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To alchemists and enchanters everywhere











Cover his face so that he may not see the light











A half-god came to my realms centuries before I was born. He brought with him the Adamantine Spear which slew the Black Moon and brought down the Splintering of the world. He was the Isul Aieha, the Silver King, who tamed dragons and gave power over them to men; and men in turn took his gift and tore him down. They took his broken body into a deep cave, drove a spike into his head and drank the silver ichor of the moon that dripped from his wound and took his power into their blood. They call themselves alchemists. With the taint of the half-god in their veins their potions keep our dragons dull and make them forget.


I am the dragon-queen Zafir, once the Speaker of the Nine Realms, Mistress of Dragons and Keeper of the Silver King’s spear. With my treacherous lover Jehal beside me and a litter of corpses in our wake, I took the Adamantine Throne for my own; but my lover betrayed me for his starling bride and so dragons filled the skies with fire and screams and men died and neither one of us cared a whit save that the other should fall.


And fall we both did.


Amid our chaos, a dragon woke. One who became an avalanche of rage and memory and flames. The dragons threw the curse of alchemy aside and flew at Jehal to burn him and his kingdoms to ash, but I saw none of it, for by then I was a slave, taken by the Taiytakei.


Behind a pretence of obedience I have watched these new men who claim to be my masters, I, a queen of dragons. I have watched their schemes. Baros Tsen, dancing on knife-blades, weaving his web around those who thought they were his lords. Once-loyal Bellepheros, grand master alchemist, taken as a slave a year before me, fretting and pacing and doing nothing to change the cataclysm he sees coming. Not so loyal any more, I fear. His mistress, the enchantress Chay-Liang, Baros Tsen’s ally and the only one who sees me as I am and fears me as she should.


And Majestic Diamond Eye, my great war-dragon whom they cannot bear to lose, whose awe-striking grace stays their hand from ending us both. I have watched and I have made them pay for their hubris, dear and long and in pain and blood and fire and plague, in glories of vengeance and flames.


I am Zafir. Dragon-queen.


Why did I not run when I could?











The Soap Maker
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The soap maker emerged from the gloom and pointed a crooked finger at the shadows in the corner of the room. The finger beckoned once, slowly curling up on itself like a dying wasp. A bronze stand shaped and carved like the upturned severed limb of some terrible lizard slid across the floor. A grinding sound rattled the air. The bronze began to writhe and squirm and flow like liquid as a golden claw rose through it, a clear glass globe nestled within its talons. The soap maker paused before it.


‘Sometimes we guide them,’ he said. ‘Sometimes we place obstacles before them. Sometimes we merely watch and crack our fingers and cover our faces with gleeful smiles. Listen to my words and learn and then listen and learn again. You will do this over and over and over, every day for the rest of your life. When your arms are withered and your eyes are failing, then you will see the shapings our prophet has cast. They play out around us. A path has been made, pick-pocked with signposts that cannot be missed.’ The soap maker clasped his hands. ‘Everything I’ve shown you these last months you could have learned from some crone in a village hovel. Potions and herbs and hedge-witch tricks. They have their uses, but today we walk the true path to power and not some fancy dance of spirals devoid of deeper meaning. You will understand this in time. You will feel it in the chill rattle of your bones.’


The words that marked the start of the soap maker’s path were as familiar to both of them as the dark stains on his fingers: The first basic principle of knowledge is to understand the animating force that brings life to all creatures . . .


‘Above all else, I will teach you one thing: I will teach you how to hide.’ The soap maker snapped his fingers. A box made of old black wood slid into the air and hovered between them. The inside was lined with velvet, deep red like fresh blood, and on the velvet lay a knife with a golden haft carved into a thousand eyes. Patterns in the blade moved and swirled. The soap maker took the knife and held it as though it was something more precious than life itself. ‘I will show you, Skyrie, how it feels to have a piece of your soul cut away. I will show you how to make yourself into scattered parts so that nothing can ever find you, not even a dragon.’


Skyrie, for whom dragons were nothing but stories, wondered why the soap maker would say such a thing.


The box shut itself and drifted away as the soap maker came closer. ‘I will show you how to find these pieces and make yourself whole again. From such a journey comes enlightenment, and from enlightenment comes understanding. All these things will be yours, Skyrie. The prophet has chosen you to be a vessel.’


His face changed for a moment, and Skyrie thought he saw a different visage, one he’d seen once before. A half-ruined face with one blind milky eye.











Baros Tsen T’Varr
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Dhar Thosis


Tuuran smashed his way through a jammed door into what he hoped was going to be a vault of riches beyond his wildest dreams. It wasn’t. He looked around, trying to quash his disappointment. Just paper. Neat little books of it. Big fat ledgers and small slim journals, and he couldn’t make head nor tail of any of it. Gold and silver, of which he certainly could have made something, were distinctly lacking. It didn’t bother him nearly as much as it ought to, though. A dragon had come and burned the city. On its back had been the girl from the Pinnacles, the girl he’d saved when they’d both been ten years younger, and she was alive and grown into a furious and terrible queen, and all the years he’d spent as a slave because of what he’d done that night suddenly had a meaning. Crazy Mad had found his warlock too, and Tuuran’s axe had cut off the warlock’s hand and then his head, and Crazy had taken the warlock’s weird knife. As for the rest – the war and chaos and death and fire, the ruin of a city under the flames of a furious dragon and the swords of a raging army – as for that, he was made for it. He was an Adamantine Man.


He rummaged through the papers again and didn’t find anything that looked to be worth much except a couple of silvery paperweights and a quill pen made from some exotic pretty feather. He stuffed them into his shoulder bag. The bag was almost full; in every room he entered he always found something. He took a couple of books too. Made good kindling, books, and you could always wipe your arse with them. When he was done, he picked his way back out of the shattered tower, through the litter-strewn ruins between cracked and crazed walls of enchanted Taiytakei gold-glass, boots crunching on a carpet of broken glittering shards. The remains of the palace were quiet now, deserted except for a handful of night-skin soldiers poking through the rubble for anything precious that might have survived when the towers had come down. Most of the Taiytakei had moved on, rooting out the handful of defenders too stupid to know a lost cause when it stared them in the face from the back of a dragon. In the next yard along, through a beautifully elegant ruby-glass arch which had somehow survived, three soldiers crouched around a litter of tumbled stonework, twisted metal and shattered golden glass, prodding at it. Tuuran had no idea what they’d found. As he watched, a palace slave, miraculously alive, crept out of some hiding place and ran away. No one tried to stop her. No one paid attention. There wasn’t anywhere for her to go.


Crazy Mad was sitting on the edge of a wall, looking out over the cliffs and the sea and the burning city. The dragon was gone but Crazy Mad’s eyes were set in its wake. Tuuran sat and nudged him.


‘Some nice loot in there,’ he said. ‘You should grab some while you can.’


Crazy Mad didn’t answer; but then Crazy carried a darkness inside, and a day with him wouldn’t be complete without a pause for a bit of inner turmoil. Tuuran didn’t mind. After everything he’d seen today, maybe he was in the mood for some thinking too – a thing as rare as the moon eclipsing the sun, but there it was – so he sat quietly beside his friend, looking out over the water. They’d sailed together across three worlds and fought battles side by side in every one of them. They’d crossed the storm-dark, chasing after Crazy Mad’s warlock, and they’d found him and done for him, and that was all good – it wasn’t as if Tuuran had had anything better to do. And then there was the Elemental Man who’d promised to take him home if Tuuran kept an eye on what Crazy Mad did, though he’d never said for how long or why or what to look for.


There was the dragon, too. The dragon had him thinking. Remembering. Ten years as a slave, years since he’d given up on going home, and now here he was, right back with all those longings again. And the girl from the Pinnacles, the dragon-queen Zafir, the speaker of the nine realms. She would have been his queen now. Duty. Desire. Purpose. They ran through him like fires out of control, messing with his head, confusing him. Crazy wanted to go to Aria and chase more warlocks. The long and short of it was that Tuuran didn’t.


A shout rang out from the rubble, then another and a crack of lightning and he was off his wall in a flash, crouched behind the gold-glass shield he’d stolen off a dead Taiytakei halfway up the Eye of the Sea Goddess, peering out in case everything was about to kick off again.


‘Bird! Bring it down!’


He couldn’t see who was doing the shouting but he saw the next flash of lightning, a jagged crack of it launched into the sky, fired off at some speck, a black dot against the deep blue, nothing more.


‘Bring it down! It came from the tower.’


Tuuran hunched up against the broken stone wall and watched, pieces of shattered gold-glass all around him. He didn’t have a lightning wand because the wands only worked for the night-skins. Did the slave brands see to that? He didn’t know. He watched the bird until he couldn’t see it any more. The night-skins threw a dozen lightning bolts, trying to bring it down, but they all missed. Eventually they stopped shouting at each other and got back to whatever they were doing.


Tuuran waited a bit, just in case they decided to change their minds and started throwing lightning again; when they didn’t, he got up, stretched his shoulders and wandered around the walls, skirting the smashed chunks of glass from the two fallen towers of what had once been the glorious Palace of Roses, all odd shapes and splinters and corners now, some of them as big as a house, all scattered among glittering gravel. Three towers of glass and gold had once stood here, colossal things that scraped the sky itself when he’d looked from the city below, but only one was left standing. The dragon had brought the other two down, rending them with claw and lashing tail, cracking them cascading to the jagged stumps that remained. The elegant yards and immaculate gardens that had once run between them were covered in twinkling splinters and sparkling rubble. Dead men – pieces of dead men – lay in scattered piles against the outer walls, and many of those walls were cracked and splintered too. In the sunlight the ruins gleamed like a vast pile of gold. Tuuran sniggered to himself at that. Like an immense heap of treasure with a dragon on the top, only the dragon had gone.


The remains of black-powder cannon lay scattered about, their gold-glass workings fractured and broken, their metal tubes and gears mangled and twisted but not so broken as to hide their purpose and thus their failure. What wasn’t smashed was scorched and charred or pockmarked by the shrapnel of flying knives of glass. Where the outer ring of the palace was more than a twisted iron skeleton in a circle of debris, where it hadn’t been smashed open or exploded from the inside, handfuls of Taiytakei soldiers herded groups of captives. A magnificent gatehouse stood bizarrely intact, its bronze gates as tall as a dragon. They hung open and askew and seemed to Tuuran slightly sad. Beyond, a zigzag road wound down the slope of the Dul Matha. Two more gatehouses lay scorched and burned across its way, scattered around with the charred remains of the dragon’s passing. The road wound to the edge of the cliff, to the glass-and-gold Bridge of Forever or the Bridge of Eternity or something like that – Tuuran couldn’t remember – which joined Dul Matha to the island that was the Eye of the Sea Goddess. The first bridge to join those cliffs had been made from a rope spun from the hair of Ten Tazei or some daft story like that. Now a great span of golden glass levitated between them, a thousand feet above the sea. It was still intact. That was something then, since the only other way off the island palace was to plunge from the cliffs into the sea.


Tuuran’s eyes scanned the road, winding their way down. In a few places blackened bodies still smouldered from the dragon’s passing. Furtive figures scuttled among them. Fugitives? Men of conscience lingering to give last rites to the dead and ease their passage to the next life? Maybe just looters. The brave and the mad. Crazy people. Tuuran had seen plenty of fights in his time but none as bloody as this. No quarter. Mobs of enraged slaves tearing night-skins to pieces. The dragon burning everything. Kept a man on edge, that did. Best to keep quiet and out of the way. He went back to his wall and nudged Crazy. ‘We should be going, my friend.’


Crazy ignored him. Not that that was particularly strange.


When Tuuran looked again, Taiytakei soldiers were piling barrels across the middle of the bridge. He didn’t much like the look of that, at least not while he was standing on the wrong side of it. ‘They’re going to bring it down,’ he said. ‘Then we’re stuck here. I’m not sure they’re going to let us off.’ The other Taiytakei didn’t look they were leaving any time soon though, so he supposed there wasn’t any hurry. Still, it had his hackles up.




