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What Has Gone Before


Stranger of Tempest – Honour Under Moonlight – Princess of Blood


Once, Lynx was a soldier – an idealistic young man in the warrior state of So Han. As a commando lieutenant he was at the spearhead of So Han’s attempt to conquer all the land west of the inland sea Parthain, but refused to engage in the atrocities being committed. After killing his commanding officer in a duel he was sent to the brutal To Lort prison and forced to labour in the mines there.


A decade after the end of the war, he finds himself joining a mercenary crew called Anatin’s Mercenary Deck – the Cards – on a rescue mission to the city of Grasiel. On the way, Lynx frees a young night mage called Sitain who elects to hide in their ranks. The job turns out to be protecting Toil, an agent of the city-state of Su Dregir, who has just assassinated the ruler of Grasiel before he can make an alliance with one of the most powerful Religious Militant Orders, the Knights-Charnel of the Long Dusk.


Matters are complicated by the rescue of Sitain and one of the Cards selling her out, so they find themselves pursued out of the city by elite Charneler troops. In an attempt to escape, Toil leads some of the party into the ancient Duegar ruin of Shadows Deep. Crossing the city, they are beaten to the only remaining bridges across a huge underground rift by the Charnelers.


In desperation, Toil wakes a beast of legend that inhabits the lower levels of the rift, a golantha, a monster that feeds on magic. The Charnelers are massacred, but the Cards manage to lure the golantha on to the bridge and use their mage-guns to drive it over the edge.


They eventually are reunited with their comrades and complete the journey to Su Dregir, where Toil reports back. While waiting for the next job, Lynx, who has fallen for Toil, gets caught up in an underworld conflict as one of Toil’s employees makes a power play.


Not long after, Toil receives word that an academic in the city of Jarrazir, on the northern edge of Parthain, a great inland sea, is close to solving the riddle of the Labyrinth that lies beneath Jarrazir. The Labyrinth is a Duegar construction that has never been opened in recorded human history, but is rumoured to contain a great treasure. As an experienced relic hunter, Toil goes to offer her services, taking the Cards as back-up, but the Labyrinth is opened before she arrives and ghostly guardian spirits kill many citizens as multiple entrances appear across Jarrazir.


Having long prepared for such a day, the Charnelers send their own relic hunter, Sotorian Bade, ahead of an army and he uses the Labyrinth to cripple the city’s defences. The Charnelers fight their way into the city as Toil takes a team after Bade, a man who abandoned her in a city-ruin years ago. They each negotiate the puzzle-box of the Labyrinth and end up in a shoot-out at the lowest level. Bade escapes with a huge cache of God Fragments, the source of magic used to power mage-guns, but Toil and her team discover a hidden chamber. Inside is a stone tree surrounded by a strange moat and when a mage called Lastani touches it, something happens to them all. Every member of the party wakes to find themselves with white tattoos on their skin and the three mages in the group are immeasurably more powerful.


They escape the Labyrinth and pursue Bade to his paymaster’s command post. There they find themselves in a stand-off, but their mages prove the tipping point. Toil triggers an explosion, gambling that their mages can protect them while the others are killed. They hide from the subsequent inferno that rages, emerging later to discover the Charnelers have retreated in disarray.


In the days that follow, the nearly indestructible God Fragments are dug out of the smoking ruin by Jarraziran troops and a grateful Monarch agrees to discuss an alliance with Toil’s employer. Several new members are co-opted into the Cards after getting marked with the magical tattoos and, as the company celebrate their survival with a days-long bender, a message reaches them that a new mission awaits in the southern Mage Islands.




Interlude 1
(now)


‘We’re here to drink beer an’ fuck people up, but we ain’t halfway through the beer yet. You want to join us and hear the many tales o’ our exploits, darlin’, you sit that fine arse right here beside me.’


There was silence as the locals went as still as rabbits. Given the Cards were in a disreputable corner of Caldaire, heart of the former pirate haven known as the Mage Islands, this wasn’t the best of signs.


‘Darlin’, is it?’ said the woman he’d addressed.


Deern cackled. ‘Now there’s a tone o’ voice all treacly and thick with menace. Hoy, Llaith, how long’s it been since we had ourselves a good old-fashioned bar-room brawl?’


Llaith sighed. ‘Oh, who can remember? All fades in the dimness of days long departed.’


There was a growl from one corner of the room. ‘It’s been four fucking days. I’ve still got the bruises.’


‘Four days, that’s it!’ Deern brightened. ‘Good news then, darlin’. We’re probably still in practice.’


The woman pulled over a chair and sat in one neat, graceful movement. She and Deern were of the same height, but there the similarity ended. With light brown skin and a muscular frame she was clearly still in her prime, despite the grey threads in her hair and a weathered complexion. Deern by contrast was pale, scrawny and difficult to imagine as ever having had a prime. Between the sleeves of the woman’s shirt and the traditional shawl around her neck any tattoos were hidden, but she was clearly a crew leader of some renown.


‘From what I hear,’ she said in accented Parthish, ‘only one of you has much talent for brawling.’


‘Oh I’ve got all sorts of talents,’ Deern replied. ‘Buy me a beer and we’ll see if we can’t lay some of ’em out for you.’


‘I’ll cut off anything you lay out. You’re not the one I’m here to see.’


‘You’re here for one of us?’ Deern turned to address the rest of the company. ‘Hey, who ordered the mean, pretty lady? Was it you, Lynx? That’s your type, right?’


Lynx made an obscene gesture in reply.


‘I’m the boss here,’ Anatin drawled, a crooked grin on his face. The mercenary commander was slumped against Reft, cheeks flushed from the heat and the booze. ‘Can I help you, darlin’? See something you like?’


‘That badge on your jacket,’ she said, looking round at the others. ‘The Prince of Sun? You look short of a full deck.’


Anatin snorted. ‘You ain’t the first to suggest that.’


He made to stand up and after one false start succeeded. ‘All the same – that’s me. The one and only Prince of Sun,’ Anatin said with a wobbly bow that ended up with him falling back into his chair. ‘Commander of Anatin’s Mercenary Deck. Two and forty men all fine, upright, honest and true – ’cept for those who’re women of course. Mebbe only half are actually honest and true, come to think of it. Mebbe a tenth could be described as fine, so long as the light’s poor. But there’s two and forty of them, of that bit I’m almost certain.’


‘Any upright?’


‘Not really. Forty are definitely drunk and the other two are indifferently sober. But still, they’re at your service, Mistress Whatever-yer-name-is. Come to hire the handsomest mercs in all the Mage Isles?’


‘Merely come to see what you’re made of.’


Anatin pointed at the slim dagger she wore. ‘You’re gonna need a bigger knife in Lynx’s case. The boy’s kinda padded.’


‘You Parthish mercenaries are all the same – drinking everything you can get your hands on and laughing in the face of danger.’


‘Hey, we’ve been known ta do a whole lot more than that,’ Anatin protested. ‘Sitain back there will puke on it quick as you like. I won’t tell you what Deern does to danger if he finds it with its britches down. It’d likely haunt ya next time you’re getting naked with some upstanding citizen.’


She ignored the grin on his face, somehow immune to his charms. ‘That was good work you did over in Nquet Dam, quick and clean.’


‘Compliments are always appreciated, but why do you care? The sash around your waist says you’re from Vi No Le district. How’s it your business what goes on in other parts of the Mage Isles?’


She gave him a small smile. ‘How many people wearing crew colours do you reckon are welcome in other districts?’


‘Just the one,’ Anatin said after a pause. ‘So you’re the queen of all that’s nasty in this city?’


‘The undisputed champion at least. That means I get to stick my nose in everyone’s business – make sure no little dispute blows up into something more disruptive.’


‘Ah right, you’re the law in this lawless pirate den?’


‘Only if it threatens trade – we’re a free port and don’t stand for anything getting in the way of business.’


‘No problems there then,’ Anatin declared. ‘We’ve finished our contract, it’s cake and medals time for us. Any nastiness to follow isn’t our problem. We’re open to offers though.’


