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First book




And the Lord said, “What have you done? The voice of your brother’s blood is crying to me from the ground. […] You shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.”


Genesis 4:10-12
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First blood, Naud repeated to himself. Long years of training now turned to the test; it would be the end of sleepless nights, of fear of cowardice and dishonour. After all, it all came to something very simple: kill or be killed.


Ezab interrupted his thoughts with a gesture. Here, he pointed. Naud crouched next to him in the corner, hidden within the shadows, and examined the back facade of the whorehouse, barely lit up by a streetlight. An ochre-painted door obstructed the way; beyond it, diluted in the deceptive quiet, lay the inner hustle.


They could not have chosen a better spot for the ploy, as that alley had only two ways out: the steep street from which they had come, and another at the end, pitch-black on that moonless December night.


A little after, he glimpsed a pair of figures covered in gowns, shadows within the shadows at the entrance to the alley. Ezab greeted them with a signal and uncovered the bundle of cloth that covered the head of his spear. Naud did likewise: he took off the long bundle he carried on his shoulder and left it on the mud and frost-covered floor; on his knees, the buckler’s stone dug into his ribs, so he took it off his belt. He tried the twine lacings and removed the knot from the bundle with cold-stiff fingers.


He held the weapon and his breath. Upon softly tugging on the handle, two spans of the blade came out from the well-greased sheath with a whisper: the steel gleamed in the gloom, sharp, inviting.


A sword, something he had wished for as far as he could remember, that he had sworn to hold as dear as his own life. Now he had to earn it …


Tonight is the night, pup; you shall prove your worth. I’m not worried: I’ve trained you well. I know you will not disappoint me.


The words of the mab’ni—ice and iron—still echoed in full. After conjuring his fears away, he girded his sword and buckler and checked, once more, the rest of his weapons: he adjusted the position of the dagger in the girdle and tightened the waistband of the coat of mail.


Then he waited.


The nerves began to tax him. For the umpteenth time, he dried his moist hands on his hose; under the coat of mail, his shirt was damp, cold. Unease. Chagrin …


… fear?


Faltering, his breath stuck in his chest. Damn it. I’m no coward …


Ezab moved next to him; upon noticing his unease, the ass laughed quietly at his expense. Naud muttered a curse. I’m no coward. I’m no …


The door opened with a shriek of rusted hinges. A confusing uproar echoed through the alley: laughter, hoarse and light voices, furniture being dragged, tingling of pitchers and glasses. A man came out of the whorehouse on unsteady feet and leaned on the wall as he struggled with the flies; soon after, urine splashed rashly. Once he was done, the drunkard recovered his trousers and went back inside. As he stepped on the entrance, however, he half-turned and looked, his head high, to one and the other side of the alley; his drunk appearance was gone.


The looker nodded with his eyesight lost somewhere, recovered his drunkard ways, and went back inside.


Ezab raised a hand, forming a fist. Get ready.


Naud nodded. The cold, damp air bit him as he took off his cloak. He touched the sword and rub his sweat-sticky face. Unease. Chagrin …


… fear?


No. He was no coward. He wasn’t. To lull his heart, he softly repeated the four virtues of Arjai Silajq, weapon prowess:


Light, swift, like the Wind


strong, sturdy, like the Earth


relentless, fervent, like Fire


versatile, elusive, like …


Laughter roared behind the door. Ezab stood up, holding the spear; a grunt of satisfaction came from his throat. Naud readied his weapons, quieting his breath.


The door opened. Four men came down the stairs; two of them, young, dressed in clothes of fine fabrics and exchanged laughs and banter; the other two, soldier-looking nightowls, kept—either from instinct or habit—their hands by the hilt of their swords.


Now. Ezab came out from the corner. Naud came after him, copying his steps with fast strides. Raser and Arvad came from the entrance. One of the young men glimpsed something and gave notice; the nightowls reacted quickly and stepped ahead, with ready weapons. One of their protégés went back to the door and tried, to no avail, to open it. The other, reluctantly, drew his sword.


Ezab went for him with a wolfish smile. A thin, red-haired nightowl tried to keep him, but Naud stepped into his way, already on guard: the point of the blade towards the adversary, on firm feet.


The redhead, also armed with sword and buckler, faced him with a glint of fierceness in his eyes. Just before the fight, they measured strength and spirits. His nerves bit Naud’s entrails for the last time, catching his breath. He was no coward. He was no …


His opponent attacked with a backhand slash that almost hamstrung him. Naud was fast: he moved his leg, deflected the stab with a shove of the buckler and thrust with his sword.


They had taught him well: his lunge narrowly missed the throat of the ginger, who recoiled between curses. Without break, Naud thrust repeatedly at his opponent and forced him to retreat, though he didn’t let himself get overwhelmed and quickly recovered his spirit: the swords played, coming and going, poisonous, while the bucklers echoed with sharp twangs. Soon he felt the unmistakable smell of hot steel.


There was a pause. They both stepped back, gasping. The nightowl’s eyes blazed; a glimpse of hesitation showed on them, but it was only for a moment. A furious grimace disfigured his face upon attacking; vicious, his slash broke the line of offence from top to bottom. Naud caught it in the middle of the strike and went towards him without recoil. The bucklers twanged upon meeting; Naud twisted the blade and threw a sudden thrust to the face.