Crazy didn’t move. On other days Tuuran might have shrugged his shoulders and sat beside him, waiting for Crazy to come back from wherever his thoughts had taken him. But today Tuuran had a dragon to find. It made him restless. They were going their separate ways from here. He could feel it.


‘Well then. I’ll be going,’ he said; and when Crazy still didn’t look round, Tuuran nodded to himself because this was how an Adamantine Man was after all. Each to his own duty. No regrets, no doubts, no hesitation, just getting on with what needed to be done. He turned his back and walked alone through the great bronze gates and down towards the bridge, briskly past the dead and the living. No sense dallying. It was time to move on. Making a fuss about it wouldn’t change anything, however shit it felt to simply up and go.


He reached the bridge. Two Taiytakei stopped what they were doing and turned to meet him, barring his way. The rest kept on taking barrels off a glass sled hovering in the air beside them. The ground around the end of the bridge was thick with bodies and tumbled stone, same as when Tuuran and Crazy had first come over, a litany of dead among makeshift impromptu barricades that had all counted for nothing when the dragon came crashing among them. The bodies he remembered were all charred black and flaking on account of the dragon burning fifty shades of shit out of everything, so it wasn’t hard to see the corpses that had come later. A scatter of slaves, their pale dead skin untouched by dragon-fire. To Tuuran, the scars and burns that marked them looked a lot like lightning.


The Taiytakei blocking his path across the bridge had lightning wands hung from their hips. They were dressed in glass-and-gold armour and carried ornately spiked maces for smashing that same armour to pieces. Ashgars. Tuuran didn’t have any of those things, but he did have a nice big gold-glass shield that seemed to do for the lightning and a nice big axe too; and he’d found his axe could make a very pleasant mess even of a man dressed in gold-glass.


The fresh bodies were unbranded oar-slaves, most of them, but there were sword-slaves in there too. Tuuran smiled at the Taiytakei soldiers and shook his head and kept on coming. One hand went behind his back as if to scratch an itch. He rolled his shoulders, loosening his shield arm. This was all going to go bad, wasn’t it?


The closer soldier whipped out his wand and fired. Tuuran saw it coming and dropped to his haunches. Lightning cracked and sparked off his shield. His ears rang, his eyes stung, a sudden sharp tang in the air bit at his nose. Never mind that though. He moved fast, a sudden dash forward, the hand behind his back clamped around the shaft of his axe.


‘You shit-eating slavers never change, do you?’ A second thunderous flash of lightning deafened and half-blinded him, but he was still moving and his axe was swinging around his head, and the two Taiytakei in front of him were gawping like a pair of old men, too busy wondering why their lightning hadn’t killed him to be thinking straight. The swing of his axe took the first soldier across the face, smashing his helm and showering bits of it down his throat. Most of his chin and his teeth jumped loose in a spray of red. The axe didn’t stop. Tuuran steered its blade into the second man’s shoulder. The first Taiytakei fell back, sank to his knees and held his hands to his face and then crumpled. Tuuran gave him a few seconds before he either fainted or drowned in his own blood. The second soldier was still up, screaming, hand clutched to his shoulder, a few teeth and bits of the first soldier’s face wrapped around his neck. Tuuran hadn’t met any armour yet that could turn a sharp axe on the end of a good strong arm, but the gold-glass had taken the sting out of his swing. Well, that and the first man’s face.


Out on the bridge the Taiytakei stacking barrels had stopped. Eight of them, and they all had their own wands and were reaching for them. A little voice in the back of Tuuran’s head wondered whether he’d properly thought this one through. He kicked the wounded soldier hard in the hip and slammed into him, face to face, driving him towards the others. Lightning hit them, bursting in sparks all around the wounded man’s gold-glass. It bit at Tuuran’s face and fingers. He yelped and jumped away, almost dropped his axe, shoved the wounded man at the others, sparks still jumping from his armour, stumbled and almost fell. Eight at once? Soft in the head that was . . .


Change of plan. He cringed behind his shield, stooped and kicked at one of the sleds they’d used to carry the barrels and sent it gliding back the way he’d come. He jumped on it as the soldiers found their wits, turned as fast as he could as they threw lightning at him, and hunkered down, the shield held behind him, eyes almost closed, teeth gritted, muttering a prayer or two to his ancestors as the sled carried him back to the end of the bridge. Thunderbolts rang around him. He felt them hit the shield. His hand went numb and then the sled reached the rubble of the barricades and Tuuran threw himself helter-skelter behind the first cover he could see. He took a moment and a few deep breaths. He certainly wasn’t about to get up close into a fight with eight lunatics throwing lightning about the place when they were surrounded by explosive barrels of black powder.


‘Well then, Tuuran, now what?’ The fresh bodies told him all he needed to know: the Taiytakei were killing everyone. Scorching the earth. He wasn’t even much surprised. You didn’t let loose a horde of slaves and then expect them to walk meekly back into their chains when it was done. And you certainly didn’t leave them to spread havoc and a dangerous taste for freedom.


He peered out and then ducked back as more lightning came his way. ‘I was on your side you mudfeet,’ he yelled at them, not that it was going to make any difference.


A movement caught his eye in the cracked stone and splinters of what might once have been a watchtower. A piece of burning wood flew from it onto the bridge. Another followed and then another. They skittered across the glass and landed around the Taiytakei and their barrels of black powder. Tuuran sank down, grinning. Lightning flew back, raking the wreckage of the watchtower but didn’t seem to make any difference to the burning sticks flying out onto the bridge. When the lightning finally stopped, Tuuran risked a look. Taiytakei were running full pelt away. The barrels sat still and quiet. Pieces of wood burned around them.


‘Hey!’ Tuuran threw a stone at the ruined tower. ‘Crazy? That you?’


Crazy Mad scuttled out from the rubble, hunched low in case the bridge exploded or some idiot started chucking lightning at him again. He hurdled Tuuran’s floating sled and dived into the dirt beside him. ‘And how far did you think you’d get without me, big man?’




‘As far as I bloody wanted.’ Tuuran smiled as he said it. Might have been true – probably was – but it felt right, the two of them side by side.


‘No ships to take me back to Aria here.’ Crazy shuffled closer, watching the bridge and peering at the Taiytakei on the far side. ‘No ships to take us anywhere at all, by the looks of it.’


‘Told you so.’


‘Smug piece of shit.’ Crazy crawled to the sled and poked at it. ‘What’s this then?’


‘Cargo sled. The night-skins use them to move stuff about when they can’t use slaves. Must have carried the powder up from the ships.’


Crazy poked at it some more. He seemed fascinated by the way it hovered over the ground and moved back and forth with even the lightest touch. ‘What happens if I push this off a cliff? It just keeps floating, does it?’


Tuuran shrugged. ‘Well I was hoping so. That or it plunges to the sea, tips everything off as it goes and then settles itself nice and happy a foot above the waves with everything else smashed to bits on the rocks below. Definitely one or the other. Maybe depends on how much you put on top of it.’ He shrugged. ‘How would I know? Do I look like a night-skin to you?’


Crazy gave him a dirty look. ‘Best I don’t answer that, big man. So, you planning on waiting here for them soldiers up at the palace to come and find they haven’t got a bridge any more and then for the two of us to fight a few hundred Taiytakei for the only way off this place? Or were you thinking more about slipping off somewhere quiet while they’re all still busy. Because I’m easy, either way.’ Crazy turned, tugging at the sled. After a moment Tuuran followed, walking back up the road out of range of the Taiytakei across the bridge. The barrels still hadn’t exploded.


‘You should have thrown more fire,’ Tuuran said.


Crazy Mad shrugged. ‘I threw enough.’ He chuckled. ‘You wait, big man. Just when you’re not ready . . . then boom.’ He snapped his fingers.


It was probably a coincidence that the bridge exploded a moment later, but with Crazy Mad these days you could never quite be sure.
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Baros Tsen


Baros Tsen T’Varr, first t’varr to the mad Sea Lord Quai’Shu of Xican, blinked. For a moment the incongruity of his circumstances overwhelmed him. He sat in his bath, the gloomy air full of steam and the scent Xizic, lit by the soft light of the walls in the bowels of his dragon-eyrie. The dragon still roared its victory on the walls up above, but here, deep below, he couldn’t hear its calls. He was naked, alone in the near-scalding water with a woman whom a great many men desired. He’d put himself in her power because it seemed the only way to stop her, and now he was quivering with fear.


And how, exactly, did you think this was going to help?


‘Give me what I want,’ said the dragon-queen, ‘or I will find another who will. Your friends from the mountains perhaps.’ She was looking right through him. Her copper hair, cropped in the manner of a slave, was plastered in haphazard spikes and tufts across her scalp. Her face was bruised and fresh streaks of dried blood stuck to her cheeks. Her eyes were ferocious. He turned away, trying to think, looking at the walls. They were the same white stone as the rest of the eyrie and shone with an inner light that waxed and waned with the rise and fall of the sun and the moon. The bath sat in the centre of a large round room, on the floor instead of sunk into it because no one had found a way to cut the enchanted eyrie stone. A ring of arches surrounded it, simple and unadorned. Beneath the bath was a plinth, a slab of white stone that struck Tsen as uncomfortably like a sacrificial altar. They hadn’t been able to move it and so he’d had the bath placed on top of it and not given it another moment’s thought. Until now. Now the idea of being naked with that altar beneath him made him shiver. He felt very much like a sacrifice. Very much indeed.


She’d killed the Elemental Man he’d sent to stop her, which was laughably unbelievable except she’d come back with his knife to prove it. She’d burned a city to ash and shattered its towers into a desert of splintered glass. She’d done it in their Sea Lord’s name and by doing so had ruined them all.


Beside the bath sat a brass bowl on a pedestal filled with water and a little ice. Tsen usually kept a bottle of his best apple wine there, comfortably chilled for him to sip at his leisure. The dragon-queen had smashed it just a minute ago, but he always had more. He flipped the ice out to the floor and then dipped his middle finger into the water. As the ripples shimmered, he told the dragon-queen how he and Shrin Chrias Kwen were bound together and how they could, if each other allowed it, watch over one another. Or spy, as we all prefer to think of it. Chrias who led Quai’Shu’s soldiers. He’d never seen a vitriol quite as pure as that between the dragon-queen and Quai’Shu’s kwen.


He tried to show her but Zafir made no move to look. Tsen shook his head and pulled his finger out of the water. ‘I will consider your proposal, Dragon-Queen.’ He tried to keep his face still, to give nothing away. The Chrias he’d glimpsed in the water had the dragon-disease, the incurable Statue Plague that the alchemist from the dragon-realms had tried so very hard to contain. Tsen had no doubt at all that Zafir had done that.


‘To life and its potency.’ Zafir smiled and raised her glass. When she saw that Tsen’s was empty, she leaned across and tipped him some wine from her own. There were drops of blood in it from when she’d smashed the empty bottle and pointedly cut herself in case he’d forgotten how dangerous she was. He made himself look at her again. Her skin was red and raw where her armour had chafed. There were three fresh cuts on her face and deep dark bruises, black and purple, one around her eyes and many on her arms. When she ran a hand through her hair it stuck up and out at all angles. Her bared teeth gleamed in the light of the white stone walls. Tsen forced himself to smile back.


‘To life, Dragon-Queen, although I am bewildered by the idea that either of us may cling to it much longer.’ He pretended not to notice the blood as he lifted the glass. The smile on her face stayed exactly as it was, fixed in place.


‘I’m glad Shrin Chrias Kwen wasn’t killed,’ she said. And Tsen understood perfectly well, for the alchemist in his eyrie held the only cure for the Plague and the alchemist was beholden to the dragon-queen. Chrias would die, slowly and in agony. He could see it in her eyes. But you always knew she was dangerous. You chose to play with the fire, Tsen, when you could so easily have simply snuffed it out. Are you feeling burned enough yet? The people of Dhar Thosis surely are.


