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Dramatis Personae


The Shadari


Alkesh, a Red Guard


Anakthalisa, Ani, an asha


Bima, a widow


Binit, an agitator


Daryan, the daimon


Dramash, a boy with asha powers


Falit, son of Erdesh


Harotha, Eofar’s lover, mother of Oshi, deceased


Hesh, a resurrectionist


Jemma, daughter of Shemoth, an asha


Lem, a Red Guard, Daryan’s bodyguard


Meena, Daryan’s aunt, deceased


Omir, Captain of the Red Guard


Sedena, a wealthy Shadari woman


Shairav, an asha, Daryan’s uncle, deceased


Shemoth, an asha, deceased


Tal, Daryan’s chief steward


Talbak, a farmer


Tamin, Lieutenant, a Red Guard


Tessa, a laundrywoman


Veyash, a Red Guard


Zamar, a Red Guard


The Norlanders


Cyrrin, a healer


Eofar Eotan, King of Norland


Falkar, a lieutenant


Frea Eotan/The White Wolf, Eofar’s sister, deceased


Isa Eotan, Eofar’s sister


Lahlil Eotan, Eofar’s sister, formerly known as the Mongrel


Oshi Eotan, Eofar and Harotha’s son


Rho Arregador, a former soldier


Tara Peltran, head of the Imperial garrison at Prol Irat


Trey Arregador, Rho’s brother, deceased


The Nomas


Behr, Jachad’s wagonmaster


Callia, Nomas queen-in-waiting


Grentha, first mate of the Argent


Hela, a sailor on the Argent


Jachad Nisharan, Jachi, King of the Nomas


Mairi, a healer on the Windward


Mala, a healer on the Argent


Nisha, Queen of the Nomas


Sabina, second mate on the Argent


Others


Allack, a member of the Mongrel’s crew


Arno, an Iratian fisherman


Clare, a young woman


Didi, a barmaid


Dredge, a member of the Mongrel’s crew


Fellix, a strider


Kils the Reliable, an errand boy


Nav, Clare’s friend


Nevie, a member of the Mongrel’s crew, deceased


Savion, a strider




Chapter One


Unlike the rest of the ferry passengers, Lahlil didn’t lift her boots when the water sloshed to their side of the boat. She was too busy reminding herself that ordinary people did not threaten to impale ferrymen when they wanted them to pick up the pace.


The woman with the tousled hair sighed and wriggled out of her jacket, revealing a patched chemise and delicate shoulders. The rest of the passengers had already stripped down as far as conventional modesty would allow, but Lahlil didn’t want to expose her mismatched eyes or her scarred forearm, so she had to content herself with tugging her collar away from her neck.


‘Last winter ’twas warm, but it ain’t ever been this warm afore the harbour fes’val,’ said the woman, fanning herself with her hat.


‘We usually have snow up in the hills long before now,’ said the young man with the wolfish smile. The way he kept touching the heavy purse around his waist, he might as well have had the words ‘Steal Me’ stitched on the front.


The mother paused picking at a knot in the collar string of her little boy’s shirt to wave her hand at the water. ‘It’s the fog I don’t like: day and night, it’s been. Look out there. We should be able to see the watchtower at Bodun by now. Daybreak, but you’d never know it.’


Daybreak. Once again the sunrise had come without Lahlil knowing. More than a decade of blood-boiling pain had given way not to peace, but to emptiness. The Nomas sun god Shof and the moon goddess Amai had finally stopped squabbling over their claim, so either Jachad had brokered an accord on her behalf, or they’d realised the treasure they’d been fighting over had been nothing but dross all along. She wouldn’t know until she found him again.


‘’tis unnatural, that’s what’is,’ said the old man to Lahlil’s right, the elided cadence of the outer islands making his words a drawl. His grown daughter lifted her hand from the basket of limp vegetables to wipe the sweat from her forehead. ‘This plague out’a Norland – all o’ them soldiers cut loose, makin’ trouble: the signs’r’all there, for them who c’n read’m. S’goin’ t’get worse afore’t gets better.’


The mother shot father and daughter a dark glance as the child, a tiny thing with a mane of ginger curls, pressed back against her knees.


‘It’s like you was saying, Clare,’ the girl at the far end of the bench broke in. She and her friend were both decked out in enough cheap finery to pass for idols in the market square. ‘About the plague – you said it all along, din’t you? Something unnatural allus comes out’a the empire. Remember?’


‘You look like you came from up north,’ said Clare, turning around to face Lahlil. Her eyes, dark and challenging, rested on the silver triffons on the hilt of Lahlil’s sword.


‘A while back,’ she muttered, speaking Iratian with the blunt accent of the mercenaries she had known from that region. ‘Afore the quarantine.’


‘Well, o’ course,’ said Clare. ‘I couldn’t’ve meant after, could I?’


‘You could’ve,’ put in her friend. ‘They let in those with coin, I bet. Like with errything. Coin buys errything these days.’


‘T’ain’t right,’ the old man declared, stomping his foot and splashing saltwater over all of their feet as the other passengers voiced their agreement.


‘So, did’y’see it? The plague?’ asked Clare. She dropped her voice to a dramatic whisper mid-sentence when the mother made a sharp clicking sound in her direction.


‘No.’


‘You sure?’ Clare pressed. Her face was taut with the thrill of someone who had never experienced real danger. ‘I hear it sends you mad afore you die, sets you tearin’ at erryone. Like a beast, I hear. And then blood comes out’a your eyes and you fall down dead – just like that!’


‘Clare!’ hissed her friend.


‘Oh hush, Nav. I’m not sayin’ ennything people don’t know already.’


Lahlil had seen plague victims dripping silver pus from their eyes and mouths. She’d packed snow into their wounds until the cold killed the infection. Those people she’d managed to cure, but these, sweating through their light clothes, would have no chance if her brother Eofar’s quarantine failed to stop the plague from spreading past Norland’s borders. Just one splinter or scrape would turn that woman with the tousled hair, the old man, the little boy, into monsters. She knew exactly how they would look as they screamed in pain, how their limbs would twist as they clawed at themselves and each other, spreading the infection . . .