‘There will be no offers,’ she said gravely. ‘We have our own way of settling disputes round here and it doesn’t involve rabbles of hired guns.’


‘My Cards are a crack team, specialists the lot of ’em!’ Anatin declared in mock outrage. ‘Some just also specialise in eating all the weird foreign muck they can get their hands on. But make no mistake, they’re an elite fighting unit always ready to take the gold o’ some new employer.’


‘This I believe.’


‘Hey, if it’s really necessary we’ll do the job too.’


‘Take no further job,’ she said firmly. ‘You will be watched until you leave the city. Make that soon or I make an example of you.’


The woman didn’t wait for a reply, just swept out of the room and let the door bang shut behind her. The quiet that followed was broken by a voice from the back of the room.


‘Ah blackest hells.’


They all turned towards Teshen, tucked into one gloomy corner of the bar.


‘Problem?’


He gave a nod. ‘Yeah.’


‘You know the mean, pretty lady?’


‘Once upon a time.’


Deern gave a bark of laughter. ‘Did you fuck the mean, pretty lady?’


‘Aye.’


‘Break her heart?’ Anatin asked.


‘Something like that.’


‘Sure she recognised you?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Shitting hells, Teshen, are you certain? I didn’t see her skip a beat.’


‘She saw me. That last bit was as much for me as you.’


Anatin reached for his drink. ‘See, Toil?’ he muttered. ‘Were you watching? That’s how you spot someone from yer past and don’t set fire to the whole fucking city.’


‘Just ’cos it’s not in flames yet,’ Toil pointed out, ‘doesn’t mean it won’t be.’


‘Aye, shit, you’re right.’ Anatin slumped back. A grubby deck of cards spilled on to the floor, ignored by all. ‘Gods-in-shards! One easy job, that’s all I asked for.’ He waved a hand in the direction of the door. ‘Go on then, man, get after her.’


‘Eh?’


‘Teshen, my friend, my Knight of Stars! In all the years I’ve known you – all those times we got fuckered an’ maudlin together – I ain’t never heard about a lover every bit as scary an’ cold-nerved as you are. That tells a story all of its own. Get after her.’


‘And do what?’


‘Romance her or cut her throat. I don’t much care which, but we don’t need this coming back to haunt us, okay?’


‘Okay.’


Teshen stepped forward and opened the door, looking as hesitant and conflicted as Lynx had ever seen him. ‘This ain’t going to end well.’


‘When does it ever?’ Anatin growled, draining his cup. ‘One time, you bastards! One easy job. How hard was that? What’s wrong with you all?’


‘At least it’s not my fault this time,’ Lynx chimed in.


‘I still blame you. We all do.’


‘Yeah, I know.’




Chapter 1
(two weeks ago)


Everything was on fire, but given they were the ones to start it this shouldn’t have been a great surprise. What to do next, however, seemed to have the Cards stumped. For a while they stared in dumb confusion as the flames rose higher. The sudden force of heat drove them back, but still no one spoke, as though whoever mentioned it first would get the blame.


A splutter of outrage erupted from the rear of the barge. Men were shoved out of the way, women dodged, and the air was thick with obscenities. The words themselves were so garbled it was only Toil’s tone that conveyed her message and her anger.


‘Which one of you witless apes set the shitting boat on fire?’ she yelled finally. Behind her the bargemen were howling and scrambling for buckets. The crowd of mercenaries barely moved. ‘Who did it?’


Again there was a moment of silence. Then they all pointed at Haphori.


‘It was him!’


‘Haphori did it!’


‘We tried to stop him!’


‘Man’s a bloody menace!’


The easterner growled and swung a punch that caught only air as the others abandoned him to his fate.


‘Gutless bastards,’ he snapped, dropping the mage-gun that hung loose in his hand. ‘Weren’t my fault, it’s my bad arm. The flathorns flushed some ducks an’ I got the wrong cartridge.’


‘In the name of all the broken gods, what’s wrong with you?’ Toil roared before turning to the rising flames. ‘Lastani! Lastani, where are you?’


‘Here,’ the young woman called, slipping through the crowd on deck. ‘I’m on it.’


‘Thank you.’


Toil watched stonily as the white-haired woman approached the front of the canal barge – currently wreathed in flames along with the canal wall behind it. She held her arms out and a haze of ice magic filled the air, smothering the flames.


‘Do I have to add this to the list of things you bastards should already know not to do?’ Toil said once Lastani was finished.


‘Might help, yeah,’ muttered someone from the safety of the back of the crowd.


‘Look at my fucking face!’ she snarled. ‘Do I look like I’m in the mood?’


They looked at her face. It was scarlet – not quite as red as her hair, but one fitting her Princess of Blood badge.


It hadn’t taken Lastani long to put the fire out, but enough for the willow-pattern tattoos on several Cards, Toil included, to pulse with white light. The nearest two bargemen who’d been approaching with buckets of water stopped dead, staring open-mouthed at the diminutive young mage. Behind Lastani, black soot marked every surface, but not even the ropes appeared to have anything more than superficial damage.


‘Do you people not understand?’ Lastani said. ‘Is everything a game with you?’


‘How’s about you rein in the whole “you people” talk, little miss blonde?’ Haphori demanded.


‘What? I … no, wait—’


‘Relax,’ Toil broke in. ‘He’s either fucking with you or he’s trying to distract me from being as pissed off as I have every right to be. Either way, it’s not going to work when “you people” mostly consists of white folk.’


Still the young mage’s cheeks pinked, her anger spent. Toil let out a breath and took a step forward. Haphori flinched, but Toil just raised her hands placatingly.


‘Now,’ she continued in a quieter voice, ‘do you not see the problem here?’


‘Yeah, I get it. No setting the boat on fire.’


‘For once, that’s not actually my biggest concern. I mean, it’s not good, not by a long shot. Even a member of the Cards should know that if there’d been a cartridge case anywhere nearby, you could have blown the end off the boat. But. Still. There’s a second problem.’


‘Magic?’


Toil nodded. ‘Magic. Even if I pay off the barge-master and his crew, there’s no guarantee they don’t tell stories about us. Stories we don’t want being spread to certain ears. Given some people have “opinions” when it comes to murdering witnesses, unless I fancy putting up with Lynx’s disappointed face, that option’s been taken away from me too.’


The middle-aged veteran soldier contrived to shuffle his feet. ‘Right. Yeah. Sorry.’


‘Good! See, that wasn’t too hard now, was it?’


Haphori shook his head. Before he’d finished, Toil had kneed him in the balls with all the force she could muster. He toppled but Toil had him by the scruff of the neck before he hit the ground and dragged him towards the gunwale. Slamming him against the side, she punched him in the face.


‘Don’t—’ she snarled, punching him again. ‘Set—’ more punches. ‘The damn— Boat— On fire!’


Blood spurted from his nose over the wooden deck. Safir stepped forward to grab Toil’s arm, but she’d already released Haphori. The injured man slumped back with a groggy moan – nose broken, lip torn. Safir and Toil exchanged a look then both stepped back.


‘Easy there,’ Safir said. ‘No one here asked for these tattoos and all the shit that comes with them, remember?’


‘Nor did I,’ Toil said. ‘Doesn’t mean we can pretend we don’t have them though.’


Safir nodded in agreement. ‘Just remember who we were following when we got the damn things, yes?’


‘Ah, Princess?’ interrupted Anatin. The commander of the Mercenary Deck stepped forward from the crowd. ‘Did we not have an agreement regarding discipline within my company?’


‘Yeah, I recall something o’ the sort,’ she said, inspecting her knuckles. ‘Honestly though, I didn’t think your book of regulations would cover the eventuality.’


Anatin smirked. ‘That’s because you’ve not spent enough time around these dumbshits. Forel?’


The company quartermaster bobbed his head. ‘Ah, yes. Page six I believe, sir. Use of heavy ordnance on the ship, building or anything similar that members of the company are occupying at the time.’


‘And the punishment?’ Anatin asked with an eyebrow raised at Toil.


