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			Lukan Gardova is a silver-­tongued cardsharp, Academy dropout and – thanks to a duel that ended badly – the disgraced heir to an ancient noble house. Estranged from his reclusive, scholarly father – his only family – Lukan has spent seven years travelling around the Old Empire, drinking, gambling and wondering how to win back the life he carelessly threw away.

			One night, after yet another card game that ended in a brawl, Lukan realises he’s being followed. He suspects an assassin sent by the Castoris – the family of the young man who Lukan killed in the ill-­fated duel. Instead, he discovers that his pursuer is his father’s steward, a woman called Shafia, who bears grave news: Lukan’s father – an expert on the ancient, long-­vanished Phaeron civilisation –­ has been murdered by unknown assailants, and his study turned inside out. The killers were looking for something – but what? They only have one clue: a letter that Lukan’s father wrote in his own blood, which contains three words: Lukan, Saphrona, Zandrusa.

			The meaning of the first word is clear; the message was intended for Lukan. The second word – Saphrona – refers to the great city on the southernmost tip of the Old Empire – a place of commerce and powerful merchant princes. But the third word – Zandrusa – is a mystery. Might it be the name of his father’s murderer? At Shafia’s urging, Lukan swears a silverblood promise to travel to Saphrona to find the truth. It’s too late for him to heal the rift between him and his father, but he hopes that unmasking the killers and bringing them to justice will offer some closure.

			

			Lukan arrives in Saphrona a few weeks later and soon finds himself lost in the colourful chaos of the city’s Plaza of Silver and Spice, where it’s said anything can be bought – even a death, if one has the coin. Lukan, as it happens, doesn’t have much coin – not that it matters, because no one he asks can tell him who, or what, or where, Zandrusa is.

			Exhausted, Lukan takes a rest – only to find himself the target of a pickpocket. After catching the street rat in the act, he learns her name is Flea. In return for not handing her in to the guards – and for a few coins, because she’s a sharp negotiator – Flea agrees to introduce Lukan to a man who might be able to answer his question. That man turns out to be Obassa, a blind beggar – or, as Lukan quickly realises, a blind man pretending to be a beggar. Obassa reveals that Zandrusa was a Zar-­Ghosan smuggler, who later became a merchant prince and adopted the pseudonym Säida Jelassi. Lukan’s elation at finally learning the truth fades as Obassa informs him that Zandrusa was found guilty of murdering a fellow merchant prince and is due to be executed the following morning. Maybe. It all depends on Gargantua.

			‘Gargantua’, Lukan learns the next day, is the name for the huge worm-­like creature which serves as the official method of execution in Saphrona. Lukan and Flea join thousands of other spectators in the city’s amphitheatre and watch as three prisoners – Zandrusa among them – are chained in the ‘Bone Pit’ and left at Gargantua’s mercy. Flea tells Lukan that the creature is only allowed to claim one prisoner, with the others given a literal stay of execution. Lukan watches in horror, but is ultimately relieved as Gargantua chooses one of the other prisoners for her breakfast. Still, it’s only a temporary reprieve – Zandrusa will be back in the Bone Pit in ten days, and if Lukan doesn’t manage to speak to her before then, he’ll never learn what link she has to his father. There’s another problem: Zandrusa is locked up in the Ebon Hand – a Phaeron tower that rises from Saphrona’s bay – which now serves as Saphrona’s most notorious prison. Getting inside won’t be easy.

			

			At Obassa’s suggestion, Lukan seeks the services of the Scrivener, who is said to be a master forger. Perhaps she can provide Lukan with the disguise he needs to infiltrate the Hand. But before Lukan can even speak with the Scrivener, he must win her trust – by playing the Pyramid game at Salazar’s House of Fortune. The Pyramid is a Phaeron artefact that punishes players by inflicting them with illusions that feel real. Lukan plays the game with three other players, one of whom is Lady Marni Volkova, the scion of a powerful family in Korslakov, a city in the far north. The game doesn’t go well; Lukan suffers two punishing illusions and is eliminated after blacking out. Still, he’s proven his intent, and the Scrivener agrees to meet with him.

			The meeting goes poorly; Lukan doesn’t appreciate being tied to a chair, and the Scrivener takes umbrage with his attitude, but eventually they strike a deal, and she agrees to provide Lukan with the uniform and documentation he needs to impersonate an Inquisitor of the feared Saphronan Inquisition. Lukan hopes this disguise will enable him to infiltrate the Ebon Hand and speak to Zandrusa.

			

			Lukan’s stolen uniform and forged documents arrive a few days later and are just as convincing as he was told to expect. The guards at the Hand are certainly fooled, and Lukan eventually finds himself alone in a cell with Zandrusa. There he learns that his father and Zandrusa were old acquaintances, and that many years ago his father entrusted the merchant prince with a locked casket which she was instructed to give to Lukan should he ever come looking for her. Zandrusa still has the casket, but it’s stashed at the Three Moons Counting House, and only she can access it – an impossibility, given her current predicament.

			The only way Lukan will get his hands on the casket is by helping Zandrusa prove her innocence. The merchant prince claims she was framed for the murder of Lord Saviola, and that the real culprit is Lord Murillo – her political rival. She urges Lukan to speak to Doctor Vassilis, who tended to Lord Saviola’s body – perhaps he noticed the same thing she saw: frost on Saviola’s body, despite the heat of late summer. A sign that might somehow point to the real culprit. Lukan agrees to approach the doctor, and to this end Zandrusa advises him to seek help from her steward, Magellis, at her estate. He might be able to help.

			Lukan is a few steps from freedom when his luck runs out. The captain of the Ebon Hand requests an audience, and Lukan feels obliged to attend him. During their conversation, the captain sees through his deception, and Lukan is forced to escape the Ebon Hand by jumping out of a window. It’s a long drop to the sea below.

			Lukan reconvenes with the Scrivener, who offers her ongoing support, as well as the use of one of her safehouses. Lukan’s next move is to visit Zandrusa’s estate, and her steward Magellis, who informs him that Lady Valdezar –­ another merchant prince – is holding a soirée, and that Doctor Vasillis will likely be there. Magellis offers Lukan the invitation that Zandrusa received before she was incarcerated.

			

			Lukan attends Lady Valdezar’s gala, where he encounters General Leopold Razin, an exile from Korslakov who is seeking funds to raise an army to avenge a past injustice. The drunken general points Lukan towards Doctor Vassilis, who is very reluctant to talk about Lord Saviola’s death, and makes a hasty retreat when Lukan pushes him too hard. Lukan then meets a genial merchant prince called Lord Marquetta, who in turn introduces him to Lord Murillo – Zandrusa’s nemesis, and the man she believes framed her for Saviola’s murder. Lukan takes an instant dislike to the man, and decides Zandrusa is likely right.

			As Lukan is leaving, Doctor Vassilis emerges from the shadows and tells Lukan to visit him at the Collegium at midnight. Lukan does so, accompanied by Flea, and one of the Scrivener’s men by the name of Hector. Lukan hopes to get answers, but instead he finds a dead body – that of Doctor Vassilis. Someone – Lord Murillo, Lukan guesses – must have learned of their meeting, and murdered the doctor to stop him talking. As they search the study, Flea discovers a secret space where they find the doctor’s journal.

			Back at the Scrivener’s safe house, Lukan reads the journal, and learns that Vassilis also saw the frost on Lord Saviola’s body, and suspected sorcery was involved in his murder. The doctor writes that soon afterwards he was visited by masked intruders who threatened to kill him unless he reported that the merchant prince died solely from a knife wound. No doubt it was these same masked intruders who murdered the doctor at the Collegium, before Lukan could speak to him. But if so, why didn’t they try to kill Lukan as well? They had the perfect chance, after all.

			

			A moment later the back door crashes open downstairs, and Lukan hears fighting as Hector and another guard engage the intruders. Seems the doctor’s murderers have come for him after all. Lukan goes to help Hector, but the fight is over too quickly, and instead he hides with Flea in a bolthole behind the fireplace. They hear the intruders – who all seem to be named after gemstones –­ moving around in the room beyond, but they remain undiscovered.

			Eventually the intruders leave – taking the journal with them –­ and Lukan and Flea emerge from their hiding place. When Lukan goes downstairs, he discovers that one of the attackers – Topaz – has remained behind. During the confrontation that follows, Flea stabs Topaz in the leg and Lukan knocks him out with a frying pan. With half the kitchen on fire, thanks to a shattered oil lamp, they make their escape, dragging the unconscious Topaz with them.

			While Lukan bears the brunt of the Scrivener’s anger at the night’s events, another one of her agents, Juro, is busy interrogating Topaz. Juro relays what he’s learned: Topaz is a member of a mercenary group called the Seven Jewels, led by Madame ‘Diamond’ Delastro. Topaz denies the group had any involvement in the murder of Lord Saviola, but admits to the theft of the Sandino Blade, a crime widely believed to be the work of Lady Midnight, so-­called master thief and Flea’s idol. Topaz claims not to know who the Seven Jewels are working for – their employer always wears a mask – but reveals the group is due to escort them tonight into the catacombs for unknown purposes.

			Lukan and Flea hide out in Saphrona’s cemetery and watch as the Seven Jewels escort a masked figure – Lord Murillo, most likely –­ into the designated tomb. When the gate is left unlocked, Lukan senses an opportunity. He confronts the guard – Amethyst – and engages her in a swordfight, which he seems destined to lose until Flea shoots her with a crossbow she took from Topaz. With Amethyst subdued, Lukan and Flea follow the rest of the group into the catacombs. They soon reach a chamber where the masked figure is talking with a woman Lukan identifies as Madame ‘Diamond’ Delastro.

			

			When the figure removes his mask, Lukan is stunned to see the genial Lord Marquetta – not Murillo, as he’d expected. More surprises follow as two more conspirators enter the chamber: Prime Inquisitor Fierro, head of the Saphronan Inquisition, and Pontifex Barbosa, the highest religious authority in the city. As they discuss recent events, Lukan wonders how they know so much about his movements – and gets his answer moments later when Magellis appears. It transpires that Zandrusa’s steward is actually Lord Marquetta’s agent. Sadly for Magellis, he’s outlived his usefulness, and is murdered by Delastro at Marquetta’s command.

			As the conversation continues, Lukan learns that Marquetta is responsible for the murder of Lord Saviola, and that he deliberately framed Zandrusa for the crime. Both acts are part of his wider plan to start a new war with the Southern Queendom of Zar-­Ghosa – an act he believes will usher in a glorious new age for Saphrona. The final part of his plan is to assassinate the Zar-­Ghosan ambassador at the upcoming Grand Restoration – a ceremony meant to symbolise peace between the two cities.