<Please tell me we’re almost there> said Rho Arregador. <Or kill me. I’ll leave the choice to you. Oh, and never, ever let me eat again.> A few of the other passengers glanced up. She’d warned Rho not to assume the islanders wouldn’t be able to hear him speaking Norlander, but as usual he hadn’t listened. He shifted a little in his corner; from the greenish hue of his skin, he was going to be sick – again – and she really didn’t want a second look at the sausages they’d eaten on the last quay.


<Breathe through your nose.>


<Good idea. Because the smell of fish is what I need right now> he snapped, but he was too much on edge for his sarcasm to bite. It was always like this when they approached the next new place, bracing themselves for news neither one of them, even on their best days, expected to be good. Every creaking boat, jolting cart and muddy trudge brought them a little closer, but she could feel time sputtering like a lamp sucking up the last few drops of oil, with no way of knowing when the light would snuff out for good.


‘Fog’s getting thicker,’ the ferryman grumbled.


The boat crawled down the inlet to the west side of the island, vying for space with the other small craft trying to navigate through the increasing murk. The ramshackle pier gradually took shape, followed by the usual boxy silhouettes of taverns, brothels, moneylenders and gaols. Five ships bobbed in the deep bay. The wind wasn’t strong enough to lift their flags, but one look was enough to tell her that the Argent wasn’t there. Lahlil could taste the sourness of Rho’s disappointment as strongly as her own.


‘Papers,’ an official bellowed as he settled his bulk at the top of the gangway, scratching his beard. The ferryman held out a tattered card; the official grunted and gestured the passengers out. ‘Come on, come on, let’s be ’aving you.’


Lahlil followed the two girls up the gangway. The inspector’s glance dipped under her wide-brimmed hat without interest but lingered on the heavily tarnished hilt of Strife’s Bane. She hunched her shoulders a little and sulked while she waited: another cheap mercenary washing up like garbage in these backwater islands. Finally he waved her up the slimy gangplank. The old man and his daughter came behind, followed by the wolfish man, the mother and son and finally the woman in the chemise.


‘You! Norlander! You stay there.’


Rho. Of course. Every time.


‘No Norlanders get in without a pass. You got a pass or not?’


<He wants to see your quarantine pass> she translated for Rho, in case he hadn’t understood. She made sure to keep her shoulders at the same indolent angle and crossed her arms in front of her as if her sword was the last thing on her mind.


‘You two together, then?’ the inspector asked her.


A jerk of her shoulder, non-committal. ‘Headed in the same direction.’


‘Yeah, and where’s that?’


‘Prol.’


‘So you ain’t staying here?’ the official asked, producing a little cheat-glass to take a closer look at the stamp on the damp paper Rho took from his pocket. Clare’s friend was right about one thing: a fistful of coin could get you just about anything, including a forged stamp saying you were already in the islands before Norland closed its ports. ‘Hm.’


Kill the inspector first, then the ferryman: two quick strokes, no noise; kick the bodies overboard. Someone sees from another boat, calls out, gets the attention of the people on the dock, so then you make a run for it, tell Rho to go a different direction, divide the pursuers. You’ll be surrounded before you get to the end of the pier. Fling off your hat and jacket, let everyone see your scars; someone shouts ‘It’s the Mongrel!’ Good. Now they’re afraid. They’ll stay back. Then they haul Rho across the deck towards you. They’ve already started beating him bloody and they’re holding a knife to his throat, telling you to give yourself up.


‘You look like a soldier,’ said the inspector, handing the pass back to Rho. ‘You a deserter? Someone coming to haul you back? We still have the garrison here. Don’t want that kind of trouble at my port.’


‘His garrison disbanded,’ Lahlil supplied. ‘They closed the border before he made it back.’


‘He can answer for himself, can’t he?’


‘He can also spew all over you,’ she warned. ‘Better you than me, Worthy.’


The islander curled a protective hand over his beard and stepped back out of the way.


Rho picked up his cloak and wobbled to the gangplank, bruising his shins on the benches as he went.


<Come on. We’ve lost enough time already> said Lahlil. She picked out the filthiest tavern within sight and started towards it, weaving around the crates, boxes, barrels and nets piled up on the jetty. In the centre of a pier stood a statue of a local goddess with a fish’s head and an impractical arrangement of tentacles. The locals had hung tributes of little bits of coloured glass from her appendages.


<You didn’t need to interfere> Rho told her, walking so close behind her he would likely bowl her over if she stopped suddenly. <I had the situation in hand.>


<Was that your plan if he figured out the pass was a fake? Vomit on him?>


<We all have our talents> he said magnanimously, draping his cloak across his arm with a flourish. <I’m sure yours will come in handy someday.>


They stopped to let a man trundle by with a wheelbarrow full of coal. <You should have been quicker getting off the boat.>


<He would have stopped me anyway.> Rho stalked ahead as soon as their path was clear. Two fishmongers gaped at him, their expressions the same as the fish in their baskets, and a stevedore failed to notice he was about to tip over a stack of crates until one of his comrades cursed at him. She hadn’t wanted Rho tagging along; it was Eofar who had pointed out how much more damage he could do blundering around on his own. Not that she’d admit it, but the qualities that made Rho a lodestone for trouble meant very few people noticed her, which was just how she wanted it. <Besides, someone like that isn’t going to spot the forged seals – not unless his beard has some magical powers other than retaining the stink of last week’s stew.>


<I’m saying we don’t have time for games.>


Rho stopped in his tracks in front of the tavern door. Even if she hadn’t felt his emotions turn to a flat, hard white she would have noticed the blue flush on his throat. <Games?>


<Later> she warned him. <Someone will notice us standing out here.>


Rho’s back remained rigid but he went up to the tavern and pulled open the door, holding it for her with mock civility. <By all means, let’s get a drink first and figure out how soon we can get off this shit-heap of an island, since we’ve obviously missed the Argent. Again.>


The Black Whale looked like every other dockside tavern she had ever been in, right down to the pair of old-timers blinking through a fog of bitter cigar smoke. Three drunken Iratian sailors slumped over a table, rolling a set of dice, while behind the square bar in the centre of the room, a barmaid with a deformed ear drummed her fingers on the counter.


