her Family what she’d heard. Keeping Tippa out of trouble was nothing compared to making sure the diplomats discovered the game Branard Dokteerak was playing at, but just as important was deciding which member of the Family to tell. If she chose poorly, she would have the awkward task of explaining why she was able to crouch behind a statue at one end of a corridor and hear a conversation that took place behind heavy closed doors at the other end of it – and for that matter, she might have to explain how she came to be hiding behind the statue in the first place.


And even within her own Family, she suspected that if the truth about her got out, she would be regarded as an abomination by most of her clansmen, and as a dubious asset at best by the remainder.


* * *


The evil that seeped into the city of Halles and crawled through the streets and the homes had its beginnings in an ancient room deep in the heart of the Sabir Embassy, which sat at the far northern edge of the town. In the subterranean chamber, the Sabir Wolves moved through flickering light and the curling smoke of caberra incense, raising magic; they approached each other and then retreated in bewildering patterns, following the path of a complex design carved into the stone floor. Swirl and arabesque, move forward, move back, circle clockwise, counterclockwise; and all the while they whispered.


In the center of their path, a man branded with the mark of the convicted felon hung limp and unresisting against the bonds that bound him to the carved stone column. At the beginning of his ordeal he had sworn, he had begged for mercy, he had fought and screamed and cried – but the beginning of his ordeal was hours behind him, and he had nothing left in him with which to fight. He had withered to half his size, had sunk in on himself as the life drained out of him. Now he hung in silence as the Wolves moved around him. From time to time he roused himself enough to stare in terror at the shapes of ghostly others who trod the path between the men and women he knew to be there. Sometimes he heard other voices that emanated from the air around him. He didn’t understand what he was watching, but he didn’t need to understand to know that what they did was killing him quickly.


The Wolves paid little attention to him. Their focus was on the path, and on their precise placement on the path; they moved in relation not only to each other, but to their colleagues leagues away in Calimekka, who followed the footsteps of the path with them and who chanted as they chanted, linking the two places, raising magic.


A handsome young man stepped through the doorway into the room, and two of the Walkers looked up. He nodded to them. They kept moving around the path, but signaled to Wolves waiting along the wall, and as they reached the set point of a particular arabesque, each stepped off the path, to be immediately replaced by those to whom they had signaled.


The young man slipped out of the room and halfway down the corridor outside, where he waited. Both Wolves joined him there.


‘How did it go?’ The woman who asked the question, Imogene Sabir, was about fifty, with pale skin and rich golden hair just beginning to show some gray. Her eyes were slightly milky, and though she looked at the young man – her son – she gave the impression that she focused on him more by listening. She was nearly, but not entirely, blind; the magic that had stolen most of her eyesight had replaced vision with second sight, and she was satisfied with the exchange. And aside from the increasing opacity in her eyes, her visible Scars were still few enough that she remained beautiful.


‘Dokteerak was furious that I showed up in the middle of his party.’ Her son, Ry, had her slenderness combined with his father’s height, dark gold hair he’d inherited from both of them, and a predatory cast to his features that was entirely his own. ‘I wasn’t obvious, but I know at least two of the Galweighs recognized me.’


His father, Lucien, smiled – a thin, tight-lipped smile that hid his teeth. ‘Excellent. Were you overheard?’


‘I can’t be certain. I couldn’t hear anyone outside the doors. Dokteerak closed them when we went in, and he had a man hidden behind a panel who made so much noise breathing and shifting from foot to foot that I almost couldn’t hide the fact that I knew he was there. It shouldn’t matter. If the Galweighs know I was in Dokteerak House, they’ll get suspicious.’


His mother said, ‘Hid a man behind a secret panel in the same room, eh?’ She laughed. ‘The Dokteeraks have no one like you or me, and do not, I imagine, believe that anyone like us could still exist in these days. I’m sure the two of them thought they were being quite circumspect.’


Ry started to agree with her, then stopped himself. He frowned and said, ‘Now that you mention it, I should have realized that was wrong when I was there.’


‘Wrong?’ His father’s voice grew sharp. ‘What was wrong?’


‘Mother said they have no Karnee. But I crossed through the garden behind a guardsman on my way to find Dokteerak, and I caught the scent of one of us.’


His mother said, ‘You can’t have. None of our Karnee were there, and the Dokteeraks have no Karnee. I know this.’
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