The nightowl, who had missed death by a finger, retreated with a hiss. Intemperate by the pain and the blood running down his face, he advanced slashing right and left, with the buckler held high.


Naud rejected a gorge, won on his left flank, and stabbed under the buckler. The blade reached the other’s waist, in a deep slash, the blade hesitated upon finding bone, then cut the flesh with frightening easiness and came out with a snap of cloth and broken laces.


The redhead whimpered, let go of his weapons, felt on his chest, unbelieving: a glimpse of intestine slithered through the wound; then, despite his efforts, the tangle of guts fled his body with a humid murmur. He fell to his knees onto the smelly mass of his entrails. In vain, he tried to quiet the sobs that came, between spasms, from his chest.


Dizzy from the smell, Naud held a retch and wrinkled his nose. He held the sight of the dying man for a heartbeat: despair, horror, and questions with no answer jostled in his feverish eyesight.


The thrust pierced under the sternum, true and definitive. Naud wiped the sword on the dead man’s clothes and turned to his companions, still in the fray.


Ezab’s opponent bled from a wound on the weapon’s arm; his parries were each by a shortening margin. Ezab harassed him into the wall, stalling, on purpose, the final blow.


Raser, who had disarmed his opponent, slit his throat without a second thought; the lad, who looked younger still from the horror painted on his face, fell on his knees as the blood, black in the half-light of the streetlight, flowed in jets from the wound.


Arvad, meanwhile, faked a spear’s thrust to the legs of the other nightowl. It went through his guard, skewered his chest, and then tore out, with a harsh pull, the spear: bits of bone, crimson rain.


The last of the four shook so much that he could not wield his sword firmly. Ezab knocked him down, hitting him in the belly with the spear’s ferrule. He released the weapon and fell to the ground mired with blood, his features twisted. The steel blades fell on him, wounding, cruelly, the frail and pale flesh; the young man muttered pleadings, crying as he crawled as if deliverance was at reach.


A spear skewered his back and paralyzed him. He tried to scream, almost out of breath, but he could only vomit a mouthful of blood between rugged gargles. Raser and Arvad turned away from him; Ezab looked firmly at Naud, he shook the blood from the spear with a violent sway and nodded.


Naud swallowed. He drew the sword and readied his dagger. Hesitated. Ezab watched him in silence: do it, don’t hesitate, he seemed to gesture.


He didn’t hesitate anymore. He positioned himself straddling him, grabbed him by the hair and pulled him backwards. The paleness and dread had twisted his features, arrogant they were; he looked through addled eyes, murky with tears; never would he know the reason behind that fate.


He rested the dagger on the side of the neck, cutting with a firm hand. The steel made its way softly through the tense skin; the blood flowed in a red, dazzling explosion, it splashed in the mud more than two yards away. The man gasped between convulsions during three heartbeats until lying still, dead.


He wiped the dagger, sheathed it and stood slowly up. Ezab touched his shoulder and signalled to the alley from which they had come.


Naud looked at him, confused; meantime, Raser and Arvad left in the opposite direction.


First blood, Naud said to himself. He took a deep breath; the air was heavy with the sweet, metallic smell of carnage.





2


The scream pierced his ears like a stab. He pounced to the door and hesitated with his hand on the knob until, resigned, he retrieved it. Tired of pacing through the hallway, he returned to the bench.


Between the whimpers, he could hear voices in the bedroom, dull and eloquent: words of encouragement in which anguish could be found. He crossed his arms, and rocked his body back and forth, once and again, while the wood creaked like breaking bones, back, crack, forth, crack, back, crack, forth, crack … creak. Crack. Creak.


As a soldier and sailor, he had endured long waits composed. However, that one was being excessive to his nerves. Quilnub’s Blood! How much longer would he have to wait?


As in answer, the scream reached him, heart-wrenching as shrapnel in the guts.


Zaiel sat up in the bed with a grumble. As it was becoming usual, he had woken up long before dawn, uneasy without knowing why.


His eyesight got used to the gloom. He looked at his wife, sleeping peacefully; the swollen belly going up and down to the rhythm of her breath.


He reached out to caress her but stopped himself midway.


“Oh … My baby, my poor baby girl!”


Stop worrying, boy; everything will be fine this time … Zaiel frowned. He grabbed his groin to conjure the bad omen away and cursed to himself: that unfortunate memory held on to his mind like a barnacle to a boat’s hull.


After a while, he resigned. He would not be able to fall asleep that night. He increased the light of the lamp and took it to the next room, where he pulled the curtain open and left the light on top of a trunk. He filled the washbowl and washed his face and neck.


The cold water released the last traces of tiredness. The discomfort remained.


Shortly after, a hollow-eyed groom handed him the reins for his favourite mount, a young sorrel mare. The bite of dewfall cheered him. He brought the speed to a trot, went around the southern wall of the garden of Sighs and went up the lonely streets of the high-class district until he left behind the Mur’s villas.


He reduced the mare’s pace. The way, which became steeper and narrow, crept in the dark along the western wall. He lit the lamp he carried with him and went at a pace. Soon he could hear the splash of the sea against the cliff’s walls. The mist climbed on the cliffsides, weaving illusions in the air, smelling of kelp and saltpetre.