‘Beds upstairs, communal only, no baths and you slop for yourself,’ the barmaid recited like a bored priestess. ‘Chops at midday, roast in’t evening, less it’s a feast-day, which it ain’t. Sausages anytime but I wouldn’t if I was you, Worthies.’


‘Just a drink,’ said Lahlil, fishing out a coin and noting the need to obtain more money soon. Their plan to sail straight to Prol Irat had fallen apart when their Gemanese ship had been held for quarantine at the first port in the Broken Islands. Bribing their way island by island had ripped a sizeable hole in their purse.


‘So whatch’as want?’ The barmaid yawned into the back of one hand and waved at a collection of brown glass jugs with the other. ‘Got jackwater here’ll burn your eyes right out’a your head.’


‘Ale.’


<Ask if they have Norlander wine> said Rho.


‘Does this look like the fecking Triumvirate’s palace?’ the barmaid answered straight back, scowling at Rho and pulling at her bad ear. ‘You’ll get the local stuff and like it. Or not. Feck if I care.’


‘He’ll take it.’


The girl snagged a mug and a flagon, set them under different casks and flipped the taps, then swung both filled vessels onto the counter without spilling a drop. <What’s wrong with you, then, Handsome Jake?> she asked Rho in Norlander. Her hungry leer revealed sharp little teeth and looked surprisingly good on her. <Too busy being pretty to talk to me?>


<No> Rho answered, lounging against the bar like a regular, <only I haven’t completely recovered from my ferry-ride yet.>


<Aw, is it like that? Poor lad> said the girl, sliding the flagon towards him. <Tell Auntie Didi all about it.>


<Didi, from what I’ve seen of this establishment, I’m sure you know all there is to know about vomiting.>


The girl shrieked with laughter and Lahlil’s fingers tightened around the handle of the mug. <You’re right there, Worthy, and that’s the truth. What you need is the sea air, a little cool wind on that pretty face, not being shut up in this fecking place. Come out back with me and I’ll show you— Aw, feck me. Don’t you go nowhere, eh? Next one’s on me.> This last as the door opened and half a dozen well-armed mercenaries came roaring into the tavern, laughing and hailing the barmaid by name as they tipped money on to the counter. They’d cleaned off the blood and grime but Lahlil saw the fresh cuts and bruises and recognised the post-mission joviality.


Rho had already taken their drinks over to a table, leaving her the corner seat because he knew she would demand it anyway. <Finally, a floor that doesn’t rock> he groaned, sinking down onto a stool with a pleasure that was almost obscene.


<Don’t get too comfortable.>


<Meaning?> He flipped the single word at her like a stone.


<You’ve got to talk to the barmaid again.>


<That’s not what you meant> said Rho. <You think it’s my fault we missed them again, don’t you? You think I’m slowing you down.>


Lahlil’s first mouthful of ale slid over her tongue and down her throat. <That’s not what I said.>


<What you said is that we don’t have time for games. Do you think this is a game to me? That I came along with you, why – for my love of sea travel? That old woman tried to make Dramash – a little boy – murder hundreds of people. She put some kind of spell on Isa that made her turn on all her friends and now she’s sweet-talked her way onto the Argent and is heading for the Shadar to do who knows what to it. I left behind the only family and friends I have in Norland to stop her. I even left Dramash behind. There is nothing more important to me than getting to that ship and killing Ani before she hurts anyone else. I’m going to make sure Dramash has a home to go back to some day. So I’d appreciate it if you didn’t treat me like a toddler pulling at your sleeve.>


<Finished?> Lahlil asked when he stopped talking. She leaned across the table and pushed his flagon towards him. <I apologise. Now drink your wine and calm down.>


He was right, and he wasn’t the one playing games. That would be the game of hide-and-seek she was playing with Jachad – the one he was winning.


Rho tipped his head back to get the last few drops from the flagon and then set it down. <Am I slowing you down?>


<No. We’ve been unlucky, that’s all.>


<Be honest, Lahlil. This partnership was your brother’s idea, not mine. If you believe you have a better chance on your own, then you should go on without me. Only swear you’ll kill Ani when you find her.>


<Drop it, Rho> she warned him. <We’re staying together. For now.>


The door banged open as a man in a thick jumper with a cap pulled down low over his eyes burst in. Lahlil’s hand reached for her sword but his gaze swept past her and Rho and landed on a man drowsing at a table near the back. ‘Arno! Get off your ass and out the boat!’


‘Whassit?’ the man grumbled, opening one eye.


‘Salvage, ya drunk bastard!’ barked the man in the cap. ‘Spotted her soon as the fog lifted. She’s loose out past the harbour and not a soul on deck. Whoever gets to her first’ll have the claim of her.’


Arno flailed to his feet and sped from the tavern as if it was on fire. The other patrons had taken note as well; Didi’s high-pitched voice was cutting over the general noise but Lahlil couldn’t make out much over the throb of her own pulse until icy fingers dug into her wrists and Rho’s silver eyes locked with hers. His fears twisted up with her own, two ribbons of the same bloody hue.


The Argent.


Rho had already disappeared into the street, but Lahlil stopped to hook her fingers through the handle of one of the jackwater jugs and ignored Didi’s threats as she hurdled the step. She followed the growing crowd until her footsteps went hollow on the pier.


As she crowded up to the railing beside Rho he told her, <It’s not the Argent.>


The prow of the vessel slid through the calm water, drifting with no sign of anyone at the wheel. It was a small, single-masted short-range merchant ship, moving parallel to the shore and too close for comfort to those already at anchor. Lahlil thought the sails were furled until she saw the bits of cloth flapping from the yards. She couldn’t see much of the main deck over the high rails and the upper decks were all deserted. One of the launches was missing, but the other was still there.