‘Ah, well.’ Forel gestured to the bloody groaning mess on the deck of the barge. ‘Pretty much exactly what she did. But with all due procedure first.’


‘Really? Bugger. So much for my moral high thingy.’


‘With the usual caveats of course,’ Forel added.


‘Which are?’ Toil said.


‘Company commander reserves the right to shoot the offender in the head should any of his stuff be damaged or there’s an unsatisfactory level of alcohol within easy reach.’


Anatin coughed. ‘We prefer to think of that as more of an unwritten rule, don’t we, boys and girls?’


The rest of the Cards said nothing, no one willing to become the focus of this conversation. When Toil gave Anatin her sweetest smile those nearest Anatin edged slightly away.


‘But Forel’s actually written it in, hasn’t he?’


‘’Course he hasn’t!’


‘I … well. It’s pretty much the first rule o’ the company, sir,’ Forel said. ‘Seemed only right to write it in.’


‘Oh for pity’s sake.’ Anatin shook his head. ‘Fine, lucky guess from you, Toil. Point is, they’re my troops whether or not you’re currently paying the bill.’


She nodded. ‘High time, then, that they learned my first rule. I don’t give a damn what they get up to, except when it gets in the way of what I’m paying for. Paying damn well too – maybe too well given all the new clothes and jewellery I see all around me. But what you all need to learn is that I’m buying something for my money – the tough-as-nails unit I need to complete my mission exactly as I need it done. That includes not drawing attention except when it’s called for, certainly not waving pissing flags to any of our recent acquaintances who might be looking for us. Am I understood?’


No one replied, but Toil didn’t wait for a response. She stalked her way back to the rear cabins and the Cards cleared her path with unusual haste. Lastani scuttled along in her wake, not meeting anyone’s eye. Once they were gone, Safir cleared his throat.


‘Anyone got a piece of paper?’


‘Why?’ Anatin demanded.


Safir clutched his hands to his heart. ‘She called us tough as nails. I need to write to Mother and tell her! She’ll be so proud!’


Anatin snarled and punched him. A great cheer rose up from the rest of the company and the deck descended into a brawl.




Chapter 2


As the afternoon turned a lazy eye towards dusk, Lynx felt his eyelids sinking. Long streaks of cloud stretched across the sky, now tinged pink and orange against the bright blue. The skyriver, faintly thinner as they headed south, was a wisp of gold and grey overhead. Below it the wilds stretched into the dusty distance unbroken by forest or hill.


Dun savannah ran for miles, marred only by clumps of wild rose and wedge-shaped anthills angled to avoid the afternoon sun. Closer at hand, fronds of creeper hung in broad sheets over the edge of the canal. Fat bell-shaped flowers looked up to the sky as bees hummed all around and the lowest leaves trailed in the water.


Lynx groaned and shifted his feet off the gunwale to sit more upright. ‘Is it time to start drinking yet?’ he called over his shoulder.


The comment drew idle laughter.


‘Fancy-pants Hanese bastards,’ croaked Varain from the piled crates behind Lynx. He gave Lynx’s chair a kick. ‘Too good to drink all day with the rest of us, eh?’


‘Better’n most of you lot, aye,’ Lynx said. ‘Shame that doesn’t mean shit by normal human standards.’


He felt something bump his shoulder and turned, squinting into the setting sun until he saw a battered pewter cup and Sitain’s face behind.


‘Aha, knew we’d make a proper merc out of you yet, Sitain!’


He settled back in his chair, adjusting the long mage-gun in his lap so he wasn’t about to shoot off his toes before taking a mouthful. The beer was sour, lukewarm and gritty, but Lynx wasn’t feeling overly fussy. Not about drink anyway, and there was sod-all food worth getting excited about on the barge.


Sitain settled in beside him, shunting the chair forward until she could put her feet up. The young woman had her new jacket on, fitted to her frame and unbuttoned in a way that certainly wasn’t for Lynx’s benefit. On her head was a large maroon hat against the sun, but now evening was come she had tilted it at a ridiculous angle to shade her eyes.


Lynx looked around at the other mercenaries on deck, noting with amusement the sudden rash of respectability among them, or at least something above the usual air of vagrancy anyway. Deern lounged next to Varain; scrawny and half-naked, but with a half-dozen charms and pieces of jewellery hung round his neck in addition to the ghosts of willow leaves tattooed on his skin.


Layir sprawled on top of the flat cabin roof behind them, looking for all the world like the exiled nobleman of Olostir that he absolutely wasn’t. He wore a glittering smile, golden necklace and rings, and a crisp white shirt; carelessly and effortlessly handsome in a rakish sort of way. The image was enhanced by the merc beside him, Brellis, who seemed as delighted with Layir’s smooth muscled skin as he was himself.


Layir lived and looked the man he intended to be, Lynx reflected with no small amount of envy. Lynx had never managed that trick. His past was clear to read in the tattoo on his cheek and the scars on his back, even if he had a fine new coat and boots back in his cabin.


Most of the others on deck also showed similar signs of wealth and contentment. Even Varain wasn’t looking too dishevelled, the gruff veteran wearing a red silk scarf around his neck and a neatly repaired tunic.


‘Getting paid suits us,’ Sitain commented, following Lynx’s gaze.


‘Aye, say what you like about Toil—’ Lynx scowled and raised a hand. ‘Shut up, figure of speech that was. We don’t have time for your list of grievances. Anyway … yeah, say what you like about her, she pays well.’


‘Not much choice there,’ Sitain reflected. ‘A third of us are marked and she can’t afford to lose us, Anatin will know that.’


‘I don’t care,’ Lynx said. ‘I’ve had enough jobs where I never got paid at all. Everyone got a bonus after Jarrazir and she saw to the death-pay for our lost. Whatever her reasons, she chose the better path when I’m sure there were less friendly options in her head.’


Sitain hmmed. ‘Doesn’t sound much like her, come to think of it. Was it your idea? Something you got her to promise while she was purring in bed?’


‘Um, yeah, let’s go with that,’ Lynx said with a laugh. ‘Happy to take the credit.’


‘Oh gods, I just pictured it,’ Sitain said with a shudder. ‘Go get me another drink!’


Lynx smirked and finished his own. He passed the gun to Sitain, gave her a suggestive look that actually did seem to make her queasy, and stood.


The view had hardly changed this past week, but had yet to become dull after too much excitement in Jarrazir. Their journey had been a long one; ten days on the Ongir Canal out of Jarrazir and crossing the inland sea known as Lake Udrel, now over a week on one of the longest Duegar canals on the continent, the Shrelan Canal, which worked a zig-zag path south-west.


There wasn’t much in the way of civilisation out here until you reached the coast, just backwater fiefdoms and lost villages. Far to the north was the Greensea and, beyond that, Lynx’s homeland of So Han, but the wilds here saw few humans. Canal water wasn’t great to drink or use for crops so there were few waystations or settlements. Where there were waterways on the great continent of Urden, there were tolls, but most days had been a peaceful glide through the empty land between pockets of civilisation.


Lynx had observed life out there though, as he let the jangle of bloody, brutal memories from Jarrazir start to fade. Much of it seemed unbothered by the gentle passage of a barge train – hauled by teams of flathorns that had once grazed free on these plains. Great clouds of butterflies could often be seen crossing the landscape, pursued by birds and flying lizards. Huge black bees attended the flowers at the canal side and many-legged things scuttled through the undergrowth. The further they went south-west the more flying lizards were common and now the sun was setting, canal martins darted all around the barges, feeding on the insects.


Lynx looked up as he poured more beer from the deck’s keg. There were four roosting boxes under the eaves of the barge-master’s station – years of plying these waters teaching the bargemen that the voracious birds were a blessing.


As he returned to his seat, more mercenaries emerged from the low cabins. The barges were built with a central cabin running the length of it and wide cargo platforms on either side. They were hauling wool and cotton for the main, but also precious blocks of paper and more wine and beer than was safe around Anatin’s Mercenary Deck.