			The Pontifex asks Marquetta how he intends to murder the ambassador in front of the entire city. A sorcerous portal forms in the air in response, and three armoured figures step through, wearing armour shaped respectively in the likeness of a wolf, a snake, and a kraken. Lukan stares in disbelief as Marquetta introduces the Faceless – legendary figures that have long faded into myth and children’s stories. This, he says, is how he intends to murder the Zar-­Ghosan ambassador in front of the entire city – the Faceless will perform the act for him with their powerful sorceries. In return he will give them the Sandino Blade, stolen for him by Delastro and her Seven Jewels.

			

			The Faceless then detect Lukan’s presence and summon a sorcerous wolf that chases him and Flea through the catacombs. Lukan distracts the wolf to allow Flea to escape, and eventually ends up being captured by subjects of the Twice-­Crowned King, the ruler of Saphrona’s criminal underworld. After a painful interrogation, he’s thrown in a cell. A while later, another prisoner joins him – Ashra Seramis, also known as Lady Midnight, who the Twice-­Crowned King has been hunting for some time. Flea idolises Lady Midnight and claims the master thief can walk through walls. The truth is that Ashra has a pair of Phaeron rings – the Rings of Last Resort –­ that can summon portals. She uses them now, and together she and Lukan escape to one of her safe houses.

			There, Lukan tells Ashra all he knows, and the master thief joins with him to try and foil Marquetta’s plan. Lukan reunites with Flea, but receives short shrift from the Scrivener, who terminates their agreement and refuses to help them. Lukan, Flea and Ashra are forced to watch as the Grand Restoration ceremony descends into bloody chaos –­ but not in the way Lukan expected. Instead of murdering the Zar-­Ghosan ambassador, the Faceless possess her with their sorcery, and force her to murder Saphrona’s Grand Duke and his twin sons. Lukan belatedly realises it’s a coup; Marquetta is seizing control of Saphrona.

			In the aftermath of the assassination, Lukan and his allies are approached by Madame Delastro, who intends to cut her ties with Marquetta. She reveals that Topaz is her nephew and requests his safe return. Lukan agrees, but demands her help in obtaining the Sandino Blade. He’s come to realise why the Faceless want it; the legends suggest the Faceless seek a type of rare purple crystals, and the Sandino Blade has one set in its pommel. Lukan believes that if the blade is in his possession, he can turn the tables on Marquetta. Delastro and her crew are due to transport the blade to the Ducal Palace that very evening, and she agrees to hand it over to Lukan. There’s just one problem: Marquetta keeps the blade locked in a Phaeron casket, which can only be opened by pressing the glass panels in a specific order. Delastro doesn’t know the sequence but reveals that Pontifex Barbosa does.

			

			As unrest across the city explodes into violence, Ashra disguises herself as a courtesan and infiltrates the Pontifex’s villa, forcing the sequence from him at the point of a knife. Meanwhile, Delastro delivers the Sandino Blade to Lukan, who is forced to beg for her protection when a large mob tries to storm the carriage transporting the blade. Ashra arrives shortly after the rioters have fled, and together she and Lukan successfully open the casket and take possession of the Sandino Blade. Delastro then transports the empty casket to the Ducal Palace, at Lukan’s request. She has no idea that Flea has hitched a ride by clinging to the carriage’s roof.

			Flea successfully infiltrates the Ducal Palace. She learns that Marquetta is in the great hall, and finds a safe place to activate one of Ashra’s Rings of Last Resort, opening a portal that Lukan and Ashra traverse to join her. Together, they enter the great hall through a secret passage and find they’re just in time: the Faceless haven’t yet appeared, while Marquetta – now Lord Protector –­ appears oblivious to the theft of the blade. The Pontifex and Prime Inquisitor are both present, as is Artemio, the chancellor, who is tied to a chair and gagged.

			

			Soon the Faceless arrive through a portal of their own. At Marquetta’s prompting, they kill the Pontifex and Prime Inquisitor – it seems the newly-­minted Lord Protector is tying off loose threads. Marquetta then prepares to murder Artemio – a task he seems to relish – only to be interrupted by the Faceless, who demand their payment. Marquetta acquiesces, only to open the casket and find the Sandino Blade gone.

			Lukan takes this as his cue, and announces his presence. Marquetta is furious and orders the Faceless to kill Lukan and take what is rightfully theirs. The Wolf – who seems to be the leader of the Faceless – walks towards Lukan, as if to carry out Marquetta’s command. But Lukan is gambling on something his father once told him: that the Faceless never take anything by force and will always trade for it instead. He offers the Wolf a trade: the blade in return for proof of Marquetta’s treachery.

			Marquetta attacks Lukan, but one of the other Faceless incapacitates him. The Wolf then gives Lukan an artefact that contains the Wolf’s own memories of their dealings with Marquetta. The Faceless then leave through another portal, taking the blade with them, just before the ducal guard break into the room. The captain of the guard can scarcely believe the tale Lukan tells her, but his version of events is backed up by the chancellor, Artemio, not to mention the Wolf’s memories, which Lukan is able to show her by using the artefact.

			After a few days being interrogated by the Inquisition, Lukan, Flea and Ashra are released. Marquetta’s treachery was confirmed by the Pontifex, who somehow survived the events at the Ducal Palace, and confessed to the entire conspiracy. Both men are in chains and a devastating war between Saphrona and Zar-­Ghosa has been averted.

			

			Lukan visits the now-­vindicated Zandrusa at her villa, where the merchant prince presents him with the Phaeron casket Lukan’s father entrusted her with – which only Lukan can open. When he does so, he finds a key inside for a vault at the Blackfire Bank, located in the city of Korslakov in the far north of the Old Empire. Ashra joins Lukan and Flea as they prepare for the voyage north, with one question on their minds – what awaits them inside the vault?

			

		

	
		
			

			1

			Just One Drink

			Thunk.

			Lukan Gardova jolted awake and – for a blissful moment – couldn’t remember where he was. Realisation dawned as his eyes took in the cracked plaster of the walls, the moth-­eaten blankets on the beds – and the crossbow bolt stuck in a wooden beam. He muttered a curse, and the wind rattled the nearby shutters as if in mocking response. Korslakov. Of course. He grimaced and rubbed at his arms. As if this damned chill would let me forget. He reached for the bottle on his bedside table, swore again when he realised it was empty.

			Thunk.

			‘You already finished it,’ a girl’s voice said. Flea stepped into the light of their solitary lantern as she crossed the far side of the room. ‘Just before you’ – she gritted her teeth as she pulled her crossbow bolts free – ‘fell asleep.’

			‘I didn’t fall asleep,’ Lukan replied, working his tongue around his dry mouth. ‘I was just—’

			‘Resting your eyes,’ Flea said, mimicking his voice (and doing a good job of it, if Lukan was honest). ‘Sure you were.’ She aimed her crossbow at the beam, her tongue poking out one side of her mouth.

			

			‘Where’s Ashra?’ Lukan asked, realising the master thief was absent.

			‘Out.’

			‘Do you—’

			Thunk.

			‘—know where—’

			Thunk.

			‘—she went?’

			‘I dunno. Out.’

			‘Out where?’

			The girl shrugged as she went to collect her bolts. ‘She just said she wanted to have a gander.’

			‘A what?’

			Flea pointed two fingers at her own eyes, then pointed at the window. ‘A gander.’

			‘A look about. Right.’

			‘That’s what she said, anyway.’ Flea smirked as she reloaded her crossbow – the small, sleek weapon could hold two bolts at once, though only shoot them one at a time.

			‘What does that mean?’ Lukan demanded.

			Thunk.

			The girl swore under her breath, one of the many new curses she’d picked up from the crew of the Sunfish during their three-­week voyage from Saphrona. ‘It means’ – she said, adjusting her aim – ‘that maybe the real reason Ashra went out was to get away from you.’ Her second bolt was a blur as it shot across the room and bit into the wood, a hair’s breadth from the first. Lukan had to admit that she was getting annoyingly good. Not that he would say as much.

			‘Or maybe,’ he countered, swinging his legs off the bed, ‘she got sick of listening to you shooting those damned things against the wall. Can’t you give it a rest? There’ll be nothing left but splinters at this rate.’

			

			‘I need to practise.’

			‘You spent the whole voyage practising. It’s a miracle you didn’t sink the Sunfish with all the holes you shot in it. And an even bigger miracle Grabulli didn’t demand compensation for the damage.’

			Flea flicked her little finger at him – a crude Saphronan insult he’d now grown used to – as she went to retrieve her bolts. Whatever the reason for Ashra’s departure, Lukan didn’t blame her for seeking solitude. Goodness knows we’ve all had enough of each other after three weeks on that damned ship. It was a miracle they hadn’t strangled each other, forced as they were to share a small cabin for the entire duration of the voyage. They’d tried to give each other as much space as possible, but it hadn’t been easy – tempers had flared on many occasions. Mostly mine, looking back at it. His initial amusement at seeing Flea and Ashra struggling with seasickness had worn off after the former had – accidentally, she claimed – thrown up in Lukan’s hammock, and the voyage itself had offered little in the way of distractions. They’d seen a pod of dolphins on one day, and the tall fin of a black shark on another; Graziano Grabulli, the captain, claimed it was the same shark that had bitten him a decade before, but – as with most of his stories – Lukan took it with a hefty pinch of salt. The most exciting moment had been two weeks in, when a corsair ship was sighted on the horizon, and Lukan by that point was so deathly bored that he almost hoped it would attack, but the ship had instead slipped away into the deepening dusk. Probably for the best, he’d thought later that same night, as he stood at the prow sharing a cigarillo with one of the sailors. Though it would have been fun seeing Flea skewering a few corsairs with her bolts.

			

			They were all relieved to finally reach Korslakov. The Sunfish had arrived on the evening tide just past the sixth bell, and dusk was already settling across the city and the Wolfclaw Mountains beyond. By the time Grabulli had finished arguing with a harbour official over berthing fees, darkness had fully descended, bringing a chill wind with it, and all Lukan could think about was having a hot drink, a hot meal and a hot bath – ideally all at the same time. Grabulli was able to oblige with the former, and offered them all a shot of steaming rum as his crew prepared the gangplank. Lukan knocked his back and didn’t object to Flea doing likewise, though he did stop her from taking Ashra’s drink as well after the thief declined it. Finally, Grabulli shook Lukan’s hand, kissed Flea’s, and sensibly offered Ashra nothing more than a smile and a nod, before sending them on their way with vague directions to what he claimed was a cheap but reputable inn. Lukan had spent enough years on the road to know that ‘cheap’ and ‘reputable’ mixed about as well as oil and water, but he couldn’t be bothered to contest the point.