Water splashed down below them and several vessels of various sizes raced away from the pier, their oars slapping madly while the crowd cheered them on. Two boats collided and their occupants instantly began trying to wrestle each other overboard. She spotted Arno and his friend making headway, two sets of oars pumping like mad.


A triffon swung by low overhead: as Lahlil had expected, the commotion had attracted the attention of the Norlander garrison still deployed on the islands.


‘Salvage! It’s salvage!’ a woman behind Lahlil screamed up to the rider. ‘You can’t touch her! That’s the law!’


Lahlil grabbed Rho by the crook of the elbow and hauled him back from the railing, keeping one eye on the triffon all the time. <Come on> she said as the animal tilted into a tight circle over the ship and then headed back again. She let go of him and, anticipating where the triffon would land given its current trajectory, broke into a run.


<Why are we running? It’s not the Argent> Rho said.


<Grab that man’s cigar. And don’t let it go out.>


<What? Why?> asked Rho, but he did snatch the thing from the startled old man shambling along in their path.


<There’s no damage to that ship. Her crew didn’t abandon her; they’re still aboard. Most of them, anyway.>


He stuttered a little as he put the facts together. <Why— No. You think it’s the plague?>


The triffon dropped to the ground up ahead, its bulk shaking the decking hard enough to make her trip into Rho’s side. The lone Norlander rider grappled with her harness and as soon as she was free, disappeared on the opposite side. Not even all the shouting behind them could block out the sound of her retching.


<You fly. And give me the cigar> Lahlil ordered Rho, grasping the jackwater jug more securely as she swung herself up into the saddle. She jammed her feet in the stirrups and looped one arm through the harness but didn’t bother with the rest. <Go. We can’t let anyone get aboard.>


<You’re not strapped—>


<Go!>


He obeyed, overcoming the triffon’s reluctance to head back out towards the rogue vessel with a firm kick to her sides. Swooping low, they could see their tavern companions had overtaken the other scavengers. Arno was standing in the prow of his little boat and had already stripped down to his undergarments. As they watched, he flexed his ropy muscles and dived into the water.


<Faster> Lahlil urged Rho as the man swam towards the ship with steady, powerful strokes. Clenching the jug between her thighs, she got out her knife and sliced a swatch from the tail of Rho’s shirt.


<What are you doing back there? Oh, no—>


Arno scrambled up the netting on the side of the ship and flopped over the rail onto the deck with a cry of triumph. They could see him rubbing the water out of his eyes as they closed in – then he threw himself back up against the rail and grabbed it with both hands, as if he feared being swept overboard.


The sailors, their bodies now twisted and rotting, had obviously torn each other apart while in the grip of the plague’s madness. Blood mottled the deck in rust-coloured patches and her hatches had been left open to the rain and sea. And beneath the shadow of the heavy clouds, the silver plague shimmered like a billion stars as it continued to feast on the death it had created.


Arno tried to throw himself over the side but got tangled up in the ropes. He flailed there, unable to climb up or down, as if terror had sapped his ability to reason.


Lahlil uncorked the jug and stuffed the piece of fine cotton lawn into the opening. One whiff of the contents was enough to tell her many a sailor must have wandered home blind after a visit to Didi’s tavern. <When I tell you, make a pass across her bow, as low as you can.>


Rho tugged on the reins and whistled, getting the triffon into position for the dive. Lahlil drew on the cigar a few times until the tip glowed bright red. She spat out as much of the bitter smoke as possible, then held her improvised slow-match to the fuse, blowing on it until the damp fabric caught.


<Now!>


The horizon tilted up as the triffon pulled in its wings like it would in battle so they wouldn’t scrape the mast. Lahlil finally remembered she wasn’t actually strapped in and jammed her feet down into the stirrups, tightening her legs against the saddle. They rushed towards the silver-streaked deck with her sheltering the smouldering cloth from the wind, and the moment they bottomed out of the dive, she hurled the jug. The jackwater splashed out over the wooden planking and ignited in a rush of flame, licking up the wood and torn sails, even the tattered clothing on the bodies.


<Turn us around. Make another pass> she commanded. As soon as they veered around she could see that the fire had taken hold. No one else would be able to get aboard now.


Arno had finally managed to disentangle himself from the rope netting and had jumped off the ship. When he surfaced, he began swimming frantically for the dock, but Lahlil didn’t need to tell Rho what she needed; he was already bringing the triffon around in pursuit, so low the water splashed up over its tail. As soon as they flew past Arno, Lahlil twisted around and threw her knife, hitting him cleanly in the chest. He managed a single cry before the water poured into his mouth.


Rho turned the triffon again, this time heading south along the coast; heading for the next port – the next failure.


<They might pull the body out of the water> he said eventually.


<They won’t. They know it’s plague now.>


<I keep thinking about that missing launch.>


<Anyone who left that ship died before they reached land.>


Rho thought about that for a moment. <Still.>


Lahlil finally strapped herself into the harness, but not before sparing a look back over her shoulder for the burning ship. Those flames were the massacres of her own making: villages she’d set alight to keep the opposing army from supplying itself; besieged castles she’d attacked with fire until the thatched roofs caught and drove the inhabitants out like rats. The bodies turning black on the deck of the doomed ship were the dead of a hundred different armies she’d destroyed for coin and for the pleasure of it; the flames were the pyres raised when the corpses were too numerous to bury and the air burned with the stench of her victory. They wore the faces of people she had known: Frea, Isa, Eofar; her father and mother, Aunt Meena and Uncle Shairav; Nevie, Dredge and Allack and the rest of her crew; Nisha, Callia, Mairi and the rest of the Nomas; Cyrrin and Trey. Jachad.


She waited until the burning ship had shrunk to a fist-sized ball of flame before she turned back around.




Chapter Two


Lahlil and Rho spent three days flying along the coast, avoiding patrols, scrounging information and supplies and getting on each other’s nerves. At dawn on the fourth day, they ended up in an alley by the docks breathing through their mouths to avoid the smell of piss, stale beer and rotting cabbage. To avoid the harbour’s watchtower, they’d left the triffon tied up in a field; they had to hope it would still be there when they got back, since neither of them would agree to stay behind to guard it.


