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  The Cold Commands is for V.




  

    who has given me something to hold


  




  





  

    ‘I tell you, it’s no game serving down in the city’




    J.R.R. Tolkien, The Two Towers
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  CHAPTER ONE




  When they got down into the fringes of the forest beyond Hinerion, Gerin saw the heat shimmering off the scrublands ahead of them, and knew the crunch had come.




  Live or die, this was the shape of their last chance.




  ‘We’re going to broil out there,’ he told the others that evening, as they sat in their chains and waited to be fed. ‘You hear the march-masters talking? It’s

  another six weeks to Yhelteth at least, all southward, hotter every step of the way. You think these motherfuckers are going to give us any more water or food than we’re getting

  already?’




  ‘Of course they will, idiot.’ Tigeth, city-pallid and ponderous, and apparently too bone fucking idle to want his freedom at any real cost, snorted, sniffed and blew his nose on his

  fingers. Like half the men on the coffle, he was coming down with a cold. He wiped the snot away on the ground and glowered at Gerin. ‘Don’t you get it? They have to sell us when

  we get to Yhelteth. How they going to do that if we don’t make it, or if we’re starved to the sinew by the time we arrive? Maybe you’re too young or stupid to grasp the fact,

  marsh-foot, but this is commerce. We’re worth nothing to them dead.’




  Marsh-foot.




  In some quarters of Trelayne, it was insult enough to bring down an instant formal challenge and a duel at Brillin Hill fields with the dawn. Elsewhere, it would simply get you stabbed and

  dumped in the river. As with everything else in the city, assumptions were general but wealth and station defined your specifics for you. And upriver or down, the Glades or the harbour-end slums,

  the common truth held – no one in the city of Trelayne would easily let word stand that they might have marsh-dweller blood.




  Gerin had grown up in the marshes and he wouldn’t have lived in the city if you’d paid him. He let the epithet pass, the way he’d watched his kin put up with it for as long as

  he could remember.




  Too much else at stake right now.




  ‘You ever see the trawlers come in at harbour end, Tigeth?’ he asked evenly. ‘You think every fish in that net makes it to market?’




  Chain links rattled impatiently at Gerin’s shoulder. A tight, angry voice in the gathering dark.




  ‘What are you talking about – fish?’




  It was another city dweller, Gerin didn’t recall the name, this one more gaunt and work-worn than Tigeth. He’d barely spoken a word in the week they’d been marching; at rest

  stops, he spent the bulk of his time staring off into space, jaw set and working as if he had the last shreds of a tobacco twist between his teeth.




  Like most of his kind, he still didn’t seem able to get his head around the enormity of what had been done to him.




  ‘Shit is what he’s talking,’ Tigeth sneered. ‘Doesn’t know any better. I mean, look at him; he’s a stunted little marsh brat just like any other you’d

  see down at Strov market, reading fortunes or twitching for the crowd. Can’t read, can’t write, chances are he can’t even count above five. He’s got no idea how commercial

  concerns work.’




  Gerin smiled bleakly.




  ‘Well, since you and everyone else on this coffle was sold for debt, I guess that makes us about even.’




  Tigeth swore and lunged at him. Brief, impotent rattle of chains and a chorus of protests as the move dragged at the other men where they sat. The gaunt man grappled Tigeth back, held the fat

  man’s twitching hands a few inches off Gerin’s face until Tigeth gave it up and slumped down again.




  ‘Sit quiet, you fucking twat,’ the gaunt man hissed. ‘You want a march-master on us? Want to end up like Barat?’




  Gerin’s gaze switched involuntarily to the set of wrenched and empty manacles they still carried with them on the coffle. Big, tough Barat, a harbour-end pimp by trade, had come to the

  auction block the same way as Gerin – through the criminal courts. In the pimp’s case, it was some business about cutting up the wrong slumming noble when he got rough with one of the

  girls. Said noble turns out to have Glades connections, the Watch get off their lazy, drink-sodden arses for a change and ask some questions, break some uncooperative heads. Someone talks, Barat

  lands in jail long enough to spit in his accuser’s upriver face rather than cringe, ends up on the coffle as a result. Standard stuff, that same old city song.




  Barat the pimp brought with him an arrogant dislike for the debt-slaves he found himself chained to, and he spent the first three days of the march taunting them to explosions of ill-judged

  violence, which he then slapped down with practised thug ease and a sneer. For some reason, he’d left Gerin mostly alone, but the coffle chains were generous enough that he got to lay hands

  on at least four or five other men before the march-masters grew tired of the spectacle as sport, and started instead to resent the chaos it caused.




  On the third day, the fifth or sixth outbreak of brawling, two or three of the caravan’s mounted overseers and owners rode back down the line to see what all the fuss was about. One of

  them was a woman, and when the march-masters had kicked and cursed the coffle back into order, she beckoned their chief over, leaned down in her saddle to talk to him and sent him back to his

  colleagues flushed dark with chagrin. Gerin never heard what was said, but he knew what was coming the same way he’d know a change in the wind off the marsh.




  He chose not to share the knowledge with Barat, and the pimp was apparently too slum stupid or iron-headed to work it out for himself. He started another fight later that same afternoon.




  The march-masters took him at midday latrine stop the following noon, just across the river from Parashal. Four of them at once, grim, leather-faced men with long wooden clubs in hand and eyes

  that glinted like mica. They held him down and opened the manacles with the bolt cutters they all carried at their belts like weapons. It was an act whose irrevocability turned the pimp to snorting

  and kicking like a terrified horse when he saw it.




  But by then, of course, it was far too late.




  They dragged Barat thrashing and roaring into a nearby copse, and there they took their time beating him to death. It was close enough for the sounds to carry – solid, meaty thwacks, like

  a butcher chopping joints apart; high, awful shrieks that very shortly broke down into pleading and gurgling moans; finally a silence that was worse than either, as the sounds of the beating went

  on. Gerin had seen more than his fair share of brutality, out on the marsh and in the streets of Trelayne both; but even for him, the killing seemed to take for ever.




  Elsewhere on the coffle, less hardened men – and these included earlier victims of Barat’s thuggish bullying – bowed their heads and stared at the ground they sat upon. One or

  two crammed fingers to their mouths like women, and choked back vomit. Gerin made it halfway to a sneering disdain before he realised he, too, was trembling with reaction.




  Or, he told himself a little giddily, just coming down with Tigeth’s Hoiran-cursed fucking cold.




  Presently, the noises stopped and the march-masters emerged from the trees, trading guffaws, grinning like well-fed wolves. They carried their clubs at rakish shoulder arms. One of them swung

  his manacle cutters idly to and fro in the other hand, slashing at the knee-high grass. The implement’s pincer end was dipped with blood, bright where the midday sun caught it as it

  swung.




  And later, the unspoken knowledge settled among the silent captives, also grinning, like some new, skull-headed companion on the coffle – the understanding that it could have been any one

  of them in Barat’s place.




  ‘Yeah, and speaking of that,’ Gerin told them grimly, when Tigeth had quietened under the gaunt man’s admonition. ‘You think that’s the only empty set of cuffs

  you’re going to see on this chain? Every day we don’t make the market in Yhelteth is coins dripping through these fucks’ fingers. You think they’ll stop or slow down for

  anyone who can’t hack the heat once we start across the scrub?’




  ‘They have to sell us,’ Tigeth insisted petulantly. ‘It isn’t in their interests to—’




  ‘They have to sell some of us, Mister Commerce. Enough of us to make it pay. Like I said before, you think a trawl skipper cares if he spills a few fish on the dock when he

  unloads?’




  ‘How old are you, son?’ someone asked curiously.




  Gerin skinned an urchin grin in the gloom. ‘Fifteen. And contrary to what Mister Commerce there tells you, I can count above five. I count thirty-five coffles on this caravan,

  thirty-two head on each. That’s eleven hundred and twenty, less Barat, and you saw what happened to him. You think any one of us is worth the extra water or the wait while they coddle us

  along? This is march or die, people, and Hoiran gather in the hindmost. You’re not citizens any more, you’re slaves. You fall down out there, they’ll maybe kick you a couple of

  times to see if you can get up again. But if you don’t . . .’ He spread his hands in the manacles, shrugged. ‘They’re going to cut you loose and leave you to die right where

  you fell.’




  ‘Maybe that’s true,’ said the gaunt man slowly. ‘But maybe we just like to think it’ll happen to someone else. Hell, maybe it will happen to someone else.

  We’ve all made it this far.’




  There was a murmur of agreement through the huddled figures on the chain. But as it died down, the gaunt man was gazing blankly southward, and he seemed unconvinced by his own argument.




  ‘Never been in a desert,’ he said to no one in particular. ‘Never seen that before.’




  Someone else sneezed violently.




  ‘I’ve seen march or die,’ said another man seated further away. Half his face was nightmarishly scarred, poorly healed burns so severe that even in the failing light you could

  see the puckered contours of the scar tissue as he moved his head. ‘In the war, on the retreat from Rajal. Kid’s right, that’s how it works. They left the wounded where they fell.

  Made us march right past them, you could hear them calling after us, pleading. Begging us not to leave them for the lizards. And we weren’t even slaves back then, we were still citizens, we

  were soldiers.’




  Tigeth made an exasperated noise. ‘It’s not the same, that was a war. It’s not the same thing at—’




  ‘What’s the matter, big man?’ The gaunt captive stared at Tigeth with open dislike. ‘You reckon some rich Yhelteth widow’s going to buy you for a scribe and butler

  just cuz you can read and write? Think you’ll be too good for mine-work or carrying a hod ’til you drop?’




  ‘Nah, just too fucking fat for it,’ someone jeered.




  ‘Too fucking fat for a widow ’n all,’ said someone else. ‘Less she buys him for a cushion.’




  General laughter, low and mean. Tigeth bristled.




  ‘He isn’t going to be fat by the time we get there,’ said the Rajal veteran quietly. ‘March like we got ahead of us, he’s going to be just as burnt down and

  blistered and broken as everybody else. If he makes it at all.’




  Quiet welled up in the wake of the words. The captives looked at one another as the message sank in. Most of them had doubtless seen some casual brutality since they were arrested and sold,

  maybe a few of the younger and prettier among them had suffered – like Gerin – the same inevitable dungeon rapes as the women who now marched on separate coffles. But by and large these

  men had not yet had to face the idea they might die.