			And so they’d ended up here, in a cramped room with only two beds and a pervading smell of damp, which cost about four times more than it was worth. Still, the food that had been brought up to them was passable, if you ignored the dubious meat it contained, and Lukan had managed to get a fire going in the small hearth, before he’d apparently passed out on one of the beds.

			It would do for one night.

			As for tomorrow night, who knew? If he opened his father’s vault at the Blackfire Bank to find a mountain of gold and gemstones inside, then he would treat them to more luxurious accommodation. Sadly, he suspected the reality would prove far less exciting.

			

			As Flea fired another couple of bolts into the wooden beam, Lukan reached for his father’s key, hanging on a chain round his neck. The two gems set into the stylised ‘B’ of the handle – an amethyst and a garnet – gleamed in the lantern light. He’d spent much of the voyage wondering what lay in wait for him in the vault – what his father could possibly have hidden there, and why. Would it somehow contain a clue as to the identity of his father’s murderer? He felt his grief stirring deep inside him, a constant companion whose presence he was still growing used to. Most of the time it kept its distance, but now and again it would make its presence known, even if only briefly, like a cloud passing in front of the sun.

			I’ll find them, Father. I’ll find whoever did this to you.

			‘You say something?’ Flea asked, frowning at him.

			‘Hmm? Oh. No.’ He let the key fall back against his chest. ‘I was just thinking about tomorrow. The vault, and all that.’

			‘What do you think’s inside?’

			‘What did I tell you the last ninety-­nine times you asked me that question?’

			The girl adopted a look of mock concentration. ‘Normally something like, “I don’t know” or, “How in the bloody hells should I know” – it depended how grouchy you were at the time.’

			‘You try answering the same question a hundred times and see how you like it.’

			‘Maybe it’s a golem!’ Flea said, with sudden excitement. The revelation that the alchemists of Korslakov could create and command automatons fascinated her. ‘You could tell it what to do!’

			‘I could,’ Lukan agreed. ‘Maybe I’d order it to clamp its hand over your mouth when you’re talking too much.’

			Flea flicked her little finger at him again. ‘I want to see one,’ she declared, sliding her bolts back into her crossbow.

			

			‘So you’ve said,’ Lukan replied wearily, ‘many times now. And you will. Once we’re done at the bank, we’ll go and find one for you to stare at. And when you’re finished, we could go and see the alchemists’ tower, or the Glasshouse, or . . .’ He trailed off when he saw the look of disgust on the girl’s face. ‘Or we can give it all a miss. I just thought maybe you’d like to see a bit of culture while we’re here.’

			‘I just want to see a golem,’ Flea replied, turning her attention back to her crossbow.

			And I just want to know what’s in the damned vault. Now that they were finally here, he was impatient to learn the answer to the mystery that had been taunting him ever since he took possession of the key. The bank wouldn’t open for business until the ninth bell of the morning, and the night stretched before him, already feeling like it was passing painfully slowly. The smart thing would be to bed down and try to get some sleep, but he was too agitated, his mind too restless; and in any case the concept of an early night was as unfamiliar to him as the city he now found himself in.

			Instead, his thoughts turned to a tavern he’d spied earlier. It was only a few streets away. Surely a little nightcap wouldn’t hurt? It would be remiss of him not to take the opportunity to taste Korslakov’s famous vodka, and see some of the local colour. After three weeks spent in a small cabin with Flea and Ashra, it felt like the least he deserved.

			‘I’m going out,’ he said, rising from the bed.

			‘Out?’ Flea questioned, lowering her crossbow. ‘Where?’

			‘I don’t know,’ he replied, mimicking her shrug of a moment earlier. ‘Out.’

			‘Hilarious.’

			‘I’m just going for a drink.’

			

			Flea rolled her eyes. ‘Of course you are.’

			‘Just one drink. And only for half an hour.’ He picked up his heavy coat, which he’d bought in Saphrona with this trip in mind, though already he had cause to doubt its quality, given how the wind had knifed through it as they’d left the ship. Seems you can buy anything in Saphrona except for a decent coat. ‘Will you be all right here?’

			Flea pulled a face. ‘I guess.’

			‘Lock the door behind me.’

			‘Oh, I was going to leave it wide open.’ She gave him a scornful look and turned away. ‘Don’t get drunk,’ she said over her shoulder, as she fired another bolt into the beam.

			‘I won’t.’

			‘And don’t get into a fight, ’cos I won’t be there to save you.’ Flea turned, a hopeful look in her eyes. ‘Unless you want me to come with—’

			Lukan shut the door in her face.

		

	
		
			

			2

			First Impressions

			Ashra’s first step into Korslakov had been inauspicious.

			As she’d stepped off the Sunfish’s gangplank, she’d slipped on a patch of ice. A gust of wind had knifed her as she struggled to keep her balance, and it felt as if the dark city that loomed around her was saying, you don’t belong here. Taunting her.

			Let it try, she’d thought.

			Swiftly she’d regained both balance and breath. As she’d followed Flea and Lukan across the lamplit wharves, she recovered something else too: the elation that had been growing inside her ever since they’d sighted the distant lights of Korslakov earlier that evening. Elation at being free of the ship’s narrow confines, Lukan’s grating company, and the seasickness that had tormented her. But most of all, elation at placing an entire continent between her and the Twice-­Crowned King.

			It would take more than a little cold and darkness to steal that feeling from her.

			The Sunfish’s captain, Graziano Grabulli, had given them directions to what he claimed was a reputable inn, but the man was a rogue through and through (it took one to know one) and, while the inn was just as close as he’d promised, Ashra was unsurprised to find it was nowhere near as refined. Perhaps it was a matter of taste. Regardless, the room they rented would do for one night. Lukan managed to light a fire in the small hearth before passing out. Flea was content to sit on her own bed and fuss with her crossbow, but Ashra felt restless. She was keen to explore this strange new city, despite the frosty welcome it had given her. She’d never left Saphrona until deciding to take her chances with Flea and Lukan on the Sunfish, and she could feel the lure of Korslakov’s unfamiliar streets calling to her. It wouldn’t hurt to familiarise herself with their immediate surroundings. Preparation was a thief’s greatest tool, after all. So, after extracting a promise from Flea that the girl wouldn’t leave the room, Ashra had slipped back out into the darkened streets on her own.

			

			An hour later, she felt she had the full measure of the City of Spires.

			If Saphrona was like the sun, bright and warm and full of promise, then Korslakov mirrored the moon: austere, cold and shrouded in secrecy. The two cities stood at opposite ends of the Old Empire, after all, Saphrona at its sun-­kissed southern tip and Korslakov at its bitter northern point. Yet the startling difference still managed to surprise her. As she traversed the darkened streets, Ashra felt as if she’d entered a different world entirely. Saphrona never truly slept; music and laughter and shouts and screams all carried across the red-­tiled roofs well into the small hours. Her home city had a restless spirit, a vibrant energy that felt like it might tear loose at any moment.

			Korslakov felt different.

			It wasn’t just the cold. It was the silence, which was broken only by the odd burst of music or snatch of laughter that carried through open doors only to be snuffed out again. It was the way the streets were almost deserted, long before midnight. It was the way those citizens who were abroad held themselves: hooded heads bowed, cloaked shoulders hunched, as if trying to pass unnoticed. It was in the way the tall buildings of granite loomed, austere in the darkness, their high-­gabled roofs frowning down at her.

			

			Korslakov felt like a city holding its breath, as if scared to draw the attention of the Wolfclaw Mountains that encircled it. The Sunfish had arrived on the evening tide, so Ashra hadn’t properly seen the mountains themselves, but she could sense their immensity by how they blocked out the stars. They made the mountains that rose behind Saphrona seem like mere hills. Their vastness stole the breath from her lungs. Or perhaps that was the cold.

			If Saphrona’s identity was light and the clamour of life, Korslakov’s was the darkness and the quiet of the grave.

			Ashra hated it already.

			But she hated how it made her feel even more.

			With every twisting, darkened street, she could sense her elation of an hour before fading. A nervousness grew in its place; a creeping fear. She could guess at its origin. Ashra knew Saphrona like the back of her hand. After three weeks on the Sunfish, she could say the same of the ship, and that had lessened the uncertainty she’d felt at leaving the only home she’d ever known. But Korslakov was a mystery to her, as unfathomable as the depths of the ocean they’d just sailed on. And that made her anxious. She felt unsure and unprepared. Worse, she felt vulnerable in a way she hadn’t felt since her mother’s accident had forced her into a life of thievery.

			She hated that feeling more than anything – more than the heavy coat that weighed her down, more than the brooding, unfamiliar city that threatened to swallow her.

			

			Ashra paused by a tavern, took a deep breath of the cold air. Tried to take some comfort from the faint laughter and thump of a drum within. Signs of life in this dark place.

			The wind gusted again, icy fingers tugging at her coat. Probing. Invasive.

			She considered heading back to their room. Told herself the city would look different in the morning. That she would feel better.

			But that felt like defeat.

			And Ashra hated losing as much as she hated feeling vulnerable.

			No. There was only one option.

			To conquer the fear that was growing inside her, she would have to unmask the city’s face and reveal its secrets. Which meant walking its streets and squares and alleys and thoroughfares until she knew them as well as those of Saphrona.

			And she would start right now.

			Fortunately, she’d come prepared. Captain Grabulli had been of limited use; he was full of entertaining stories about Korslakov, but precious little useful information. For the latter, Ashra had approached one of the sailors, a hard-­bitten Korslakovan woman called Zoya, whose accent was so thick Lukan had joked you could strangle someone with it. Ashra had wished he’d test the theory on himself; just three days into the voyage she’d already started to tire of him. Zoya, for her part, had shown little interest in talking about her home city – ‘Dark. Cold. I like the sea more,’ was all she’d offered at first – but had eventually come round once she’d seen the glint of Ashra’s silver. Over the course of an afternoon she’d told Ashra about the artificers and their technological marvels, the alchemists who hid away in their tower crowned by its great purple flame, and the ruling Frostfire Council, which convened in the throne room of the last king of Korslakov – whose skeleton apparently remained on his throne, with the dagger that killed him still lodged between his ribs. Even more helpfully, Zoya had sketched a rough map of Korslakov on some parchment. When Ashra had complimented her on the quality of her penmanship, the woman had shrugged and said, ‘I wanted to be an artist. Fate had other plans.’ Ashra could only nod. She knew only too well how capricious fate could be.