It was enough to justify the journey, but most of the barge-master’s profit would come on the return where they hauled oil, precious metals, spices, medicines, and tobacco. The hub of the Mage Islands was called Caldaire and it straddled the entrance to the Shrelan Canal. That position allowed it to dominate trade from all parts of the Callais Sea, being the only route to the silk lands west of the Hanese Mountains. For that return journey, the Cards wouldn’t have to pay for passage, the value of almost fifty guns coming into its own.


‘It starting yet, Sitain?’ Anatin called as he emerged into the sunlight.


‘Not long,’ she replied.


More Cards appeared, Toil among them, but Lynx was already settled back beside Sitain, waiting for the show to begin. It had unsettled them all at first, but now they mostly looked forward to evening. The barge-master still thought it an ill omen, but the mages of the Cards claimed otherwise and at least two of them were expert enough for their word to carry weight.


The shadows lengthened with every passing minute and for once the Cards were content to sit together in silence. To Lynx that seemed like a minor miracle in itself, but after some of the things they’d seen together, it hardly registered.


Beside him, Sitain had a small glass ball in her fingers. She held it up to the fading light to inspect it. From where Lynx was sitting, it looked dully grey, but no doubt to the eye of a night mage it was rather more interesting. He knew they were mage beads – not as powerful as the cartridges in his gun, but easy for most mages to make.


A supply of glass beads and a modicum of control was all a mage needed for a basic weapon. Cartridges were made with God Fragments, the crystal-like shards that were all that remained of the five gods, used to focus and concentrate the mage’s magic. It was strange to think of the Militant Religious Orders using holy relics on a daily basis, but profit and power had somehow worked an exception to the usual reverence.


‘Fancy making me some of those?’


She gave him a sideways look. ‘Why?’


‘Why do you think? Not having to kill people can be useful.’ He shifted in his seat and looked at his comrades. ‘I realise not everyone ’round here understands that, but I thought you would.’


‘Is that what all the noise is in Toil’s cabin? You explaining about ethics and stuff?’


Lynx coughed and glanced back at Toil. The sometime assassin caught his eye and gave him a quizzical frown. He grinned awkwardly and looked away.


‘Aye, absolutely. The woman’s a fool for lectures on morality.’


‘Good to hear. The answer’s no, I’m afraid, not yet. Atieno says I shouldn’t trust any I make at first. Once I’ve done fifty or so, mebbe they’re worth keeping, but not before.’


‘How many you done?’


‘Including those I broke?’


‘No.’


Sitain looked away. ‘Not fifty, put it that way. These ones felt better though.’


‘Tested ’em?’


‘I was waiting for Deern to say something really stupid.’


‘Let’s toss ’em now, see if we can’t start the show?’


Sitain gave Atieno a guilty look, but the tall mage’s attention was elsewhere. Atieno now wore the Prince of Tempest badge on his chest – about as cheerfully as Lynx had adopted the Stranger – but it was more of an honorary position. Along with about a dozen others, Atieno had been marked by the stone tree hidden beneath the Labyrinth of Jarrazir. They still didn’t know what had been done to them, but their futures were bound together now.


The pale willow-leaf pattern was more obvious on his darker skin, but whenever any of the mages drew much magic they would all glow faintly white. Distance didn’t seem much hindrance either, from what modest tests they’d done, so striking off on his own wasn’t sensible even if that was his natural inclination. The Vagrim brotherhood was a solitary one, made up of men and women who’d seen enough of this life to prefer their own company.


Lynx and Atieno both wore the Vagrim ring, a simple silver band with three diamond shapes, black, grey and white. They both followed the Vagrim code and as a result felt an obligation towards another who’d been dragged into all this. Lynx could see it in the way Atieno acted around Lastani, although the young academic seemed less resentful of that than Sitain did.


‘Sure, why not?’ Sitain said at last. ‘What could possibly go wrong?’


‘Hey, it’s mages doing mage stuff – nothing much for the barge hands to gossip about there.’


‘Not compared to Haphori setting fire to the barge anyway.’ She chewed on her knuckle for a while then came to a decision. ‘Screw it. I need better control over my magic as much as I need to understand what these leaf-marks mean. Hold my beer.’


‘Words that always herald success,’ Lynx muttered as he took the tankard.


Sitain leaned forward and rested one hand on the gunwale. The far bank of the canal was only twenty yards away since they were travelling under the barge’s small sails. On the other side the team of flathorns trudged all in a line, unhitched from the barge but too big and heavy to be loaded on board. The beasts were the height of a horse but twice as wide, each huge leg the size of a man. The grey skin reminded Lynx of the maspids they’d seen in Shadows Deep, but the flathorns were powerful and placid rather than swift and savage. There was little stopping an enraged flathorn, but they turned only rarely and always with reason.


Just as well, looking at that damn shield, Lynx reflected. Even an earther would need to hit it dead on.


Running the length of each flathorn’s head was a raised protrusion, like a horn that had been somehow hammered into the shape of a shield. Its wide-set eyes couldn’t see directly in front of it, but three tonnes of muscle and bone meant that wasn’t a good place to be. They weren’t as fast as horses, but they could haul a barge all day for months on end.


‘Ready?’ Sitain asked. She didn’t wait long, hurling the glass bead high in the air. The mercenaries watched it sail over the calm canal waters and crack against the stone side. There was a twitch of something in the air, a momentary wrench of shadows that made Sitain gasp, and Lynx saw a tiny shape drop down into the water.


‘Did you just knock out a bee?’ he said, pointing.


Sitain gasped. ‘Oh gods, did I?’


‘Looks like it.’ He couldn’t help but chuckle. ‘Reckon it works then. Don’t worry, bees are renowned for their ability to swim while unconscious.’


Sitain cursed under her breath and thumped his shoulder, but didn’t hesitate to pull another glass bead. This one she threw long and nothing happened. A third cracked against the side but did nothing more that Lynx could see. The fourth worked, but that was the last of what she had. Sitain sat back as the last of the sun’s rays receded from the plain before them.


‘Here we go,’ whispered someone reverently.


A small smile on Sitain’s face told Lynx the speaker was correct, but it was a while before he caught the flickering movement they were waiting for. In the gloom of twilight it was hard to make out, so fast did it move. Lynx had seen this up close before, but still his breath caught in his chest.


Two shapes, or rather collections of shapes, flickered uncertainly through the low undergrowth. Angular and ever-shifting, some just a grey suggestion and others obsidian black. Sharp angles, twisting shards of shadow that bore no relation to anything alive, yet somehow moved with a will and purpose – night elementals.


It still wasn’t clear what they were doing, but there was a complex movement that to Lynx resembled a dance, as though the elementals were greeting the twilight. Certainly they matched the sedate pace of the barges for a long stretch, sometimes vanishing entirely only to reappear a few yards away. Entirely silent and otherworldly, the shadowshards achieved the near-impossible by rendering the Mercenary Deck dumb, and they were only one aspect to the remarkable show out here in the wilds beyond civilisation.


High in the air behind them a faint white light suddenly streaked across the sky, cutting a path that was quickly joined by two others. There was a collective intake of breath from the watching Cards as flashes inscribed the evening. With the first pinpricks of stars only now dotting the eastern horizon, there was no mistaking them for shooting stars. Two streaks of light wheeled and danced with long swooping motions – as high as mountains perhaps, cutting a path beneath the skyriver before spiralling north then vanishing from view while the third looped lazily towards the sun.


‘Gods-in-shards,’ breathed someone down the barge. ‘What are those?’


Heads turned towards Lastani and Atieno. The white-haired academic shook her head, while the man beside her remained impassive as he watched.


‘They’ve no name that I ever heard,’ Atieno said at last in the gravelly voice of a man past his prime. On his neck there was a willow-leaf mark, pale against his dark skin, that told a different story. He’d grown used to his modest skills with the most perilous forms of magic, tempest, only to have that wax just when it should be starting to wane.


‘How do you know they ain’t firedrakes?’


‘Because firedrakes do not dance,’ Lastani interjected. ‘They do not fly high in the sky and tend to be more wreathed in flames. That is not a fire that scorches the sky, it is light itself – pure and crisp.’