Lahlil pulled her hat down a little further as a boisterous group of dairymaids skipped by, their arms linked. The one on the end aimed a baldly invitational look at Rho, sticking the tip of her finger in her mouth and sucking it in what she clearly thought was a seductive gesture before her friends pulled her away.


<She’s a little young for that> Rho mumbled.


<She’s no younger than Isa> she said. And then came that little silvery flare: the reaction Rho always had to her youngest sister’s name. It was there and gone in a flash, but it was enough to add to Lahlil’s suspicions.


As they emerged from the end of the alley onto a cobbled street, a barefoot boy of about ten in a floppy knit cap bounded out from somewhere with a crisp salute. ‘Warm day, in’t it, Worthies? Find you a bed? Empty, or not, as you will. Don’t listen to them lying proc’resses. I knows all the best houses. Or a drink? I knows all the taverns – and which ones overcharge fer’ners. Or maybe I c’n carry a message for you? I can find anybody. Make a purchase? Hire a berth? Next tide goes out afore noon.’


Lahlil dug a snipped quarter-eagle out of her pocket. ‘Information,’ she said, dropping the gold into his hand, ‘about a ship. The Argent. A Nomas ship. You’ll get another of those if you come back with something.’ She tilted her hat up a little so he could see the worst of the scars around her mouth. ‘I’ll know if you’re lying.’


The boy swallowed. ‘You’ll get no lies from me, Worthy, I swear. Ask anyone. Kils the Reliable, they calls me. I’ll find out all about it. Nomas – them’s the ships that’s all girls; see, I know that! The Argent. You wait here – won’t take no time.’


Rho flopped back against the wall, careless of the hilt of Fortune’s Blight scraping the wormy wood, but his feigned boredom fell flat. Lahlil pulled her hat down a little further over her eyes and lounged next to him, trying to keep the tension thrumming under his skin from ratcheting up her own.


The door of the two-storey house across the way creaked open and a woman sauntered out with a stool under her arm. She placed it beside the entrance and paused to wriggle her breasts more comfortably within her bodice before sitting down.


‘Feck if it’s not hot as a switched ass,’ the procuress offered conversationally. A curtain slid back on an upstairs window and offered a calculated glimpse of the doxies preparing for the day. Lahlil had some pleasant memories of smooth limbs gliding over each other, perfumed sweat and a release that might not amount to the blank transcendence of the battlefield but would nonetheless ease her into a dreamless sleep: a purely transactional relationship in which she owed nothing but coin and ended with no farewell except a knock on the other side of the wall.


The woman waggled a finger at Rho and spoke to him in jerky Norlander. <Now I’ll bet you left a few sore hearts behind, haven’t you, Worthy? Why don’t you come in out of this bad air? I’ll give you half-rates on account of that pretty face. We could do you a cold bath even. Don’t that sound nice?>


<Some other time, Auntie> Rho answered with genuine regret, though Lahlil suspected that was more for the bath than the company.


<Well, don’t you wait too long> said the procuress, her tone going dark. <If there’s sickness abroad, they’ll shut up all the houses and leave us to starve.>


<You’re not afraid of catching it?>


The woman threw back her head and let out a loud snort. <Never been sick a day in my life.>


<No?> asked Rho. <What’s your secret?>


She smiled triumphantly. <Never drink water, nor tea, nor nothing else but ale, morning, noon and night. It’s water as kills you, mark me on that. Besides> she added, patting one of her wide hips proudly, <ale gives you a figure.>


Rho’s agreement went unvoiced as Kils the Reliable dashed back into view at the end of the street. ‘Worthies!’ As they closed on him, he lowered his voice discreetly. ‘The Argent, Nomas ship, flag a full moon, silver on a black ground, captain Nisha daughter of Melissandra, six tonnes, give or take, heading south.’


Lahlil’s heart skipped. ‘How long ago?’


‘She sailed three days ago.’


Three days. That meant the Argent was still somewhere between here and Prol Irat. ‘What about the people on board – a man with red hair?’ She stalled Rho’s interjection by adding quickly, ‘And an old woman? A Norlander girl with one arm?’


Kils eyes widened. ‘Dunno about them. Inspectors found sickness aboard so they didn’t let none of ’em come ashore. Some was too scared to take their coin, even, when they found out she came from up north.’


‘What kind of sickness?’ Lahlil asked, blocking another onslaught of distress from Rho before shoving him out of her mind.


‘Dunno.’ The boy held out his hand. With a sly smile, he said, ‘There’s more.’


She pulled the second snip from her pocket and passed it over. ‘Go on.’


‘They’re saying Ugly Farrell’s son took coin to let one of her boats come in. They’re saying somebody got off.’


‘Man or woman?’


‘Dunno,’ said the boy, ‘but I’ll show you where they went.’


Rho practically bowled Lahlil over in his haste. They slipped through the streets together, following Kils through the kind of tight-knit warrens only a street urchin would know how to navigate. Alleys switched back on themselves and ended abruptly, testing her sense of direction, until they ended up facing a shack on yet another street stinking of mud and rotting wood.


‘Over there. The yellow house,’ said Kils, pointing to a single-storey building with no windows or chimney; there were a few flakes of yellow paint still clinging to the front.


Lahlil dropped another snip into the boy’s waiting palm. ‘Stay close in case we need you.’


The boy’s eyes shifted nervously towards the end of the street and back, but he closed his hand over the coin. ‘As you say, Worthy.’


<Before we go in, we should—> Rho began, but his words snapped off when she ignored him and marched to the door.


The room smelled of mould and held a chill despite the heat outside. A thick wax candle on the table flickered in the draught; the only other light came through the half-open door behind Lahlil. A skinny cat crouched by the wall and glared at her before darting outside. The occupant, a Norlander with strands of white hair drifting from the confines of a single braid, sat propped up on the sagging bed. She was rigged up in a back brace of leather straps and bone stays, its brass buckles pulled tight across her torso to keep her spine from collapsing.