			

			She recalled Zoya’s brushstrokes now as she passed through a district of cobbled streets and well-­appointed shopfronts, their wrought-­iron signs casting shadows in the lantern light. This, she assumed, was Hearthside, the city’s upmarket trade district. Any lingering doubt was dispelled as she caught sight of a street sign – The Avenue of Cherished Silver – which she knew to be a major thoroughfare. Ashra followed its winding course, eyeing the upmarket boutiques that catered to the expensive tastes of the aristocrats who lived in the Mantle. As she walked she caught the occasional glimpse of that exclusive district higher up the hillside, well away from the smoke of the foundries on the other side of the river. Purple-­white flames – frostfire, Zoya had called it – glimmered in the darkness, lending the Mantle an otherworldly feel.

			As if Korslakov didn’t already feel strange enough.

			Ashra followed the avenue westwards until she reached the bank of the River Kolva. Her breath caught in her lungs – not from the cold, but at the sight of the alchemists’ famous home – the Tower of Sanctified Flame – which stood across the water, a quarter-mile upriver. The frostfire that gave the tower its name burned in a great bowl at its summit, purple-­white flames bright against the black sky.

			

			She’d never seen anything like it.

			Ashra stared at the tower for a long time, before turning her gaze to the district that spread around it. Emberfall, she thought, recalling its name. The home of Korslakov’s famous artificers and machinists. Even now, with midnight approaching, the furnaces and foundries were aglow with industry. Fires also burned to the south of Emberfall, in the slum called the Cinders, which Zoya had described as Korslakov’s most impoverished ward. The district to Emberfall’s north, by contrast, was entirely dark. No firelight shone in those windows. No lamps illuminated the streets. That quarter of the city had once been called Ashwall, Zoya had told her, but had become known as Ashgrave following a deadly plague. When Ashra had pressed her for details, the sailor had become evasive, saying only that the entire district had been walled off. No one lived there now, she claimed, nor was anyone permitted entry.

			No wonder it was so dark. The bright glow of Emberfall only made it seem more pronounced. The longer she stared at the darkness, even from the other side of the river, the more Ashra felt it looked back at her.

			Doubt stole into her mind.

			She turned her gaze back to the alchemists’ tower. As she watched the purple flames, she wondered whether she’d made a mistake in coming here.

			Suddenly she felt a very long way from home.

			But that was the whole point. She’d chosen to come here, to this strange and unfamiliar city. Korslakov satisfied her need to get as far away from Saphrona as possible. The cold and darkness were small prices to pay to evade the clutches of the Twice-­Crowned King. Putting up with Lukan Gardova, however, was something else entirely.

			

			She could have chosen differently, of course. Travelled alone, gone somewhere else that wasn’t so damned cold. It wasn’t as if she and Lukan had gotten along smoothly even before they’d boarded the Sunfish. The trials and tribulations of that voyage had certainly made her question her decision several times. But always, in the end, she decided that she had made the right choice. The knowledge that she had to leave Saphrona had unnerved her, there was no denying it. But doing so in the company of companions made the ordeal seem less daunting. Even if Ashra doubted she and Lukan could survive three days in a cabin together, let alone three weeks. In his defence, she was sure he felt the same.

			Yet somehow, they had managed. Partly thanks to Flea’s interventions, but mostly by trying to avoid each other as much as possible. Grabulli had occasionally joked about throwing Lukan overboard, and at times she’d wished he would. Still, in the end they made it to Korslakov without murdering each other. All that remained now was for Lukan to unlock his father’s vault and discover what was inside. He’d claimed not to have a clue as to the nature of his inheritance, and for once she fully believed him. Her twentieth rule of thievery was to expect the unexpected – and that was especially true where Lukan Gardova was concerned.

			Ashra tensed, suddenly alert.

			Footsteps sounded behind her.

			Two people. Men, judging by the heaviness of their tread. Approaching with intent.

			She reached into her left coat sleeve, fingers grasping for the small blade strapped to her forearm. She slipped the knife free, and kept it concealed as she turned to face her would-­be muggers.

			‘Evening, miss,’ the taller man said, a questioning note in his voice, as he touched the brim of his fur hat in greeting. ‘Everything all right?’

			

			Ashra took the two men in at a glance, her instincts telling her they meant no harm. Not at present, at least. She studied the speaker, who was older than his companion, noting his red cloak and orange tunic, the latter bearing an insignia of a burning torch in yellow stitching. The second man – barely more than a youth, she realised – was similarly attired, and peered curiously at Ashra in the light of his lantern.

			They were Sparks, Ashra realised, recalling Zoya’s name for Korslakov’s city watchmen. So named for their colourful uniforms – and, the sailor claimed, for their famously short tempers.

			‘Miss?’ the speaker repeated, eyes narrowing under bushy brows. ‘Are you well?’

			‘Yes,’ Ashra replied, not releasing her blade. ‘I’m just . . .’ She was going to say out for a walk, but realised how odd that might seem given how almost everyone else – at least on this side of the river – was probably abed. ‘Getting some air,’ she offered instead. ‘I’ve had a headache for much of the day.’

			‘I see,’ the man said, his lie not as convincing as hers. ‘Your accent – are you new to the city?’

			‘I am.’

			‘Well, I suggest you move on. Most of the riffraff are on the other side of the river’ – the man glanced at the distant lights of the Cinders – ‘but we get the odd cutpurse lurking about in Hearthside.’

			‘How distressing,’ Ashra replied dryly. ‘I’ll be sure to watch out for them.’

			‘It’s the Rook you want to look out for,’ the boy piped up.

			‘Enough with that,’ his companion chided, shooting him a sour look.

			

			‘The Rook?’ Ashra prompted.

			‘There’s talk of a thief who prowls Hearthside, and even the Mantle,’ the man said reluctantly. ‘Some fool who wears a mask with the face of a bird or some such.’

			‘And he has glowing yellow eyes,’ the younger man said eagerly. ‘I’ve heard that he often targets women, and apparently he can—’

			‘I said enough!’ his companion growled, glaring at the other Spark until he lowered his gaze.

			‘My thanks for the warning,’ Ashra replied, ‘but I can look after myself.’

			‘Of course,’ the older watchman said, dipping his head in apology. ‘Please ignore my companion here. The Rook’s nothing you need worry about. Even so, I’d be getting home, if I were you.’ He touched his furred hat again and then dragged the younger man away into the night, muttering under his breath as they went. Ashra released her hold on her blade as she watched them go.

			It was probably best to heed the guard’s advice and head home – if their cramped lodgings could even be called that. At least there would be a fire. She shivered, suddenly realising just how cold she was. She could barely feel her toes. She’d only explored a small part of the city, but it was enough to take the edge off her fear. For now, at least. That would have to do.

			As Ashra started back towards the inn, her thoughts turned to her companions. Flea had been fussing over her crossbow when she’d left, while Lukan was likely still asleep. And if not, she hoped he was behaving himself.

			The last thing they needed was him getting into trouble.

		

	
		
			

			3

			Midnight Mischief

			Lukan stumbled out of the tavern.

			He immediately slipped on something wet and fell to the ground, banging his head against a barrel as he did so.

			‘Shit,’ he burbled, rubbing his temple as he fought his way to his knees, and then – eventually – his feet. The dark street tilted around him, the glow of lanterns streaking across his vision. ‘Shit,’ he muttered again, taking a lungful of the cold air as he hugged the barrel.

			That flagon of black ale had been a mistake.

			So had the three double shots of vodka before it.

			And that was before he even considered the many drinks that had preceded those, most of which he’d already forgotten. ‘Only meant to have one,’ he murmured. That was true, at least. And he’d so nearly managed it; he was just one final gulp away from finishing his gin and making good on his promise to Flea. But before he could take that last swallow, he’d fallen in with a group of students celebrating a birthday, and someone had thrust a drink into his hand, and he’d thought, well, what harm can it do, and the tiny voice of reason that squealed at the back of his mind had fallen silent the instant a young woman had met his gaze with a glint in her eye and a smile on her lips. The rest of the evening was a blur: lots of drinking, lots of shouting, a bit of bad dancing, and the disappointment of seeing the woman fumbling with someone else in a dark corner.

			

			So it goes.

			Lukan eased himself off the barrel and took another lungful of air, hoping the rasping chill would sober him up, and feeling only regret when it did. He’d hoped to be back before Ashra returned from her own jaunt, but she was likely now warming herself before the fire and waiting for him with an expression sharper than her stilettos. Still, he’d endured plenty of those looks over the past three weeks. What was one more? A drink or five was the least he deserved after surviving an entire voyage in her company. Perhaps I should tell her that. Lukan snorted to himself as he started forwards – and almost slipped over again. He gripped the barrel and glared accusingly at the ground. Blinked at what he saw.

			Snow.

			A thin layer covered the cobbles. He was so drunk he’d not even noticed. He looked up, watched the tiny flakes falling in the light of a nearby lantern. It sometimes snowed in Parva, but only in the depths of winter, not at the arse end of the autumn. Still, it wasn’t surprising that winter had come early to Korslakov. This was as far north as you could go and still find yourself in the Old Empire. Beyond the Wolfclaw Mountains lay the Clanholds, occupied by the clans with whom Korslakov had warred for centuries. The frozen wilderness held far greater dangers too, if his father’s old map was to be believed. Lukan could still remember the inscription, scrawled in flowing script: these be the unmapped lands of men that look like beasts and beasts that walk like men. It was a load of nonsense, of course; old map-makers loved that sort of cryptic annotation. On the other hand, he’d thought the Faceless were just a myth until he saw them in Saphrona. He shivered, and not from the cold. With luck he wouldn’t see them ever again.

			

			A distant bell tolled, and Lukan found himself counting the chimes, wincing as he reached the twelfth. Midnight. Bloody hells. Somehow he’d been gone for three hours. As he listened to the faint strains of the brass band coming through the tavern door, underscored by shouting and laughter, he felt an urge to nip back inside. Perhaps he could have a shot of whisky – just to warm up, of course, before he attempted the walk home. Besides, he was so late that another quarter-­hour wouldn’t hurt.

			Instead, the little voice of reason – previously drowned out by both the music and the drinks he’d been downing – finally made itself heard at the back of his mind. With a sigh, Lukan stumbled back towards their lodgings.