The dragon-queen raised her glass and then hesitated. She was watching him, a strange play of emotion flickering across her face. Victory and doubt. Joyous glee and shame and a terrible guilt. A hopeless, relentless drive. Tsen couldn’t begin to fathom it. As he touched his glass to his lips, she suddenly sprang forward and slapped it out of his hand. It flew off into the steam and shattered somewhere on the floor; and it was all so unexpected that Tsen didn’t move, didn’t even flinch, just sat in the water, paralysed as they stared at one another, each apparently as surprised as the other. A moment passed between them and then the dragon-queen climbed from the bath, her movements sharp and fast. Throwing on her shift, she stooped and picked up the bladeless knife of the Elemental Man she’d killed. ‘The Adamantine Man who served our alchemist,’ she said, her voice twisted and choked. ‘By whatever gods you believe in, you find him. Bring him here! And when you do, you fall on your knees before him, Baros Tsen T’Varr, and you thank him. You thank him as though you owe him your life. Because you do.’ Then she was gone.


For a while Tsen stared after her. He had no idea what had just happened, and all he could think of was how utterly hopelessly helpless he’d been when she’d moved. She was fast, but that wasn’t it. She’d taken him completely by surprise. And he still couldn’t move because even now it was so damned unexpected. Why had she . . .


May the slugs in my orchards pity me. It dawned on him then, far too late, what she’d almost done to him. He looked in horror at the wine spilled across the rim of the bath and the shattered glass somewhere on the floor below and saw again Shrin Chrias Kwen as he’d been a moment before, shimmering in the water, rubbing at the hardening patch of skin on his arm where the dragon-disease was taking hold. Zafir had done that to him. She carried the disease, and that was how she’d given it to him, on the day when he and his men had raped her to make her understand that she was a slave. It was in her blood, and her blood had been in the wine she’d shared, that she’d put into his glass. He’d taken it for madness when she’d smashed his decanter and cut herself, but no, she’d known exactly what she was doing. She’d brought him down here to give him the Hatchling Disease and then dangle his life in front of him. And he would have drunk her wine, too stupid to see the trap wrapping its embrace around him. If she hadn’t slapped the glass out of his hand . . .


But she had. Why?


A tingling numbness spread through the middle finger of his left hand. The bones inside seemed to vibrate gently. His bond to Shrin Chrias Kwen. His ring was still off so the kwen was watching him now, seeing through his eyes, perhaps wondering why Tsen had done the same a few minutes earlier. Too late, old foe. She’s gone. You don’t get to see her. And perhaps that’s as well, given what she’s done to you. Lazily Tsen draped his arm over the edge of the bath and dipped his throbbing finger back into the bowl of water. Quai’Shu’s intent when he’d made all his inner circle bond like this had been to tie his most trusted family and servants more tightly. Words could travel faster. They would have an edge, he told them, over the other great houses of the sea lords. They would know things ahead of allies and enemies alike. In practice, they’d all done what anyone else would have done and taken to spying on one another. So now they wore the rings. The rings stopped the bond from working but didn’t stop you from knowing that someone was trying to use it. Once they had the rings, it had worked out rather better. Sometimes they even managed to do what Quai’Shu claimed to have wanted in the first place and simply talked to each other.


In the bowl and the iced-water within, Tsen found the kwen looking back at him. They watched each other, which was all very dull, and then in his cabin on his ship Chrias held out his arm and showed Tsen, carefully and deliberately this time, the unmistakable signs of the Hatchling Disease. Tsen muttered under his breath, You deserve it! But the visions were only visions and so Chrias wouldn’t hear.


The kwen moved from his bowl of water and sat at his writing desk and wrote for Tsen to see, ‘If she lives, kill her. Do it now. Do it for your own good.’ He put down his pen and picked up a ring. He looked at it very deliberately for a moment, mouthed a single word and then slipped the ring on his finger. The vision in Tsen’s water vanished at once.


Goodbye. Shrin Chrias Kwen’s last word and Tsen supposed that was the last they’d ever see of each other. If he was honest with himself, he couldn’t pretend he was particularly sorry about that. He stared into the water long after Chrias was gone. Zafir had had him at her mercy, and at the very last moment she’d changed her mind. Why?


He put his own ring back on and looked at his hands. There weren’t that many left of the cabal that Quai’Shu had thought would take over the world. Jima Hsian and Zifan’Shu were dead. Quai’Shu himself was alive but mad and mumbling nonsense to himself a few doors up the passageway. Baran Meido, Quai’Shu’s second son, had threatened to cut off every one of his own fingers rather than allow the slivers of binding gold-glass to be implanted under his skin. Which left Bronzehand, but Bronzehand was in an entirely other world.


Why? Why did she stop me from drinking it?


He stared at the question and found nothing. He played through every moment since the dragon had come back from Dhar Thosis and Zafir had slid off its back and stood before him, battered and bruised, bloodied and full of swagger, and had dropped the bladeless knife of the Elemental Man at his feet. He picked at each memory. He’d come down here with her, too bewildered by the horror of what she’d done to think properly. She could have burned them all from the back of her dragon if that was what she’d wanted, and for what she’d done they were both as good as dead. She’d ruined everyone and he’d felt nothing beyond an overwhelming sickening dread. It was his fault as much as hers. No point pretending otherwise.


But why change her mind? Why?


He looked for a towel. On other days he might have called Kalaiya to listen while he poured out his heart and his worries until they were both wrinkled like prunes, but he couldn’t, not today. His bath was tainted, maybe for ever. Zafir’s blood was in the water. Maybe now instead of Kalaiya’s dark skin, the ghost he’d see here would always be pale and bruised and bloodied and carry the vicious face of a dragon.


Is the water itself tainted now? Once that crossed his mind he couldn’t get out quickly enough. He dried himself, dressed in a simple tunic, left his slaves to clean up the mess and walked briskly through the softly glowing curved spirals of the eyrie tunnels. The old luminous stone made him small and frightened today, and he was glad to reach the open space and the wide skies of the dragon yard, the hot desert breeze and the smell of sand.


Perched up on the eyrie wall, the dragon looked down at him, unbearably huge, the sun gleaming off its ruddy golden scales between dark streaks of blood. It had claws big enough to pick up a cart and crush it, could swallow a man whole or bite an armoured knight clean in half. Tsen had seen both. He turned his face away, refusing to look at the monster; instead he climbed the flawless white walls to stare out with his back firmly to everything, looking over the desert. There weren’t any places to hide an enormous floating castle out here. The Empty Sands had earned their name for being, well, empty. Maybe he could tow the eyrie west to the Konsidar and try to hide it in the mountain valleys, but the Konsidar was a forbidden place by order of the Elemental Men. To trespass there was death, and so . . .


He stopped himself. Couldn’t help but laugh at that, because the punishment for burning Dhar Thosis was surely going to be death at the very least, and a lot worse if anyone could think of something. He was as damned as he could possibly be and so might as well go to the Konsidar or do anything that damn well pleased him. They could only kill him once.


He let the desert and the breeze and the quiet enrapture him and the thought faded silently into nothing. He didn’t hear Chay-Liang come up behind him. He only knew the enchantress was there when he felt her hand on his shoulder.


‘You aren’t responsible,’ she said quietly.


‘Nor have I ever been.’ Tsen smiled. ‘My father used to say it was mostly my bones. I have irresponsible bones. That’s what he used to tell me. It seems he was right.’ He felt the hand on his shoulder tense. Chay-Liang thought him too flippant for a t’varr but that was because she entirely misunderstood his need for humour. As was often the way with the scholars of the Hingwal Taktse, she was immensely clever and desperately naive. He turned and smiled at her. See, now here’s a reason to face what you’ve done. You can save her from hanging beside you. You can at least do that, can’t you? Chay-Liang and Kalaiya and all the others . . .


‘You did not—’


Tsen cut her off. There was no hiding. No point even trying. ‘I tried to play a game and I lost, Liang, that’s the long and the short of it, the be-all and the end-all. The only shred of anything decent left is to stand and face the consequences. I am responsible. Or, at the very least, I am accountable. The dragons are mine and I will go to my fate for what they have done.’ He kept smiling but his eyes glistened. ‘Look after my Kalaiya when the time comes. And look after the truth. Make sure it reaches those whose ears most need to hear it. Do not let Mai’Choiro Kwen spin lies about us. He will try.’ He saw himself in the bath again, the glass flying out of his hand. Why? ‘I’d send you somewhere safe if I could think of such a place,’ he said.


‘There is no place.’ And they both knew she was right. ‘Better we stay here and face the wrath of the Elemental Men together. I will not run either, Baros Tsen. I was there, remember? Hiding where the glasship’s golem pilot should have been and I heard every word. No one else knows that. I will testify for you.’


Tsen nodded. Not that it would make any difference except to make sure that he and Mai’Choiro Kwen swung on the gallows side by side. Oh and you were so clever, Tsen. So very very clever trapping Mai’Choiro so many times and in so many ways. How clever do you feel now? ‘Have your glasships drag us east towards the Godspike, Liang. I want you to do a thing that no one has done for a long time. I want you to fly above the storm-dark that encircles it. It will buy us a few days while I go to Dhar Thosis and see for myself what Chrias and my dragon have done.’ Yes, and perhaps your glasships that pull my floating eyrie across the desert could simply let go when the Elemental Men come, let the eyrie sink into the stormdark and die, dragons and everything. Wipe us away as though we never existed. Yes, he could quite see how that might be for the best.


He led Chay-Liang back to his study and offered her a glass of apple wine while he changed into the formal robes of a t’varr who answered to none but a sea lord. His slaves braided his hair down to his ankles and dressed him in his robe of golden feathers. It might be the last time he’d get to wear it so best to make the most of it. There was a good chance the Elemental Men would be waiting for him when he came back.


‘What about the slave?’ Chay-Liang couldn’t quite keep her loathing out of her voice. I should have listened to you, eh?


‘Zafir? Lock her away until I return.’


‘I’d rather hang her and be done with it.’


‘But I would not.’ The enormity of what she’d done in his name kept staring him in the face, standing in his way whenever he tried to move. He couldn’t simply have her executed because he needed her presence to remind him of his own guilt. ‘Liang, she knew the truth, and of all of us she has no reason to hide it. Her fate is certain.’ And perhaps a little because, in the end, when she’d had the chance to poison him, she’d turned it down and he couldn’t understand why. ‘I’m going to take Kalaiya with me. It’s an indulgence, I know, but I don’t think I can face this alone. If they’re waiting for me when I come back, they will try to use her to punish me. She deserves better. So do you, Chay-Liang.’


He sent her away and thought about having someone call Kalaiya to attend him, then changed his mind and walked through the eyrie to find her. On other days he passed through the ancient passageways oblivious to their age and their origin, but today, as unsettled as he was, Tsen saw them for what they truly were: relics beyond understanding, detritus left after the half-gods brought the Splintering upon the world and vanished. They were the unknown. Like the dragons, like so many things. Like the eyrie itself, a huge piece of rock, an enigma floating over the dunes of the desert, honeycombed with mystery, abandoned for hundreds of years and sitting for all that time, patiently waiting, its design unfinished and its purpose long forgotten. He tried to shake the feeling away. It was a perilous thing sometimes, to stop and take a long look at the world right there around him; that was when he realised how little of it he truly understood.


Kalaiya, of course, had known he’d come. She was waiting for him. Tsen opened the iron door to her room and she came to him at once, with neither haste nor ceremony, and wrapped her arms around him. Succour and comfort. She gave him his strength. He buried his face in her endless hair.


‘Do you remember,’ he asked, ‘how things were before all this started? At the very least, I could have called my life normal, or perhaps not very interesting, or frequently mundane.’ He took a deep breath. Six months since the dragons came. There certainly hadn’t been as many people who’d wanted him to conveniently drop dead back then. Couldn’t have been more than three or four. Now it must be more like . . . well, frankly, once it comes out what the dragon-queen has done to Dhar Thosis, pretty much everyone.