‘The Duegar gave them a name,’ Toil pointed out. ‘There was that glyph in the lower level of the Labyrinth. You didn’t recognise it, but it must have represented light elementals. There was one for wind too.’


‘Can you translate it?’


She shook her head. ‘Not in a way that makes sense.’


‘Lastani, can you tempt ’em closer?’ Lynx asked.


‘Closer? Why would you want that?’


He shrugged. ‘So we can get a better look. Magic attracts elementals doesn’t it?’


‘If one of us was a light mage, perhaps. The shadowshards doubtless attend Sitain, the leviathan we saw once was just passing through. There are old magics buried in the canal walls to keep them standing and Sitain’s presence calls the shadowshards, but I cannot see why the light elementals would come close.’ She shook her head. ‘Hopefully it’s just coincidence.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I have only read scant accounts of light elementals – this is quite unlike the dance of the thunderbird, lighting up the clouds of a storm. It is incredibly rare for even a mage to witness some yet there they are, unless we are mistaken.’ Lastani glanced at Atieno before continuing. ‘We do not know what others may also exist.’


Atieno nodded. ‘If there’s more magic in the world, elementals might become more common than ever since the days of the Duegar. And if you think firedrakes are bastards, imagine what destruction might be wrought by the embodiment of tempest as it pays me a visit.’


Several of the Cards started to edge away from Atieno. Most of them hadn’t seen his corrupting, twisting, magic at work, but everyone had heard stories. They were likely the true inspiration of horror stories about dark mages. Even if those were all lies, tempest magic remained wild and dangerous. He might have more control than ever these days, but Atieno would be the last to trust any tempest elemental.


A hand suddenly shot up, Kas’s voice breaking the silence. ‘Wait – what’s that?’


All heads turned back as they scanned the sky in momentary panic. It wasn’t a swirling storm of an elemental bearing down upon the barge, however, but something in the distant sky.


There were shapes moving against the deep blue, black specks in the distance but moving fast and more than Lynx could easily count. It resembled a murmuration of starlings, not quite that fast-flowing cloud of birds, but many creatures flying high. High enough to be moving only towards one thing – the dancing light elementals.


‘What are they? I’ve never seen a flock fly so high,’ Kas said. ‘And what would they want with the elementals?’


‘Oh gods,’ Toil said after a few moments. ‘That can’t be good.’


‘What? Why not?’ someone demanded. Deern.


‘Remember Shadows Deep? The golantha?’


‘What about it?’


‘The thing fed on magic – the shadowshards feared it, Sitain said.’


‘So?’


‘So the wilds out here run for three hundred miles, but in the heart of them is a place not so different to Shadows Deep. More to see from the surface so I’ve heard, less of the deepest black, but home to all sorts of strange creatures. Might be they’re hunting.’


‘Hunting elementals?’


‘Why not? They’re both drawn to the places of magic and we know there are creatures that feed on it.’


‘But we’re on a place of magic. We’ve got elementals following us too. Oh.’


A collective gloom settled over the Cards. Up until now they had been enjoying the calm passage and warm spring of the south, their numbers enough to ward off the threat of raiders even out in these isolated parts. For a long while they could only watch in silence as the great flock surged towards the dancing ribbons of light. They moved closer and closer without the elementals seeming to notice. Only when the haze of creatures was upon them did the elementals dart away, scattering in a flash of movement.


The flock pursued only one, spiralling to follow it west – pursuing even when its light faded. The streaks of light came only in bursts, sprints it could not sustain and the flock chased even when the elemental was invisible to the ground. It turned one way then another without Lynx being able to see anything of its quarry, before a thin blade of white betrayed its presence and showed the flock closing.


Three times it turned, the flock stuttering and changing direction, but all the while its formless shape evolved and changed as others led the pursuit. Then it broke into two groups. One smaller part peeled away and let the larger herd the elemental towards it. They converged no more than ten seconds later, a single flash of white appearing at the heart of it all and then nothing.


Lynx looked away as someone gave a small cry of dismay. The shadowshards were still with them, winking in and out of sight in the low cover at the canal side, but dusk was coming on swiftly and he could barely make them out.


What are you really? Animals? Beings closer to the gods than anything of flesh? Does anyone alive even know?


‘Have we just happened to witness something so rare accounts of it have never reached any book I’ve ever read?’ Lastani breathed in wonder. ‘Or has this been almost unseen in centuries for a reason?’


Her only answer was Anatin standing abruptly, the ageing commander snapping his orders like a wary dog. ‘Extra guards on every shift. At least one of the marked Cards on duty each night, watching the sky.’


As the grumbles started he gave a loud bark of anger. ‘Any of you don’t like it – tough shit. Anyone want to cast blame for this, there she is – your employer. Good luck with it.’


The one-handed mercenary turned and stamped away to his cabin, waving Payl on with him. Lynx looked around at the remaining faces on deck, but it was mostly alarm he could see. Extra guard shifts were hardly a rare thing at the best of times and they’d at least had time to recover since Jarrazir’s many excitements.


Now the Cards were reunited with their greatest love, beer, and heading to the source of half the continent’s more exotic drugs. No one was about to complain too hard at the woman putting so much money in their pockets. Not until the monsters came for them anyway. Still, they all kept their guns a little closer to hand. The holiday was over.




Chapter 3


The hunt of the light elementals left the Cards in reflective mood and for once the posted guards were alert through the night. Their passage down the canal remained peaceful, however – lazy, quiet days punctuated only by brief moments of alertness as they passed barges doing the return journey. Most were in trains of three or four and known to the barge-master and his crew. Ambushes were rare in any case, despite this being too far south to have a Militant Order presence. With the mage-guns of the Cards on show, it was the other crews moving warily.


News was exchanged, some small trade done and then the barges would continue on their way. Once, the hour and friendship had prompted an impromptu party of barge crews, but it remained reserved. The barge folk were a disparate, extended family much like the Cards, but godly in a quiet fashion. They despised the fanaticism of the Militant Orders and abhorred violence, however much they recognised the need for guards out in the wilds. They moved cautiously around the Cards as a result, but even the troublesome members of the company wanted a quiet journey.


The street fight against the Charnelers had been swift and brutal, ten Cards dead by the end. During the days and nights that followed, Jarrazir had witnessed a surge of drugs and illicit booze sweep through the shocked, scarred city and the Cards had led the charge. It had been a spent and grieving company that was herded on to barges for the long journey to the Mage Islands.


One bright light for them had been the return of a former Card, Colet, who’d spent six months recuperating from a wound. Suth, the new Knight of Tempest, had brought on a few Jarrazirans to help cover the losses too, after much discussion between Toil and Anatin. As the days passed and the Cards had little to do beyond talk and gamble, the new members settled in well. With nothing to serve as baggage the way Lynx’s Hanese heritage did, even Deern could find little to complain about skilled veterans boosting their numbers.


Only when the barge-master announced they were four days from Caldaire did the Cards begin to stir from their quiet haze of drink, mourning and some of the more sedate Jarraziran drugs. Anatin passed the word for a company muster on deck of the biggest barge and by fits and starts the mercenaries gathered. As they did so, the barge crew drifted away, abandoning their posts after Anatin made it clear he didn’t want them near.


Anatin had, of course, taken the greatest share of the com­pany’s pay and the grey-haired mercenary had kept one Jarraziran tailor busy until the day they departed. While he had hardly become a dandy in the last few weeks, Anatin now cut a fine figure of a mercenary captain with a silk-lined jacket of green draped rakishly over one shoulder. Pearls adorned one ear and emeralds his throat, while his beard was perfectly trimmed along with his hair. Lynx wasn’t the only one to notice the jacket covered Anatin’s missing hand, but the loss seemed to be less of a burden now.


‘Ulfer’s ragged arse-beard, just look at the state of you all,’ Anatin began, casting his gaze over five suits of mercenaries. ‘Three weeks of idleness and all form o’ martial prowess fades in the sun. Even our employer there, shattered gods – is she wearing a damn dress?’