			 

			Two things quickly became apparent as he tottered through the dark streets.

			The first was that he was lost. The inn they were staying at was only a handful of streets away, yet he’d somehow let his mind wander, and now he didn’t have the faintest idea where he was. Secondly, the reason he felt so bloody cold was because he’d left his coat behind and was walking around like a fool in his shirt. If he hadn’t been so drunk, he would have noticed sooner, but then the alcohol swirling in his stomach was also the only reason he wasn’t curled up shivering in a gutter, so perhaps it evened out. He swore and reached beneath the collar of his shirt, his fingers curling round the cold metal of the key that hung from his neck on a chain. Losing that would really have ruined his night, and a whole lot more besides. But with the key safe, nothing else mattered. Except for finding his way back to the inn, of course.

			

			He turned at the sound of approaching footsteps. A man was striding down the street, his head down, shoulders bunched against the falling snow.

			‘Excuse me,’ Lukan said, trying to keep both his speech and movements on an even keel. He failed miserably with the latter, and his inebriated lurch caused the man to give him a wide berth, his pace increasing. ‘Sir,’ Lukan called after him, ‘would you happen to know the way to . . . ah . . .’ Lady’s blood, he couldn’t even remember the name of the inn.

			In any case, the man walked on without a backward glance.

			‘Thanks for your help,’ Lukan muttered, rubbing his arms as he turned away. The warming effect of the alcohol was now wearing off, and he could feel a chill stealing over him. ‘It’s fine,’ he told himself. ‘You’ve been in far worse situations than this.’ He might have thought of his recent encounter with the Faceless, or the narrow escape from the Twice-­Crowned King’s cell, but for some reason his mind – perhaps not as sober as he thought – picked out the time he’d been forced to flee a notoriously rough gambling den in just his underwear. Still, it was an apt recollection: that escapade had worked out all right. So would this. All he had to do was knock on a few doors. Surely someone would be kind enough to point the way. He grimaced as he became aware of another unwelcome sensation.

			He really needed to piss.

			Lukan ducked into a nearby alley illuminated by the light of a solitary lantern and fumbled at his trousers. He threw back his head and sighed as he relieved himself, only to fall silent as he spied a large, dark shape crouching on a windowsill above him. Probably a stone gargoyle, he thought as he looked down. The strange carvings decorated many of the buildings in Korslakov. But then he heard a scraping sound and glanced up again just as a small flutter of snow fell against his shoulder.

			

			The shape was moving.

			Must be a cat, he decided, as he laced himself up, only to pause as the shape leaned out over the windowsill, and he caught a glimpse of what looked like a beak. Some sort of bird, then. What it was doing up there was anyone’s guess. Lukan didn’t much care. He turned away, took a step back towards the street.

			And grunted in surprise as something struck his back.

			He hit the ground hard, his chin striking the snow-­covered cobblestones. He tasted blood in his mouth, heard a ringing in his ears. What in the hells . . . He tried to rise, but the heavy weight on his shoulders wouldn’t shift. He gasped as he felt something sharp – talons – digging into his shoulder. The bird, he realised with disbelief. The bloody thing landed on me. For a fleeting moment he imagined being pecked to death by his avian assailant, and almost laughed at the absurdity of it all. But then he felt a pressure round his neck as the chain he wore was pulled tight against his throat, and his humour vanished as he flailed hopelessly in rising panic. He thought the bird – or whatever it was – was trying to choke him, but then the chain snapped, and the weight on his back vanished.

			Lukan rolled over to see that his assailant had retreated a few paces away. It wasn’t a bird, of course, but a person wearing a cloak lined with feathers. The shape of a beak – a mask of some kind – protruded from the hood that covered its head, which was downturned as the figure studied the object that dangled from its talon-­like hand.

			Lukan’s heart dropped at the sight of his key, glinting in the lantern light as it swung on its chain. He raised a hand to his throat, seeking to disprove the evidence of his own eyes. His fingers came away empty. Shit. A rush of panic forced him to his feet.

			

			‘Hey,’ he said, taking a step forwards. ‘That’s mine.’

			The figure looked up sharply, fixing Lukan with a glowing eye that burned yellow within its hood.

			What in the hells . . .

			Then it spun, whip-­fast, and raced into the darkness of the alley.

			Oh, shit—

			Lukan ran after it, snatching the lantern from its hook as he passed. It swung in his hand, casting a wild light as he chased the thief through a series of narrow passages and alleys. His knee struck a barrel as he hurtled round a sharp turn, but he was so intent on catching the figure ahead of him that he barely felt the pain. Yet the thief was fast, and the distance between them was growing; all he saw now were glimpses of the birdlike figure disappearing round corners. Panic followed in his own frantic footsteps. He couldn’t lose the key, not when he was so close to getting the answers he sought.

			Lukan’s growing fear receded as he twisted into another passage, only to find the thief standing in the middle of the alley. As he skidded to a stop, he realised why: a sheer wall rose beyond them, eight or more feet in height.

			A dead end.

			‘All right,’ Lukan said, breathing heavily as he set the lantern down. ‘The fun’s over. Give it back.’

			The thief tilted its head and raised Lukan’s key, as if to say, you mean this?

			‘That’s right,’ Lukan replied, taking a cautious step forwards. ‘Hand it over and I’ll forget this nonsense happened. Hells, I’ll even give you a couple of coppers for giving me a good chase. What do you say?’

			

			The figure regarded him, and again he caught a glimpse of a glowing eye within its hood. It seemed strange that a simple thief would bother with such theatricality. A few heartbeats passed as they stared at each other, then the figure shrugged and held out the key.

			‘Good choice,’ Lukan said, barely keeping the relief from his voice as he reached out a hand.

			The thief whipped the key away just as his fingers were about to close round it.

			‘Hey,’ Lukan objected, but the figure was now racing towards the wall. ‘There’s nowhere to go,’ he called after it. ‘So stop pissing about and . . .’ He fell silent and stared in disbelief as the thief scaled the sheer wall with ease. Upon reaching the top, it turned and looked down at him. Slowly it raised a taloned hand and mimed doffing a cap.

			Mocking him.

			‘You bastard,’ Lukan swore. ‘Don’t you dare . . .’

			The thief turned and vanished into the night.

		

	
		
			

			4

			Coffee and Confessions

			Lukan was already on his fourth coffee of the morning by the time Ashra and Flea joined him in the inn’s common room. They’d both been abed by the time he’d finally found his way back to their lodgings, but he could tell Ashra was awake; he could somehow feel her judgemental stare, even in the darkness.

			The same stare she was directing at him now.

			‘Lukan!’ Flea exclaimed, as she practically bounced onto the bench opposite him. ‘Have you seen the snow?’

			‘I’ve seen it.’

			‘There was some on the windowsill. Look!’ The girl held out a hand, which contained a rapidly melting snowball. ‘It’s so cold,’ she added, with a grin.

			‘And wet,’ Ashra replied, gently pushing Flea’s hand away from the table.

			‘Do they have cinnamon buns?’ Flea asked, cupping the snowball in her hands, as if it was a precious jewel. ‘Or maybe I’ll have a honey cake.’ She slid off the bench and headed towards the kitchen.

			‘Don’t steal anything,’ Lukan called after her. ‘Make sure they put it on our tab.’

			The girl flicked her little finger at him as she scampered away.

			

			‘You were up early,’ Ashra said pointedly.

			‘Couldn’t sleep,’ Lukan replied, taking a sip of his coffee. That was the truth; he’d slept fitfully, what little sleep he’d managed plagued by dreams of a bird with yellow eyes. The rest of the time he’d simply lain in the darkness, cursing his own stupidity. He’d slipped out of bed just after the fifth bell and had been brooding ever since, replaying the previous evening’s encounter over and over in his mind, and dreading having to tell the others what had happened. But now that the moment had arrived, he didn’t feel ready to face it. So he stared at his own reflection in his coffee, delaying the shame and embarrassment for a short while longer.

			‘That helping with the hangover?’ the thief asked eventually. She knew something was wrong; it was clear from the slant of her eyebrows, the weight of her gaze.

			‘What makes you think I’ve got one?’

			‘I could smell the drink on you when you got back.’ Ashra wrinkled her nose. ‘Still can, in fact.’

			‘Wait, you were drunk?’ Flea said accusingly, as she rejoined them. Her chin was coated in sugar and a half-­eaten honey cake had replaced the snowball in her hand. Lukan didn’t want to know where that had ended up.

			‘You said you’d only have one drink,’ she continued, her eyes narrowing. 

			‘Lady’s blood,’ Lukan swore, ‘don’t you start.’

			‘Why are you so grouchy?’ the girl demanded, shoving the rest of the cake into her mouth and proceeding to talk around it. ‘I thought you’d be excited about opening the vault.’ She swallowed and sucked the sugar from her fingers, a sly grin spreading across her face. ‘Is it because you were hoping for some . . .’ She made a series of exaggerated kissing noises.

			

			‘I think,’ Ashra replied, her gaze fixed on Lukan’s throat, ‘that it’s more serious than that.’

			Flea frowned at the thief’s grave tone and glanced between her and Lukan. ‘Oh,’ she said, her eyes widening as she noted the lack of a key hanging from Lukan’s neck. ‘No, you didn’t.’

			‘I did,’ Lukan admitted, staring at the tabletop.

			Several heartbeats passed as they all tried to digest the admission, Lukan included. Even now, he couldn’t quite believe it.

			‘So you lost your key,’ Ashra prompted.

			‘No,’ Lukan said, meeting her gaze, and wishing he hadn’t when he saw how sharp it was. ‘It was stolen from me—­’

			‘We’ve been here one night,’ the thief replied. Her voice held even more of an edge than her glare. ‘One. And you go and do something like this.’

			‘Are you even going to let me explain?” he snapped back.

			Flea sighed and rolled her eyes, as she so often had when they’d butted heads on their three-­week voyage.

			‘Fine.’ Ashra folded her arms. ‘Explain.’ The tone of her voice made it clear there was nothing Lukan could say that would convince her that he hadn’t been an utter fool. He could hardly complain; he’d spent all night trying to convince himself of the same thing, and had come up short every time. However he tried to spin the story, he always arrived at the same conclusion: the theft of his key was entirely his own fault.

			‘I was jumped in an alley,’ he said. ‘By a thief wearing . . .’ He winced, almost embarrassed to say the words. They only made his story sound even more foolish. ‘Some sort of bird mask. And it had—’

			‘Glowing eyes,’ Ashra cut in.