Kalaiya held him tight. ‘I remember.’ Her hair smelled of Xizic. His favourite, not hers.


‘It’s all over, Kalaiya. I will never be the next sea lord of Xican. There will be no Xican any more. They’ll hang me, and you know there’s no running from the Elemental Men. I’ll keep you safe as best I can. I need to go now. To see what . . .’ There was a lump in his throat, choking him. For years he’d built them a future full of promises and now they were all burned to ash. ‘I need to leave.’ She was shaking. Scared, no matter how she tried to hide it. He let her go and forced himself to look at her, to see her and remember her face. Look at her and look at what you’ve done. He could only die once, however unpleasant it was, but Kalaiya would be there to watch it and to remember, over and over. After he was gone, she’d be nothing. No one would want her. She’d be tainted by him for ever. ‘Come with me? Please?’ He couldn’t look at her any more. He turned and fled, but it didn’t help. The regret and the pain that tore at his chest came with him.


Outside, waiting in the middle of the dragon yard, Chay-Liang already had a gondola hanging by twelve silver chains from the sedate rotation of a glasship’s disc. Slaves hurried back and forth, carrying supplies. Apple wine. An enchanted bowl of never-melting ice that Liang had made for him years ago. Barrels of water for the tanks on the gondola’s roof. Hard bread and biscuits, fruit, cheese, silken sheets and blankets and everything he’d need. He stood in the middle of them, doing nothing useful and simply getting in the way while they bustled around him as though he wasn’t there. The junior t’varr overseer stiffened when he saw Tsen but then decided to ignore him too. Tsen felt his resentment, his disapproval. You’re running away from what you’ve done. And, yes he was, but he was running towards it too.


Kalaiya, of course, didn’t come out until the gondola was ready to fly. She made him wait, which was her subtle way of telling him she was cross with him. When she came out to the dragon yard, she was dressed in the plain white tunic of a slave, in case anyone had forgotten. Tsen took her hand and led her inside. The ramp closed behind them. He tried to think of something to say, but as the glasship above rose into the sky and lifted the gondola away, he couldn’t shake off that vision of her, years from now, a penniless beggar eking out the barest sketch of a life on what charity she could find. All that they were, all that they could have been, all gone to waste because of his own stupid hubris.
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Hiding in Waiting


Tuuran called him Crazy Mad. The big man had called him that since the day Berren had first told him the story of how the warlocks had stolen his life, how they’d sucked him out of his body and trapped him in another one, and how he’d escaped and gone looking for the man who wore his face. How he had pieces of other souls trapped inside him – Skyrie the warlock and something else, something dark and huge and powerful. All I want is to find out who I am. All I want is to have my life back. He clung to those other names, the person he used to be. Berren the Bloody Judge. Berren the Crowntaker. Inside, that’s who he was and who he meant to be again one day, but first they had to get off this stupid island and away from this stupid war and all these murderous Taiytakei.


He found the remains of a wooden tower on the cliffs away from both the bridge and the palace, a half-tumbled-down ruin long before the dragon had come. An old lookout point perhaps, watching over the sea before Sea Lord Senxian had raised his golden towers. He and Tuuran hid inside, covering themselves in mouldy sacking and bits and pieces of rotting timber, waiting out the day. Now and then, when Tuuran fell asleep and started to snore, Berren poked him. He’d seen what the Taiytakei on top of the Dul Matha were doing, clearing it, killing anyone who wasn’t one of them. As twilight fell, he slipped out into the gloom and watched them leave. A pair of glass sleds ten times bigger than the one he and Tuuran had stolen ferried them to the few ships that had survived the onslaught. Before they left, the soldiers threw something from the shattered stump of one of the three towers to dangle by a rope. Berren heard a small cheer drift down from the ruins. A body, but he had no idea whose it was, nor any reason to care.


When they were gone, he woke Tuuran and they pulled their stolen sled to the cliff by the bridge. Berren tied a rope around it while Tuuran put a rock on top. They pushed it out over the abyss between the two islands to see what happened.


‘Well that’s a bit of a relief.’ Tuuran grinned when it didn’t plummet into the sea. ‘Would have been a bit of a bugger otherwise.’


They pulled it back, took off the rock off and sat on the sled. Tuuran pushed off as hard as he could against the cliffs and they crossed the divide between Dul Matha and the Eye of the Sea Goddess, drifting over the waves far below. Tuuran sat still, looking up at the moon and the stars bright overhead, glancing now and then at the far cliff coming towards them as though it was a perfectly normal thing to float a thousand feet above rocks and the sea on something your eyes saw right though if you could bring yourself to look. Berren tried not to think about it. He had no idea how the sled worked; it just did. Let that be enough. On the far side fires still burned in the ruins of what had once been rich palaces. He felt a restlessness stir inside him, roused by his fear and by the flames. He pushed it away but it persisted. The dragon had awoken something. Memories. Ideas. Desires.


The Eye of the Sea Goddess had been an island of palaces once, of shimmering glass-and-gold towers, but the dragon had smashed most of them in a fit of . . . what? Rage? Among the few that still stood were the dancing lights of swinging lanterns, and as they came closer, Berren saw they were gangs of soldiers, searching the ruins for survivors. When the soldiers found one, they dragged him out and killed him.


Tuuran left the sled by the bridge. Smashed pieces of glass lay scattered underfoot, sharp and dangerous, or else ground to a gravel that crunched with shocking loudness at every step. The silver light of the half-moon cast eerie shadows among the splinters and shards. A single road meandered down the island from the cliffs and the Dul Matha towards a causeway and another bridge to the mainland, but it was busy with soldiers camped out for the night. Elsewhere, the slope was steep and treacherous, rocks sticking out between thick tangles of grass and thorny vines or else hidden beneath them, hungry to snatch a foot and twist an ankle. Tuuran bulled through it, cutting a path to the seaward cliffs away from the debris and the hunting parties of Taiytakei until they found a gully overgrown with thorn bushes, the sort of place you couldn’t see until you as good as walked straight into it.


‘This’ll do.’ He pushed his way under the overhanging thorns and settled down, waiting for the dawn. He was snoring again in minutes. Berren tossed and turned and shifted. Whenever he closed his eyes, he saw the dragon of Dhar Thosis again, the red and gold scaled monster as he and Tuuran had stood before it in the freshly ruined palace. Its eyes had been all over him. It knew him, and memories that weren’t his had bubbled and boiled in his head, memories of another time and place when there hadn’t been one dragon but a thousand, and all of them were his.


The warlock Saffran Kuy had cut him with a golden knife once, long ago, and he’d seen a flash of his future. Yesterday he’d killed Saffran’s brother Vallas and taken that knife. In the dying warlock’s memories he’d seen the man with the ruined face and the one blind milky eye. Among the memories in his head that weren’t his own, he saw himself dying on the edge of a swamp with the night split open like swollen flesh and leaking black shadows, the stars winking out one by one. He saw the same man standing over him.


‘Are you death?’ he tried to ask, but the words never came out.


‘I carry the Black Moon.’ The eye bored into him.


That man. The man with the ruined face and the milky eye. He had the answers. He’d made all this happen, and now Berren had something in his head that didn’t belong. Something sleeping and crippled, but he felt it when it stirred. A splinter of some unbounded power.


‘I need to find him,’ he whispered to the stars. ‘I need to know what he did to me.’ Before it was too late.


After a while he left Tuuran to his snores and slipped through the night, crept back among the ruins to where the Taiytakei were camped, loud, bright with fire and easy to avoid. He slipped around them, watching and waiting for a lone sentry to settle just a little too far from the rest. Old familiar skills and they came back to him with ease. He’d been a thief once, an orphan from Shipwrights’ in Deephaven, a boy pickpocket, a cutpurse and a burglar. He smiled to himself. It was all so long ago and he’d been so many things since then, but he still remembered.




He found his sentry at last, sitting on a boulder that had once been a piece of some rich man’s home, head starting to nod. Berren gave him a few minutes to doze and then came up behind him and stabbed him through the heart with the gold-hafted knife. The blade went straight through flesh and armour as though both were made of mist, but then this was no ordinary knife – he’d learned that back in Deephaven too – and its blade wasn’t one for cutting skin and flesh. Beside the sentry a spectre shimmered into being, the web of webs that was the sum of what the soldier was and would be. Thoughts, memories, ambitions, ideals. His soul. Everything.


As Berren reached into them, the sentry started. He jerked up, eyes unblinking wide, mouth frozen open, scream unvoiced.


You. Obey. Me.


Three little cuts from the golden knife to the strands of the soldier’s soul, precise and perfect, and they made the man into his slave far more perfectly than any Taiytakei galley master could ever have wished. There was so much more this blade could do but Saffran Kuy had never shown him and the knife kept its secrets mockingly close. Berren pulled the sentry to the earth and whispered in his ear, ‘Make no sound except in answer to my questions and speak in whispers that even the wind will barely hear.’ More words came out of him then, words he didn’t recognise and didn’t know and in some language he’d never heard, and yet he understood their meaning. They were a binding. You are my slave and I am your master. He had a strange sense then that, if he’d wanted, he could have crept on further among the sleeping Taiytakei and cut them all, one after another until every man was his.


The sentry stared at Berren and then at the knife in his chest. His eyes gleamed wide with terror. He whimpered and his hands trembled.


‘Do you understand?’ hissed Berren.


The sentry opened his mouth as if to speak and then closed it again. He screwed up his face. Nodded.


‘You’re killing everyone here. All the sword-slaves who fought to take the city in the first place too?’


The Taiytakei nodded again. Berren slid closer and clutched the soldier’s head. He met the man’s eyes.


‘All the slaves? Women and children too?’




Another nod. The soldier closed his eyes but it made little difference. Old or young, men or women, slaves were merely slaves to the night-skins. The lowest, the oar-slaves, were treated like cattle. Berren knew that all too well. He pushed the soldier away.


‘I’m done with you.’ He drew another blade, another knife, simple steel this time. ‘I’m going to cut your throat now. You won’t make a sound. Do you understand?’


Tears gleamed in the soldier’s eyes but Berren had long learned the folly of mercy. When he was done, he crept back to Tuuran and their gully and waited for the sun to rise.


‘They’re killing everyone,’ he said, when Tuuran finally stirred and rubbed his eyes. ‘They’re wiping this city away, all of it.’


Tuuran shrugged.


‘That’s not how you make war. I spent three years with the Sun King’s armies when Merizikat and half the western provinces of the Dominion rose in revolt. I saw things there I thought I’d never see again. Men lining the road crucified and left to die. Thousands of them. But I never saw this. This isn’t war.’


‘This is the night-skins showing their true colours.’ Tuuran spat. ‘Pretty on the outside, black with rot underneath.’


They crept through the dawn light, past the sleepy-eyed watchmen and on down the length of the island, stopping often behind outcrops of rock or deep in the undergrowth, pressed into the shadows, picking their way around sentries and patrols. They skirted what had once been a thriving market, the stump of a bell tower marking the square behind it, full of soldiers now. The slope of the island eased after that. Berren saw the smashed remains of one of the giant rock-men poking up among the lavish stone mansions of the lower slopes, Senxian’s sea titans who’d risen to fight the invaders, stone men as tall as a barn. When he looked out to sea, he saw another, wading through the shallows close to the mainland, wandering aimlessly. A lucky survivor? The dragon had plucked the others out of the water. It had dropped them high above the cliffs and smashed them, and Berren wondered how that was possible, even for a monster with wings bigger than the largest sails. The stone men surely weighed as much as a galley.


They haven’t been to this world for a very long time. It is rich. The very air itself to them is like pashbahla. The thought came out of nowhere, his but not. He’d never heard of pashbahla and had no idea what it was until he found a memory of a leaf, long and thin and a deep dark red and knew that chewing it or brewing an infusion gave a man enough energy to feel he could do anything. How do I know that? And then Tuuran had his arm and was pulling him sideways.