The stone watchtower that covered Bleakpoint hinted between the fog, a dark shadow spotted with green from the moss. He stepped down from the mount and walked, leading his mare by the reins. The grass whispered upon caressing his thighs.


The watchman’s snores echoed in the sentry. Zaiel flashed light inside, but he wouldn’t wake up even then. He deemed it impossible as he grumbled to himself; he turned off the lamp and released the mare to pace freely. He reached the edge of the cliff and leaned on the stone rail. The cool wind running from Southwest made him cover himself with the cloak. He breathed in hard and examined the horizon.


The sea bubbled under him, muttering the old buzzing. The browned skin of the waters curled, breaking after into ephemeral white foam waterfalls against the cliffsides of Watchisle and the dikes of the East estuary. Far beyond the ochre rocks of White point, the red tint of the clouds blending into the horizon foretold the coming dawn.


The bells in the Watchtower chimed then, hurt by the first toll. As if by a sign, Zaiel looked at the Mur’ubi bay. Ships moored at the docks bobbed in the murky waters. Leisurely, the Abderas river flowed down the mountains, the meadows, and the herbal plains, dividing the city in two: to the North, the shipyards, dry docks and storehouses, the Guild’s District of the Higher Arts and, above them, the villas and palaces of the people of the blood; to the south, the red lights of the Lamps District glowed still, inviting, and beyond, invisible in the merciful gloom, lay the shacks of the poor district.


Mur’ubi was old, full of magnificence and beauty: the Old Whore was magnificent and beautiful, yes, but in its breath lay the smell of rot.


Zaiel moved under the cloak, cursing to himself. How confusing and deceptive seemed the present. Long was the trail that had brought him to the Seneschal Court of the most important city in all Saremia, to enjoy an authority bound only to the Conclave or the Hierarch himself.


Seneschal. Even after almost ten years after his nomination, he couldn’t get used to the title. After all, for the Old Whore he would always be a lowly peasant with his feet in manure.


Who would have guessed? He, born in the fields, had come far. More than he deserved, according to—he well knew—a lot of people’s thoughts …


You didn’t get it on your own, whispered a mean voice from within; don’t forget. Leydn was there all the way. You owe it to him: your career in the Armada, the rank of captain, even the blood of the Mur woman you married … And when Leydn died, they looked another to take his place, though you are not half the man he was. Better this way: those above have always preferred the meek, and the cunt of a Mur was enough to buy your loyalty for life. Don’t forget who you are, boy: you were born lowlife and meddled like a soldier thanks to Goddess Fortuna smiling on you, but remember for them you are but a pawn in a game you don’t understand …


At his back, a neigh interrupted Zaiel’s line of thought, who sighed in annoyance. Unwelcome news, no doubt.


The rider reached the summit of the mound. Zaiel took a last look at the horizon. It was dawning; the first lights lit up the low clouds. Whitepoint glowed with the colour of blood.


“Sir.”


Calmly, he faced the Guard sergeant. The man removed the feathered helmet and saluted. He was nervous and Zaiel could swear it wasn’t for coming to disturb him.


“Well?”


“Eisec requires your presence as soon as possible.”


Zaiel disguised an annoyed grimace. Eisec, the Provost of the Guard, was new to the charge; sometimes he was of the mind that he would not be able to shit without permission.


“How did you find me?”


“Well, sir. A manservant from your villa told me you sometimes come here very early in the morning.”


Zaiel nodded. Then, he pointed to the sentry.


“Reprimand that imbecile. If he falls asleep again during a watch, I’ll have him hang.”


He reached his mount and spurred the mare. The day was breaking when he came back into old Mur’ubi.




 




A peeping mob—rogues, unoccupied sluts, beggars, shoeless children—crowded at the entrance of the alley; the guards had to open a way by pushing and hitting with the butt of their spears.


The four corpses lay spread out around the back door of the whorehouse, shrouded in their cloaks. Eisec waited next to them, groomed as usual, though a grimace of disgust twisted his well-shaved features. Zaiel responded listlessly to the provost’s salute. Upon approaching more and feeling the pestilence, he understood his expression: it stunk of blood, bladders, and unravelled guts.


A bad feeling made him grind his teeth. There was no need to make such a fuss about four dead men in an alley …


… unless one of them had last names.


The provost cleared his throat. A light tremor shook his face; he had produced a perfumed handkerchief to fight the stink.


“Tell me, Eisec: what’s the hurry?”


Eisec removed the cloth from his mouth, opened it to speak, and ended up asking him to come closer with a gesture. He pointed at the corpse at his feet and moved away.


Zaiel examined the corpse. It lay face down and the trail of mud showed that it had been dragged before death. A hand with long, discoloured fingers peeked from the cloak, and one of them wore a gold ring. It was at least peculiar for anyone to keep.


Upon brushing the mud off the ring, he recognized the crest. He gasped. Now he was not surprised that no one had dared to rob the corpse. He uncovered the head. The livid features, moist with dew, lay twisted in agony, yet he did not have trouble in recognising the dead man. His neck had been sliced from side to side with one stroke.


“The guardsman of the business found him, before dawn.”


Eisec’s voice startled Zaiel, deep in his thoughts. With a nod, he removed the cloak completely to look at the rest of the wounds. The tunic was ripped. Arms and legs, especially the torso, were stitched in stabs. It had been no more than two or three hours because he was barely rigid.