			Lukan stared at her in surprise. ‘It did. How do you know?’

			‘I spoke to a couple of Sparks last night.’

			

			‘Sparks?’

			‘City guards.’ Ashra raised an eyebrow as if to say, you should know that. ‘They told me a thief was working this side of the river. A thief who looked like a bird. They called it the Rook.’

			‘The Rook,’ Lukan echoed bitterly. ‘Well, at least we know it’s got a name.’

			‘Tell us everything.’

			‘Well, as I said, I was in an alley—­’

			‘From the beginning,’ the thief interrupted. ‘Starting with your trip to the tavern.’ Her upper lip curled. ‘I’ll bet that had a lot to do with what happened afterwards.’

			Lukan made to object, but his protest died on his tongue. Ashra was right, of course. She always was. With a sigh, he recounted the night’s events, lying shamelessly about the amount of drink he’d consumed, but otherwise sticking to the truth.

			‘Strange,’ Ashra commented, once he’d finished. ‘Why would the Rook take your key but not your coin purse?’

			‘Maybe because it was empty,’ Flea replied, ‘because Lukan spent all his coin in the tavern.’

			They both stared at him.

			‘That’s not true,’ he insisted. ‘Most of the drinks were . . .’ He was going to say paid for by someone else, only to realise that wouldn’t help matters. Even if it was the truth.

			‘Were what?’ Flea demanded.

			‘Never mind,’ he replied, picking at a splinter on the tabletop. ‘It hardly matters now.’

			‘One drink,’ the girl continued, shaking her head in disgust. ‘That’s what you said. And instead you had, like, a hundred drinks—’

			‘Not quite that many.’

			‘—and lost the key!’ She leaned across the table and punched his arm. ‘You idiot. How could you be so stupid? After everything we did to get it.’

			

			Lukan knew a punch was the least he deserved. He glanced at Ashra, expecting a stronger rebuke, but the thief – not one to lose her cool – merely regarded him with something close to disdain. Somehow that was even worse.

			‘Have you told the Sparks?’ she asked.

			‘No,’ he admitted. ‘All I could think about was finding my way back here before I froze to death. Besides, I was, you know . . .’

			‘Shitfaced.’

			‘Tipsy,’ he corrected. ‘I didn’t think they’d believe me. If I’d known they were already familiar with the Rook . . .’ He sighed. ‘Anyway, it’s not like they’d have a chance of catching him.’

			‘Him?’

			‘Her. It.’ Lukan shrugged. ‘Whoever the Rook is. The kid was fast. Scaled that wall like a bloody cat.’

			‘You’re sure it’s a child?’

			‘Yeah. I mean . . .’ He thought back to the encounter, realising he’d only really seen the Rook in darkness. ‘It was small,’ he said eventually. ‘About Flea’s size. Maybe a little bigger.’

			‘I’m not small,’ the girl objected.

			‘It was faster too,’ Lukan continued, subtly moving his coffee mug out of Flea’s reach so its dregs wouldn’t be thrown in his face. ‘And it didn’t speak the entire time, which is another factor in its favour.’

			Flea hissed under her breath and punched his forearm again.

			‘Be calm, majin,’ Ashra murmured, using the nickname she’d given the girl at some point during their voyage. Apparently it meant little tiger in the language of the Southern Queendoms. ‘Remember the fourth rule of thievery.’

			

			‘Emotions make for poor allies,’ Flea recited through gritted teeth.

			‘Exactly.’

			‘I’m going to get another honey cake,’ the girl muttered, glaring at Lukan as she slid off her chair.

			‘Why a bird?’ Ashra asked, as Flea headed back to the kitchen.

			‘What do you mean?’ Lukan replied.

			‘Why would a child thief wear a bird mask?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Lukan rubbed at his temples. He could feel a headache coming on. As if the despair he felt wasn’t enough punishment already. ‘Does it matter?’

			‘Maybe not. But I’m curious about the glowing eyes.’

			‘I assumed it was some sort of alchemy. We’re certainly in the right place for it. There must be all sorts of alchemical knick-­knacks lying around Korslakov. The kid must have stolen it and decided to complete the disguise, taloned gloves and cloak and all the rest.’

			‘Hmm.’ She drummed her fingers on the table. ‘So, what now?’

			‘I’ll plead my case to the Blackfire Bank. I can’t be the first customer to lose their key.’ Lukan drained the dregs of his coffee. ‘But before that, there’s, um, something else.’

			‘What?’

			‘I need you to buy me a new coat.’

			 

			A light snow was falling as they left the inn half an hour later. Looks like it snowed all night, Lukan thought as they trudged through the thick white layer covering the cobblestones. Their slow progress wasn’t helped by Flea stopping every few paces to scoop up snow to add to the ball she was shaping in her hands. Lukan had a nasty suspicion about her intended target, but that was the least of his concerns as a distant bell tolled to mark the tenth hour of the morning. He swore under his breath. He’d hoped to be at the Blackfire Bank by now. Every moment they delayed increased the chance of the thief beating him there and gaining access to the vault before he could report the theft of his key. Assuming the kid realises what they’ve stolen. Even if they did, surely the bank’s officials would be suspicious of a child possessing a key to one of their vaults? He swore again at the absurdity of it all, then a third time as he felt the cold already seeping through his boots. At least the new coat Ashra had bought him was keeping the chill at bay, though there was nothing new about it; he felt sure the musty garment was older than he was. He had no idea what long-­dead animal’s fur he was wearing, nor where Ashra had acquired it, and decided that on both counts he was probably better off not knowing.

			

			Lukan hesitated as the street split in two.

			‘I think we go left here,’ he ventured.

			‘We go right,’ Ashra corrected, trudging past him. ‘And then left.’

			‘Well, I’m glad you could understand the innkeeper’s accent. He sounded like he had a bumblebee in his mouth.’

			‘I couldn’t. But I scouted this route last night.’ The thief shot him a look. ‘While you were getting drunk.’

			Ah, he thought glumly, so that’s how it’s going to be. He knew Ashra had been holding back at breakfast, couldn’t escape the sense he’d escaped all too lightly. Now I know why. Instead of a solitary damning judgement, she clearly intended to show her disapproval with a succession of sharp looks and barbed comments that would continue for the rest of the day, and possibly beyond. Wonderful. Still, he couldn’t deny he deserved it. ‘Where’s Flea?’ he asked irritably, turning round just as a snowball exploded against his shoulder.

			

			‘There’s your answer,’ Ashra replied.

			‘Lady’s blood,’ Lukan swore, wiping snow from his face as the girl joined them. ‘Did you have to do that?’

			Flea shrugged. ‘Thought you needed to cool down.’

			‘Very funny.’ Lukan aimed a swipe at her, which she dodged. ‘Here’s hoping the coin-­kissers at the bank have a similar sense of humour.’

			‘You think they will?’ Ashra asked.

			Lukan snorted. ‘No.’

			 

			Eventually they reached a wide thoroughfare lined by graceful trees with white boles and silver leaves. Winterwood trees, Lukan thought, recalling the desk of white wood that stood in the quarters of Captain Varga of the Ebon Hand. Such wood was highly prized, and the proliferation of these trees along this avenue suggested it was a place of significance – as did the bronze statues that stood at regular intervals, violet flames of frostfire burning in the bowls at their bases.

			‘This is the Promenade of Patience,’ Ashra said.

			‘I know,’ Lukan lied, feeling annoyed for not knowing that himself. The thief’s effortless navigating of an unfamiliar city made his idiocy of the previous night even more glaring. He didn’t want to have to admit he didn’t have a clue where they were.

			‘Then you’ll also know,’ Ashra continued, glancing at him, ‘that the Square of the Builder’s Blood is halfway along the promenade.’

			Lukan made a vague noise of agreement.

			‘So why don’t you lead the way?’ the thief asked.

			Lady’s mercy, he thought, this is going to be a long day. ‘Fine,’ he muttered, glancing both ways along the avenue, hoping to glimpse some sort of clue as to the correct direction, and seeing none. ‘Come on, then,’ he said, opting to turn left. He walked five paces before realising neither Flea nor Ashra was following. Swearing under his breath, he turned back. ‘On second thoughts . . .’

			

			‘We need to go right,’ Ashra replied.

			‘Of course. My head’s still, um, rather foggy.’

			‘And whose fault is that?’

			‘Look, do we have to do this?’ he asked, irritably. ‘You’ve made your point.’

			‘Have I? Let’s see.’ The thief turned to Flea. ‘What rule of thievery did Lukan break?’

			‘Twenty-­two,’ the girl replied quickly.

			‘Which is?’

			‘Preparation is a thief’s greatest tool.’

			‘Well done, majin.’ Ashra glanced at Lukan. ‘You’re right,’ she said, as she started up the avenue. ‘I have made my point.’

			 

			As they made their way up the Promenade of Patience, Lukan found his own supply slowly dwindling. Despite the night’s heavy snowfall, the promenade was busy with activity. The tree-­lined path they now walked was bustling with fur-­wrapped citizens going about their business, while horses and carriages travelled up and down the wide road, hooves clopping and wheels rattling on cobblestones surprisingly clear of snow. Lukan idly wondered how they’d been cleared so quickly. He got his answer a moment later.

			‘Look!’ Flea suddenly cried out, pointing. ‘Golems!’

			There were three of them, all shovelling snow to the side of the road as a bearded man looked on. They stood close to seven-feet tall, and each was the width of two men. As he stared at their iron frames, Lukan was immediately reminded of the antiquated suits of armour that he used to gaze at as a child, all overlapping plates and bulky joints. These golems looked much the same, yet there was nothing clunky about their movements, which were smooth and precise, almost human-­like. Incredible, he thought, momentarily forgetting his impatience as he felt a sense of awe similar to that reflected on Flea’s face.

			

			‘How do they work?’ the girl asked the man, stepping towards him. ‘How do they understand what you say?’

			‘Step back, missy,’ he replied, not unkindly. ‘Dangerous for you to get too close.’

			For once Flea did as she was told, keeping her distance and then gasping with excitement as the nearest golem turned and looked at her, its eyes glowing amber behind its visor-­like face. Just like the Rook’s eyes, Lukan thought. 

			‘Back to work, number thirty-­one,’ the bearded overseer ordered, giving the golem a tap on the shoulder with a stick he held in one gloved hand. The construct instantly obeyed, returning to its work and lifting a full shovel-­load of snow with ease. It was little wonder they’d cleared the road so quickly.