All heads turned to the prow where Toil lounged behind the assembled mercenaries of Blood, indeed wearing a sleeveless cotton dress. With deference to her nature, however, close inspection would reveal it was not adorned with flowers, but coiled serpents. With a lazy flick of the wrist she made a gesture that got Anatin roaring with laughter.


‘A dress! Oh dear me, how the terrifying have fallen.’ He paused. ‘However, you are the lady with the money, Toil, so I guess you can wear whatever you damn well want. Squeeze yourself into Deern’s old underwear for all you like – I would merely ask Himbel to repeat some of his many lectures on filthy diseases one might pick up in foreign parts.’


Again Anatin paused, this time for a faint theatrical shudder that saw an empty cup tossed at him.


‘Oh yeah, that’s right. We had to burn all your smallthings, didn’t we, Deern? Nonetheless, the lady wears what she likes. The rest o’ you bastards, however … well, we’ve needed some down time to say our prayers and stitch our wounds. I don’t begrudge you that, but the lady pays for quality and I don’t see a lot of it round here.


‘Some o’ you are new so here’s a few rules to safeguard how much I’m getting paid. Anyone who’s decided Lynx has the sort of figure all mercs should aspire to, yer wrong – even if our employer does have a weird kink in that direction. None o’ you could argue that the state o’ Varain’s liver is ideal, but I’ve seen the stock tallies. They tell their own story so from now on, the fun’s over.’


While he was waiting for the chorus of boos and insults to end, Anatin pulled out a cigar and lit it with a match that spat dirty black smoke into the sky.


‘Such enthusiasm,’ he purred once the Cards had quietened. ‘Such fire and determination, my boys and girls. That’s the company I assembled, hidden somewhere behind the overweight sots I see. But have no fear, my friends, my mostly trusted comrades and almost entirely loyal troops! I will bring that part of you to the fore – I will reforge you all into the weapon all of Urden shall come to fear. A force of keen and hungry …’


He stopped and pulled hard on his cigar. ‘Oh sod it. It’s too early and I need a drink so I’ll go with the short version. Those of you who don’t get to give orders, the holiday’s over. It’s time to work. The booze is cut off and you’ll be taking shifts in walking alongside the flathorns until the poison’s sweated out.’


‘And the job?’ Estal asked. She was a white-skinned veteran who wore the Diviner of Stars and doubled as the company seer. Her grey hair was tied up on top of her head to reveal jagged scars down one side of her neck overlaid with white tattoos. ‘Some of us were marked by the last job, we could all be hunted because of it. It’s only fair we know what we’re heading into this time.’


Anatin nodded. ‘Yeah, I get it. This one’s actually as simple as it sounds though. Unless things go to shit and o’ course that’d never happen to us, right?’


‘I ain’t trying ta piss on your toes here, Toil,’ Estal said, turning to look at the red-haired woman, ‘but since when are you interested in simple?’


‘I like simple,’ Toil said with a smile.


‘In yer men, sure, but for your work? We all know now who we’re working for really and no one minds that, but the Mage Islands are a long bloody way. Your war’s to the north so I don’t see what quick job could be worth your time out this way.’


Toil pushed herself up and moved to the front, kicking a few of those too slow at getting out of her way.


‘The job,’ she said at last. ‘Well, it is a simple one, I promise. It does call for a crack company of mercenaries though, so if any of you could recommend one that’d be helpful. No state secrets this time round, just the usual caution. So far as the rest of Urden goes, we’re escorting a party of mages to meet with the guilds then looking to secure work somewhere sunny. Given these tattoos, that’s more’n halfway true.’


‘More please,’ Estal said grumpily.


Toil nodded, acknowledging her tone. ‘The good news, as some of you may quietly agree, is you’ve got a new employer.’


‘So why’re you still here?’


‘Oh I’ll stick around a while longer. As you can all imagine, I spent many of my formative years dreaming of being a princess. Now I am one, I wouldn’t want to give up this badge.’


There were more than a few sniggers. The whole company by now knew Toil’s father was the founder of the Red Scarves mercenary company. Most companies had an official home that ranged from a single tavern, in the case of the Cards, to the greater part of a town for larger ones like the five-hundred-strong Scarves. As only daughter to the commander there might have been something regal in Toil’s upbringing, but not very princess-like.


‘Your esteemed commander has found himself a contract with the Whitesea Banking Consortium. By happy coincidence the job’s a long way away from any retribution the Knights-Charnel may hope to dish out. And just perhaps, my employer might have an interest in the Consortium’s bright future.’


‘Banking? What the fuck use are we to them?’


‘High-level banking,’ Toil clarified. ‘We’re not talking a small loan here, we’re talking a mid-level kabat.’


‘Kabat?’


‘Used to mean a pirate captain in the Mage Islands, now it’s what they call any local figure of power. The politicians and rulers there don’t have many delusions of respectability. They’re folk of business first and foremost but aren’t averse to emulating their pirate ancestors. You’ve heard of the saying that war is politics by other means?’


Estal folded her arms. ‘Nope.’


Toil sighed. ‘Well it is a saying, I promise. Anyway, at this level an elite merc company can be called bailiffs by other means.’


‘What other means? Most bailiffs I ever met had mage-guns and knives. Some real nasty bastards too.’


‘You’re not helping me make my point here.’


‘Wasn’t trying to.’


‘Yeah, I noticed.’


Toil gave Estal an overly broad and cheerful smile. It didn’t quite have the effect of Reft’s golden shark-like grin, but Estal got the message all the same.


‘You’ll get final orders once we’re in the Mage Islands and have met with the bank’s local agent but suffice to say, they don’t like lawyers in a pirate haven. The locals don’t respect a contract with the enthusiasm a bank does.’


‘So assets haven’t been handed over,’ Anatin broke in. ‘That’s bad for the bank’s reputation and cash flow when they’re already out a huge sum. Between the kabats, mage guilds and trading consortiums, you can’t hire anyone local for the job without getting betrayed and screwed over. Instead we go in, hit hard and bugger off out again. The Consortium present the Court of the Kabats with a done deal and they all remember they’re pirates who don’t give a shit about each other—’


‘Fuck it up and fail to get it done clean,’ Toil added, ‘then things get sticky. The other kabats either remember their treat­ies or sense an opportunity.’


‘It’s a pirate kingdom,’ Teshen called from the back of the crowd. ‘It’s where I grew up. Might be no more pirate fleets any more than there are kings, but don’t let that fool you. They smell blood in the water as fast as sharks.’


Toil nodded. ‘And as we all know, there are nastier things in the Callais Sea than sharks, so let’s not screw up, understood?’


‘Ever get the feeling you’re wasting your time?’


Kas raised an eyebrow at Lynx. ‘What? Pulling guard duty when everyone else is on deck and carrying a gun too?’


‘Yeah, that.’


She grinned. ‘If you were looking for sense, you’re in the wrong job, my friend.’


Lynx nodded and lapsed back into silence. As the gloom of night drew further over the sky and night elementals flittered through the canal’s shadows, the darkening sky was spotted only by clouds. Solitary trees punctured the view out on the plain beyond with great skirts of darkness, their close-weaved leaves spread like canopies high above the waving grasses.


As they walked side by side back down the barge, bow and mage-gun on their shoulders, Lynx felt a prickling sensation and glanced around. On the other side of the barge, the third member of the evening guard duty, Colet, was watching them. She was a former Card who’d been convalescing since before Lynx joined and even now carried her right arm awkwardly. Colet hailed from somewhere way east of Parthain if Lynx’s guess was right, with skin like pale coffee, wavy brown hair and bright green eyes.


‘Aw, you two are adorable,’ she laughed, seeing Lynx scowl.


‘What now?’


‘You two – walking in step, as close as an old married couple. It’s enough ta warm my jaded heart.’


‘We ain’t—’


‘She knows,’ Kas interrupted. ‘The woman’s just soft in the head. Bloody pagan who gets all sorts of foolish notions and says each and every one out loud.’