  Faint, feverish chill along Gerin’s spine as he realised that up until now, nor had he. In all his twisting and scheming to get out of this, he’d envisaged a lot of bad outcomes, but

  none involved his own extinction. He’d foreseen various brutalities, improvising off those he’d witnessed himself in the past or had heard in campfire tales. He’d relived the

  memories of his rape in the debt cells, imagined that it might well happen to him again who knew how many times. He’d even brooded briefly, and unable to repress his shudders, on the chances

  of castration, which they said wasn’t uncommon for male slaves in the Yhelteth trade.




  But he’d never once imagined his life might end. Never really believed he might be the one cut loose and abandoned, begging and babbling as the coffles trooped on into the desert

  glare. Never thought it could be him, Gerin Trickfinger, fifteen years old, life barely begun, lying there too weak to move, too weak for anything but husked prayers to the Dark Court,

  Hoiran or Dakovash, Kwelgrish or Horchalat’, Firfirdar or fucking anyone who might be listening out there, entreaties bargaining down like a roped and filled bucket let slip through

  weary fingers and back down the well, hope failing; prayers to be rescued, then prayers simply to be found, albeit by more slavers or bandits; finally the simple plea that thirst and heat might

  kill him before he felt the first darting, tentative tugs at his flesh, as the scavengers circled his twitching body and the vultures spiralled down to take his eyes . . .




  He shivered – this fucking cold – and stared miserably around at his fellow captives. The gaunt man looked across at the Rajal veteran.




  ‘You, scar-face. You think you’ll make it?’




  The veteran grimaced. Against the scarring, it wasn’t a pretty sight. Gerin thought of tusked and fanged statues he’d seen in the candlelit shadows of the temple to Hoiran at

  Trelayne’s Southern Gate. And they said that dark spirits were drawn to malformed and mutilated flesh. His father had once told him . . .




  The scarred man shrugged.




  ‘Probably would, yeah. But you got to think like that. It’s all over if you don’t.’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘Look,’ said Gerin, desperate to shrug off the shiver of his own sudden fear. ‘I’m not saying most of us won’t survive. That’s not the point.’




  The veteran’s ravaged features turned, fixed on him.With the onset of night, the long gleaming scimitar edge of the band could now be seen clearly, slicing out of the clouds overhead,

  spilling a soft, uneven light on whatever the Dark Court deemed it appropriate to touch. Some of that light seemed to catch and gleam in the man’s eye as he looked at Gerin.




  ‘What is the point, then?’ he asked softly.




  It felt oddly like staging, like one of the tricked-up little pieces of street drama he helped set off down at Strov to pull in an audience or milk passers-by for sympathy. As if there was a

  correct, fixed answer to this. Gerin, having no idea what that might be, looked around at his fellow captives and their stares.




  He cleared his throat.




  ‘We’re none of us used to desert heat,’ he said. ‘And half of us are already coming down with the fucking snots and sneezes. We’re going to be sick and stumbling

  tired. We get a few days into the scrublands on the rations they’re feeding us, doesn’t matter who survives, who doesn’t, none of us are going to be in any fit state to

  make any kind of escape. This is our last chance for that.’




  ‘Escape?’ Tigeth snorted phlegmily. ‘You stupid fucking—’




  And the Rajal survivor cuffed him savagely across the head. Tigeth yelped and fell over sideways with the force of the blow. He opened his mouth to say something more but the veteran stared him

  down and Tigeth thought better of it. Then the scarred man’s gaze swung back to Gerin again. He opened one chained hand in invitation.




  ‘If you have an idea, lad, I think now might be the time to spit it out.’




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  The blade came up, caught blinding sunlight along its leading edge for a moment, and then snicked inward.




  Egar the Dragonbane grunted. Tipped his head a fraction of an inch sideways and felt the steel scrape skin. With a major effort of will, he kept his neck where it was and stared up at the

  barber-shop ceiling.




  It was harder than he remembered.




  ‘Do not disconcert yourself, my lord,’ the barber purred. He thumbed the gathered soap foam off his razor and flicked it into the basin. Angled in close for another draw up the

  Dragonbane’s lathered neck, voice turning a little tighter with concentration. ‘You are in Yhelteth now, crowned queen of civilised cities. In this chair have sat visiting dignitaries

  from every corner of the known world. All left with throat intact.’




  Egar fixed him with one baleful eye – no easy thing to do with his head at the angle it was.




  ‘I have done this before, you know.’




  ‘Well, my lord, you’ll be pleased to hear that makes two of us.’ The barber wiped his blade clean again and tilted his customer’s head back the other way. ‘Just so,

  and hold there. Thank you. Though I don’t recall having had the pleasure of serving your worthiness previously. Was it one of your steppe brethren who recommended me?’




  ‘My steppe brethren wouldn’t pay your prices.’




  True enough – in fact, most Majak went bearded in Yhelteth pretty much as they would have done back home on the northern plains. Why pay good money to scrape hair off your face that was

  just going to grow back the following week? Why, for that matter, scrape it off at all? Kept the sun off, didn’t it? Tickled the wenches, let them know they’d been with a man, not a

  boy. Trim it back if you had to, if the grooming standards of whichever imperial mercenary brigade you’d signed up with required it, but otherwise . . .




  The barber frowned a little as he bent and peered at his handiwork. ‘I beg to differ, my lord. In fact, I had a brace of your brethren in here only last week. Young lads, not long

  in the city by the way they talked.’




  Egar grunted. ‘Then they’re getting better pay than I did at their age.’




  ‘Perhaps so. They wore the livery of the Citadel Guard, as near as I recall.’




  ‘Fucking Citadel?’




  A flickered glance at the barber to see if this would cause offence – the imperials were funny about religious matters, had this clerk-arsed unforgiving book of rules to their observances,

  and very little sense of humour where it was infringed upon. Ordinarily, Egar couldn’t give a shit if he offended them or not, but it doesn’t pay to upset a man who has a razor at your

  throat.




  ‘Yes, well . . .’ Immersed in his task, the barber was apparently unmoved by any stirrings of religious fervour. He took the blade up under Egar’s eye, back to the ear, strokes

  as smooth and practised as the voice and the bland platitudes it uttered. ‘The ranks of the Sacred Guard were much depleted in the war, my lord. Martyrdom called multitudes of the righteous

  away.’




  ‘Yeah, didn’t it just.’




  Egar had seen some martyrdom operations during the southern campaign, and they sickened even his well-worn mercenary soul. Waves of men and boys, some of them barely twelve or thirteen years

  old, hurling their bodies forward against the lizard lines with the name of the Revelation on their lips. Most struck at best a single blow before the reptile peons clawed or chewed them down. They

  died in their screaming thousands out on the field while the commanding invigilators looked on and offered prayers for victory.




  At Egar’s side on an overlooking promontory, one of the other Majak mercenary commanders spat in the dirt and shook his head.




  And they call us berserkers?




  But Yhelteth was like that. It lulled you along with its shaves and its baths, its book learning and its law; and then, abruptly, when you least expected it, you saw the vaunted trappings of

  imperial civilisation cast aside, like the cloth and baked clay of some wealthy leper’s mask, and you were abruptly face to face with the leering horror beneath – a violent, tribal

  people, smug in their own assumed superiority and a faith that licensed their dominance wherever they could make it stick.




  It doesn’t pay to have too many illusions about us, Imrana once told him soberly. Take the Black Folk out of the equation and we’d probably still be a bunch of

  blood-thirsty horse tribes squabbling over turf.




  The barber finished up his blade-work, wiped Egar’s face and neck down with a moist towel and brought a burning taper to scorch away the hairs growing from his ears. It was a painful

  process – set the hair on fire for a scant second, slap it out again with a cupped palm; repeat – but Egar submitted with a stoic lack of protest. He was hitting close to forty now, and

  had no desire to be reminded of the fact every time he looked in a mirror. Ears sprouting hair, grey in the beard and pelt, creases in brow and jowls that eased but never fully faded as his

  expression changed; it was all starting to pile up in ways he didn’t much like.




  Nor did he like the space it was starting to rent in his head.




  Back out on the steppe the last few years, he hadn’t really noticed the changes, because outside of shamanry, reflective surfaces weren’t something the Majak had a great deal of use

  for. But now, returned once more to the imperial city, Egar was forcibly reminded that Yhelteth prized fine mirrors as a sign of wealth and sophistication. Both homes and public buildings boasted a

  wide and ornate selection, lurking at unexpected locations in halls and reception rooms wherever he went. Imrana’s house was particularly well supplied, as befitted, he supposed, her position

  at court, and her need to maintain a polished outward beauty. In the end, she said, a little bitterly, facing him in warm perfumed bathwater one evening, despite wealth, despite wisdom,

  despite contacts and court alliances, I am still a woman. And I will be judged on all counts for that single fact, via the cursed fucking geometry of how pleasing I am to the eye.

  Cheekbones and arse cheeks are my destiny.




  I think you’re under-valuing a couple of other assets there. Lazy rumble of lechery in his voice, reaching forward to cup one slumped breast and thumb the nipple. Refusing to meet

  her tone with any seriousness of his own. Tip to tail, it’s all pretty pleasing to my eye. And a couple of other organs too, in case you didn’t notice.




  It got him a faint smile. And – what he’d been angling for, really – she put a hand on his already swelling prick, where it floated fatly between his legs in the bathwater.




  Yes, an effect I’m quite sure any unlaced tavern wench half my age would produce in that self-same organ just by brushing up against it. You can’t crawl back inside what

  you once had, Eg. You have to live with now. And now I am old. Practically a crone.




  He snorted. You’re not yet forty, woman.




  Though privately he suspected that she probably was, and a couple of years besides. Truth be told, it wasn’t something he’d ever given a lot of thought to. Years ago when

  they’d first met, with the war still raging and nothing certain to grab onto but the day you were given – well, then things were different. The fact Imrana was a handful of years older

  than him had given her a darkly exotic allure, a frisson he was unused to in his more usual brothel tumbles. Age and court sophistication were the heady perfumes she was steeped in, a rising,

  maddening scent that hit him like patchouli or rose oil, and filled him with a restless, indefinable hunger.




  Now, with thoughts of age creeping up on him as well, her vanguard battles against the same enemy troubled him more than he liked to admit.




  Yeah, Dragonbane. Troubles you almost as much as that escutcheoned fuck she’s got herself for a husband. And you don’t much like to admit that either, do

  you.