			‘Thirty-­one?’ Flea echoed, a note of scorn in her voice. ‘You should give them proper names.’

			The man glanced at her, his demeanour less friendly than before.

			‘My apologies,’ Lukan said quickly, gripping the girl’s arm. ‘We’ll be on our way.’

			‘He should give them names,’ Flea insisted, as he led her away. ‘Calling them by numbers is stupid.’ She grinned. ‘Weren’t they bright, though?’

			

			‘Bright?’

			‘She means great,’ Ashra replied.

			‘I thought sharp was your word for that.’

			‘It is.’ Flea sighed, as if irritated that he didn’t yet possess an understanding of the intricacies of the slang used by Saphrona’s Kindred. ‘But bright means even greater.’ She slowed as she looked back at the golems, still shovelling snow as they’d been doing all night, and showing no sign of fatigue.

			‘Come on,’ Lukan urged, though he didn’t begrudge the girl her fascination. Now that he’d seen them, he was curious himself as to how the constructs worked, the rules that bound them, and what strange power it was that gave them life. If you can even call it that.

			‘Grabulli said that one golem is as strong as a hundred men,’ Flea said, finally turning away from the constructs.

			‘Grabulli is—’ Lukan began.

			‘Full of shit,’ Ashra finished.

			‘I was going to be generous and say not on speaking terms with honesty,’ he replied, ‘but yeah, that too.’

			The captain of the Sunfish had plenty to say about golems, though sorting fact from fiction had proven difficult. He claimed once to have smuggled a construct out of Korslakov, a claim that Lukan doubted even more now that he’d seen the sheer size of the things. The golem had apparently woken up in the hold, broken free of its restraints and gone on a destructive rampage that had nearly sunk the ship. The drama only ended when the construct toppled overboard and disappeared beneath the waves. Grabulli claimed it was still trudging around at the bottom of the sea – a thought Lukan found strangely melancholic. After all, he’d spent many years walking in his own kind of darkness, with a great weight pressing down on him and no sense of purpose or direction.

			

			‘We’re nearly there,’ Ashra said, gesturing to a smaller avenue that branched off from the Promenade of Patience. An iron sign bolted to a wall read To the Square of the Builder’s Blood. ‘I hope you’ve got your sob story ready.’

			‘Where’s Grabulli when you need him?’ Lukan replied. ‘If there’s a man alive who could charm his way into a banker’s black heart, it’s him.’

			‘You think?’

			‘Probably not. But I’d love to watch him try.’

		

	
		
			

			5

			One Kind of Tyranny

			The Square of the Builder’s Blood was lined with grand buildings, though the Blackfire Bank was the most imposing of all, dominating one corner like a king looming over his courtiers. The bank was an impressive monument to commerce – or greed, depending how you looked at it – standing four storeys tall and boasting an almost indecent number of sculpted cornices and lintels. It was the towering bronze statue that stood above the entrance, though, that caught Lukan’s eye – a stern, bearded man, perhaps the Blackfire of the bank’s name, whose gaze fell upon all those who dared approach and said don’t even think about asking for a loan. No doubt plenty of would-­be claimants turned away there and then, which Lukan imagined was the entire point.

			‘They used to build statues to emperors,’ he said. ‘Now they build them to bankers. We swapped one kind of tyranny for another.’

			‘Is that how it felt?’ Ashra asked, giving him a hard look. ‘Being born into wealth?’

			‘No, of course not,’ he said quickly, realising too late the trap he’d blundered into. ‘I was just saying—’

			‘Living in your mansion, surrounded by servants?’

			

			‘It’s hardly a mansion. And we only had two servants.’

			‘You had guards though,’ Flea piped up.

			‘We did. Not that they saved my father from being murdered.’ He felt a twinge of guilt – one of the guards had also died at the hands of his father’s killers – but his words had the desired effect, as both Flea and Ashra fell silent. ‘I can’t help my background,’ he continued, ‘but I don’t blame either of you for resenting me for it. And Lady knows I’d rather have grown up listening to aristos comparing the size of their chandeliers than having to fight for survival like you both did. All I’m saying is that I came to loathe the world I grew up in. The flaunting, the boasting. The obsession with status. I’ve seen first-­hand how wealth corrupts.’

			‘And we’ve seen how poverty condemns,’ Ashra replied, though her voice had lost its edge.

			‘I guess we’re all ruled by coin one way or another,’ Lukan said, glancing at the frowning statue again. ‘Come on then, let’s get this over with.’ He stepped towards the bank’s doors, only to hesitate. ‘Hands to yourself,’ he warned Flea. ‘Got it?’

			‘Are those real gems?’ the girl replied, staring past him to where two guards stood before the doors, resplendent in black sable cloaks and gleaming breastplates that bore stylised Bs, inset with garnets and amethysts. She blinked as Lukan snapped his fingers in front of her face.

			‘What did I just say?’ he asked, ignoring the girl’s scowl as he turned and approached the guards.

			‘Good morning, sir,’ one of them said, eyeing Lukan’s sword. ‘Weapons are not permitted inside the bank’s main hall. Please leave them in the cloakroom.’ Her gaze settled on Flea’s crossbow and she raised an eyebrow. ‘All of them.’

			‘Understood,’ Lukan replied, unsheathing his blade as Ashra did the same. The guards exchanged a glance as Ashra plucked all manner of blades from beneath her coat. Not the most promising start, Lukan thought, with a wince. He stepped past the guards, Ashra close behind him, only to pause and turn round.

			

			‘Flea,’ he prompted. ‘Let’s go.’

			‘Uh-­uh,’ the girl replied, shaking her head. ‘I’m not handing over Nighthawk.’

			‘Nighthawk?’

			‘Yeah.’ Flea held his gaze, as if daring him to pass comment. ‘All the best weapons have names.’

			‘My sword doesn’t.’

			‘Your sword’s a piece of shit,’ the girl replied, folding her arms. ‘That’s what you said.’

			‘You did say that,’ Ashra commented.

			Lukan swore under his breath as one of the guards grunted a laugh. ‘Fine, stay here,’ he said, figuring that Flea getting bored and causing mayhem in the bank would hardly help his cause anyway. ‘Just . . .’ Don’t steal anything, he was going to say, but decided they’d made a bad enough impression already. ‘Behave yourself,’ he finished, waving the girl away.

			Flea flicked her little finger at him and scampered off.

			‘We have a quarter-­hour before she gets into trouble,’ Ashra said, pausing as she removed a blade from one boot. ‘Maybe less. That enough time to convince the coin-­kissers to open your vault?’

			‘I doubt it.’

			‘Then I’ll stay here and keep an eye on her.’ She slipped the blade back into her boot. ‘Good luck.’

			‘Thanks.’ Lukan turned towards the door. I expect I’ll need it.

			 

			

			The Blackfire Bank’s interior was just as grand as its facade, with a columned entrance hall giving way to a cavernous interior. Lukan paused on the threshold, stepping aside to allow a man through – an alchemist, judging by the blue and purple robes he wore. A copper circlet rested against his forehead. Lukan half-­recalled Grabulli saying something about the value of the metal reflecting an alchemist’s rank. He wasn’t sure where copper sat on the scale. Not very high, he imagined. Maybe that was why the alchemist wore a sour look and swept past him as if he wasn’t there.

			‘You’re welcome,’ Lukan muttered, stepping into the bank’s main hall.

			Daylight filtered through a dozen barred windows just beneath the vaulted ceiling, but little of it reached the rows of desks far below where clerks scribbled away in their ledgers. A hundred lamps provided illumination, the candle flames reflected by the polished marble floor. Even so, shadows lingered between desks and in corners, combining with the scratching of quills to create a secretive atmosphere that did Lukan’s nerves no good at all. Nor did seeing a couple of guards dragging a customer away, his pleas falling on deaf ears. By the time a clerk beckoned him forwards, he was fidgeting like a priest in a bawdyhouse.

			‘Good morning!’ the clerk said brightly, waving a hand at the two chairs before him. ‘Do take a seat.’ The man was younger than most of his colleagues, his manner suggesting he’d not yet been ground down by years of counting rich people’s money and dealing with their fury when he came up a copper short. Lukan felt a sliver of hope. Perhaps he’ll be easier to persuade than his peers.

			‘My name’s Caspar Konstantin,’ the clerk continued. ‘And you, sir?’

			‘Lukan Gardova,’ Lukan replied, as he sat down. ‘Lord Lukan Gardova.’ He cringed inwardly, hating how he sounded like a self-­important arse, but knowing that he needed every advantage he could get.

			

			‘Lord Gardova,’ Caspar echoed uncertainly, staring at Lukan’s shabby fur coat.

			‘I just arrived,’ Lukan offered, cursing himself. He’d been so distracted he’d not even considered his own appearance. ‘All my clothes are still being conveyed to my lodgings.’

			It was a weak explanation, but Caspar was happy to grasp it all the same.

			‘Of course, my lord,’ he replied, bowing his head. ‘I trust you had an enjoyable journey?’

			‘Oh, yes,’ Lukan replied, recalling the countless hours spent watching Flea firing bolt after bolt into the Sunfish’s hull. ‘Most enjoyable.’

			‘Excellent.’ The clerk leaned forwards and clasped his hands. ‘How may I be of service?’

			‘Well, as it happens, I’m actually in a bit of a bind.’ Lukan paused, affecting weariness. ‘Where to even begin . . . You see, Caspar – may I call you Caspar?’

			‘Of course, my lord.’

			‘You’re too kind. It began when my father was murdered.’

			The clerk’s eyes widened and his mouth dropped open. ‘Oh – my condolences, my lord.’

			‘Thank you, Caspar. It’s been a tough time.’ That was true enough. ‘My father – Lord Conrad Gardova – was a customer of yours and held a key to one of your vaults in his name.’

			‘Just one moment,’ Caspar murmured, opening his ledger to a particular page and tracing a finger down a list of names. ‘Yes, I’ve found him. Vault thirty-­three.’

			‘Indeed,’ Lukan replied, feigning recognition of the number. ‘The key was passed to me after his death, and I’m here to have a look inside.’

			

			‘Of course. It would be my pleasure to escort you.’

			‘There’s just one problem. The key was stolen from me last night, and I’ve no hope of getting it back.’

			‘I see,’ Caspar replied, his tone suddenly wary as his gaze flicked again to Lukan’s patchy coat. He cleared his throat, as if to shift the doubt that was forming there. ‘That’s . . . unfortunate.’

			‘I thought it best to notify you at once,’ Lukan continued, sensing he was already losing the man. ‘I feared the thief might try to gain access and steal what’s inside.’