Her pain . . . her pain was like another presence in the room, an unrelenting pulse of agony as deep as anything Lahlil had ever witnessed on the battlefield.


<It’s Cyrrin> she said to Rho, blocking the door.


<The healer? The one who saved Tr— my brother?>


<Yes. I’m going to talk to her – you wait out here.>


Rho grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back out of the doorway. <You are not my commander. I’ll go in there if I want.>


<Kils ‘the Reliable’ probably sold information about us to a dozen people before he led us here. There’s no time to argue.>


He stared at her as if trying to bore a hole through her with his silver eyes, then he released her and stepped back. As he turned around to survey the street, she shut the door behind him and the room sank into near-darkness.


<Lahlil> said the healer after a long moment.


<Cyrrin.>


<Where’s your eye-patch?>


Lahlil moved a little closer to the bed. <I don’t need it any more.>


<You don’t look right without it. Too much face.> Cyrrin fumbled under the ratty blanket and pulled out a flask, which she uncorked with her teeth. Her hands were shaking badly but she managed to pour a few drops onto a spoon. The liquid was clear and smelled like rotting flowers but Cyrrin swallowed it without hesitation and then lay back with her eyes closed. The thick fog of pain in the room ebbed, but only a little.


Lahlil pushed aside a cane chair and stood at the side of the bed. <Are you here alone?>


<One of the Nomas came ashore with me but I sent her away.> Cyrrin had never put her comfort or safety above her pride; Lahlil had no reason to be surprised.


<I wasn’t sure if you were still on the Argent when she sailed from Norland.>


<How would I have got off?> Cyrrin huffed. <You and that strider boy brought me there against my will and then left me there with no way back; and no home to go back to, since Valrigdal is abandoned thanks to you. I hope you haven’t come for forgiveness. I don’t have any.>


<I don’t want forgiveness.>


<Good.> The iron-grey resolve that had kept Cyrrin alive all this time twisted around Lahlil and pinned her in place. <You’re going to take me back to Norland, back to Valrigdal. To the place I clawed together from nothing until you ripped me away from it. I want to feel snow again before I die.>


<I can’t.>


<You can and you will. You owe me that much at least. You destroyed everything I built when you came back to Norland. You sent my people into the forest with no one to protect them. You let Trey die and he’s the only one . . . > The healer trailed off, still unable to admit to the one selfish thing she’d ever wanted.


<I can’t take you back. All the ports are closed because of the plague.>


<And yet you got out well enough.> Cyrrin’s emotions fell around her like a sigh and she shut her eyes. Lahlil felt her pain like a steady keening in her ears, shrill as a grinding-wheel. <Go ahead, then. Ask me about Jachad.>


Lahlil felt the blanket beneath her fingers. <Is he still alive?>


<He is> said Cyrrin, <but he shouldn’t be.>


Lahlil finally sat down. The chair creaked as it took her weight, but the noise was nowhere near as loud as the pounding of her heart. <What does that mean?>


<My ‘cure’ is turning him into a god: a god trapped in a mortal body> Cyrrin explained, lifting her eyes to Lahlil’s for a moment before letting them fall shut again. <It’s only a matter of time before the process runs its course. If he makes use of his powers it will happen even faster.>


<And then what? Then he dies?>


<I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe he’ll leave an empty body behind. Maybe he’ll burn up from the inside out. Who knows?> Pain rolled up from the bed like a thick mist as the medicine began losing its effect. <At that point it won’t be a problem any more. Now – right now – it’s a problem.>


<Tell me what to do. How do I fix him?> asked Lahlil.


<You’re not listening to me, girl. He has too much power for a mortal – he’s straddling both our realm and the realm of the gods, which makes him dangerous. I warned his mother, but those damned Nomas won’t see it. I’m not telling you to fix him, Lahlil. He can’t be fixed. I’m telling you to stop him.>


<I won’t kill Jachad, Cyrrin. I can’t.>


<Don’t you dare say that> said Cyrrin with all her old fire, even as every breath rasped in her throat. <With all the killing you’ve done before now? Don’t pretend you’re not strong enough for this.>


That wasn’t strength, she wanted to scream, that was emptiness.


Cyrrin’s pain sliced into Lahlil’s nerves like shards of broken glass. The healer’s back arched as her whole body began shaking with convulsions. <Water> she pleaded, <on the table.>


Lahlil grabbed the jug and the bowl sitting beside it, splashing water over her fingers as she hurriedly poured. She turned back to the bed just in time to see the empty flask fall from Cyrrin’s hand and skitter across the brace buckles. A drop of liquid clung to the corner of her lips.


<You took it all?> said Lahlil, putting the bowl down so she could scoop up the empty vessel and thrust it in front of Cyrrin’s eyes. <What did you do?>


<You’re not stupid, Lahlil.>


<You’ve killed yourself – after all those people like me and Trey, everyone you wouldn’t let die when we wanted it – and you kill yourself right in front of me. Do you hate me that much?>


<For Onfar’s sake! You still think everything is about you, don’t you?> Cyrrin asked, a bitter curl of amusement cutting through her pain. Her pupils had already blown wide in her silver eyes and a blue flush mottled her cheeks. <I’ve never hated you, Lahlil. Not really.> Cyrrin grabbed her forearm and pressed down on those old, old scars.


Lahlil flinched but didn’t pull away. A raw and unfamiliar helplessness clawed up from somewhere inside her. <Cyrrin, what do I do? I don’t know what to do.>


<Get out of my way, Lahlil> Rho demanded, his indignation lapping at her in waves of indigo. She had no idea how long he’d been standing there or how much he’d heard. When she didn’t move, he circled around to the other side of the bed. <We need information about Ani.>


Cyrrin had started fumbling with the buckles of the brace, trying in vain to undo the leather straps. <Get it off. Get if off me> the healer begged. <I hate it – I don’t want it on me.>


The leather was stiff and the buckles hard to manage, but Lahlil pushed and tugged, forcing them through as she watched Cyrrin’s chest jerk up and down. When the last of the fastenings finally came free, she carefully lifted the frail form so she could pull the tangle of leather and brass to one side. Cyrrin’s respiration gradually fell into a steady rhythm, even if the breaths were too shallow and too far between.