  Ah. That.




  Yes, that – knight commander Saril Ashant, back from assignment in Demlarashan, where he steadfastly and selfishly didn’t manage to get himself killed by the rebels he was putting

  down. Came home instead, covered in glory and claiming as rightful reward a couple of weeks’ furlough complete with nightly conjugal . . .




  Leave it alone, Eg.




  ‘Will there be anything else, my lord?’ The barber was down to a strictly unnecessary brushing off of collar and shoulders. ‘A massage perhaps?’




  Egar reckoned the brutal handling his ears had just had was probably about his limit today. And the confines of the barber’s shop felt suddenly tight. He shook his head, made an effort to

  dump his brooding. He got up out of the chair and fumbled for his purse. Saw the big, freshly shaven man in the mirror do the same. It caught him out as ever – shit, that’s a lot of

  grey hair! For something to say while he dug out coins, he asked:




  ‘And you say these compatriots of mine come in here a lot?’




  ‘Regularly, yes, my lord.’ The barber took the proffered payment. ‘Any message for them?’




  The Dragonbane stared the mirror down, trying not to let a sudden weariness show through. What would he say? What message could he possibly pass on to young men possessed of all the idiotic,

  indestructible confidence he’d owned himself when he rolled into town a couple of decades back?




  Enjoy it while it lasts, it sure don’t last long, maybe?




  Get paid well for the years you give?




  If they were getting Palace Quarter shaves on a regular basis, they’d already learnt that lesson better than he could teach it.




  The man in the mirror frowned at him. The barber hovered. Behind the traitorous weariness, another sensation coiled, restless, like smoke; like something summoned but not yet called to tangible

  form. He tried to name it – could not.




  He shook it off instead.




  ‘No message,’ he said, and stepped back out into the sun-blasted brightness of the street.




  He walked at random for a while, let the flow of humanity through the Palace Quarter carry and soothe him. Women in brightly coloured wrapping, like toffees too numerous to choose from, and the

  heady slap of perfume across the eyes as they passed. Slaves and retainers in the livery of this or that courtier’s service, bent beneath upholstered saddles piled five feet high with burden,

  or – the lucky ones – bearing some lettered and sealed communication from one lordly house to another. A noble trailing entourage in his wake like noisy gulls at the stern of a fishing

  skiff. Here and there the odd brace of City Guard, sun smashed too bright to look at across their cuirasses. Beggars and street poets not dirty, deformed or disruptive enough to be worth the effort

  of moving on.




  Faint, twining scents of fruit and flowers from a market somewhere close. The broken rhythms of the sellers, crying their wares.




  Heat like a blanket. Street dust stirring beneath the tramp of feet.




  Egar drifted on it all like a swimmer with the current – nursing for a while the still-sharp, piercing pleasure of just being here, of having come back to this place he never

  thought he’d see again. But in the end, it was no good. His eyes tracked inevitably up and west, to the stately, tree-shaded white mansions along Harbour Hill Rise. To one particular mansion,

  in fact, with the mosaic dome cupola at its southern end, where right now probably . . .




  Come on, Dragonbane. Really. Leave it alone.




  Too late. His gaze stuck on the cupola’s polished wink and gleam like a blade in a frost-chilled scabbard. He felt his mood sour. Felt the unreasoning anger flare, the way it always

  did.




  . . . right now probably, sucking him off in that big bed . . .




  Grow up, Eg. You knew you’d have to live with this. Besides – a sly, steppe-nomad wit intruding, relic of a man he sometimes wondered if he still was –

  it’s way too close to prayer time for that sort of thing. He’s a pious little fucker, remember. She told you as much.




  As if in confirmation, the prayer call floated out from a tower somewhere behind him. Egar put up half a twisted grin for a shield, and hung on to it. Memory of Imrana was inextricably bound up

  with the plaintive skyline ache of that sound.




  In the early days, when passion flared between them at every touch, at every loaded look, transgression against the appointed hour of prayer would light her up like a taper soaked in oil. Her

  eyes wide, her lips flexed apart, the arched tension of appalled delight on her face at what he was doing to her, at when he was doing it to her. Occasionally, he’d catch the waft of

  memory from those days, and go hard to the root just thinking about it.




  And then later, settling more comfortably into the harness of their mutual attraction, they still spent post-coital evenings out on her apartment balconies, wrapped up in each other’s

  tangled, sweat-slick limbs, listening to the evening call and watching the sun melt into layers of heat and dust over the western city.




  His smile waned, turned ugly with the weight of current events. Knight fucking commander or not, Dragonbane, one day you should just . . .




  He grabbed the thought by the scruff of its neck. Enough.




  Time to be elsewhere. Definitely.




  Habit took his feet south, put him on the Boulevard of the Ineffable Divine. He didn’t think Archeth would be back from An-Monal yet, but there was always Kefanin to

  talk to in the meantime. Ishgrim to leer at, if she chose to put in an appearance. And anyway, he reminded himself, a little sourly, it was his job to keep an eye on them all; it was the genteel

  pretence he and Archeth maintained – that his place as long-term house guest was paid out by informal security duties on her behalf.




  That this amounted to not much more than being visible – and visibly Majak – about the place was not discussed. Nor were the small purses of silver coin that showed up regularly in

  the pockets of his attire when it came back from cleaning and was laid out in his rooms.




  He tried not to feel too much like a kept hound.




  Truth was, the Citadel raid on Archeth’s household was the best part of three full seasons in the past now, and the way it had worked out, it seemed unlikely the same powers would try

  again. Menkarak and his kind had backed off. There was a ticklish equilibrium in place across Yhelteth these days, like some massive set of scales hanging in the sky above the city, one cupped,

  brass weighing bowl dipped over the imperial palace, the other riding the air above the raised crag and keep of the Citadel.




  No one wanted to disturb that balance if they could help it.




  He felt it again – that same coiling restlessness, familiar but just out of reach.




  Could always look for a real job, of course. Dragonbane.




  He could, and with that name attached, there’d be no shortage of offers; you mostly had to look in graveyards for men called Dragonbane – the ones still walking around were few and

  far between. Any regiment in the city would kill to have one as a commander, or even a colour officer. But a command, even a sinecure command, would mean responsibility – requirements to

  attend reviews and a hundred other tedious regimental affairs of one beribboned sort or another, when he’d really rather be out on a sun-soaked balcony somewhere, fucking Imrana or drinking

  and shooting the shit with Archeth. And a real command would be worse still – the way things were right now, he’d more than likely find himself deployed south to Demlarashan to

  supervise the slaughter of yet more deluded, poorly armed young men who had evidently somehow not managed to get their fill of war last time around.




  The war; the years as clanmaster back on the steppe afterwards – it still clogged him. It sat in his stomach and throat whenever he thought about it, the morning-after feel of too much

  undigested food and wine from some overblown feast the night before. He didn’t care if he never held another command in his life.




  He was done giving other men orders.




  Let the dumb fucks work it out themselves, for a change.




  He pitched up at Archeth’s place in no better mood than that. Got in off the crowded street and paused in the cool shadows of the gate arch to wipe sweat from neck and brow. The two young

  guardsmen stationed there nodded warily at him. More warily than you’d expect, given that he’d played dice with them a couple of times at shift change.




  He forced a grin.




  ‘All right, lads? Seen the lady Archeth at all?’




  The man on the left shook his head. ‘No word yet, my lord.’




  Shrug. Kefanin, then.




  He crossed the sun-struck cobbles of the courtyard, went inside and rattled about the house a bit until he finally discovered the eunuch talking to Ishgrim in one of the enclosed garden patios

  out back. Egar didn’t catch what they were discussing, but they seemed to his jaundiced eye to be getting on altogether too well for a young woman shaped the way Ishgrim was and a man with no

  balls. The slave girl was laughing, tipping her long candle-wax coloured hair back from her eyes. Body curves shoving gratuitously at the yellow linen shift she wore, straining the material at hip

  and breast. Kefanin made some convoluted gesture with both hands, shook out a red silk handkerchief and spread his fingers wide so it hung between them. A small cascade of white rose petals drifted

  down onto the stone bench between them. Ishgrim gasped, clapped her hands like a small child. Her breasts gathered up and inward with the action, not like a small child at all. Egar felt a throb go

  through his groin at the sight.




  Not what he need right now.




  He coughed and made himself known.




  ‘’lo, Kef.’




  The eunuch got hurriedly to his feet. ‘My lord.’




  ‘No sign of Archeth, then?’




  ‘No. Ordinarily, I would have expected her back by now, but . . .’




  ‘But once she gets up there to that house full of phantoms, who the fuck can tell.’ Egar’s voice came out gruffer than he’d intended. ‘Right?’




  Kefanin’s lips pursed diplomatically.




  ‘Would you care for some refreshment, my lord?’




  ‘No, I’m good.’ Egar glanced down at Ishgrim, wondering, not for the first time, where Archeth found her restraint. If the girl had been his slave – a gift of the

  Emperor, no less, it doesn’t get much more legitimate than that – he would have plundered those curves fucking months ago. Would have lit her up like a steppe-storm sky, put a

  fucking smile on her face for once, instead of that perpetually downcast look she dragged around the house all the time like a bucket of used bathwater.




  Ishgrim flushed and shifted on the stone bench.




  ‘Are you going to tell him?’ she asked in a small voice.




  Silence. Egar switched a glance between the two of them. ‘Tell me what?’




  ‘It’s nothing, really.’ Kefanin waved a dismissive hand. ‘Not worth—’




  ‘Tell me what, Kef?




  The major-domo sighed. ‘Well, then. It seems we are being subjected to a little more clerical brinkmanship. The Citadel wish once more to remind us of their existence.’




  ‘They’re out there again?’ Egar hadn’t noticed coming in, and an odd sense of shame crept through him at the realisation. Some fucking hound, Eg.

  ‘Guys on the gate didn’t say a thing about it when I came in.’




  Kefanin shrugged. ‘They are on loan from the palace. They don’t want unnecessary trouble.’




  That ticklish fucking balance again. Egar remembered the wary looks the guardsmen had given him. Felt a fierce grin stitch itself onto his face.




  ‘They think I’d cause unnecessary trouble?’




  ‘My lord, I do not know if—’




  ‘Leave it with me, Kef.’