			Caspar consulted his ledger again. ‘No need to worry, my lord. No one has tried to access the vault this morning.’

			‘That’s wonderful,’ Lukan replied, feeling a rush of optimism. ‘I’d like to open my vault immediately, so how do we proceed? Presumably you have a spare key?’

			‘We do, my lord, but first we need to verify your identity.’

			‘Of course.’ Lukan waved a hand. ‘Just tell me what to do.’

			‘Are you known to any of the bank’s governors?’

			‘Personally, you mean? No.’

			‘Do you possess any legal documentation confirming your identity?’

			‘No.’

			‘Ah.’ Caspar winced in apology. ‘In that case, my lord, you’ll need to obtain such documentation before we can unlock your vault.’

			‘But all paperwork relating to my title and estate is back in Parva,’ Lukan protested, his hope fading. ‘It’ll take too long to sort out. I need to get in the vault now, not in six months.’

			‘I’m sorry, my lord, but those are the rules.’

			‘There must be another way.’

			

			The clerk glanced to his right, as if seeking the nearest guard, his smile increasingly forced. ‘I wish I could help, truly I do, but—’

			‘Listen to me, Caspar,’ Lukan said, lowering his voice. ‘I need to get in that vault, understand? Not tomorrow, not next week, not next month. Now. And I’m willing to grease as many palms, and kiss as many arses, as it takes – yours included.’ He leaned forwards. ‘Do I have to kiss your arse, Caspar?’

			The clerk swallowed. Wetted his lips. ‘Let – let me fetch the head banker,’ he stammered.

			Lukan smiled. ‘You do that.’

			As Caspar scuttled off into the shadowy depths of the bank, Lukan sat back in his chair and listened to the sounds of scratching quills and lowered voices. The ambience brought back childhood memories of accompanying his mother to the Riverside Counting House in Parva. The proprietor, Claude Flambergé, was a large man with an even larger personality, known for his lacy cuffs, ludicrous ruffs, and for breaking into a falsetto at random moments. What I’d give to see old Claude come tottering out of the shadows.

			As it happened, the head banker who finally appeared couldn’t have been more different to the man from Lukan’s youth. He was gaunt where Claude had been rotund, his expression hawkish instead of jovial, his movements brisk and not relaxed. Worse still, where Claude’s eyes had twinkled with merriment, this man’s gaze looked like it could strip meat from a bone.

			Lady’s blood, Lukan thought, trying not to squirm in his seat. I’m screwed.

			‘Lord Gardova,’ the man said, offering Lukan the shallowest of bows. ‘I am Zarubin, the head banker. I hear you’ve suffered a misfortune.’ The man spoke tersely, as if each word cost him a copper.

			

			‘I have,’ Lukan agreed. ‘As I explained to Caspar’ – he indicated the clerk, who lingered behind Zarubin like an awkward shadow – ‘my father’s vault key was stolen. I was jumped by—’

			‘The specifics don’t matter,’ the man cut in, gesturing sharply. ‘The key is lost. To open your vault, you must prove your identity.’ He paused deliberately. ‘As Caspar has already informed you.’

			‘My father was murdered,’ Lukan replied, his anger stirring at Zarubin’s attitude. ‘I need to find out who killed him, and I need to know why. There could be answers in my father’s vault. I have to open it.’

			‘My condolences,’ Zarubin said, without sympathy, ‘but the bank’s rules are immutable. You must prove your identity with legal papers.’

			‘But my estate is in Parva. It’ll take months.’

			The man smiled thinly. ‘Then I wish you safe travels.’

			‘Lady’s blood,’ Lukan swore, surging up from his seat. ‘That’s it, then? No key, no papers – thank you very much, the door’s over there, don’t let it smack your arse on the way out?’

			‘Lord Gardova,’ Zarubin warned, entirely unfazed by Lukan’s outburst. ‘I must ask you to—’

			‘My father is dead,’ Lukan interrupted, his voice echoing across the hall. ‘A clue to his murder could be lying in his vault, and you’ – he jabbed a finger at Zarubin – ‘are happy to just let it sit there, locked away and gathering dust?’

			The head banker nodded, but his gaze was over Lukan’s shoulder. His nod wasn’t a response, but an order. Lukan heard footsteps and turned to find two stern-­faced guards approaching.

			‘Please show Lord Gardova out,’ Zarubin said, giving Lukan a final dismissive look before spinning on his heel and departing.

			‘Yes, off you trot,’ Lukan called after him, as the guards seized his arms. ‘Back to your lair built from debtors’ bones and Lady knows what else.’ He didn’t resist as the guards dragged him away. ‘Wait,’ he said, as they reached the entrance hall. ‘I need to fetch my sword.’ But the guards propelled him straight past the cloakroom where he’d left it, the attendant staring at them with wide eyes as they passed. ‘Fine,’ Lukan added, as the doorway yawned before him. ‘It was a piece of shit anyway.’

			

			With a heave, the guards threw him out.

			Lukan staggered, managed to hold his balance, only for his right foot to slip on a smooth patch of snow. He swore as his leg shot out from beneath him and he ended up on his hands and knees.

			‘I’m assuming,’ a voice said, ‘that it didn’t go too well.’

			He glanced up to find Ashra standing beside him. ‘Whatever gave you that impression?’ he replied sourly as he climbed to his feet. ‘Where’s Flea?’

			‘Over there.’ The thief pointed to where the girl was shaping a large snowball, which Lukan suspected she would hurl at his back at the first opportunity.

			‘So what now?’ Ashra prompted.

			‘I need to find the Rook.’

			‘That could be difficult.’

			‘It’s just a thief in a mask.’ Yet even as he spoke, he recalled the figure’s glowing amber eyes, similar to those of the golems they’d seen earlier. Just a coincidence, of course, yet the similarity lingered in his mind.

			‘Even if we find the Rook,’ Ashra continued, ‘we’ll still have to catch him. Or her.’

			‘We’ll find a way.’

			‘They had little trouble escaping you last night.’

			‘That’s because I was . . .’

			‘You were?’

			

			Pissed, he was going to say. ‘Caught unawares,’ he said instead. ‘This time there will be three of us.’

			‘You said the Rook was fast. Agile.’

			‘It was. But let’s see how quick they are once Flea’s shot a bolt in their arse.’

			‘Once I’ve shot a bolt in whose arse?’ the girl asked, as she scampered over to them, cradling the large snowball in her arms.

			‘The Rook’s,’ Lukan replied, eyeing the ball warily.

			‘Huh. So you didn’t get in the vault?’

			‘No. Turns out it was guarded by a dragon that breathes bureaucracy instead of flames.’

			‘Bureau-­what?’

			‘Never mind. Good jokes are wasted on you. Both of you, come to think of it.’

			He pointed to the large snowball the girl cradled in her arms. ‘Don’t you dare throw that at me.’

			Flea rolled her eyes and dropped the ball.

			‘Even if we do catch the Rook,’ Ashra continued, ‘there’s no guarantee they still have your key. Chances are they’ve already sold it on.’

			‘Lady’s blood,’ Lukan snapped, rounding on the thief. ‘It’s just endless negativity with you, isn’t it?’

			‘It’s called common sense,’ Ashra replied coolly. ‘And it’s a pity you didn’t show more of it last night.’

			‘Ah, there it is. I wondered how long it would take you to stick the knife in. Lady forbid I have a drink or two after spending three weeks in a room with you.’

			‘You had more than two.’

			‘If you’ve got something to say, then say it.’

			Ashra’s jaw tightened, as if she was fighting to keep the words behind her teeth. ‘Now’s not the time,’ she said finally.

			

			‘Wonderful, we can have another row later, then,’ Lukan said, knowing he was being petulant but unable to stop himself. ‘You don’t have to stay, you know. You can leave whenever you want.’ He flicked a hand at Flea. ‘It was her who wanted you to come with us to this damned city, not me.’

			‘Do you want me to go?’

			‘No!’ Flea exclaimed, stepping forwards and grabbing Ashra’s arm. ‘You’re staying with us. I want you to stay. And Lukan does too.’ She gave him a hard stare. ‘Don’t you?’

			Lukan sucked in a breath, a dismissive response already forming on his tongue, only to hesitate as reason finally asserted itself. Ashra was right; he should have shown more sense. And while he and Ashra mixed about as well as cats and dogs, he knew that his chances of finding the Rook – and capturing the little brat – were far better with her at his side. Hells, it would’ve taken me all day just to find the bloody bank on my own. Besides, given how Flea was staring at him, he could expect far worse than a snowball to the back if he told Ashra to leave. ‘I do,’ he admitted eventually. ‘I want you to stay. I need your help.’

			‘I can only help if you let me.’

			‘I know, it’s just . . . I have a different way of doing things.’

			‘Oh? I hadn’t noticed.’

			‘Look, I know I can be a little rash—’

			‘A little?’

			Lukan took a deep breath, forced down the anger that was threating to rise once again. ‘I’m reckless. I know that. But you don’t need to keep pointing it out.’

			‘I’ll stop pointing it out when it’s no longer getting you – us – into trouble. Deal?’

			‘Fine,’ Lukan agreed. ‘Deal.’ He thought he caught a flicker of relief in the thief’s eyes, yet he also felt the weight of words unspoken, as he recalled her earlier comment: now’s not the time. Clearly this conversation wasn’t over. Still, that’s a problem for later. ‘So,’ he said, looking to get back on an even keel. ‘How do we find the Rook?’

			

			‘Leave that to me,’ Ashra replied, already turning away. ‘I’ll see you back at the inn.’

			‘Do you want me to come?’ Flea called after her.

			‘I can handle this, majin,’ the thief replied. She looked back and made a subtle gesture to the girl, who gave a sign of her own in response. Kindred cant, Lukan thought. He’d seen Ashra teaching it to Flea during their voyage. And he had a feeling he knew the meaning of this exchange.

			‘Let me guess,’ he said, once Ashra was out of earshot. ‘You’re to keep me away from any taverns.’

			Flea grinned. ‘Something like that.’

			Pity. Despite the role liquor had played in the loss of his key, a roaring fire and a hot whisky with a touch of honey seemed the perfect way to wait for Ashra’s return. Instead he’d have to find another way to spend the time. ‘Come on, then,’ he said, turning back towards the Promenade of Patience. He took a few steps, then paused when he didn’t hear the girl’s footsteps following behind.

			‘Flea?’ He turned. ‘Come on, let’s—’

			The snowball hit him full in the face.
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