He stood up slowly and looked around: houses whitewashed in saltpetre with the plaster falling off in pieces, an alley of barely four paces wide, full of mud and waste. The assassins had a good eye: it was, no doubt, a perfect spot for an ambush. Zaiel looked at the door painted in reddle in the middle of the alley. It was a discreet way to come in and out of the whorehouse, discreet and fast, intended for the quality clients, who went up straight to the private rooms on the upper floor with no need to mix with the common parish of the business.


“Does anyone else know?” he asked with a hoarse voice.


“I don’t know, sir. I’ve given the command to close the business, but you know who quickly bad news spread in this town.”


Zaiel approached the other corpses. The wounds were less showy, more precise, delivered by an experienced fighter who wanted to finish the dance fast. However, the first dead had been stabbed thoroughly; it looked like a butcher’s job. He uncovered the last corpse; the smell of the belly opened wide whipped his nose and made him cough. That face …


“Yrdn’s Bones …”


Eisec turned to him as he heard his outcry.


“Did something happen, sir?”


“I knew this one.”


Eisec disguised his bewilderment so badly that Zaiel had to contain his laugh. In case he had forgotten, that reminded him that not all plebes were of the same condition. Eisec’s relatives were guildsmen of the Major Arts, with good fortune and rising in the Council, if he was not wrongly informed. For the Seneschal of Mur’ubi to know a nightowl, one of those thugs who rented their swords to the highest bidder, must seem inappropriate, at least. Or even scandalous.


He knew the Ginger quite well, oh did he. How awful and strange life was. That deceitful and boot licker son of a bitch had survived the slaughter in Greenwater without a scratch and now ended his days like this, lying like a dog in a puddle, with his gust out.


A thought clouded Zaiel’s spirits: he had been wounded from the front and the Ginger was no slouch with the blade, he could swear on it. If he had been attacked alone, the issue would be clear: someone had cleared off one of the many pending accounts the bastard had.


“So long, Ginger,” he muttered as a goodbye, before covering the corpse again. Then he glanced one last time at the first corpse and turned to the provost. “Keep the crowd away and interrogate those in the business. Hire a carriage to take him to his family, the others will do with the Meagre One’s cart. I’ll make sure to notice the parents.”


Eisec nodded, standing in a pose that he thought very gallant, no doubt. Zaiel’s authoritarian tone had not gone unnoticed. Perhaps reminding him of his place would help him not to think too much of the difference between their births.


He let him mull over his resentment alone. Upon turning to the end of the alley he felt the avid eyes of the crowd on him. One of these knows something, he told himself. It didn’t matter; he knew very well that no one would say a word: in the Lamps District, no one saw anything ever.


He numbed himself. For a second, he thought to have seen a known face: a tall and thin man, looking like a soldier. But he had lost him in the crowd. He approached the cord and looked into the crowd over the guards’ shoulders. He was about to give up when his sight found him, and he didn’t doubt more.


Nahib—or Three-Quarters, as they knew him in the Armada—greeted him with a wink and looked to a nearby intersection. Zaiel nodded in response with a subtle chin movement. Shortly after, he dived into the crowd, with the right hand close to the purse and more so to the dagger he carried, crosswise, on his belt.


The journey promised, despite its beginning.




 




They shook hands and crossed sights as if pondering the being and doing of each. He didn’t remember them to have pending accounts.


“I’m glad to see you.”


“Me too, mate. Me too.” Nahib sketched that half-smile so his, as he lay against the stone wall, with his back to the river.


They had walked without talking the three hundred yards that separated the alley in the Lamps District from the barbican of Old Bridge. Nahib seemed the same as ever, except for a few grey hairs and one or two new scars. He dressed like a soldier, with a cloth shirt well-mended but clean, leather underbodice and nude colour shims. From the belt, hung a dagger, and he would not be surprised to see him wear a buckler, or even a falchion, like the nightowls that escorted those of the blood.


“I see you well, Three-Quarters.”


Nahib smiled, sincerely this time.


“It’s been years since anyone called me that. The memories …”


“So many memories.” They had met during the campaign against the Cimrrian Pirate Kings of seventy-two. Around that time, Nahib was a seafaring corporal extremely popular among the crew, with a quick eye to face sets and dexterous with a sword and buckler. Zaiel well knew he was impulsive, wasteful, and very keen on hazard games, but he was of those men who one wanted to have at one’s side in a pinch. And that was what mattered to Zaiel, who considered him a friend, though he had never called him such.


He cleared his throat. It was at least ironic that they had met again because of Ginger’s death. Considering the sardonic spirits of his old arms mate, which must not have passed unnoticed.


“One of those corpses was him, right? You know, our friend. The redhead,” Nahib asked at last.


“Well. You don’t talk around.”


Three-Quarters shrugged.


“Well, and what did you want me to tell you, that I was passing by?”


Zaiel cheered Three Quarter’s answer with a generous smile, and soon they were both laughing aloud. That relieved the tension.


“Hearsay runs around Mur’ubi like gunpowder, but this is ridiculous. How long has it been? Four, five hours?”


“You know me; I’ve always had an ear for certain songs.” Nahib paused briefly, seasoned with one of his best ruffian grimaces. “Come, now, tell me: Is the son of a bitch dead or not?”


“Yes. Completely.”