  Voice trailing out behind him as he walked away. Riding an upsurge of varying emotion now, at whose heart was that same vaguely familiar restlessness he couldn’t pin down. He strode back

  through the chambers and halls of the house. Across the blaze of the courtyard. Under the brief, cool caress of the arch, past the startled guardsmen – assholes – without a word.

  Out once more into the bustle and tramp of the street.




  Paying attention now, he spotted them easily enough – there, under one of the acacia trees planted in twinned rows down the centre of the boulevard. The lean, drab-robed figure of the

  invigilator and, flanking him in the cooling puddle of shade, the inevitable brace of men-at-arms; cheap bulk and professional scowls, lightweight mail shirts under surplices with the Citadel

  crest, short swords sheathed at the hip.




  There was a twinned flicker of motion as both men clapped hand to sword hilt when they saw the big Majak come striding through the traffic towards them. Egar nodded grim approval, let them know

  he’d seen it, and then he was planted firmly in front of the invigilator.




  ‘You’ve got the wrong house,’ he said conversationally.




  The invigilator’s face mottled with anger. ‘How do you dare to—’




  ‘No, you’re not listening to me.’ Egar kept his voice patient and gentle. ‘There’s obviously been some mistake back at the Citadel. Pashla Menkarak isn’t

  keeping you up to date. When he sent you down here, didn’t he tell you how dangerous it is to stand under this tree?’




  The invigilator flashed an inadvertent glance up at the branches over his head. Egar dropped an amiable right arm onto his shoulder, just above the collar-bone. He dug in with his thumb. The

  invigilator uttered a strangled yelp. The men-at-arms came belatedly to life. One of them raised a meaty hand and grabbed Egar’s free arm.




  ‘That’s en—’




  Egar clubbed down with the blade of his right hand, felt the invigilator’s collar-bone snap beneath the blow like a twig for kindling. The invigilator shrieked, collapsed in a sprawl of

  robes and choking pain. By then, Egar had already turned on the man-at-arms who’d grabbed him. He locked up the grasping hand with a Majak wrestling trick, put the man into the trunk of the

  tree face first. The other man-at-arms was a heartbeat too slow in reacting, and did entirely the wrong thing – he went for his sword. Egar swung a shoulder in with his full body weight

  behind it, trapped the man’s sword arm across his chest and smacked him in the temple with the heel of one palm. At the last moment, something made him pull the full force of the blow, and

  the man went down merely stunned.




  Meanwhile, the one he’d put face first into the tree was still on his feet, blood streaming from a broken nose, and he’d also decided it was time to bring out the steel. He got the

  sword a hand’s breadth out of its scabbard and then the Dragonbane kicked his legs out from under him. He went down in a sudden heap. Egar stepped in and kicked him again in the head. That

  seemed to take care of things.




  Behind him, the invigilator was still screeching and thrashing about on the ground in his robes like some kind of beached manta ray. An interested crowd was starting to form. Egar looked up and

  down the street for reinforcements, saw none, positioned himself carefully and kicked the robed form hard in the guts. The screaming stopped, was replaced by a ruptured puking sound. Egar planted

  another solid kick, higher this time, and felt a couple of ribs snap against his boot. Then he crouched beside the invigilator, grabbed him by the throat and dragged him in close.




  ‘Look up there,’ he said bleakly, and jerked the man’s head upward for emphasis. ‘Pay attention, because I’m only going to go through this once. See that window?

  Second floor, third across from the arch? That’s my room. It looks directly out onto the street, right here. Now I know that you people and the lady of this house have some prior

  history, but here’s the thing: I don’t fucking care. And more importantly, I don’t want to have to look out of that window and see your scowling face fucking up my view. Got

  it?’




  Gritted teeth snarl. ‘I have an ordained right—’




  Egar slapped the rest of the sentence out of the man’s mouth.




  ‘We’re not discussing rights, my friend. Do I look like a lawyer to you? We’re talking here about a polite and reasonable personal request I’m making, to you and

  all your bearded chums. Stay the fuck away from this house. Take that back to Menkarak, make sure he spreads it around. Because anyone who doesn’t get the message, I will be forced to hurt,

  probably very badly. And if you ever come back here again.’ The Dragonbane dug his index fingernail in under the invigilator’s chin and lifted his face closer. Looked into his

  eyes to make it stick. ‘Well, then I’ll kill you. Okay?’




  From the man’s face, he judged the message conveyed.




  He got up, looked around at the tumbled, twitching bodies, and the goggling crowd that had gathered.




  ‘Show’s over,’ he said brusquely. ‘Nothing to see here.’




  And there it was, something in the words as he spoke them, some echo of the elusive feeling he’d been carrying around all day – which now slid out from the shadows and took on

  recognisable form.




  Bored, he realised with a slight shock. Dragonbane – you are bored.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  Later, with the band muffled up in thickening cloud and the last of the daylight gone to a fading orange glow over the trees to the west, the march-masters set about building

  campfires. Tinder sparked and flared at intervals across the low open ground where the thirty-five coffles of slaves were huddled against the growing chill of night. Gerin watched the flames spring

  up, and counted – four, no, five of them among the slaves and another smaller one further out where the overseer’s tents were pitched. None were close enough to cast more than the

  faintest radiance on the men in his coffle – a gleam here and there on a few pale, city-bred faces like Tigeth’s, the odd glint of an eye catching the light as someone turned their

  head. But mostly, the slaves made a rumpled and undistinguished mass of shadow in the gloom.




  There was a faint, watery itching in Gerin’s eyes and throat. He felt suddenly, ineptly weak.




  He forced it down. No time for that now.




  Those march-masters not tasked with the fires began the lengthy business of feeding and watering their charges. They moved outward among the slaves in ones and twos, dealing out the odd casual

  kick or blow to open passage. The men overseeing Gerin’s coffle at least seemed in rough good humour as they went round, slopping cold stew into the shallow wooden bowls with reasonable

  attempts at accuracy, taking the trouble to hand out the chunks of stale bread rather than just throw them, here and there grunting the kind of gruffly soothing words you’d offer a

  well-behaved dog. Gerin put it down to Barat’s absence – with the troublemaker off the chain and left to rot, there’d be no more unwelcome attention from the overseers, and that

  had to be good. Now they could all, slaves and march-masters together, get on with the practical business of reaching journey’s end in peace.




  Gerin forced down mouthfuls of the gelatinous stew, gnawed at a corner of his bread. He swallowed hard, breathed, swallowed again and—




  Abruptly, he was choking.




  Choking – thrashing – flailing hard in his chains, so the manacles gouged at his wrists and ankles, and the men around him panicked back as far as their own restraints would let

  them. Clamour went back and forth.




  ‘What the—’




  ‘Look out, look out, he’s having a fi—’




  ‘Fever! It’s the coughing fever!’




  ‘Get him the fuck away from m—’




  ‘Poison, poison! ’




  ‘Don’t touch the fucking food!’




  ‘Spit it up, man. Spit it the fuck up!’




  And then the new cry, the new terror. ‘Possessed, possessed! The Dark Court has him. Hoiran comes! Don’t let him touch you, he’ll break the chains like

  a—’




  ‘Hoiran! Hoiran! Abase yourselves, it is—’




  ‘Hoiran walks!’




  ‘Back, get back—’




  The march-masters arrived. Gerin was barely aware of them, vision torn back and forth in splinters as his neck spasmed front and side, front and side, front and side. The

  spittle was gathering in his throat – he coughed and spat desperately, felt it start to foam and blow on his lips. A dimly seen form stooped across him, a fist clobbered inaccurately down.

  The blow glanced off the side of his head. His spine arched, he made deep snarling noises at the base of his throat. A second march-master joined the first.




  ‘Not like that, you fucking twat. Get a grip on his—’




  ‘Yeah, you fucking try to—’




  ‘Just hold him still, will you!’




  Someone got fully astride Gerin, tried to pin him down by the arms. He thought he recognised the march-master’s face from days earlier – hair grizzled and receding beneath a knitted

  wool cap, brow creased and eyes worried. Another, younger, angrier face loomed behind him, and to the side. Deep in the fit and foaming, Gerin glimpsed the second man raising a fist wrapped in

  metallic knuckleduster gleam. Saw the way he angled carefully for the punch. This one would break his face for sure.




  Something thin and glinting whipped loosely upwards in the night air, dropped down again over the younger man’s head – Gerin knew it for a length of chain. He dropped his

  Strov-practised spasming like a peeled cloak, hinged furiously up against the grip on his arms, nuzzled into the older march-master’s neck like a lover.




  He bit deep and hung on.




  The march-master yelped and tried to smack him away. The younger man’s steel-loaded punch misfired, hit his struggling companion in the shoulder. Then the chain pulled taut, ripped him

  backwards and tumbling away. Gerin locked his jaws on the older man’s neck, got his hands up to help the clinch. The other slaves on the coffle crowded about, prevented retreat. The

  march-master was bleating now, stumbling, trying to elbow a path clear. Flailing to get Gerin off him. The woollen cap got knocked askew on his balding head, then away, into the confusion. Gerin

  rode the struggles, felt his nose bloodied from a random blow, ignored it, ground and sliced and scissored with his teeth, worked at tearing a ragged hole in the man’s neck. Skin, sinew, tiny

  gobbets of shredded flesh and there, there, the tiny, wet-pulsing pipe of the artery. He spat loose, let go. The march-master staggered back, eyes wide on Gerin’s in the poor light,

  mouth gaping like a plea. He slapped a hand to the wound in his neck, felt the damage there, the swift pulse of his life running out over his fingers. Made a kind of moaning sound and fell over

  gibbering.




  ‘Get his fucking bolt cutters! Now!’




  It was the Rajal veteran, through gritted teeth as he sawed the length of chainlink back and forth across the younger march-master’s throat. His fist were up and doubled about the chain in

  an attempt to keep the worst of the strain off his manacles – still Gerin saw how the veteran bled at the wrists from the pressure. The march-master thrashed and kicked, booted legs lashing

  out, trying to find purchase. But the dull metal links had sunk deep in the flesh at his throat, and his eyes bulged inhumanly large as he choked, filled with the desperate knowledge of his own

  death. Gerin darted in, grabbed the cutters from his belt. He wrestled with the unfamiliar angles of the tool, trying to make it bite on the edge of his ankle cuffs.