<Were Ani and Isa still on the Argent when you left?> Rho pressed. <Is Isa still alive?>


<You came back> Cyrrin said to him. Lahlil shut her eyes against the frantic swell of her friend’s hope, but the darkness did nothing to block it out.


<Came back?> asked Rho. <From where?>


Cyrrin took several more wheezing breaths before she answered, <Isa told me you died at Ravindal. She lied to me.>


<Isa> said Rho, seizing on the name without understanding anything else. Lahlil could have explained it to him, but that would have required speaking and somehow she had lost that ability.


<So Isa’s all right?>


<Where are your scars?>


Some of Rho’s urgency dissolved into confusion and Lahlil wanted to dig her fingers into his neck and throttle him. She’d told him to wait outside. <Cyrrin thinks you’re your brother> she finally explained. <She thinks you’re Trey.>


The bed creaked as Rho sank down on the edge, black grief unfurling around him like a mantle.


<I was so angry at you for leaving> Cyrrin told Trey’s ghost. Her presence was so much lighter now, gentler than Lahlil had ever felt her; like the aftertaste of something sweet. <But that’s what you always wanted, to fight again.>


<I was an idiot> said Rho. <I should have stayed with you, where I was safe.>


<But you weren’t happy. I wanted to make you happy, but I didn’t know how> Cyrrin told him.


Lahlil sank even deeper into herself at the plaintive note curling through Cyrrin’s words. She wanted to flip the table over and set the whole house on fire.


Instead she said, <Trey never thanked you for saving his life, any more than I did. He could have been happy in Valrigdal if he’d let himself, but he couldn’t let go of the past. That wasn’t your fault. You did everything you could for him.>


Rho’s anger flared hot, but it wasn’t for her. <Thank you for saving my life, Cyrrin. I’m glad I got the chance to say it.>


Cyrrin began trembling again, but it was no longer the violent convulsions of before. Rho climbed further onto the bed and put his arms around her, holding her lightly as her braid dropped to his chest and her head rested in the crook of his shoulder. Her shuddering subsided almost immediately and the space between her breaths lengthened even more.


Lahlil backed away until her back hit the mouldy wall and she sank to the floor, ignoring the hard lump of Strife’s Bane digging into her shoulder. The candle sputtered on the table, the flame haloed in watery shades of orange and yellow. Lahlil pressed her forehead to her knees and slid one hand up into her hair, pulling hard while Rho’s meaningless murmurings filled her ears.


Cyrrin died a short time later with no particular ceremony. Her presence simply snuffed out, leaving the room with two occupants instead of three. It was exactly like every other death Lahlil had ever witnessed – and nothing at all like any of them. Rho took longer than necessary before straightening up and positioning Cyrrin on the bed, his emotions tightly shuttered as he folded her hands over her chest. Lahlil waited for him to leave and then followed him out.


The sun had barely moved while they were inside, even though it had felt like hours. Rho adjusted his cape and pulled the hood over his eyes, even though they were still far enough north that he didn’t need to worry about protecting his Norlander skin from the sun.


<We’ll catch up to them soon> he said, his emotions still locked behind a blank wall.


He learned that from me.


<At Prol Irat, or sooner.> She whistled for Kils, who popped out from some hidden niche only a few yards away but hesitated to join them until Lahlil took out her purse.


‘There’s a dead woman in that house,’ Lahlil told him. ‘She didn’t have the plague and she’s not contagious. Find someone to preserve the body. When Norland opens up again, I want it sent to Ravindal, to Eofar Eotan. Tell him “L” sent it.’


Kils eyes stretched wide. ‘Eofar— An’t that the new Emp’ror?’


‘She’s to be buried in the Eotan crypt.’


‘Worthy, I—’


Lahlil pulled two full Eagles from the purse, ignoring Rho’s gasp and his poke at her shoulder: it left them with only a few loose snips for the remainder of their journey. ‘I’m relying on you, Kils. I’ll be back. And trust me: I will know if you betray me.’


The boy worked his bottom lip between his teeth, shifting his weight from foot to foot before he finally thrust out his hand to receive the money. ‘Count on me, Worthy. I’ll see it all done, just as you says.’


Lahlil pulled her hat down over her eyes and headed for what she thought would be the swiftest route back to their hidden triffon, but Rho caught her elbow. It was the second time he’d laid hands on her and she knew she should warn him that there wouldn’t be a third, but somehow she lacked the energy.


<Lahlil, can I ask you something?>


She waited.


<Why did you go back to the Shadar the first time, before all this started? Before the uprising?>


<I told you this before> she reminded him. <Ani found me – she gave me the elixir and I had a vision.>


<About Eofar and Harotha’s baby needing your help.>


<Yes.>


<But not about Jachad.>


Her breath caught a little but she stripped the surprise out of her tone before she answered. <No.>


<Because I need to know.> Rho’s mask of indifference slipped and his anxiety hit her like the smell of ammonia. <If you have to choose between saving Isa and saving Jachad, who will it be?>


<Isa made her own choices.>


A little while later they were slipping back through the close cobbled streets, watching their feet so they wouldn’t twist an ankle in the gutters. From somewhere down the street came the sound of laughter, and from somewhere else a bell clanged.


<You can’t even see how much alike you and Isa are, can you?> Rho asked her.


<We’re both stubborn> she replied.


<Of course you are. You’re Eotans> he returned. <But that’s not what I meant.>




Chapter Three


‘Someone’s coming,’ Daryan warned as footsteps scuffled along the street beyond the broken wall. The five Red Guards who had spent the last hour waiting in the weeds with him straightened up and looked towards their captain.


Omir lifted a hand for silence and leaned out for a better look. After no more than a glance, he said, ‘It’s not him.’