Nahib whistled so much, he nodded with the chin.


“Hell. Who would have said the Ginger would end up like that. Oh; every pig gets the day of the slaughter.”


“I see you weren’t among his friends either.”


“Friends? I don’t think that son of a bitch knew the word, if by chance. Oh, well.” Nahib spat to the side. “No one will miss that one. But the other … Is he who I think he is? The young man of the blood.”


Zaiel looked away, disturbed by the question. He leaned against the parapet. He was grateful for the caress of sunlight on the face, which now shone uncovered in the sky; its light fried the back of the Abderas. As if wanting to avoid the conversation, he followed the river’s course to the meanders of the Tiler’s Island, where some boats lazily crossed it.


There was no use in denying it. In a few hours, the whole town would know.


“Yes, it’s him. They were mad at the poor wretch, the sons of bitches. He was stabbed thoroughly.”


“Oh. Sounds bad. Especially for the one they’ll ask explanations from.”


Zaiel looked cross at him. The damn bastard, as usual, didn’t leave anything hanging.


“Yes. And they’ll ask for plenty, I’m afraid.”


“Well. Don’t mind it, man. You’ll get off the hook.”


“I suppose,” Zaiel said, “that you won’t guess who could have killed him.”


“Nay. Who knows. We don’t have a shortage of cutthroats in this town, mate. There are more than enough. Thugs, confreres, mercenaries …”


“Old soldiers …” Zaiel noted.


“Yes. Lots of those too.”


“And if you got to know anything, I guess you couldn’t tell me anything.”


Without hiding his wariness, Three-Quarters held his sight for a while, then looked away to the bridge’s barbican. At that time, from the Sacred Avenue come and went plenty of trade: officers of lower arts; servants, porters, and women, loaded with groceries; carts coming from the country and some carriages without livery, probably people of the blood on their way back from a late banquet.


“I don’t know, mate,” Nahib said. “You know me. I’m not the kind to get into others’ business. Of course, it depends on how or why something is done … I’m not sure I make myself clear.”


“Clear, alright. Truth to be said, I could use your help.”


Nahib scratched his badly-shaved chin, nodding finally.


“Alright. Tell me how I can help you.”


“For instance, you could lend me that fine ear of yours. As for the rest, I imagine you’re well connected.”


“Well connected … among who?”


Zaiel started with a vague gesture and ended up shrugging.


“You know. People of the blade.”


Another silence thickened between them. Three-Quarters nibbled on his cheeks, pondering his answer. Zaiel shifted the weight from one leg to the other and waited. Certainly, Nahib’s help would be well received: he had always had influence among the guildsmen and confreres of the lower arts, and he had been a nightowl from the top; perhaps he was still in these …


The other’s laugh surprised him.


“People of the blade … Yeah, sure,” he winked at him. “Alright. Count on me: I’ll see what I can do. Do you know the pub close to Fisherman’s Plaza?”


“No. But I’ll manage.”


“Give any message you want me to receive to its owner. He’ll let me know.”


“Always that careful, huh?”


“Don’t take offence on it, mate. To have the Seneschal looking for you isn’t of good taste among mine. You know. Those of the blade.”


Three-Quarters smiled. They shook hands.


“By the way,” Nahib said, “we should hang out someday. To talk about old times.”


“Sure, why not. Of the old and new ones. Count on it.”


He saw him move avenue down and disappear on the way to the docks. With a deep sigh, Zaiel started the way to where he had left the mare. He prepared to be the Crows’ Herald, full of an odd bittersweet feeling, longing seasoned with envy. Deep inside, he knew it was false envy: he didn’t wish, not even a little, to be in Nahib’s skin.


Well. Perhaps he did. A little; just a little.
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Like every morning, Faruh opened his eyes in vain. On time, darkness and pain were already waiting for him. As he gathered strength to start the day, he was struck by the feeling that he would die soon.


Blindly, he found his nephew Serab’s head and petted it. Just for a moment, as if to dispel uneasiness away, he listened to the child’s soft snores.


Not yet, old man; not yet. The kid needs you.


With a grunt, he sat upon the straw mattress and hugged his own stiff body. He gritted his teeth for them not to chatter and reached a hand towards the brazier: the ashes in it were cold. He swore to himself: they had overslept again.


He grabbed the chamber pot and relieved himself. A violent coughing fit made him bend over and almost spill his filth. He spat thick phlegm grime and a load of swearing, left the chamber pot aside and wiped his mouth. It was time to wake the kid up. He removed the blanket and shook him.


“Come on, boy, wake up.”


Serab grumbled in his sleep. Faruh had to insist with more energy.


“Come on. Up, loafer.”


“Fa’uh? You’ awake?” said the boy sleepily.


“Yes, I’m awake. Come on, lad. Up.”


Faruh waited for Serab to relieve and wash himself. Then, he accepted the washbasin. The brush of freezing water chased the last remains of sleep; he washed his face, his beard and especially, the whole neck, to relieve himself from the itch of the bites: those damn bedbugs had been onto him all night long. Perhaps it was now time to change the straw in the mattresses.


“Well, boy; help me up.”


He felt Serab’s arms surrounding him. He managed to stand despite the sharp pain in his left knee. Upon standing up, he remembered how low that basement was. He hissed a swear as he rubbed his head. It was ridiculous that they had been sleeping there for so many years, and yet he managed to hit his head on the ceiling all the time.