  ‘You motherfuckers!’ Heavy blow across his shoulder. ‘Get on the fucking ground, you piece of sh—’




  Gerin staggered, did not quite go down. The third, newly arrived march-master snarled and slammed the club into him again, from the side. It put him in the dirt this time. The march-master stood

  over him a single hard-breathing second with club raised again – and was clawed down by the other men on the coffle before he could strike. An awful, wailing yell came up from the ground

  where he hit. Chained forms piled onto him.




  ‘Cut me loose, son. Do it quick.’




  It was the gaunt man, arms out-thrust. Gerin hesitated an instant, then fastened the bolt cutters on the man’s manacles. He heaved and twisted, forearms aching from the effort. For one

  sickening moment, he thought the cutters would not work. Then the manacle bent, and split, and tore.




  ‘That’s it, that’s it,’ the gaunt man almost crooning. ‘Guild-level iron, my arse. Look at that shit. Fucking skimp-shift Etterkal smiths.’




  The second manacle went almost as easily, and then the gaunt man had snatched the bolt cutters from Gerin’s sweat-slick grip. He hefted them like a weapon. Gerin felt his mouth dry up.




  ‘Come on,’ the man snapped. ‘Hold ’em out.’




  It was like his father speaking – Gerin obeyed in a daze. The gaunt man set the bolt cutters to his manacles, snapped each one open in turn with a powerful doubled crimping action. He did

  Gerin’s feet almost as fast, then his own. He tore off the broken cuffs, straightened up and laughed – a sudden, fierce burst of joy that had something animal about it. He clapped Gerin

  on the shoulder, almost floored him again with the force of the blow.




  ‘Fucking amazing, son. Never seen anything like that.’




  Elsewhere, other men had laid hands on the other two march-masters’ bolt cutters, and were now about the squabbling uncertain task of trying to free themselves or each other in the dark.

  The scar-faced Rajal veteran rose up, like something summoned, from the corpse of the man he’d killed. He tugged his chains loose from the red-raw gape of the march-master’s burst

  throat and offered them up. Gerin felt a shudder run up his spine at the sight. The veteran shook the chain impatiently.




  ‘You two going to stand there congratulating each other all fucking night?’ he growled, and nodded out across the gathered slave caravan to where the commotion was now general.

  ‘We’ve got a couple of minutes tops before someone with a sword gets here. Come on.’




  Gerin followed the gesture, saw the truth of it. Dark figures waded about through the disarrayed coffles, trying to trace the source of the uproar. Most held up torches or brands pulled

  hurriedly from the campfires. Dim glint of blades unsheathed in their free hands.




  The gaunt man set the cutters to the veteran’s manacles, broke them apart with no more effort than he’d needed before. The veteran jerked his hands impatiently free of the ruined

  metal, then bent and pulled each foot free of its snapped ankle cuff in turn.




  Behind them, a shout split the night.




  ‘There! Monkgrave’s coffle!’




  ‘They’re . . . Get them! They’re loose! Fucking get in there and . . .’




  Still bent over his ankle cuffs, the veteran twisted his head towards the voices. Gerin saw him grimace and nod to himself. Then he got carefully back to his feet, curled a hand around each

  freed wrist in turn and breathed in deeply, grunted as if surprised by something.




  ‘You’d better get out of here,’ he told the gaunt man.




  ‘I, you, but . . .’




  The veteran took the bolt cutters gently from him. ‘Go on. Take the kid, get up into that tree-line quick, while you still can.’




  ‘And you?’




  The veteran gestured at the confusion around them, the other men struggling to free themselves in the dark. ‘Friend, if someone doesn’t buy us some more time, this is all going to be

  over quicker than a priest’s fuck.’




  ‘Then I’ll stay too.’




  ‘You fight in the war?’ the veteran asked, as gently as he’d taken the cutters.




  The gaunt man hesitated. Lowered his head, shook it slowly.




  ‘Reserved trades,’ he said. ‘I was . . . I’m a blacksmith.’




  The veteran nodded. ‘Thought it had to be something like that. Way you cut that iron. Look, there’s no shame in it. Can’t all be swinging the steel, you know, someone’s

  got to actually make the fucking stuff. But you got to know your speciality.’




  He swung the cutters absently, feeling the weight in them. It made a sound through the air like a scythe. The blacksmith stared at him, and the veteran’s scarred features creased in

  something vaguely resembling a smile. He gestured with his newly acquired weapon, up to where the trees thickened towards forest.




  ‘Go on, get moving, both of you. Head for the trees.’ The smile became an awful grin. ‘Be right behind you.’




  They turned from the lie, the impossible promise in his ruined face, and fled.




  The scarred man watched them go. Yelled curses and stumbling behind him as the first of the sword-wielding march-masters kicked their way through to the scene of the revolt. His grin faded

  slowly out. Amidst the chaos of men scrambling to be free, tugging at their chains and screaming for cutters, he turned to face the newcomers. Two men, both wielding swords, one with a torch

  upraised. The veteran felt a muscle twitch, deep under the scar tissue in his face.




  ‘You!’ The first march-master saw him, lifted his torch and peered. He pointed with his sword. ‘Get down on your fucking knees. Do it now.’




  The veteran closed the gap with three swift paces, ignored the sword, got inside its useful reach before the march-master could grasp what was happening. He loomed over the man.




  ‘We left them behind,’ he said, as if explaining something to a child.




  Moth-wing blur of motion – the bolt cutters, slashing in at head height.




  The march-master staggered sideways, face torn open from the blow, one eye gone, socket caved in. The torch flew away in a splatter of sparks. The march-master made a broken howling sound,

  dropped his sword and sagged to his knees. The veteran was already turning on his companion. The second man got the reverse swing of the cutters across his face as well. He fell back in fright,

  blood oozing from the gouges, sword clutched upright like some kind of magical ward against demons. In the fitful glow from the dropped torch, the veteran came on, snarling.




  ‘Orders,’ he said to the uncomprehending march-master, and hacked him in the head with the cutters, once, twice, until he went down. ‘They made us leave them.’




  For a moment, he stood like a statue between his two felled adversaries. He looked around in the fitful torchlight as if just waking up.




  The second of the armed march-masters was on his back, head twisted to one side, skull a ruined cup. The first was propped on his knees and one trembling arm, trying to hold his shattered face

  together with the other hand. Weeping, gibbering. The veteran spotted the man’s fallen sword, grunted and let the bolt cutters fall. He took up the sword, hefted it a couple of times, then

  settled into a two-handed grip, whipped around and heaved it down on the injured march-master’s neck. Passable executioner’s stroke – the blade sliced spine and most of the neck,

  dropped the man flat to the ground. The veteran flexed, cleared the blade with drilled precision, looked down for a moment at the damage he’d done.




  ‘We heard them screaming after us for fucking miles,’ he told the man’s corpse.




  More cries, the rush of something through the night air, a savage, incoherent yell. The veteran pitched about, saw the next march-master in mid-heave behind the downward slice of a morning star

  mace and chain. The veteran seemed to just drift out of the way of the flail blow as if in a trance, let it come down and snag in the grassy ground. He stepped in close, like a newlywed to his

  bride, and swung the sword at belly height as the march-master struggled to get the morning star’s spikes back out of the ground.




  ‘Some of them cursed us,’ he grunted on the stroke.




  The march-master screamed as the steel bit through leather jerkin and into the unprotected flesh beneath. The veteran hauled and sliced through, cleared the blade out under the man’s ribs

  at the back.




  ‘Some,’ he said conversationally, ‘just wept.’




  Beyond the collapsing ruins of the man he’d just gutted, he faced three more torch-and-steel-equipped figures. They were holding back now, aware of the corpses of their comrades littering

  the ground, aware that something serious was happening here. They huddled shoulder to shoulder and stared.




  But behind them, others were coming.




  The veteran settled his grip on the sword, angled it towards the gathering march-masters and jerked his head for them to come ahead. Torchlight painted him massive and flicker-shadowed behind

  the blade.




  He made them a grin from his scarred and ravaged features.




  ‘Do I look like a fucking slave to you?’ he asked them.




  And though, finally, they would bring him down with sheer weight of numbers, none who heard him ask that question lived to see the dawn.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR




  There was an iron alloy tree in one corner of the courtyard, gleaming where the late afternoon sunlight played off features in the gnarled metal bark. Sharp black shadow ran out

  from the trunk like spilled ink, then split into branching rivulets that spread out across the stone paving, as if in search of something. Archeth sat well out of reach on the courtyard floor

  opposite – booted legs propped up in front of her, warmth of the sun-drenched courtyard wall at her back – and watched the rivulet shadows creep towards her. She bit into an apple

  she’d plucked from another tree in another courtyard, one that humans might have been a little more comfortable with.




  Nothing grows at An-Monal, the superstitions whispered across Yhelteth like the wind. Nothing lives there.




  Like most things humans believed, it was missing the point. The iron alloy tree was not alive in any conventional sense, true, but every year the blue-black leaves it lifted

  against the sky would rust through as winter approached, speckling and staining first to a purplish red, then to pale orange, and then finally to a stark silvery white that crumbled and turned to

  glinting ash in the breeze. And then, every spring, the leaves slid back out of the alloy bark like tiny blades unsheathing, like a winning hand of cards spread out on the table before your

  eyes.




  The quiet metallic process had been going on for as long as Archeth could remember, which was coming up on a couple of centuries now; and – despite a slew of idiot

  prophecies about such things ceasing when the Kiriath abandoned the world – when the last of her people’s fireships did finally submerge in the An-Monal crater and something seemed to

  tear for good in Archeth’s heart, the tree never missed a beat.




  She wasn’t really surprised, could have told the prophesying priests it was a stupid idea from the start. Her father’s people prided themselves on creating

  processes and artefacts that did not need them to officiate over.




  We are what we build, Grashgal once told her cryptically, in the brief months between the end of the war and the Departure. Forces older and darker than knowing

  forced knowing upon us and long ago locked us out of paradise. There is no way back. The only victory against those forces is to build. To build well enough that, when we look back along the path

  of exile we have engineered, the view is bearable.




  If there’s no way back, she begged him, then why are you leaving?




  But by then it was a rancid argument. Grashgal could no more sway the Council of Captains than she could herself. The aftermath of the war had broken something in the Kiriath,

  had horrified them in some way that was still mostly obscure to her. They wanted out. After thousands of years of settled inertia, they were making plans again, drawing charts and asking their

  machines for counsel their own delicately damaged minds could not provide. Down in the workshops at An-Monal, the welding torches raged blue-white again, and sparks cascaded vermilion and gold down

  the curved iron flanks of the fire-ships in dry dock. The Helmsmen stirred in their brooding, mothballed darkness, and pondered the questions put to them, and said it could be done.