‘Trying to get seen, Crazy? Wanting to draw a little attention to yourself so we can test whether their lightning still passes straight through you?’


And there was another thing. He fingered the hole in his brigandine coat. Its edges were smooth and charred, melted metal and burned leather. Tuuran said there was another in the back, but Berren didn’t remember being struck by lightning and he didn’t have any mark on his skin. A man would remember that, wouldn’t he? Being hit by lightning? If he survived, that was . . .


‘I need to find the warlock who did this to me,’ Berren hissed. The warlock with the ruined face and the blind eye. ‘I need to find him. I need to know what he did. I need to know what I am!’


‘And I’m going to find my queen of dragons. But first we need to get off this blasted island.’


They moved on, skirting the shore, slow and careful, passing through the abandoned grounds of grand houses, past the ornate and colourful homes of traders in luxury and the exotic, with fancy gardens and pretty cottages by their sides. The stonework was scarred here and there, hit by flying debris during the explosions of the battle, but the whirlwind of the dragon had mostly passed this part of the island by. Tuuran climbed laboriously onto the roof of one and shielded his eyes against the sun. Berren vaulted lightly up beside him.


‘There.’ The big man was pointing at the bridge to the mainland maybe a half-mile further on. The bridge itself had been smashed during the battle but there was a causeway underneath it. Berren scanned the buildings on either side. Wisps of smoke rose between them. They were wreckage and rubble now, bombarded by rockets at the start of the battle and then burned by the dragon. One of the sea titans had smashed its way through them, heading up the slope until the dragon had torn it away into the sky. Tuuran swore and ducked back out of sight. There were Taiytakei everywhere.




‘Even if we wait for nightfall, they’ll see us if we try to cross. Question is, will they catch us? They’ll have more sleds. Maybe we should try taking one.’ He bared his teeth. ‘That would do nicely, wouldn’t it?’


‘We could cross somewhere else?’


‘Don’t fancy swimming with all this.’ Tuuran patted his axe and his shield. ‘Don’t much fancy leaving it behind either, all things considered. We need a place to hide and sit this out for a bit. Somewhere nicer than that gully we had last night if you don’t mind. Stones for pillows is all very well but I fancy myself some nice silk sheets.’ He squinted, then pointed inland. Berren followed his finger. Movement beside one of the houses. Too sly to be soldiers.


‘What’s wrong with right here?’


‘Where there’s people there’s food.’ Tuuran patted his belly. ‘Did you eat yesterday? Because if you did then you didn’t share, and we’d need to have some serious words about that, Crazy Mad. Besides, if those were soldiers then we’d know about it by now. More runaway slaves means more eyes to keep watch in the night, eh?’


Berren almost laughed. He’d learned the hard way to go days without eating if he had to. When Tuuran missed a meal, he usually started hitting things.


‘Did you see the two night-skin soldiers heading that way?’ Tuuran asked.


Berren shook his head. ‘We should go the other way then, right?’


‘Nah.’ Tuuran grinned and stroked his axe. ‘I’m hungry.’
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The Writing Room


From the eyrie to Dhar Thosis took four days. The glasship crossed the Empty Sands and drifted high over the maze of cliffs and mesas and canyons and gullies that was the Desert of Thieves, a mosaic of parched broken stone, almost lifeless. Tsen kept the glasship low in case anyone else was out there, passing the abyss of the Queverra a few dozen miles to the north. From above, the landscape was like an unfinished puzzle, full of gaps and incongruities, disparate fragments forced where they didn’t quite belong. Tsen, in his golden gondola, felt much the same. Fractured. He paced. He chewed Xizic. He talked to Kalaiya about all the things they’d never done and now never would. He couldn’t hold her, not properly, not with the deep calm lasting embrace she deserved. He wanted to but he was just too tense. ‘It’s not your fault,’ she kept saying. ‘You didn’t send the dragon to burn Dhar Thosis. You tried to stop them.’ But it was his fault.


Eventually she got sick of him saying how sorry he was and slapped him. A slave slapping the first t’varr to a sea lord was the sort of thing for which slaves were flayed, but here, where there was no one else to see, they were long past slave and master. ‘Mai’Choiro, kwen to the mighty Lord Shonda of Vespinarr with all his boundless wealth – the rider-slave’s orders were his, not yours,’ she hissed. She sounded petulant. She was angry because she was too clever, deep down, not to see that they were doomed, and her anger lashed out at him simply because there was no one else.


Or so I tell myself. Of course, she might simply be angry with me because I was an ambitious fool who played and lost. He touched her gently. ‘I was with him,’ he said. ‘I listened and nodded and said nothing. I gave every sign of acquiescence, of being a loyal servant of Vespinarr, of accepting that fate.’ He smiled a wan smile. ‘Mai’Choiro is in the dingiest, muckiest most unpleasant room I could find. He deserves his prison even more than the rider-slave but it won’t make a jot of difference. Except to annoy Shonda.’ It was vindictiveness, really, nothing else, and a fat lot of good that did him.


‘You should kill them both. Hang them. While you can.’


‘If I do, the Elemental Men will destroy our families, our house. Everything.’ Not that he gave a fig for most of that. ‘No.’ He let her go and shook his head. ‘Mai’Choiro must be tried alongside me, and no one else knows the truth. No one except the rider-slave. Which means I can’t hang her either, not yet, no matter how much it’s the right thing to do, no matter how much I want to.’ It was all of course a lot more complicated than that. Kalaiya probably knew that too.


‘There’s no way out, is there?’ She was giving him a very deep look.


‘No. Shrin Chrias Kwen took our armies to Dhar Thosis. The dragon is mine, as is the slave who rode it. I took a great risk with the lives of many innocents and now they’re dead. The Elemental Men will summon the Arbiter of the Dralamut to pass judgement, and she will hang me. Knowing everything I know, I would do the same.’ He turned away. ‘All I can do now is make sure that no more suffer for my mistake than necessary.’ And try to see that Shonda gets the kicking he deserves after I swing from my gibbet.


The glasship floated serenely on. Another day passed and then another until the sands returned, a last ridge before the sea which drew back slowly to reveal what lay beyond like an exotic dancer lowering a veil, slow and tantalising and at first hard to make out, until Tsen suddenly turned away from the window and sat with his back to it, refusing to look until the full horror was on show. Kalaiya put a hand on his shoulder. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. The city was a ruin, everything the rider-slave had said and more, far worse than he’d imagined it. The marvellous docks were a wasteland of ash dotted with the blackened bones of great warehouses and the shattered wreckage of fallen glasships. The heart of the city was gone, massive shards of glass lying amid the broken skeletons of what few buildings remained, smeared with ash in blacks and greys and white.




Two sea titans lumbered in the shallows, making their presence felt. A handful of ships were anchored in the bay, a few boats straining their oars back and forth to the shore; and Tsen wondered who they were and what they made of what had happened. He imagined the first few fishermen arriving home, full of that anticipation of land that sailors have, of spying the dark line of the coast on the horizon, the pall of smoke, the smell of ash and soot on the wind, the near-empty docks, the beached ships, the few surviving masts all askew. Or perhaps they’d spied the Palace of Roses as they strained for home and wondered why only one tower glittered in the sunset and not three.


The gondola carried on, slow and unhurried across the water. The great bridges had been smashed; the dazzle of gold-glass towers looked as though a hurricane had torn through them, as though the island itself had stirred and shaken to throw them down. There were no glasships in the sky over Dhar Thosis, none at all.


‘I did this,’ he murmured to no one in particular.


‘No.’ Kalaiya squeezed his hand.


‘Yes.’ He could trust her. No one else now except maybe Chay-Liang, and it hit him hard then that the Watcher was dead. The only weapon he’d had for keeping the dragons and their rider in line, for keeping Quai’Shu alive and stopping the jackals of Vespinarr from taking his dream and making it their own, and he’d lost it.


‘No.’ He could hear the horror in Kalaiya’s voice. The worst atrocity in five hundred years.


‘Yes. And Lord Shonda will continue as he planned right from the very start. He’s got exactly what he wanted.’


‘He’ll kill you, Tsen,’ said Kalaiya quietly, ‘and make sure you take every drop of blame for this. He’ll do it quickly, as quickly as he possibly can. Someone has to die for this.’


She was probably right. Yes, the Vespinese would kill him and his dragon-riding slave and they’d kill Kalaiya too. ‘They’ll dismantle everything Quai’Shu strove to build. They’ll tear down the Palace of Leaves, hand over the Grey Isle – whatever it takes to make reparation to Senxian’s heirs – generous and gracious in their apparent munificence while on the quiet and in the shadows they silence any and all who know the truth!’




‘And keep what they covet most: your dragons.’ They understood each other so well. The rest of the world saw only a slave, but to Tsen, Kalaiya was so much more.


‘He’ll come quickly, fast and deadly to silence the truth before it can spread, so no one will ever see their guiding hand in the horror that lies here at the edge of the sea.’


Kalaiya gripped his hand so tightly it hurt. ‘But the Vespinese can’t act until they know it’s been done. They can’t act until they know, Tsen! You have time!’


Tsen nodded. ‘Everyone across Takei’Tarr shall know the truth. That will be a worthwhile end to my life.’ And for that he hadn’t killed the rider-slave. It was for that, wasn’t it?


The glasship drifted over the great fortress of Vul Tara, now a blackened smear. Tsen guided it up close to the cliffs of Dul Matha, up to what had once been the Palace of Roses. Two of the three towers were stumps. The dragon had done this, the dragon alone – up here, so far from Shrin Chrias Kwen’s ships, from their rockets and black-powder guns and lightning cannon, it could be nothing else.


‘Where are all the people?’ asked Kalaiya. Tsen didn’t answer. They were dead, of course.


The glasship’s golem circled the ruined palace but no one came running waving their arms for rescue. Dul Matha was empty, a ruin left for ghosts. Chrias had done what any kwen would do if he could – cleansed the place. Killed everyone and then turned on the sword-slaves he’d brought with him and left nothing. The Doctrine of a Thousand Years. Eventually Tsen spotted Sea Lord Senxian himself, hanging by the neck from the jagged tip of one of his own shattered towers. Quai’Shu and Senxian weren’t even enemies, only rivals; and even then only pawns in the great dance between Vespinarr and the desert lords of Cashax. So much ruin and for what? Tsen stared at the murdered sea lord swinging lazily back and forth and couldn’t look away; instead he nudged towards the sea lord’s body to look more closely. He’d been right to come here. A city gone. Wiped away. A sea lord hanging dead from his own palace was a thing you had to see. There’d be no forgiveness. They were all dead men walking, every single man or woman who’d played even the most glancing part in this.




Five days in the open being pecked at by seagulls hadn’t done Senxian any favours. His clothes were the only things Tsen could recognise. Maybe it wasn’t Senxian at all, but Tsen rather thought it was. He shook his head. ‘Ah, my Chrias, my kwen. What did Shonda offer you? They’ll hunt us to the end of every realm and you must have known it. But not me. I’ll be waiting for them. I’ll shout the truth as loud as I can before they hang me.’ He was alone except for Kalaiya but maintained the pretence of an audience anyway. Practice. Habit. All those things. You never knew when an Elemental Man might be watching, after all. ‘I tried to stop it.’ He shook his head and turned away. ‘I tried to stop it.’


‘I never understood why you had to let it go so far, Tsen.’ Kalaiya was weeping.


‘It had to be seen! The words had to come from Mai’Choiro’s mouth! The Watcher had to hear him speak them to know the truth of Shonda’s treachery! I told him to stop them! I sent him . . .’ He couldn’t finish. ‘I thought I’d bind them in their own tangled schemes and serve them up on a plate. I thought I’d buy us freedom from our debts. I thought I was cleverer than them. And I was too, but not as clever as I thought, and now the dragon-queen has ruined us all.’ The urge came again, as it did every time he saw the hurt in Kalaiya’s face, to reach out and touch her. ‘I will keep you safe, Kalaiya. Above all else, I will keep you safe.’