He leaned on his nephew’s shoulder and took the first step. His left leg felt rigid and swollen. A lash cut his breath short, but he forced himself to take the next step and the next, until little by little, the blood flowed through the limb.


“Hand me my cloak and the staff, Serab. That’s it; thank you, boy. Let’s go, come on. It’s late.”


Going up the twenty-four steps of the damned staircase was torture. The endeavour left him breathless. Faruh leaned the body against a wall of the house and sniffed the fresh morning air cautiously. It smelled of dust, of rotten wood, of the sweet and deceitful aroma of the oleander flowers that grew among the ruins and of the trace of salt coming from the bay; of nothing and no one else. Perhaps such caution was excessive. Who would wander into the Tainted District? People feared the ghosts too much.


He made a sign for Serab for them to continue. They passed through the ruins and came out to Netter Street, where Faruh felt the sun on his back, warming his body up. Then they went up to the intersection with the Stones Way and took it with good speed.


The hodgepodge of smells—birds, cattle, incenses, and oils—of the stalls of the Fisherman’s Plaza reached his nose. There was not much noise of traffic on Altar’s Avenue that morning, a slow day for the gods and their servants.


Serab pulled on his sleeve.


“Breakfast?” he said, anxious.


“Yes, now. Let’s go to Lisaj’s.”


Luckily, they were close by; the leg was killing him. He squeezed the staff with his sweaty fingers. His heart pounded loudly; every beat, boom, boom, boom, was deafening.


He heard the murmur of a fountain and stopped.


“Wait, Serab,” he said between gasps, “let’s rest a little.”


Serab helped him find a stone bench to sit on. He drank the air in and shuddered, cold sweat wetting his shirt. Again, damn it; these indispositions were more common. They always started the same: a feeling of anguish, a sharp pain in the chest, needles running up and down the left arm from the shoulder to the tips of his fingers.


The feeling he had had upon waking came back, insidiously. Perhaps it was not too erred. Quilnub’s Blood, how much longer could his old body hold? There were times, such as then, in which he couldn’t find the strength to live and much less to care for the kid. The Yrdn well knew the effort and sorrow he had endured for the kid to do well. How much longer would he need him?


Anguish held on to his throat with freezing fingers. He passed saliva and pressed his eyelids against the blind eyes to keep the tears away.


“I can’t go on, Yaiza,” Faruh muttered. “I’m sorry, but I can’t go on anymore.”


“Take care of him, brother. Promise me. Promise me!”


“Fa’uh? You alright?” Serab’s hand brushed his cheek; he could feel the kid’s uneasiness. Faruh made himself smile.


“I’m fine, boy. Calm down, it’s nothing; it’s passing. Do you have the jug with you? Good. Get me some water from the fountain, go on. Good boy …”


The boy returned shortly and put the jug between his hands. He drank the water, fresh and dirt-flavoured, and that seemed to grant him enough strength to continue.


“Alright, Serab. It hurts less. Let’s keep going.”


Blacksmiths’ Street was a step away. He could breathe in the smell of hot metal, which always reminded him of that of blood.


They finally reached Lisaj’s, a cheap inn. It didn’t smell too bad and for a few quarters, they could get in their bellies some pieces of freshly baked bread and a few sips of wine. As he moved to his usual table, he greeted the regulars. Their smells gave them away: here was the shoemaker’s polish, there the tanner’s pestilence, over there the dry cleaner’s bitterness, all surrendered to the waft of sweat, iron and smoke of the forge officers that cluttered the tavern.


Faruh sat on a chair as the boy went for breakfast. He heard whispers, half-voiced conversations; something stirred in the air, he could feel it.


Serab brushed his arm; he had come back with breakfast. Faruh wet his bread and chewed listlessly. A jab shot through his jawbone. Damned tooth. The damned thing had been bothering him for the last month. He would have to have it pulled out.


Steps, a strong smell of badly digested strong wine. It was Ezdre, the Master blacksmith, he could swear on it. Faruh conjured the best of his smiles as he unfurrowed his brow. He had been looking for him for weeks to talk about Serab, and precisely now, he was the one to come greet him. How odd …


“Good morning, Master Faruh. How are we?”


“Hello, Ezdre. What do they say around?”


“Don’t you know yet? It’s in everybody’s mouth.”


“No, I don’t know anything. Sit down, man, and tell me.”


“Alright. Here, boy. Get me a quarter of red wine.”


“Go, Serab. Hum. Alright, tell me.”


“Well, you see, Master Faruh, they found him dead this morning, fed up with stabs, and …”


“Hold on, man; who did they find dead?”


“One of the high ones, he and four of his nightowls, coming out of the Goodrest whorehouse. At dawn, there were more cocks with a spear around the Lamps than in a cockpit; even the Seneschal came down to look at the dead men. They also say that one called the Ginger was among the deceased.”


Faruh almost choked up.


“The Ginger? Are you sure about that?”


“May the dead take me if I lie. Split open like a pig in the day of slaughter, they say he was.”


“The Ginger … Would you look at that? I knew him.”


“Seriously; where from, Master?”