  Involuntarily, she glanced left across the courtyard, towards the arched entrance and the paths that wound down to the workshops beyond. Ghost memories of the clangour faded

  out as she came back to the present; sharp acid taste of apple on her tongue and the warmth of the sun on her skin. She’d been down to the workshops that morning, had wandered the deserted

  iron gantries and crane platforms, leaned there and stared at the few fireships left behind in the cobweb gloom, until the familiar tears, the ones she’d been biting back for months now, came

  welling up and spilled burning down her face like some Kiriath etching chemical she’d been careless with.




  And left her emptied out, but feeling no cleaner inside.




  It’s the krinzanz, Archidi. She’d quite consciously not packed any when she left the city this time. Two days away, three at worst – how bad could it

  be? Now she had her answer. If you will go on these wildly optimistic cold quit jags.




  She cleared her throat. Took another bite at the apple and shaded her eyes against the lowering sun. The tree branched low, not much over head height for a human, and spread

  intricately tangled limbs upward and out – a dispersal derived not, Archeth knew, from any sculptor’s observation or skill, but from certain mathematical musings her father’s

  people had incubated in the hearts of their machines like song. She remembered swinging from those branches as a child, plucking at the emerging leaf blades one spring and being shocked to discover

  that they were burning hot to the touch.




  She ran wailing to her mother at the time, got her burnt fingers salved and bandaged, and when she asked questions, got the usual human explanation for these things.




  It’s magic, her mother said tranquilly. The tree is magic.




  Her father let her get well into her teens before he disabused her of that notion. Maybe because he didn’t want to hurt his wife’s feelings, maybe just because he

  found it easier to discipline Archeth – who was growing up tough and scrappy – as long as she believed he really was a necromancer burnt black by his passage through the veins of the

  Earth. Though truth be told, it hadn’t take Archeth long to see through that one – if, for example, Flaradnam’s journey through the twisted places really had burnt him black, then

  how did you explain her ebony skin when she’d never been allowed closer than a hundred feet to a lava flow or the crater’s edge at An-Monal. It made no sense, and sense was

  something that she clung to from an early age.




  Then again, from that same early age, Archeth could also see there was something going on beneath the surface of her parents’ relationship, something that reminded her of

  the stealthy bubble and churn of the magma in the eye of An-Monal. The sporadic eruptions it occasioned scared her, and she knew that magic was one of the subjects that would invariably cause the

  tension to bubble over.




  I have explained it to you, she heard him shouting one evening when she should have been in bed, but had crept out to read by the radiant globe on the staircase

  wall. No magic, no miracles, no angels or demons lying in wait for unwary human sinners. You will not fill her head with this ignorant dross. You will not chain her this

  way.




  But the invigilators say—




  The invigilators say, the invigilators say! Crash of something crystal flung at a wall. The invigilators lie, Nantara, they lie to you all. Just look around

  you at this piece of shit torture chamber of a world. Does it look to you like something ruled by a benign lord of all creation? Does it look as if someone’s up there watching out for

  you all?




  The Revelation teaches us to live so that the world will become a better place.




  Yeah? Tell that to the Ninth Tribe.




  Oh. Will you blame me for that now too? Her mother’s own not inconsiderable temper rising to the fight. You, who helped Sabal the Conquerer fall on them, who

  planned the campaign and rode at the head of our armies with him to see it done? Who came home splattered head to foot with the blood of infants?




  I killed no fucking children! We did not want—




  You knew. The black acid tones of mirthless laughter in her voice now – Archeth, eight or nine and used to various degrees of being told off, knew the small,

  frightening smile that would be playing about her mother’s lips, the kindled fury it signalled. Oh, you knew. You talk of lies, you knew what he would do. You dream about it still.




  You weren’t there, Nantara. We had no choice. You can’t build an empire without—




  Murdered children—




  Civilisation doesn’t just grow, Nantara. You have to—




  You lecture me about ignorance and lies. Take one clean fucking look at yourself, ’Nam, and tell me who’s lying.




  And so forth.




  So, tough common sense notwithstanding, Archeth learnt early to stay away from the topic of magic, to just let it slide, and subsequently that habit proved tough to

  unlearn. When she started receiving her – characteristically patchy and distracted – tutoring in Kiriath matters from Flaradnam and Grashgal, the mark of those first fifteen or so years

  was on her. Magic still looked pretty much like magic to her, even when it apparently wasn’t. And there was something deeply buried in her, something human maybe, inherited from her

  mother’s side, that wanted to just accept the magic, just leave it at that rather than go through all the awkward detail of understanding. Many decades on, long after her mother had

  lived out her human life-span and died, Archeth could sometimes still feel herself looking at Kiriath technology through Nantara’s eyes. In nearly two centuries, she had never quite managed

  to shake the eerie sense of unnatural power it radiated.




  ‘Are you brooding, child? Or simply coping badly without your drugs?’




  Dark, sardonic voice without origin, snaking through the sun-split air to her ears. As if the deep-rooted stones of the An-Monal keep itself were talking to her.




  She closed her eyes. ‘Manathan.’




  ‘A safe bet, wouldn’t you say?’ As ever, the Helmsman’s tones rang almost human – avuncular and reassuring but for the tiny slide at the end of

  each syllable, the caught-breath slippage that seemed like the rising edge of a suppressed scream. As if the voice might at any given moment suddenly shift mid-sentence from intelligible sound into

  the shriek of steel being driven against the grindstone. ‘Or have you started believing in angelic presence and divine revelationary grace? Are the locals getting to you,

  daughter of Flaradnam?’




  ‘I have a name of my own,’ she snapped. ‘You want to try using it occasionally?’




  ‘Archeth,’ said the Helmsman smoothly. ‘Would you be so good as to join me in your father’s study?’




  The door was set in the wall at her back, almost beside the place she had chosen to sit. She rolled her head sideways to look at its black, rivet-studded bulk. Faced front and

  studied the declining sun for a while instead. She bit into the apple again.




  ‘If that’s intended as defiance, daughter of Flaradnam, it’s a pretty poor fist you’re making of it. Perhaps you should abandon abstinence as a strategy

  for the time being. It doesn’t seem to do much for you. And you are still young enough to take the damage.’




  She chewed down the mouthful of apple. ‘What do you want, Manathan? It’s getting late.’




  ‘And your entourage at the river will not wait? That seems unlikely, my lady kir-Archeth.’




  Irony dripped off the title, or at least seemed to – with the Helmsmen you could never quite tell. But the rest of Manathan’s sentence was unquestionably the

  understatement of the day. Unlikely wasn’t in it – the imperial river frigate Sword of Justice Divine would hold station until lady kir-Archeth of the clan Indamaninarmal chose

  to come back down from communing with her past at An-Monal, no matter what hour of the day or night that might be. The captain of the vessel and the commander in charge of the marine detachment

  aboard had both been charged by the Emperor himself to protect her life as if it were his own, and while the Holy Invigilator attached might not in theory be bound by such secular authority, this

  one was young and fresh to his post and quite evidently overawed by her presence. Which wasn’t an uncommon stance. The Kiriath might be long gone, but their status and mystique clung to

  Archeth like a courtier’s perfume. She’d wear the rank it bought her for human generations to come.




  Occasionally, she wondered how it would be when those generations had finally passed, when all those who actually remembered the Kiriath and the Departure were in their graves,

  and only the tomes in the imperial library spoke of her people any more.




  She wondered if she’d still be sane by then.




  The shadow of the iron tree reached out, touched her finally at the toe of one boot.




  ‘Daughter of Flaradnam,’ said Manathan sharply.




  ‘Yeah, yeah.’ She levered herself up off the wall and to her feet. Tossed the core of her apple away across the courtyard. ‘I hear you.’




  The river frigate had been built for the occasional use of none other than his majesty Akal Khimran the Great – whose original idea for the ship’s name, before

  politics intruded, had been Crocfucker – and its master’s suite staterooms were better appointed than some local lordlings’ mansions Archeth had guested in on her travels.

  And while Akal’s son Jhiral, now Jhiral Khimran II, probably hadn’t set foot aboard the vessel more than twice since his father died, nor had he ordered it decommissioned or struck from

  its original purpose. The fixtures and fittings endured, then, in all their regal splendour. There was a full-wall library in the lounge, a dedicated map-room alcove off to one side, and a table

  fit to feast a dozen men set beside the broad stern window. Ornate astrolabes and telescopes stood sentinel at the corners of the room, and the walls were hung with portraits of venerable

  historical figures from the Khimran imperial line.




  That the earliest of these were little more than sheep rustlers and mountain bandits had been tacitly ignored by the court artist, and all wore some kind of anachronistic

  circlet or crown to confer retrospective gravitas. With the cabin lamps lit, they formed a solemn, shadowy backdrop to the meeting Archeth called.




  Similarly serious, the faces that looked back at her from round the table. Maybe it was the portraiture exerting its intended influence, maybe just the proximity to An-Monal

  and all that the volcano’s haunted bulk implied. Senger Hald, the marine commander, sat grim and watchful where he could see the door, seat set back a little from the table as if, even here,

  he couldn’t be wholly sure that they would not be burst in upon and attacked. Lal Nyanar, the frigate’s captain, was a little less obviously tense. But holding his vessel at the eerie

  iron quays of An-Monal’s abandoned harbour was clearly making him uncomfortable, and it was a demeanour that soaked into the other ship’s officers present. And Hanesh Galat, appointed

  Holy Invigilator to the ship, knowing approximately how well liked he wasn’t by the secular officers of the crew, just looked jumpy and upset. It didn’t help that the Citadel was fast

  coming round to the doctrinal position that the Kiriath Helmsmen were demonic presences imprisoned in iron to prevent them tempting or otherwise misleading the sons of the Revelation.




  Not that I, uh, actually accept that tenet, Galat had hastened to assure Archeth one afternoon at the rail, as the frigate forged its way upriver towards An-Monal.

  The Revelation is subject to such revision of course, through the wisdom of learned debate and prayer. But I see no reason to adopt every position proposed in the Mastery, simply because it is

  proposed. And I uhm, you know, actually I cherish the part your people have played in Yhelteth’s rise to its holy destiny.