‘I’ve missed you too, Kas love.’ Colet beamed, crossing the deck. ‘And I didn’t say you two was bumping uglies, just that you made a lovely pair. Deern already said you broke Lynx in on behalf of the company. Kind o’ you to welcome him on his first day like that.’


‘Hadn’t joined up by then,’ Lynx said gruffly, unsure which of them was the focus of the needling.


Colet’s voice went furtive. ‘Does that bring some sort of finder’s fee from Anatin? ’Cos I could see—’


Kas slapped her on the arm. ‘Rein it in there, crazy-lady, I’m pretty fond o’ your husband remember?’


Colet scowled. ‘So’re the new serving girls back home.’


‘He’d never!’ Kas protested.


‘Aye well, I ain’t getting any younger and they seem to be. Doesn’t seem to mind them flaunting themselves around him.’


‘Not good for business to mind that,’ Kas scoffed. Seeing Lynx’s blank expression she went on to explain. ‘Her man’s a groom at the livery stable that adjoins the Hand o’ Princes, where the company’s based. He tells anyone who listens how he’s got a gentle touch with even the most skittish of mares, which is how he got Colet to marry him in the first place.’


Colet’s expression fell. ‘He didn’t sign up for this, though,’ she added bitterly, raising her right arm to chest-height. The limb looked barely under her control, her fingers twitching fitfully as she moved. ‘He’s been good about it, but what man wants a broken wife, eh?’


‘Sparker?’ Lynx asked, having seen the injury before.


‘Yeah, fried the nerves in my arm and damn burns got infected too. Took me months just to lift it this far, but Himbel says if I keep moving it things’ll improve.’


‘Good time to work on the babies then,’ Kas said, ‘instead of being out in the shit with us.’


‘Fuck that! ’Colet slapped the mage-pistol holster on her left hip. ‘Spent the last six months learning to shoot with this hand. You ever tried that, Lynx? Damn expensive to practise each day, but I’m a merc. I’ll play the doting aunt when Kas has a brood each as beautiful as her, but it ain’t for me.’


‘You’ll be waiting a while then,’ Kas laughed. ‘Not many o’ this lot are husband material.’


‘Come back to Ei Det with me then. We’ll find a man for you so beautiful it’ll make yer heart ache. Mebbe other bits too.’


‘Aren’t the Orders still trying to blow the shit out of Ei Det?’ Lynx asked.


‘Ah, only a bit of it. Ei Det’s a big country.’


Colet spat over the side and looked east as though she could feel the call of her homeland from so far away.


‘Plenty o’ work for a fighting woman and plenty of space to get away from it. The Orders haven’t made ground in years, food and water’s pretty scarce round there. If any one o’ them commits the resources necessary to take Ei Det, they’ll get swallowed up by another. That’s the fun thing about being deranged fanatics, your friends are real shitbags.’


Before Lynx could say any more there was a commotion on the other side of the barge where a dozen Cards were assembled. The trio exchanged a look and raced around the central cabin to where chaos had descended. For a moment Lynx thought something had come out of nowhere and attacked the barge, but then he realised the chaos was just panic. Beers were tossed aside as a dozen mercenaries tumbled off their seats and crashed into each other. Half were fumbling at their cartridge cases, mage-guns being waved in all directions.


In the middle of it Teshen roared orders that only he was ready to enact, but Lynx barrelling forward seemed to shock some into readiness. Kas and Colet appeared in his lee, making the most of the path he’d made and readying their weapons. For a moment the three of them stared blankly at the twilight beyond, the shifting cloud of dark shapes eluding them at first. Not thousands, Lynx saw, not like a flock of starlings, but scores of something much larger.


‘Oh shit.’


‘Yeah,’ Teshen growled. ‘Let’s hope they ain’t like that golantha in Shadows Deep. Bunched up like that, we need our sparkers and burners to work.’


‘Fuck, how many of them are there?’


‘Enough.’ Teshen tightened his gun against his shoulder. ‘Anyone with an icer, take aim – fire!’


The mage-guns crashed out into the night. Seven or eight white streaks tore through the evening sky straight for the oncoming flock. In the fading light it was hard see what hit, but the creatures broke and wheeled, one of their number spiralling down. The Cards gave a brief cheer until Teshen roared at them to shut up.


‘Least we know they don’t like it,’ Lynx commented as he reloaded. ‘Given ’em pause for thought.’


‘Ready – fire!’


All the guns spat a second volley and another of the creatures broke away from the re-formed group – not dead, but clearly hurt and abandoning the hunt.


‘Reload! Lynx, hold back – get a burner ready.’


As the third volley was readied, more Cards appeared on deck. Lynx distantly heard boots hammer on the wooden deck and Toil yell at Lastani and Sitain to get back below, clearly not wanting the tasty mage treats on view.


Above the plain, the creatures were close enough to make out slender wings and a pale hide. Against a darkening sky, Lynx could see long sinewy necks supporting a horned wedge-shaped head. The wings looked leathery like a bat’s, with hooked claws clearly visible down the arm. A broad, kite-shaped tail trailed out behind them, cutting at the air as they manoeuvred – forty or fifty at least and each bigger than a man.


There wasn’t time to count properly. A stuttered pair of volleys hammered the ghostly shapes at fifty yards, killing several, and this time the flock broke up. Diving fast towards the barge, they split into five or six flights that spread and spiralled down towards them on all sides.


Lynx tried to take aim but couldn’t get a fix on the moving shapes. After just a second of trying he pulled the trigger more in hope than judgement. The creatures parted in a flash away from the roaring spear of flame, while elsewhere one of the largest creatures led three others in a swooping raid.


The Cards scattered and threw themselves to the deck. Grasping claws tore splinters through the cabin roof and there was a howl of pain. Lynx glimpsed a thrashing figure be dragged a few yards along the deck before the claws ripped free of their clothes. White lines stabbed in all directions as the Cards fired in panic. The handful of mercenaries on the following barges had more success, calmer shots winging one and killing another. The creature crashed to the deck, a massive lump of grey-white that clipped the gunwale and pinwheeled into the side of the cabin. Deern howled as the corpse slammed right on top of him, the scrawny wretch disappearing under a tangle of limp limbs.


For good measure Reft jumped forward and hacked an axe into the creature’s back, just below the neck, but it failed to even so much as twitch. Leaving Deern where he was, Reft hefted his mage-gun again and clipped another of the beasts with an earther. The shot snapped its wing like a twig and the creature plunged twenty yards off the stern.


More strafed the deck, looking to snatch up prey, but those they did snag were heavy and flailing. The effort of lifting them proved too much for most and was abandoned. One or two persisted, only to present large, slow targets for the mage-guns around them.


Lynx slid a sparker home and readied his gun, waiting a few moments to get several in his sights until he pulled the trigger. A jagged burst of lightning scattered them but, even as they wheeled, the lightning’s claws leaped out to embrace them. Sparks wrapped around three, one falling and the others barely avoided crashing into the water before they recovered and limped away into the sky.


Several Cards ran to the edge of the boat and fired icers down into the downed creatures, one screeching piteously until it was finished off. The bodies lay crumpled on the surface of the water as the others broke away, the fury of their hunt broken by gunfire. Whether or not they fed on magic like the golantha in Shadows Deep, they couldn’t shrug off gunfire so easily. Their losses had been severe with little to show for it, with luck they’d not risk the barges again.


‘Himbel!’ came a yell from the other side of the downed creature. As the yell came up the dead thing’s wing began to move. Several Cards almost shot it again before Deern’s scratched and dishevelled head popped up from underneath.


‘Just fucking leave me here then!’ he shouted at Reft. ‘Don’t worry, damn thing didn’t hurt when it dropped from the gods-burned sky on to me!’


Reft merely shrugged and hauled the creature all the way off Deern as Himbel hurried past. The company doctor knelt at the side of another man wearing a Blood badge, but in moments Lynx saw him shake his head. Reft stepped over, as sergeant of the suit, while Deern stood and swore profusely as he realised who was dead.


‘Anyone else?’ Anatin called.