“From the Army. He was under my command … See, the way things are, Ezdre, I was the boatswain of the Serene, and he was just a topman. He was such a …


Yes, he was such a son of a bitch. It had been years since I heard of him, but they said he was a nightowl and fixer for the highborn; he danced that tune well, no doubt; the damn ass had always been a first-rate boot licker.” It was hard to forget the day he met him again. “Man, Drags, so long; you finally honour your nickname.” The damn fagot threw that to his face, left some alms in the billycan and left laughing.


“… They say he was screwing a highborn, is it true?”


“I don’t know. I lost track of him after Greenwater. He came out unscathed, but I took home a souvenir. Come, bring your hand closer. Don’t be afraid, man. Feel that on the nape? It’s a shrapnel of iron, from the falconet that blew up next to me during battle. The surgeon didn’t even want to try and take it out.”


Faruh smiled; he would have liked to see Ezdre’s face at the time. “Oh well; now he’s dead and I am still alive, crippled and blind, but alive …”


Faruh stood up and frowned; he had remembered something. Didn’t they tell him the Ginger worked as a nightowl for a Mur Teryed? He couldn’t remember which, but he was quite sure about the lineage.


Yrdn’s Bones; it had not been a week since that duel between the son of Leydn, the last Seneschal, and a Mur Teryed. That was some trouble boiling …


“Well, Master, I would like to talk to you about something,” Ezdre stopped himself, uneasy, not sure of how to go on.


Faruh concealed a smile. Finally, the birdie had decided; he had already figured that Ezdre had not become so approachable suddenly, just to chat with him.


“Come on, out with it, man. Though, no, hold on, let me guess: it’s some matter with the Comedienne.”


Ezdre muttered something, cleared his throat, and didn’t say anything. Faruh imagined him red as a pomegranate.


“Ehem, yes, precisely.”


“Hum. What is going on between you and Liara?”


“Nothing yet. But I would sure want to. It’s not good for a woman to be alone, even less with no family to look after her. It’s been three years since her husband passed.”


“Hum. You are surely in a hurry, man. When did your Maisa pass? About four months ago, right?


“Already seven, Master. It’s not good for one to not have a mate. And I’m still young; my poor Maisa wouldn’t have said anything against it.”


“Well, man. Hum; so, you’re going with her by law, eh?”


“Of course, Master. The dead take me if I lie.”


“Hum. Well. I can’t promise anything. Women are fickle, you know.


“I know, Master, but … You have your cunning in talking, and she trusts you; you were a good friend of the Comedian. If you talk of me in flattery and use good advice on her, I’m sure she’ll agree to marry. Hell: plenty of women would want me as a husband. I’m a Master blacksmith, and though it’s bad for me to say it, I’m still gallant.”


“Hum. Have you talked to her about this?”


“I … Have told her something, but I’m clumsy when dealing with women. Would you help me out? Don’t doubt that I’ll know to repay generously.”


“Alright. I don’t want anything for myself, though. Hum: do you remember what I told you a while ago? About Serab.”


“Oh. Well, Faruh, your nephew …”


“Doesn’t seem too bright and doesn’t talk much, but he’s a fast learner and is keen as a fox when he wants to.”


Silence. Ezdre hesitated. Faruh chose to shake the hook.


“I would put in an incredibly good word with the Comedienne for you. Leave this in my hands: she won’t be the first lass that finds reason in marriage after regaling her ears.”


“I don’t know, Master. I don’t need any more apprentices for now; I don’t have plenty of work.”


“I’ll take care, man. My brother-in-law Rahe didn’t have plenty of work either when he took you in as an apprentice in his forge. I hope you haven’t forgotten.”


Silence. A long, uncomfortable one. Faruh waited, with his soul between his teeth. Come one, damned cheapskate. Don’t play hard anymore.


“Well … A’ight, Master. I’ll see what I can do. Help me out with the marriage and I’ll make sure your nephew gets into the guild as an apprentice. But Faruh …”


“Yes, I know what you are going to say. He’ll have to work hard. Don’t worry about that; I give you my word that he will work hard, and as for the charge for the contract, I have some savings.”


“Fine, a’ight. I’m leaving; I left the shop to my officers, and I don’t trust them. The master’s eye fattens the cow, as my father used to say. Well then, good day. See you.”


“See you later, Ezdre. Good day.”


Faruh drank the rest of the wine and spruced his beard, thoughtful. Wow … Just when he had lost hope, how about that, the fish bit the hook. Who knows; perhaps he had luck? Who knew?


Serab pulled on his sleeve.


“Fa’uh?”


“Yes, boy, we’re leaving. Did you hear, Serab? The air is changing, lad, we were in dead calm for too long.”


“Fa’uh?”


Ah. They were a nice pair, a blind, old cripple, and a boy with a slow head. Oh, well. He found Serab’s crown and spruced his hair.


“Come on, let’s go. We’ll see how the morning goes.”


He got on his feet and limped, leaning on Serab’s shoulder until he handed him the staff. The leg barely bothered him now. Yes, it seemed like it would get better. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be wrong.




4


Sitting at the edge of the bed, Nezaj Mur Asyb showed his teeth in a growl. It was a hoarse sound, almost feral. In the end, between gasps, he saw drop the damn dollop of urine.


Plop, it rang against the silver chamber pot. Nezaj heaved loudly, desperate; he had barely managed a puddle of piss, dark as red wine, after half an hour of sorrow. He swore, rubbing his member with the index finger and the thumb; the itch, needles in the flesh, diminished a little.