  How very enlightened of you. Archeth had promised the Emperor she would be polite. I’ll be sure to keep that quiet when we get back. Wouldn’t want you

  getting in trouble with your superiors.




  He flushed, and left her largely alone after that.




  Which was what she wanted, but now she wondered if antagonising him had been wise. She doubted he could derail the intentions of Nyanar and Hald if they chose to back her

  – an invigilator’s so-called supreme moral authority was actually a pretty tenuous thing when it butted up against the blunt pragmatism of the Empire’s career military

  officers – but he could certainly pour some cold ecclesiastical water on any enthusiasm she managed to generate in men who, to be honest, were already looking decidedly dubious about the turn

  events had taken.




  ‘We are a small force,’ Hald pointed out. ‘And we don’t really know what it is we’re dealing with. Would it not make more sense to carry this news

  back to Yhelteth and organise a fully equipped expedition?’




  It would – except for the fact that, under current circumstances, Jhiral wasn’t about to spare such a fully equipped force for anything that didn’t involve

  securing the northern borders or holding the line against rioting religious idiots in Demlarashan. And while the young Emperor had no time for the warmed-over superstitions muttering out of the

  Citadel these days as dogma, he didn’t have much time for the Helmsmen either. Certainly, he wouldn’t trust one any further than you would a steppe nomad with your wife. And in this he

  was, for once, representative of the people he governed. An-Monal stood empty and decaying for a reason.




  So no, she fucking couldn’t go back to Jhiral with this one, and Hald probably knew it. She paced her words for conciliatory aplomb.




  ‘I do not believe, Commander, that this is an operation requiring much military force. Certainly nothing that your men could not handle. Manathan was vague,

  but—’




  ‘Vague indeed,’ rumbled Nyanar. ‘A messenger in need of escort. Quote, unquote. That’s not much to go on.’




  ‘And not much out there.’ The frigate’s second officer nodded soberly at the map they’d spread across the table. Pinned out between a pair of heavy

  silver paperweights carved like slain dragons, the thick yellow parchment showed the full extent of the Y’hela river as it reached back from Yhelteth and the coast, past the huge bulk of the

  volcano where An-Monal was built and then on into the interior. The land around it was largely arid and featureless. No cities marked. ‘If this is a messenger, then where’s he come

  from?’




  ‘Shaktur, perhaps?’ Someone trying to be helpful.




  ‘They are already represented at court,’ Hald said. ‘And anyway, if this messenger’s come all the way from the Great Lake, why does he suddenly need an

  escort now? We’re deep inside imperial territory here. No barbarian incursions, no banditry to speak of. Compared to the eastern marches, this is a pleasure park.’




  ‘From the south, then?’




  Nyanar shrugged. ‘Same applies. Anyone coming up from the desert has to pass through rougher terrain than this. They made it this far, they don’t need our help with

  the last leg.’




  ‘Unless they’re in trouble,’ Hanesh Galat offered unexpectedly.




  Everyone looked at him. He blushed, seemingly as surprised as anyone else that he’d spoken up.




  ‘That is,’ he pressed on, voice gaining a little force as he spoke. ‘Perhaps in coming this far, the messenger and his party have suffered privations that

  mean they can go no further without our help. In which case it would actually be our bound duty under the Revelation to bring aid to them.’




  Archeth shut her mouth. Cleared her throat.




  ‘Well, quite,’ she said.




  An uncomfortable silence settled around the table. It was an instinctive reaction where matters of doctrine were concerned. No one who valued their position in Yhelteth society

  would ever willingly be seen to call the tenets of the Revelation into question, least of all where those tenets had just been subject to interpretation by an accredited invigilator. However . .

  .




  ‘My concern,’ said Hald carefully, ‘is that this may be a trick. Maybe even an ambush of some kind. The Helmsman has said that this messenger is

  waiting for us. Is that not so, my lady?’




  ‘Will be waiting for us, yes.’




  The marine commander gestured. ‘Yes. Will be waiting for us, or is already. In either case, my lady, and outside of sorcery, how is that possible?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Archeth had to admit. ‘High Kiriath is a complicated tongue at the best of times, and the Helmsmen frequently speak it in arcane

  inflections. Maybe I’m just not translating very well.’




  Yeah, Archidi, and maybe that’s lizardshit. Maybe you’ve told these humans exactly as much as you want them to know, because anything else is going to make their

  support even harder to enlist. Maybe there are details and questions you’d really rather they left alone, not least so you can do the same and just concentrate on this bright new thing the

  Helmsman has brought you.




  This bright new thing . . .




  ‘Daughter of Flaradnam.’ Manathan’s tight-edged tones fell sombre in the cold air of her father’s study. Shadows across the walls, broad fading angles

  of light from the high windows as the afternoon closed down outside. ‘There is a message for you.’




  ‘What message?’ Not yet paying much attention, working with her tongue at a shred of apple peel caught in her teeth, looking absently around at the room instead,

  wondering as always where exactly in all this architecture the Helmsman was actually located. It was something she’d never managed to persuade Flaradnam to tell her.




  ‘Well, a message of some importance, I imagine.’ Impossible to read if the Helmsman’s voice was edged with exasperation or not. ‘Since the messenger is

  coming all this way to deliver it to you in person. Speaking of which, he will be here, more or less. And’ – she thought she caught some subtle amusement in the voice –

  ‘he will wait for you.’




  A twist of reddish light kindled at one corner of the room, unwrapped into a floating map of the local region. She wandered over, made out An-Monal, the volcano’s cone,

  and the city itself on the western slope. The road down to the harbour, the flex of the river as it skirted the volcano and backed off into the eastern hinterlands. Symbols she could not understand

  flared yellow across that portion, some kind of path laid out in an arc across the desert, and finally a pulsing marker, some fifty or sixty miles upriver.




  ‘Here?’ She shook her head. ‘But there’s nothing out there.’




  ‘Well, then you’d better hurry up and collect him, hadn’t you? Wouldn’t want him to go hungry.’




  Archeth passed her hand through the phantom fire, not quite able to suppress the shiver of wonder it always engendered when the contact did not burn. She’d grown up with

  these things, but where some aspects of her father’s heritage had worn smooth with use over the years, others were still a jagged shock every time they manifested. She rubbed at her hand

  anyway, instinctively.




  ‘And you say this messenger has come for me?’




  ‘You might say that, yes. Of course you might also say he’s come for the whole human race – plus a few offshoots that don’t really fit the description

  any more. In these times of transition, it’s hard to know how to phrase these things. Let us just say that your heritage fits you best for the role of message recipient.’




  Archeth stood back from the bright glare of the map. Unease stirred through her.




  ‘And you cannot simply give me this message yourself?’




  ‘No, I simply cannot.’




  Unease stoking now, sitting in the base of her belly like some coiled thing. It wasn’t often you heard the Helmsmen admit to limitations – most of the time they

  were sulkily self-assured in their superiority, and even when Archeth thought she might have detected some boundary of word or deed they weren’t prepared to cross, the block was usually

  shrouded in evasive gibberish of one sort or other.




  ‘Cannot or will not?’




  ‘Where you are concerned, daughter of Flaradnam, I don’t see that there is any practical difference between the two.’




  ‘No? What about the difference of me not going to meet this messenger because I don’t think you’re being honest with me.’




  ‘Well, it’s your message.’ As if the great stone shoulders of An-Monal itself shrugged at her. ‘Suit yourself.’




  Quiet gathered, like the cobwebbed shadows in the corners of the room. The map burnt in the gloom.




  ‘Look,’ she said finally. ‘That’s a lot of arid wasteland out there. We could spend days searching an area that size.’




  ‘There will be a sign,’ said the Helmsman succinctly. ‘Look to the east for guidance.’




  Which, for all it sounded like some faintly mocking parody of Revelationary text, was also Manathan’s last word on the matter. Attempts to get clarification were rebutted

  with mild admonition not to waste time, daughter of Flaradnam. Archeth, who’d seen the Helmsman behave like this before, gave up and slammed her way back out to the courtyard to saddle

  her horse. It was a fair few hours ride down to the harbour, and she wanted to get there before it was fully dark.




  But on the road down, jolting tiredly in the saddle, she noticed the feeling in her belly that she’d mistaken for unease, and realised that it was nothing of the sort.

  Noticed in fact that it had warmed and spread, had become a faint pitter-patter of excitement throughout the web of her veins, and a slowly building, suffocating eagerness in her chest.




  She clucked her horse into a trot.




  ‘Error of translation or not,’ said Lal Nyanar. ‘We are still waiting for this signal the Helmsman promised us, and it has not come. That alone ought to give

  us pause.’




  ‘We are paused.’ Archeth gestured through the window at the iron quay and the glimmer of campfires built there on the dock. Impatience bubbling up in her now

  – time to wrap this up. ‘No one is suggesting we break camp and head upriver right now. Tomorrow morning will be quite soon enough, and that gives us time to lay sensible

  plans.’




  ‘If—’




  ‘Charts for instance.’ Breaking smoothly into Nyanar’s continued objection before it could build any more steam. ‘I understand perfectly, Captain, if

  you’re concerned about our ability to navigate safely in the upper river at this time of year. But presumably we have summer charts aboard for just such an eventuality?’




  The captain bristled visibly.




  ‘I have no fears about navigation, my lady, but—’




  ‘Excellent. Then we need to focus on available landing points along the southern bank in the area Manathan has indicated. Can I leave that in your capable

  hands?’




  She let silence do the rest. Nyanar glanced around the table for support he had no hope of enlisting, then subsided. Even Hald wasn’t going to directly gainsay an officer

  of the court with her mind so obviously made up.




  ‘I am,’ head slowly inclined, ‘yours to command, my lady.’




  ‘Good. Commander Hald, then. I believe we shou—’




  Lightning raged.




  Out of the east, flickering, harsh and brilliant, so furious it seemed the broad stern window must shatter inward with its force. It drenched the room, drove out every shadow

  with silent, blue-white glare. It washed their faces clean of the hesitant, yellowish, document-poring lamplight within. It lit them frozen in place.




  And faded.




  From outside, she heard the yells of Hald’s men and the crew. Saw figures leap to their feet around the campfires, saw the detail of everything on the quay laid out dim

  in the wake of the glare. Feet thundered on planking overhead. Babbling confusion as the sudden brilliance inked out and left them all blinking at each other in the gloom.




  ‘The fuck?’ Hald, courtly manners forgotten for a moment, blown back to more soldierly roots by the shock.