Kalaiya held his hand against her cheek. ‘I live and die by your side now, Baros Tsen.’ And he almost wept and had to turn away and make a show of looking about the gondola.


‘Look at all this.’ He needed something to say and so he flailed at the walls panelled with their ellipses of perfect pale wood, exquisitely cut and carved around the silver edges of the curved gondola windows. At the plush thick carpet, the silver table, the bed where they slept with its silks as soft as goose down, at the glass cabinets with their silver frames with yet more glass inside, cups and decanters and spirits of every colour from every world the Taiytakei knew. ‘You’ll lose all this.’


‘It doesn’t matter. I’ll lose you.’ She pulled away from him and pointed through the gold-tinged glass at the last of the three great towers still standing. Tsen followed the line of her finger. Near the top of the tower was a balcony lined with cages for Senxian’s jade ravens and the slaves that fed them. ‘Look!’


‘What do you see?’


‘The cages are empty.’


‘Perhaps the kwen’s men let Senxian’s ravens fly when they ransacked the palace.’


Kalaiya laughed. ‘No one would doubt you’re usually a clever and insightful man, Baros Tsen, but sometimes you’re an idiot. Who would open the cage of a hungry raven? Would you?’


‘No.’


‘Scribes fly the jade ravens. To the rest of us, they’re horrors.’ She shook her head at him. ‘Shrin Kwen’s men didn’t open them. The scribes of the Palace of Roses let their ravens fly before they died.’ She didn’t say any more now because she didn’t need to. He understood exactly: word had gone. Jade ravens had flown from the Palace of Roses as it fell. Of course they had. He should have thought of that.


And then another thought sent a shiver through him: that scribes were creatures of habit. They copied every message in tiny words onto a silver ring to put around a raven’s leg. They copied every message exactly, word for word, line for line, but they didn’t compose them. If he was lucky, if the scribes had fled in a hurry, the original messages might still be there and he could see exactly what word had been sent, and to whom.


He moved quickly now, driven by a surge of impatience. Here was something he could do at last, a useful thing, and so it must be done and be done now. He threw open the door to the cramped closet where the glasship’s pilot golem sat – dwarfish creatures made of clay, feeble-witted and barely intelligent, made by the Hingwal Taktse enchanters to fly glasships and nothing else. They were exquisite works of the enchanters’ art, each one months of effort, but Tsen hadn’t the first idea of anything except how much they cost, and right now he didn’t care. They weren’t clever enough to do what he had in mind on their own and so he stood over the creature, one eye looking out through the window, guiding it exactly. The glasship rose to hover over the top of the tower and then the golem lowered the gondola on its silver chains.


Tsen looked through the gold-glass walls of the palace and saw a bathhouse built to look out over the city and the sea. It must have had a fine view once. He didn’t see any bodies. The upper tiers of the tower were deserted. Empty. The men and women who had lived here had had plenty of time to see what was coming. Perhaps some had escaped?


The gondola stopped to hover by the balcony with the raven cages. The stern ramp hinged open and a howling wind rushed in at once, flapping the silk curtains on the windows and tugging at Tsen’s robe. He had to shout over the roar of it, over its angry whistling through the chains dangling the gondola from the glass-hip high above. ‘You might want to stay here and wait,’ he told Kalaiya, more in the spirit of a noble gesture than anything else.


A derisive ‘Ha!’ let him know what she thought of that. ‘Who’s the graceful and nimble slave and who’s the fat old man?’ Kalaiya pushed past him onto the ramp. His heart jumped as the wind caught her and she swayed, but the ramp was wide and the balcony even wider. She turned and held out her hands and beckoned him to follow. When he did, the wind thumped into him and knocked him a step sideways.


‘They’re gone.’ Where the balcony opened into the innards of the tower, empty raven cages lined the walls. Scattered around them were pieces of what looked like bright green glass, strewn across the floor. Chunks of it, nothing all that remarkable until you looked closer and saw, now and then, that one was shaped as a finger, or maybe a foot or a piece of a face. Kalaiya stopped to stare, hand pressed over her mouth. Tsen pulled her on deeper into the tower.


‘Does it hurt?’ she asked, and he realised that she’d never seen this before. In all her years at his side she’d never been up close and seen what a jade raven truly was. Did it hurt? He had no idea. The slaves who died tended to scream a lot but that was probably mostly the fear.


‘I don’t know. Come on.’ The scribes would live and work near the rookery. Out of the wind his feet felt sure again. ‘I don’t like it here. It’s Senxian’s mausoleum and it gives me the shivers.’


He’d feared they’d meet a gold-glass wall, the sort that needed a enchanter’s black rod to open, that he’d have to go back to the gondola and get the silver globe Chay-Liang had made for him for cutting through; but this high up in the tower Senxian had seen no need to keep people out. A mere iron door barred the way – iron so no Elemental Man could pass through – which swung open at Tsen’s touch. Beyond was the Tying Room, where the jade ravens were fed while the scribes’ messages were tied to their feet. More pieces of green glass covered the floor. Bits of what had once been people. There must have been three or four before the ravens touched them, turned them this way and shattered them. No one had cleared away the remains. The scribes had left in a hurry. More cages hung open in the corners of the room, large and silver – cages for men this time – and the litter of green chunks was thickest around them.


Kalaiya squealed; when Tsen looked round she was holding most of someone’s face in her hands – everything from the eyebrows down to the chin, where a large chip was missing. If you’d known the man in life, you’d know him now, clear as anything. Tsen gently lifted it away. The pieces the ravens left looked like jade-coloured glass but to the touch felt more like a resin, like Xizic, with a little give beneath the fingers if you squeezed hard, not the cold unyielding sharpness of brittle stone.


He led Kalaiya away. She was shaking. ‘They were slaves,’ he said as if that somehow made it better, and then remembered that she was a slave too. He forgot that more than he should. ‘Criminals,’ he added quickly, guessing how Senxian would have chosen them. ‘Murderers. Rapists. The worst sort.’ They’d have been the sick and the old, though, the ones Senxian couldn’t put to useful labour. ‘They were going to die anyway.’ That at least was probably true.


A screen of metal chains passed for the next door, another device to stop Elemental Men from entering. Tsen pushed through into a hall. They eventually found what he wanted – the Writing Room – up some narrow stairs. He clucked his tongue in frustration when he saw the bronze mesh basket where the scribes threw the letters after they transcribed them. It was blackened and full of charred pieces. He crouched beside the basket, fingering the few corners of paper that survived, looking for anything that might still be legible. Fragments of words, that was all. The rest crumbled into ash, staining his fingertips grey.


‘Tsen?’




He shook his head. A waste of time. ‘It was a fine idea, my love.’


‘Tsen! Look!’ She was standing over one of the scribing desks. There were pieces of paper in her hand. She thrust them at him. ‘Look!’


Vespinarr. Shonda.


Senxian’s glasships lie in broken pieces. The Vul Tara burns. Nothing remains. The creature has shattered two of the towers of the palace. I am in the third. Somehow we are spared. Everyone is fled. All is ruin . . .


He read on then walked back through the Tying Room and onto the balcony again, into the roar of the wind, seeing the scene as it might have been. Perhaps whoever wrote the message had been standing here, fighting to hold his paper and pen. The writing was scratchy and erratic, hard to read, scribed in haste and panic, but what sort of man would stand here at all with a furious dragon tearing the towers around him? He tried to see it: across the sea a pall of smoke over the city as he watched the dragon burn everything in its path. It came to the palace itself. They thought they were safe inside their mighty towers of glass and gold but the dragon had smashed their walls and shattered their ramparts. It had ripped lightning cannon and the black-powder guns alike from their mountings and tossed them over the cliffs into the sea. It had gouged holes in stone and glass and filled the palace with fire. Panic spreading as fast as the flames, the scribes opening the cages and letting their ravens fly, turning and running . . . but the man who’d written this, whoever he was, had stopped them. The two other great towers of the Palace of Roses had come down, cracking like rolling thunder, showering every part of the palace below with shards of golden glass as large as houses. He’d stood and watched them fall. And when the two towers had fallen and the third stayed standing, when he found he wasn’t dead, he’d written of what he’d seen. Terse and concise yet eloquent. One last scribe and one final raven.


It destroys everything with ease. There is nothing left to stop it. Quai’Shu’s soldiers are advancing in its wake. It gouges lesser structures with tooth and claw. It lashes the great towers with its tail until they crack. It makes holes in them and fire bursts from its mouth and pours inside. It strikes the towers then it hurls itself at Senxian’s own and clings to it until it cracks and a full third falls away. The falling tower strikes the Rose near its base. The Rose disintegrates. I watch it crumble and die.


Tsen edged to the lip of the balcony. Those other towers were in full view, or would have been. He tried to think what it would have been like to stand with their bulk looming over him and then watch them shudder and fall. The noise, the cacophonous thunder of splintering glass . . .


It shows no sign of weakness or fatigue but it has left the Thorn untouched. Perhaps its force is spent? Though I have no doubt Quai’Shu’s soldiers will not spare us.


Tsen stuffed the papers inside his robe and decided he’d seen enough. Enough of what the dragon had done to Dhar Thosis and enough of what the mysterious scribe had written, addressed to Lord Shonda of Vespinarr. In the gondola, as the glasship drifted away from the corpse of Dhar Thosis and the taint of smoke that hung in the air, he had Kalaiya pour some water into a bowl. He took off all his rings and dipped his fingers in and kept them there to see whether any remnant of the old alliance would answer. Shrin Chrias Kwen and Baran Meido were blank. Hardly a surprise. Quai’Shu was sitting in his eyrie, mad as a hare. That left the youngest of Quai’Shu’s sons, Bronzehand. He went to the window and let Bronzehand look through his eyes for a while, taking it all in. Bronzehand who was dallying in the island fleshpots of the Scythian steelsmiths when he should have been on the shores of Qeled. He’d been clever, Tsen saw. He’d left when the dragons came. Bronzehand also had another ring, linked to someone outside Quai’Shu’s cabal. He toyed with it a lot. Tsen didn’t think any of the others had noticed.


He sighed, forcing himself to have a good long look at what the dragon had done so that Bronzehand would see it too. It would have been nice to talk to someone who wasn’t Kalaiya, someone who could actually do something, but Bronzehand was in another world. Maybe he’d prefer to stay away. Tsen could hardly blame him for that. Xican was doomed. There would be no more sea lords of the Grey Isle. Better to waste away a happy life in the fleshpots of Scythia than come back to this.


What have we done? What have I done?


He read the pages again, all of them, one after the next, slowly and meticulously, then slipped the last ring on his finger and pushed Bronzehand away. Perhaps other sea lords would come to see for themselves, perhaps not. Most of Senxian’s fleet was at sea, scattered across the many worlds. His heirs would claim the ruins. They’d rebuild Dhar Thosis and maybe wipe away the scars, but the world would never be quite the same. Shonda had shown it could be done. The five-hundred-year peace, broken. The Elemental Men defied. Thwarted.


He poured a glass of apple wine and gave it to Kalaiya, held her hand and squeezed it tight. ‘Thank you.’ He gave her the papers. ‘Keep them safe.’


Kalaiya shrugged. ‘What use are they?’


‘Shrin Chrias Kwen flew no banners, but in these letters the soldiers are said to be Sea Lord Quai’Shu’s. How can that be? Because this was written by one of Shonda’s spies, sent to be his eyes. Someone who knew what was coming before it came.’ Proof of it. Proof that Shonda knew.


‘Then there’s hope?’


Tsen laughed bitterly. ‘For me? No. For the rest of you? Perhaps.’


It was a long journey back to the eyrie and he read the letters perhaps a dozen times, picturing with each what it must have been like, trying to see through the eyes of this spy, piecing it together with what little he’d wrung from the rider-slave Zafir. It would only be later that the last few words would snag in his thoughts.