‘Let me see,’ Daryan commanded, stepping around the big man.


A young woman of about eighteen was coming down the street, swinging a crook in one hand and a dinner-basket in the other: a shepherdess, returning from the hills after spending the night watching over her flock. She had pulled her scarf down around her neck and wore a crown of little blue flowers in her hair. Daryan recognised the papery blossoms; he didn’t know what they were called, but he knew their dry scent, and the way the petals crumbled when you rolled them between your fingers. He also knew the way their colour deepened when framed against Isa’s milky pallor, and how they made the skin of his naked back itch.


The girl disappeared from sight, leaving Daryan with nothing to look at but the house across the street and the scorched walls and rubbish heaps around it. The curtain over the doorway billowed for a moment and then pooled back down over the threshold. The fabric was brown, faded, not blue – there was not even a trace of blue – and yet the blue crept in as Daryan stared at it. Don’t think about it, he warned himself. That was three months ago. It’s not happening now. It’s not blue. It’s not blue.


Maybe if he’d gone into the house with Omir – if there had been the sound of other people breathing instead of that thick silence – the shock would not have been so severe, but he’d run past all the others to be the first through the blue curtain. So Daryan was the one to stumble over the father lying by the door, his fingers bloodied from dragging himself towards his family. It was Daryan who first saw the mother slumped against the wall with her arms around two of her children, all three of them drooping like cut flowers. Daryan alone had taken in the sight of the old grandparents sprawled across the cushions over by the fire with their dishevelled robes and open mouths. He had been the one to find the two small forms crammed into a corner of the sleeping chamber, and he had been the one to lift the baby from her cradle and the first to touch her waxy skin. He had been tracing the black marks over her heart when the others came in, and in a daze he’d swung at Omir and split his lip when his friend had tried to take the infant away from him.


Today, all those people would be avenged.


‘Daryan?’ Omir asked, pressed in close behind him. ‘Do you see something?’


‘Not yet.’ The beginnings of a cough tickled in Daryan’s throat, but he managed to swallow it back down. ‘This has to end today.’


‘It will. Veyash believes the informer is trustworthy,’ said Omir, looking towards the guard with the grey streak in his beard.


‘As soon as we’ve caught the murderers, I want everyone searching for the missing daughter – Jemma, the girl with the yellow scarf. We know she’s an asha; we need her.’


‘I wouldn’t be too hopeful, Daimon,’ Omir cautioned. ‘If she was still alive, we would have found her by now. I’m afraid I failed you.’


‘You’ve never failed me,’ Daryan reassured him. ‘We’d never have come this far without you. The whole Shadar owes you a debt.’


‘I’m doing my duty, just like you.’


‘Don’t make this about me,’ Daryan scolded. A quick smile moved Omir’s lips before he turned to look back out at the street. ‘You built the Red Guards up from nothing. You armed and trained the militia. You keep people safe; you keep me safe.’


‘If this Hesh person doesn’t show, we should search the house anyway,’ said Omir, deflecting the praise as usual. ‘We’d have the poison and proof of his guilt.’


‘You’re sure the poison is in there?’


‘Our informant was certain of it,’ Omir assured him.


Daryan glanced over at the waiting guards and saw Lieutenant Tamin tug at his uniform jacket in the rising heat of the morning. ‘If we do that, he’ll go to ground and we’ll miss our chance to root out the whole gang. He can’t have killed dozens of potential ashas on his own; the poisoning part, maybe, but not spiriting away all those bodies without anyone noticing. We don’t even know how they’re finding their victims, when we haven’t been able to find a single asha in all this time.’


‘But Daimon—’


‘Listen,’ Daryan hissed as he caught the thread of a tuneless whistle coming from the bend at the end of the street.


Omir waved for silence again and pushed down on Daryan’s shoulder, making sure the wall shielded them both. The whistling grew louder and then a man came into view, dragging a long early-morning shadow. He had come straight from the pyres by the look of him – a resurrectionist, just as they’d been told: one of the people who had taken it upon themselves to pull the dead Shadari from the Norlanders’ tombs and give them the proper death-rites. Daryan hadn’t thought it possible for one of their vocation to be substantially grubbier than the rest but this one, with his filthy robe, poppy-red eyes and black-edged fingernails, had somehow managed it. He was far younger than most of the resurrectionists, maybe twenty or twenty-one. His prominent collarbone and bony wrists made him about as threatening as a kitten, but poisoning people didn’t require strength. Poison was a coward’s weapon.


The man – Hesh was his name, according to their informant – ambled down the street and went straight into the house.


The captain straightened up beside Daryan and gripped his shoulder with one of his huge hands. ‘Please reconsider and let us go in first.’


‘No, Omir. I’m the daimon. I failed to protect all the people who’ve been killed. I owe them justice.’ The hilt of Daryan’s black-bladed sword practically leaped into his hand as he reached over his shoulder. He’d refused to give the sword a name, but it had taken on a personality anyway: a creature clinging to his back, throbbing with his own blood and whispering promises of power. ‘I can take care of myself. You’ve made certain of that.’


‘I know, Daimon. We’re ready to follow you.’


Daryan took to the street at a run, heading straight for the door, while Omir ordered two of the guards to remain outside in case of ambush or escape. Daryan didn’t mean to rip the curtain down but the whole thing came away in his hand, rod and all, when he tried to yank it aside. He flung it away as Omir and the remaining three guards crowded up behind him. The only light came from the silver disc of the chimney hole and for a moment Daryan couldn’t see much else. Then a woman’s high-pitched scream rang out and something crashed to the floor. Once his eyes focused in the semi-darkness, he saw an underfed woman pressed against the far wall with her arms crossed over her chest, too terrified even to comfort the naked little boy whimpering into her thigh.


The resurrectionist stood in the middle of the room, a curl of mild bemusement on his lips and unfazed by the presence of five armed men. Daryan scoured his gaunt face for some mark or blight, some sign of the evil within, but couldn’t see anything other than dirt.
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