  ‘What was that?’ asked someone else in a shaking voice.




  Archeth didn’t answer. She already knew, she didn’t need to hear it said. So it was left to young Hanesh Galat, displaying an ironic composure and humour she would

  not previously have credited him with, to lean forward and state the obvious.




  ‘That,’ he said, looking across the table at her, ‘was what I believe you’d call a sign. It would appear that Manathan’s messenger has

  arrived.’




  Thunder rolled in behind his words.




  





  CHAPTER FIVE




  The hunt went on into the night.




  At first, it was raw panic and confusion, yelling and the excited bark of hounds still chained up back at the camp. Crash of fleeing bodies through the underbrush around them

  as those who’d got free trampled and flogged their way up the wooded slope. Fading glint of firelight behind them between the thickening picket of the trees. Gerin seared his throat with

  panting, felt himself stung bloody across the face with the backswing of unseen lowered branches as he came through them in the blacksmith’s wake. He blundered on, terror of the hounds

  driving him like a lash.




  He’d seen them on the march: great grey shaggy-coated wolf-killers with long heads and mouths that seemed to grin sideways at the slaves as they paced restlessly about on

  their leashes. The fear they aroused was primal. Once, out on the marsh as a child, he’d seen a man brought down by dogs like these, a convict of marsh-dweller family escaped from one of the

  prison hulks in the estuary and floundering desperately homeward in some blind hope of sanctuary. Gerin had been little more than four or five years old at the time and the noises the man made as

  the hounds pulled him down stuck in his head at a depth reserved for horrors more basic than he had language for.




  But the memory brought with it conscious thought.




  He snatched at the blacksmith’s shirt, dragged on his staggering bulk, caught another branch in the face for his trouble. He spat out pine needles, wiped his running nose

  and groped after words.




  ‘Wait – stop, stop! ’




  Panting to a halt, the two of them, in some dry ravine declivity fenced around with saplings and thick-foliaged undergrowth. They stood and propped each other up, grabbing

  after breath. Off to the right, someone crashed on through the trees, too separated from them to make out in the dense brush and moving away, galloping, tramping sounds receding. The cool,

  resin-smelling quiet of the pines came and wrapped them. Abruptly, the knotted mess of stew in Gerin’s stomach kicked, crammed hotly up into his throat. He doubled over and vomited. The

  blacksmith just stared.




  ‘Fuck you stop me for?’ Though he didn’t move.




  ‘No good.’ Gerin still bent over, hands on knees, coughing and retching. Threads of snot and drool, silver in the faint light, voice a thin thread itself.

  ‘Running, like this. No good. Got hounds.’




  ‘I fucking hear the hounds, kid. What you think we’re running for?’




  Gerin shook his lowered head, still breathing harshly. ‘No, listen. We’ve got to find,’ he spat, gestured. ‘Water, a stream or something. Got to

  lose the scent.’




  The blacksmith shook his head. ‘What is this? Now you’re an expert on being chased by dogs as well?’




  ‘Yeah.’ Gerin got shakily back upright. ‘I am. Been losing the Trelayne Watch and their mutts out on the marsh most of my life. I’m telling you. We have

  got to find some water.’




  The blacksmith snorted, muttered something inaudible. But when Gerin cast about, picked a direction and started forcing his way through the tangled foliage again, the man

  followed him, wordless. Perhaps it was credit given for the way the foam-and-fit trick had worked, perhaps just a more general faith. There was a wealth of lore talked about marsh dwellers in the

  city; that they could scent water on the breeze and lead you to it was a enough common conceit. Gerin took a fresh grip on his fear and tried to believe the myth as much as his city-bred companion

  seemed to.




  Surreptitiously, he squeezed blood from a small cut on his face, mingled it with spit on the ball of his thumb and blew softly on the resulting mix. Under his breath, he

  muttered the swift prayer to Dakovash he had learnt at his mother’s knee;




  . . . salt lord, master of shadow and shifting winds, out of the wind’s cold quarter and the west, hear me now and put forth your crooked hand for me . . .




  And maybe it was simply the custom of childhood, the simpler sense of self it brought around, or the fleeting memory of a mother’s warmth, but now the undergrowth seemed

  to give a little more easily before him, the branches and brambles to scrape his abraded skin a little less, and the ground underfoot to firm up and guide his steps.




  The forest opened and breathed them in.




  They stumbled on the stream about an hour later, faint chortle of running water and a ribbon of broken, band-lit gleam in the base of a shallow valley. The sounds of pursuit

  seemed to have ebbed away to the north and they paused on the saddle of land overlooking the little river. Time to peer and grin at each other before they went loping down between the trees,

  breathing more easily now for the more considered paths they’d taken. It was a little like waking from a nightmare. Heads less stuffed with fear, room for thoughts other than just staying

  ahead of the hounds, room enough that Gerin was starting to feel the raw weals the march in manacles had left on his ankles and wrists. The feverish tremor in his limbs, the parched rasp in his

  throat as he breathed.




  They hit the water’s edge, dropped to their knees and drank in sucking gulps.




  ‘You knew this was going to be here?’ the blacksmith asked him when he finally came up for air. ‘You could really smell it like you said?’




  Gerin shook his head, because in all honesty he wasn’t sure any more. Something had been driving him, that was all he knew. He dragged muddied hands through his

  sopping hair and over his face. Winced as the water stung his manacle sores.




  ‘We need to get off the bank,’ he said. ‘Stay in the centre and head downstream or up. Dogs can’t follow that.’




  ‘How long for? This water’s fucking freezing.’




  ‘A while.’ Gerin already wading in, up to his calves. ‘They’ll run the dogs along both banks looking for scent, but it takes time to do that. And they

  have to pick a direction. That gives us a coin-spin chance either way. And I know some other tricks when we get further along. Now come on.’




  The blacksmith grumbled to his feet. He joined Gerin in the middle of the stream, picking his way awkwardly over the stones on the bottom.




  ‘All right, marsh-boy,’ he said. ‘You’ve done pretty well by us so far, I guess. Can’t hurt to see what else you—’




  He choked to a halt. His expression splintered in shards of disbelief and pain. He made a helpless noise, lifted one hand towards Gerin, then back to his own chest where the

  iron head of a crossbow bolt stood an impossible six inches clear of his suddenly bloodied jerkin.




  ‘Stand where you are!’




  The cry came from the downstream bend of the river. Gerin’s head jerked to the sound. Band-light showed him three march-masters floundering upstream in thigh-deep water

  near the far bank, a pair of dogs held slavering at the short end of chain leashes. Black and silver, the bulk of the men and the dogs, the splash of water around them. The man with the crossbow

  stood apart, had his discharged weapon down, braced on a flattish boulder at the bank, cranking up awkwardly for another shot.




  Blood bubbled out of the blacksmith’s mouth. His eyes locked on Gerin’s.




  ‘Better run,’ he said throatily, and fell face down in the water.




  ‘Stand, slave, or we shoot you down!’




  Gerin saw the blood smoke muddily out from under the blacksmith’s floating body, the soaked folds of the man’s jerkin and the crossbow bolt sprouting stiffly from

  his back. He saw, down at the river bend, the crossbowman still struggling with his weapon. He felt the moment tilt under him like a skiff’s deck in choppy water.




  He whirled and fled.




  Upstream, six frantic, plunging steps and out, onto boulders at the bank, wet print slap across stone on hands and slipping feet, scrabbling up to the yielding earthen forest

  slope above and into the trees. Behind and below, he heard the dogs let slip, the sound of the men cursing and splashing. He tore off time for one final panic-eyed look over his shoulder, saw the

  blacksmith’s spread-eagled floating form cradled in the river’s arms, the dogs surfing about in the water near the boulders, barking furiously up at him, but seemingly unable to climb

  out.




  He fell back into the grip of the nightmare.




  The slope was steep, he kept having to drop to hands and knees to stop himself from tumbling back down. The resin scent of the pines clogged in his throat as he scrambled

  upward. The march-masters were big, burly men for the most part, it came with the territory of what they did for a living. Amidst the trees, he could probably stay ahead of them. But the dogs . .

  .




  Only a matter of minutes before they found a way up.




  The climb began to shallow out, the trees thinned. The slope became a broad, saddle-backed ridge, edged with eroded stone bluffs on the river side. A cool wind hooted off over

  the rocks, cut through his soaked clothing, chilled him to the bone. Gerin got properly to his feet, sagged into a staggering run along the top.




  Something dark stood waiting in his path.




  Gerin’s heart was already thundering in his chest, but it seemed to ice over as he saw the gathered black form ahead. For a single second, it seemed he was looking at

  something blown together out of twisted remnants of bark and tree limbs charred to death. The figure was a sharp aberration in the smooth, band-lit open ground on the ridge top. He slammed to an

  involuntary halt at the sight, and it was only then he understood he was looking at a man, a tall, cloak-wrapped warrior with the jagged rise of a broadsword pommel over his left shoulder, the stab

  of the scabbard out from his right-hand flank, the arms folded.




  Overseer!




  But it was not, and somehow, somewhere in his panicking brain, he knew that much already. He stared up into a gaunt face that might have been handsome once but was now

  clamp-mouthed and hollow-eyed and scrawled along one side of the jaw with a thin, snaking scar like the ones they gave to disobedient whores in the city. He met a gaze that offered no more passion

  than a fisherman watching his motionless line.




  ‘Dakovash?’ he husked. ‘Is it you?’




  The figure stirred, gave him a curious, sidelong look.




  ‘No,’ it said, in a surprisingly gentle voice. ‘And I haven’t seen him up here either. Were you expecting the Dark Court?’




  ‘I . . .’ Gerin shivered. A sneeze came and wracked him, loud and sudden as surf bursting on the rocks at Melchiar Point. ‘I prayed for the Salt Lord’s

  intercession.’




  The figure wiped fastidiously at its doublet with one hand. ‘Are you from the marshes, then?’




  ‘Y-yes. I was—’




  Behind him, the scrabbling of claws over rock and the full-throated whoop of the dogs as they saw their quarry. Gerin thrashed soggily around, saw the first of the pack

  hammering towards him, all teeth and greyish bunch-muscled sprint, felt a scream clog up in his throat—




  At his shoulder, he heard the swordsman say something in a language he didn’t know. Saw, out of the corner of his eye, an arm lifted, a brief sign sketched on the

  air.
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