It landed amid the rubble. Two men came from among Quai’Shu’s soldiers and spoke with its rider.


Zafir had never mentioned that. And it would occur to Baros Tsen to wonder, then, who could have had the courage and the audacity to walk up to a dragon, and what, exactly, did they have to say?
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The Godspike


Further from the sea, as the gondola drifted away, the city looked more as Tsen remembered it, stone streets and bell towers and houses and little market squares and then the shanty towns of the sword-slaves and the oar-slaves and the outcasts and the poor and the desert men who’d come and never left. He wondered who claimed the city now. Anyone? As they’d drifted over the desert from the eyrie, him and Kalaiya, he’d pondered whether he’d find the streets full of people hard at work rebuilding what they’d lost, ships clustered around the docks, the damage perhaps far less than he feared. Now he wondered: was there even anyone left? But surely there must be. Chrias and the dragon couldn’t have killed everyone. Could they?


On the top of the sand ridge that marked the edge of the desert Tsen saw a short line of tents. Behind the peak of the ridge, out of sight of the city, they had cages. Slavers, already come to pick at the city’s corpse. He swept the glasship lower, filled with a fearsome fury, intent on scattering them with the ship’s lightning cannon, but after a few moments he pulled away. Exactly how much of a hypocrite are you, Tsen? It comes with the territory, but that’s rich even for you.


The more he thought, the less he could see what good it did for Bronzehand, far out to sea and in another world, to see all this. When Dhar Thosis was out of sight, Tsen read the letters again, poring over them, searching for any nuance that might damn the lord of Vespinarr just that little bit more. Shonda had wealth beyond imagination. Did he not have a spy bound to him the way Tsen and Quai’Shu’s others were bound? Surely he’d seen it all with his own eyes as it happened, him and Mai’Choiro Kwen and Vey Rin T’Varr and whoever else had planned this ruin. Why the letters then?




Evidence? He couldn’t let them go. Kept going back to them until Kalaiya took them while he was sleeping and hid them with the glasship’s golem. She told him where they were but with a warning look.


‘We have two more days,’ she whispered. ‘Two more days just for us when no one can touch us. After that it will be gone.’ She wasn’t beautiful, probably never had been, but she had a grace to her, an elegance, a poise. When she’d caught his eye, years ago, it hadn’t been with an obsequious smile or her perfect kowtow, it had been the slightest curl of disdain that came afterwards, the one she gave him now. A sort of pity, as though she knew how foolish he really was underneath his clever words and his braided hair that touched the floor and his dazzling rainbow feather robes. He’d come to look for that over the years, the wrinkle of her nose when he said something particularly foolish.


‘Did I tell you that ten years ago Quai’Shu went to see the moon sorcerers?’ he said. It was an odd affection between them, deep and solid. Not love exactly, certainly not lust, but something profound anyway. Somehow she’d become a necessary part of him and yet all they ever did was talk. ‘No, I didn’t, because I never told anyone. Quai’Shu only told me years later.’ She’d kissed him once, back when she hardly knew him, when she supposed that must be what he wanted, and it had been nice enough but it had told them both that it wasn’t.


Kalaiya cocked her head. ‘They brought the dragons to the eyrie.’


‘They did.’ He stared at her. Perhaps she was the missing piece of his soul, the piece he’d lost back in Cashax in his youth raising hell with Vey Rin and the rest. Perhaps he’d been lucky enough to find it again – unlike the others – but that just sounded ridiculous.


‘Tsen?’ She snapped her fingers at him. ‘Tsen. You’re staring right through me!’


‘Yes.’ He shook himself. ‘The moon sorcerers went with Quai’Shu to the dragon-realm. He was supposed to bring back eggs but the eggs started to hatch while he was at sea. We lost a dozen ships and Quai’Shu lost his mind.’ Tsen shrugged. ‘Or perhaps he lost it as they set sail, when the dragon-queen murdered Zifan’Shu on the decks of Quai’Shu’s own ship. But, years before, Quai’Shu went to the moon sorcerers to ask them for their help. He never said what it was that he gave them. I never knew how he bought them.’


‘I thought they were a myth.’


‘If Quai’Shu wasn’t my sea lord then I would have said the same. I would have called him a liar.’ There was something there, a deeper darkness around Quai’Shu’s dragons that went beyond Shonda and Vespinarr and Dhar Thosis but Tsen, for all his brilliance, couldn’t begin to fathom it. Nor did he want to. In his golden gondola, surrounded by silver and glass and pale wood, he snuggled close to Kalaiya, and they chewed Xizic and watched the desert sunset together. He lay in bed and tried to sleep, and when he couldn’t, she got in beside him and stroked his hair and told him stories of the happy days they’d had together not so long ago. When the sun rose, he spent the next day looking at her, then out of the window at the desert and then back again, living in that moment for what little time they had left. She never said, but she needed him exactly as he needed her. That was the miracle of her; perhaps he did love her after all, just for wanting him.


He let the peace of the desert take him. In the evening he landed the gondola on the top of a lonely mesa far away from anywhere and the two of them watched the sunset together, glorious fiery reds in the sky while the sand turned to liquid gold and he felt Kalaiya’s warmth beside him, leaning into him. Another day and then they’d be back and all this peace would be over. Or maybe it wouldn’t. Maybe the eyrie would be gone and the dragon with it and Mai’Choiro Kwen and Chay-Liang and all the rest, and everyone would think he was dead and he could fly away and be free . . . Or, more likely, the Elemental Men were already waiting for him.


He put his arm around Kalaiya as the sun went down. It had been an act of cowardice running away to Dhar Thosis to see what the dragon had done, a few last days together in quiet comfort and solitude before the end of everything jumped out of a wall and ate him. And so, because he was still a coward at heart, the desert stars were bright before he turned away and walked slowly back to the gondola, reluctance in every lingering step. He didn’t sleep much that night, and when the sun rose again he felt the coming end sink true and deep into his bone. The storm-dark was on the horizon ahead of them, a hundred miles away and already a dark smear over the gleaming sands.


The world was full of things Tsen didn’t understand: dragons, flying eyries, glasships and lightning cannon, but none of them touched the mystery of the storm-dark. It floated a mile off the ground, twenty miles across, wrapped around that other great inexplicable marvel, the infinite pillar of the Godspike which pierced its heart. The cloud seemed to swell as the miles fell away, a great vortex of shadows racked by violet lightning, twisting in dark spirals, a solitary isolated fragment of the storm-dark curtain that cut the many worlds into pieces, trapped here in the heart of the desert by a ring of white stone spires each a mile high. As the glasship came closer, Tsen’s heart beat faster. Chay-Liang hadn’t said a word about him leaving her to bring the eyrie here, leaving her to do it alone, hadn’t even frowned though she’d surely seen right through him. No one flew their glasship over the top of the storm-dark if they didn’t have to because sometimes the magic simply failed up there. It happened over the Queverra too and, so he’d heard, in parts of the Konsidar. A glasship that failed over the storm-dark fell like a stone until the maelstrom swallowed and un-made it. It unmade everything it touched. The lines out to sea did the same unless a navigator wove their protective weave and used the rifts to travel to other worlds – from that one masterful secret the Taiytakei had become what they were – but the storm-dark over the Godspike was different. Feyn Charin, first and greatest of the navigators, had entered it and returned. No one else ever had.


Tsen shuddered. Maybe the magic that made his eyrie fly would work better. No one understood that either, after all.


The clouds grew, spreading across the sky as the gondola came closer, high overhead like a dark hand reaching down to devour him. He saw the ring of spires around the edge of the cloud, caging it, their tips touching it; and, deep inside, the white stone spire of the Godspike itself, piercing it, gleaming in the desert sun, a pillar of light rising through the churning black cloud up into the sky beyond, towards the stars until it vanished into the deep and blinding blue. The spires held the storm-dark at bay, the navigators said. Truth was, Tsen reckoned, no one had ever had a clue except maybe Feyn Charin himself – and in the end Charin had gone every bit as mad as Quai’Shu, drooling in his rooms in the Dralamut and mumbling about dragons.


The air thinned as the glasship rose. Tsen felt it as the roiling black mass spread slowly around them, filling the sky. The storm-dark seemed like a hole in the world and there were some who said that’s exactly what it was. He saw the flashes of lightning as the gondola rose higher, deep inside the darkness, bright and violent. Travellers between worlds saw that same lightning as they crossed, either side of the heart of the darkness where everything, even time perhaps, stopped and there was simply nothing.


The glasship rose past the edge of it. For a full minute the storm-dark blotted out the sun, and from one side of the gondola he was dazzled by brilliant afternoon sunlight while from the other all he saw was black. His knuckles were tight, the rest of him as tense as a lanyard. Kalaiya was shaking. He put his arm around her. Shameful, but he was glad of her fear. It gave him something to do and helped him to hide his own.


‘We won’t. Fall.’ He gasped out the words between shallow breaths. ‘It almost. Never. Happens.’ He was starting to feel how thin the air was up here.


A strange thing happened as they climbed above the rim of the maelstrom. From underneath it was simply a black void in the sky; now, from above, with the sinking sun lighting its clouds, it became a sea of colours stretched out before him, swirls of purple and violet streaked with white and wisps of orange fire like frozen flames, flickering with inner lightning. The sight of it filled him, showing him how small he was, how tiny and irrelevant. He ran from one window to the next to the next around the gondola as the storm spread slowly out beneath them, unable to take his eyes from it except to run on and then stare again. His head pounded. And yes, he was still afraid, but not of being consumed by the maelstrom. He was afraid of what might be waiting, from knowing their journey and their time were almost done. His heart seemed to beat too quickly for his chest to hold it inside him. The cloud of the storm-dark, the majestic uncaring size of it, became a peculiar comfort. Beside it everything diminished.


He took out a farscope and peered through the gondola windows. Near the heart of the darkness where the Godspike punched through and streaked towards the stars, he spotted a dark speck in the sky. The eyrie. Chay-Liang was flying it high. The air was so thin now that he was gasping. His head was throbbing and getting worse as they rose. Kalaiya lay back on the silks and cushions, clutching at her hair, frenziedly chewing Xizic resin. Xizic helped with the headaches but Tsen couldn’t look away, couldn’t take his eyes anywhere else or even close them, until at last the glasship drifted over the top of the eyrie and the familiar craggy rocks and then the white stone circle of sloping walls and the flat bright open space of the dragon yard, a mile above the storm. As it slipped beneath him, he clung to the familiarity of the shapes. The dragon, red and gold and huge, perched on the eyrie wall, staring towards the Godspike. The lightning cannon and the black-powder guns, the hatchery, all as it had always been. He saw the moving specks of men and women, slaves about their business as they always were, and still it didn’t tell him whether the Elemental Men had come or whether Shonda and the Vespinese were waiting for him. His blood was pounding, pulsing fit to burst every vein. The gondola came slowly to a stop over the middle of the dragon yard and he saw Chay-Liang running towards him, waving, but whether in welcome or warning he couldn’t tell. He couldn’t breathe. The air was too thin. He couldn’t think any more.


He was going to be sick. His head felt ready to explode and his skull was too tight. There just wasn’t enough air. He barely waited for Kalaiya when the gondola touched the white stone of the dragon yard before he cracked the ramp open. A wind worse than the one in Dhar Thosis howled about him. It buffeted him when he stepped out and he stumbled and almost fell, too dizzy to bother with righting himself, then staggered again and dropped to his hands and knees and vomited over the perfect smoothness of the dragon yard’s white stone. A slave came running to help him up. Tsen clutched at him.


‘Are they here?’ His eyes were wild. The slave only looked bewildered. Tsen shook him. ‘Are they here? The Elemental Men? The Vespinese? Are they here?’