A few people reported injuries, but the Knights of each suit did a swift count and all Cards were accounted for. The dead man turned out to be a taciturn veteran called Silm. Lynx had barely said two words to him, but even Deern looked upset at the man’s loss. In brisk fashion, Anatin ordered the stinking pale corpses kicked off the barge, ignoring Toil and Paranil’s efforts to sketch and inspect the unknown monsters.


Before long they were clear of the beasts and the barge-master had pulled to the side of the canal while Silm was wrapped in cloth. A pyre was swiftly built on the shore. As soon as yellow flames began to reach into the sky, the full ranks of the Cards assembled at the gunwale, the barges moved on.


It was late to keep going, but no one wanted to be near the dead monsters or whatever might be attracted by their corpses. Toil had been pushing them for days now, deciding they were running behind the schedule she’d set for herself, but no one was arguing.


The death, Lynx realised, was a reminder to them all. The holiday was over, the mourning of their lost was over. It was back to the violence of their usual lives. The putting of grief aside until the job was done. It was a cold way to live and broke many a good man, but warfare was a cruel and senseless calling.


‘How many more of these will we get?’ Lynx muttered to Kas and Teshen as they watched the pyre recede into the distance.


‘Not many,’ Teshen said, impassive as usual in the face of death. He had tied his long hair back for once and quickly turned his face south. It looked like he was searching for something on the horizon, but in the advancing gloom Lynx could see nothing.


‘How do you know?’


‘We’re close to the end of the canal, close to the Etrel Cliffs.’


‘So?’


Teshen gave him a strange look. ‘So something else hunts in the skies above the Mage Islands, remember?’


Lynx hesitated. ‘Tysir?’ He’d only read about the Mage Islands, never visited, but some things were famous.


‘Tysarn,’ Teshen corrected. ‘The biggest ones don’t fly, but I doubt anything’s going to want to hunt within twenty miles of the coast.’


‘Are they really man-eaters?’


Teshen shrugged. ‘Not often. If you go in deep water you’ve only got yourself to blame. But yeah, some. A pack o’ smaller tysarn are more dangerous – once they get to the size of whatever those are, they don’t play well with others. If you’re hurt and alone though, you’ll get ’et.’


‘Fond memories o’ home, eh?’


‘Some,’ Teshen said, looking south once more.


Kas clapped a hand on Lynx’s shoulder. ‘Reckon you’ll like the place anyway, whatever’s flying in the sky.’


‘How’s that then?’


‘The food, Lynx, the food. Spices from east and west, plus a few you won’t find anywhere else, and more’n a thousand different things you can eat from the sea.’


Teshen nodded. ‘The lagoon’s so full of life, you won’t believe your eyes if you ask an islander cook to surprise you. On feast days they catch and roast tysarn too. Of all the world, Lynx, the Mage Islands is the place for you.’


Lynx nodded as his stomach growled its approval. ‘So probably the worst place for me to visit alongside Toil – Princess of Chaos and Making Enemies?’


‘Yeah,’ Kas laughed. ‘Make the most of this trip – we won’t be welcome again!’




Chapter 4


The following days saw a steady change in the landscape and weather. The vast open plains gave way to hills and rocky outcrops as they headed towards the broken coastline of the Callais Sea. The crumpled terrain was scattered with copses of low trees that looked as though they were hunkering down against some onslaught, while the huge isolated canopy trees of the plains dwindled and were left behind.


Just half a day’s travel from their destination, the canal merged with another that ran south-east through the Greensea towards the Hanese Mountains. They reached the junction not long after midday, a human-built tower on a wedge of land to dominate both branches. Lynx found himself staring at it as they came closer, a nameless bubble of tension building inside him. When a hand touched his shoulder he flinched, almost stumbling as he moved away.


‘Whoa, Lynx – where were you?’ Toil said, startled.


‘Huh?’


‘You were lost in thought.’


She looked towards the tower as he released his mage-gun, feeling foolish. He’d been holding the weapon so hard his knuckles were white, his wrist aching.


‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I see.’


‘Nothing to see,’ he replied, feeling himself grow angry, then even more so as he railed against his own stupid reaction. Gods damn it, Lynx told himself, get a grip on this.


‘Not yet,’ Toil agreed, ‘maybe on the other side of that though? Not much trade coming that way in recent years, so I hear, but some still.’


‘Don’t worry about it.’


She sighed. ‘Sure, I know. All the same, we could all do with reaching Caldaire. The company needed this down time, but right now we’re a bunch of brawlers crammed on to a boat or made to run alongside it. Neither of those is fun, ’specially when half this lot are experts at getting on people’s nerves.’


‘Yearning for your freedom?’ Lynx said, far more snappishly than he intended.


Toil nodded slowly. ‘A bit of space would be nice.’


He forced himself to nod. ‘Aye, right. Don’t get me wrong, I ain’t complaining about the cabin or … well, anything else. It’s just, ah …’


She laughed. The sound both lightened his heart and made him instinctively tense, but Toil just leaned forward and planted a kiss on his cheek.


‘Don’t worry, it’d never occur to me that a man would complain about that. But you’re getting scratchy. Too much time trying to be nice, it’s not good for you.’


He shifted his feet. ‘I ain’t so good at nice, not for days on end. Too used to being alone.’


‘We’re not so different there. I’m exhausted and I’m not the one who’s a maladjusted loner.’


Lynx snorted. ‘Sure about that?’


‘Aye, mebbe,’ Toil admitted. ‘But I hide it better, even if that’s not saying much. Sharing my space, however, that’s not so easy. I’ve got my own issues there. Might be a growling semi-feral cat isn’t the biggest intruder my private space has seen recently, so I’m touchy on that subject.’


Lynx nodded, remembering the skyriver festival in Su Dregir. Toil’s apartment was surprisingly personal and understated – her sanctuary in a chaotic and violent world. That had been violated by the assassins sent by one of Toil’s employees attempting an underworld coup. Any disruption after that would leave her more prickly than usual.


Steadily they closed on the toll-fort. The barge-master had told them it was part of a local fiefdom that encompassed a handful of villages in the hilly ground beyond. Nothing problematic, but Lynx’s concern was the unseen waterway beyond. The economy of So Han, his former homeland, was still a shambles after the war and two subsequent famines. Even so, Lynx didn’t fancy meeting any of his countrymen coming this way.


While his prison designation was covered by the tattoo on his cheek, anyone he met was likely to be nosy – either rich and therefore arrogant, or ex-soldiers keen to work out the pecking order. Lynx didn’t give much of a shit what they thought of him, but he knew how such things would go, given the average Hanese soldier and his own short temper.


As they reached the junction and were flagged to a halt, he couldn’t see all the way round but there appeared to be nothing tied up at the toll-fort and he felt some of the tension slip away. Tolls were common enough on the canals and no great nuisance. They kept their demands modest to avoid merchant factions hiring someone like Anatin to deal with the problem. This far south-west they would bear no allegiance to the Militant Orders. As it turned out, they were as keen to buy cartridges as they were to extract a toll. The barge-master was carrying some and drove a hard bargain for them, but Anatin refused to sell any of the company’s stock.


The continent’s mage cartridges mostly came from the north, from Militant Order heartlands, so prices were very high in Caldaire. The western silk lands past the Hanese Mountains paid a premium to supplement a small local supply, importing through Caldaire because the mountains were largely impassable to trade. Warfare took a different form both there and south across the Callais Sea. That region was a storm-ravaged wasteland few bothered to venture into, with just the savage ocean beyond. No great market for the Militant Orders’ wares despite the small kingdoms and pirate states that dotted the coastline.


As they passed the toll-fort, Lynx wasn’t the only one to stare down the small, empty stretch of water that led in the other direction. He felt Sitain appear beside him too. The half-Hanese woman said nothing as he very gently edged to one side to lean against Sitain’s shoulder. She had never visited the country of her mother’s birth, Lynx knew that. But while it contained the horrors of Lynx’s memory, for Sitain it was the place of monsters her mother had fled long ago.
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