The slave pulled away in alarm and shook his head. ‘No, Master T’Varr. No.’ He kept backing away but Tsen couldn’t give a shit any more. All the strength had drained out of him. He could barely stand. He swayed in the wind. They’re not here yet. His head was killing him. Suddenly all he wanted and all he was good for was a bath. A long soak, a lot of Xizic tea and maybe a glass or two of apple wine. Anything to be out of this flaying wind, anything to make this headache go away. Some sleep. A lot of sleep. Hadn’t had much of that these last few days.


They’re not here. He felt like a puppet with his strings all cut. Chay-Liang was waving again but his skull was splitting open and he ignored her. Even ignored the dragon, the towering looming angry monster that glared at him as it glared at everything with its ravenous resentment. Right now he would probably have ignored an Elemental Man with a drawn blade held to his throat.


A silver cage swinging back and forth in the gale caught his eye. Mai’Choiro Kwen had brought it with him for Lord Shonda’s jade ravens. Through the haze of pain, the cage reminded him there was one thing he had to do right now, no matter how many needles he felt stabbing through his eyes. He stumbled to the top of the wall, stopping to catch himself now and then against the howl of the wind before the gusts picked him off his feet. It was only when he reached the cage that he realised he was being ridiculous. To send a raven, Baros Tsen T’Varr sat at his desk in his nice quiet study, very much out of the wind, with the pretty quill pen that Kalaiya had given him and his perfect white paper shipped from Zinzarra. He wrote his words in glorious peace and quiet and then summoned a slave to take it to a scribe. And, thank you very much, went nowhere near these horror-touched birds at all.


The jade raven eyed him from its cage with interest. The gale and its swinging perch didn’t seem to bother it. Tsen turned away. As he did, the wind caught his robe and almost lifted it over his head, making him look even more of an idiot. He looked across the rim of the eyrie at the violet storm below. I should just jump, I really should. Save us all the bother . . . But instead he struggled back down to the yard and aimed for the tunnels that would take him out of this hellish wind. State he was in, he’d probably pick the wrong entrance without thinking and end up among the Scales or something like that.


Chay-Liang caught up with him before he could get away. ‘Tsen—’




‘Send a jade raven,’ he mumbled. She could do it. Saved him from thinking. ‘Send a jade raven to the Elemental Men in Khalishtor. Tell them what we did. All of it. Do it now.’


‘Tsen . . .’


He stopped for a moment and looked at her. ‘Dear gods in whom we don’t believe, Liang, is it always like this up here?’


‘So far, yes.’ She was grinning now as though she liked it, and for a moment, through all the pain in his head, Tsen hated her. ‘Tsen—’


‘Later.’ He pushed past. She was mad, that was it. Happened to enchanters, didn’t it? They cracked and all sensible thought oozed out of their edges . . . He forgave her though, five minutes later when he found she’d had his bath prepared when she’d seen him coming; and the next few hours were a blur of warmth and pain and Xizic resin and Kalaiya and relief that no one was here to hang him yet, all a little marred by a lethargic dread of what was yet to come. Chay-Liang brought him something from the alchemist to help him sleep; he drank it without even thinking, and when he woke up again, his head was clearer and only throbbed like a badly sheeted sail. He called her back and they walked the walls together, battered by the relentless gale as the eyrie drifted in its lazy orbit around the Godspike.


‘Couldn’t we go lower?’ he shouted at her over the wind. Liang had six glasships dragging the eyrie through the sky. As far as Tsen could see, she’d moved the eyrie higher and higher until they were as far from the storm-dark as her gasping lungs could stand.


‘We could,’ she yelled back. ‘But you get used to it. Give it a few days.’


‘I may not have a few days! And if I do, I would prefer them not to hurt so much.’ Was it possible to sound plaintive and shout at the same time? He rather thought he’d managed it.


She offered him some reeking drink or other. When he asked her what it was, she shrugged and shouted over the gale, ‘Bellepheros makes it. It helps with the thinness of the air.’ He waved her away then watched as she shrugged and drank a mouthful and offered it again. Bellepheros. The alchemist from the dragon-lands.


‘You trust that slave too much.’ Far too much, for what they had between the two of them was nothing like the way it should be between mistress and slave.




‘What?’


He leaned into her and shouted back, ‘I said you trust your slave too much!’


She looked at him then. Not a word, not a flicker of her eyes, not the shadow of a smirk, but he knew she was laughing at him. After a second or two he had to laugh as well. Kalaiya knew his soul. That was simply the way fate had turned. Maybe it was the same for Liang and her alchemist. At any rate, he was the last person in the world to lecture anyone when it came to overly liking their slaves.


He pulled Liang into some shelter where at least they were out of the wind and he could hear himself think, snatched the cup out of Liang’s hands and drank. ‘Yes, yes.’ And he half-listened as she told him how breathlessness and nausea and splitting heads had blighted everyone until the alchemist started making his potions. Everyone except the rider-slave Zafir of course, who laughed at them all for being so pathetic. When Liang was done, Tsen looked about him. His eyrie, still his eyrie, kept aloft by hostile uncaring sorcery from another age.


‘We’re not safe here,’ he said. He looked up at the glasships. ‘Sooner or later they will fail.’


‘I have more, loitering over the desert, out of the way and out of sight. Belli and I talked it through while you were gone.’


Belli? Tsen chuckled and shook his head. What, were they lovers now? ‘You trust that slave far too much.’ He spoke with a twinkle in his words this time. So what if they were? ‘Borrowed time, Liang. We’re all on borrowed time. We must make the most of it.’


‘One glasship is enough to keep us aloft, T’Varr, and we have six. See how they all pull at slight angles to one another – that was the hard part to get right. If any one fails then it will fall clear of the outer rim of the eyrie. There will be plenty of time to summon another. We’ve been here for days and I haven’t lost one yet.’


‘It will be quite a sight if you do.’ Tsen shook his head. ‘But I wonder if we should release them. All of them. Let this eyrie and its monsters sink into the storm-dark and be gone. Evacuate everyone. Leave me behind. Wipe it all out. Mai’Choiro can stay in his cell. We’ll go down together, he and I.’ He took a deep breath and turned to look at the dragon at last, the terror that had destroyed Dhar Thosis. Its wounds were already healing. The eyrie wall where it sat was marked by dried blood. Was there anything magical about dragon blood? There ought to be, he thought, but neither the alchemist nor Chay-Liang had run around clearing it up and cackling gleefully to themselves as they did, so he supposed there wasn’t.


He frowned and touched his temple. His head wasn’t hurting any more and Chay-Liang was smiling at him. He rubbed his fingers into his skin, trying to chase away the last ghosts of the pain, then he turned and stared out to the west to where, if you flew for long enough, the Konsidar rose out of the sands.


‘Ravens flew from Dhar Thosis to Vespinarr on the day the city fell,’ he said. ‘Shonda knows what has happened. They would have reached him before I reached Senxian’s palace. He’ll be looking for us. As big as the desert is, it won’t take him long to find us. It’s a race now – Shonda or the Elemental Men.’ Tsen shook his head. ‘I left in too much haste. I should have sent a raven to Khalishtor at once. Another mistake.’


He paused and then put a hand to Chay-Liang’s shoulder. ‘He’ll come with the best and most deadly of what his money can buy for him, Liang. He won’t wait for the Crown of the Sea Lords to decide what’s to be done. He’ll seize everything we have in the name of his “friend” Senxian and offer the new lord of Dhar Thosis some marvellous reparation. He’s probably prepared a suitable puppet already, skulking somewhere in the shadows. Probably even made that deal before Dhar Thosis burned. He’ll take everything that was ours and destroy every threat to his ambition. Quai’Shu will be allowed to live because he’s a broken old man who can’t string two sentences together any more, but only so they can try him and hang him for the look of it when it suits them. The rest of us?’ He drew a finger across his throat. ‘He’ll kill every last one of us if he has even the slightest reason. You, me, Kalaiya, all of us. The only ones he won’t kill will be the ones who deserve it most.’


His eyes drifted to the far side of the wall, to the dragon staring down into the maelstrom beneath them. He’d never seen it do that before. Usually it stared across the dragon yard, eyeing everyone with greedy hunger, or else it stared at the sky. At night in particular it sometimes looked up for hours, as though mesmerised by the stars.


‘Whatever he does, however terrible it is, you mustn’t stand in his way. He needs your alchemist. Make sure he needs you too. You must survive, Chay-Liang, no matter what fate comes to the rest of us. Close your eyes and look away. Hold the truth close to your heart and never let him see that you have it. Keep it until you can destroy him.’ His grip on her shoulder tightened. ‘But when when that time comes, Liang, you must annihilate him. You must remove him from existence, utterly and completely, or he’ll grow back like a badly excised cancer.’


Chay-Liang met his gaze and, gods help him, even looked sorry for him. ‘Perhaps if you hanged the rider-slave yourself before they came it might help show she acted without your order?’


‘No.’ Tsen shook his head. ‘I will hang beside her for letting it happen, no matter the who or the how, and so I should.’ He leaned into Chay-Liang and hissed in her ear, ‘I played a stupid game and I lost, but I will take him down alongside me before he does it again. I’ll not hang the dragon-rider and nor should you. Not until she speaks. She’s the one other person who knows the truth and she has nothing to lose by telling it!’ He let out a bitter laugh and pulled away, shaking his head. ‘Although if you have any useful enchanter tricks to spirit me away to a quiet little countryside villa while making me appear to be dead and hanged, I’ll become a most enthusiastic listener. I have one, you know. In the Dominion, a hundred miles along the coast from Merizikat. With a nice orchard full of apples and a winery. And a good bathhouse.’


‘She’ll die as soon as she speaks. I’m sure she knows that.’


Tsen stopped, struck again by the memory of the two of them in his bath together, how she’d knocked the poisoned wine out of his hand after so carefully putting it there in the first place. Why? He still hadn’t the first idea. ‘So will I,’ he said. ‘And you know, I sometimes wonder how much that matters. Maybe we promise to send her home.’


He watched his enchantress closely after he said that and saw the conflict plain across her face. The dragon gone and the rider-slave with it: dead would be better but gone was still good. Then hunger to get it done. And happiness for the alchemist who would surely go too. And then sadness, and for the same reason. Rather too much sadness, Tsen thought. He kept on watching though, until the play was done, and then squeezed her shoulder. ‘You made her armour. She ruined it. You should start making more. If you have something Shonda needs then he won’t kill you until it’s finished. Be slow. Let it buy you time. Make a few adjustments to keep her in line if you like.’


He let Liang go, and together they watched the dragon again. It was staring at the pillar of the Godspike going on and on and vanishing into the deep blue of the desert sky overhead. Tsen stared too. You didn’t get a blue like that at sea, nor in Xican or Khalishtor – though in Khalishtor you rarely got anything except rain-cloud grey. Only in the desert a blue like this.


‘Do you think it knows what the Godspike is?’ he asked.


Chay-Liang chuckled. ‘I’m not sure it knows much more than that it’s hungry.’ She sighed. ‘If you come out here at night, the Godspike has a light to it. But if you do, remember to bring a blanket. It’s a bitter cold under the stars up here.’ She left him there, staring. Presumably she had things to do. Presumably Tsen did too. He just couldn’t think what any of them were.


She was right about the cold. He came out again to look at the Godspike that night because yet again he couldn’t sleep and, well, because there were probably only a handful of people across the whole of Takei’Tarr who’d flown above the storm-dark cloud and stared up at the spike in the darkness and he wasn’t sure that he’d have another chance; but in the end there wasn’t much to see. A dim pale glow, barely even visible and quickly lost among the sparkle of stars. After he’d looked at it for a while, he made the mistake of walking out over the wall and across the rim to the very edge of the eyrie itself, standing in the howling wind and looking over the lightning-tossed storm below. He stood, swaying, almost hoping that a sudden gust might catch him and make him stumble. Toss him over the edge, but it didn’t. Mostly, after that, he stayed in, down in his bathhouse with Kalaiya and his wine. His Bronzehand finger tingled now and then but he ignored it. There wasn’t much to show any more. All that was left was waiting for his killers to come and guessing which ones would get to him first.
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