He closed his eyes. Another of those damned spasms was on the way; they started with a shiver, followed by a breath-taking shudder and, at last, an insufferable burning as if he had a red-hot iron bar introduced in the urine canal.


Plop. Nezaj blank in a daze, wiped the sweat from his face with the sleeve of the shift and puffed.


Ah, fuck it. Yrdn witness, I can’t do more. He examined the shred of flesh he held in his hand with disgust: it had passed from being a source of pride and pleasure to become a torture device.


Damned old age … Those attacks were increasingly frequent: they left him bedridden, with sharp and deep pain in the kidneys, forced to suffer the torment of strangury.


Determined, he fixed his shift, kicked the chamber pot aside and stood up with much effort. As much as that would cross the medics, he would go mad if he stayed another day in bed.


He stepped clumsily into the dark room. The morning light struggled to get in through the half-closed picture windows and the satin curtains. It was late; it must have been two hours since the first ring.


He limped back to the bed and tugged from the service bell. While he waited, the mirror in the corner of the room, silver and full-length, caught his eye without his knowledge. He inspected his reflection, resigned; bit by bit, the features seemed to blend, and he found himself looking at a dead man’s face.


Hesitant, he approached the bed where the old man lay, whose sight, muddled by agony, was lost on the ceiling; a broken pipe’s gurgle came rhythmically from his chest.


He was choking, slowly and inevitably, in his own blood. At least, that was what the medics had said. Nothing could be done, except comfort him until the Meagre One came for him.


“Father,” he said, “I’m here, Father.”


The old man blinked slowly, opened and closed his mouth like a fish out of water. He tried to say something, but the effort was too much for his strength, and his head fell against the pillow.


He sat at the edge of the bed and took the old man’s hands. Long ago, they had been big, strong, sanguineous. Now they were those of a skeleton, barely covered by spotted, yellow skin. He grimaced at the smell: urine, rancid sweat, fever.


“Father …” An unspeakable disturbance broke his voice. “Father, I …”


… I hate you, he wanted to say; I hate you, you miserable bastard. Die already, old man; it’s taken you long enough.


As if he could read his mind, the old man opened his eyes and looked at the surly face of his son with a last glimpse of lucidity. A tear flowed on the wrinkled cheek and got lost in the bramble of his beard,


I hate you. Damn my blood, I hate you, son of a bitch …


“Father.”


Then, the first spasm arrived, then another, and another, each more agonizing than the last. Shortly, his sisters rushed in like a storm into the room and gathered around the bed.


Wheezing, the last breath of the old man fled his chest; then came the undisputed silence of death, ticked by the women’s sobs.


He dropped the dead man’s hands.


“Father,” he whispered.


… I forgive you, he had wanted to say. But it was too late.


Nezaj shook his head no, upset by the memory. Ah, a cruel mockery of destiny: despite himself, he resembled increasingly the man he had despised so much. The resemblance was terrifying in the tiny details: how he fixed the pleats of his tunic or the sayings and gestures that came to him without notice. It was as if his father’s ghost was haunting his soul bit by bit …


Someone knocked at the door.


“Mur? May I come in?”


It was Fala. Nezaj invited him in. Upon seeing him up, the steward frowned at him, as if gathering the courage to chide him for getting up from the bed.


“Mur, perhaps you should not …”


“Save the sermon. Get a bath ready for me.”


“But Mur, the medic said …”


“Damn the medic! While you’re on it, call the barber. I look like a beggar.”


“Right away, Mur. Oh … I almost forgot. Your nephew Iziah came to visit. He brought a gift for Teramal.”


A gift … Nezaj frowned. He wasn’t too worried about the influence that Iziah could be on his grandson, but he still could not avoid being wary: his visits were becoming more common recently, sometimes with the silliest excuses. The previous week, no less, they had spent many afternoons speaking in Ghatharic, something Nezaj was not happy about: the last thing the boy needed was to be reminded of his father.


Ah. He did not have the mind or patience to withstand his nephew in good humour, but it was better than remaining in bed for another day. Perhaps he would be able to lift his spirits with his extravagance.


“Tell him I’ll see him in the garden. I’ll take breakfast there.”


“However you wish, Mur.”


Before the steward left the room, Nezaj called him again.


“One more thing: have that damned mirror removed. I don’t want it anymore.”




 




Nezaj moved his pawn to the fourth square of the queen’s rook. Pleased, he looked at his nephew and smiled.


Iziah nodded lightly and focused his attention on the board. Nezaj handed the cup to Fala for him to fill it up again and spread comfortably in the wicker armchair, his eyes ajar as he breathed in the breeze, fresh and marine: it brought the smell of wet dirt, cedar resin and salt.


The morning was a splendid and surprisingly sunny one for mid-December; there was barely any need for the brazier that warmed their feet. As he tasted the calhre, strong and bitter, Nezaj amusedly watched Iziah, whose face showed a visage of deep concentration.


“You’re quite serious, nephew. Is something worrying you?”


“Yes. Winning.”


“Ah. nephew, for one so enthusiast about words, you speak little.”


“That’s why I speak little; little and concisely.”


“That’s not what scholars tell,” Nezaj pointed out. “They say that you hold heated debates on the writings of dead philosophers, debates that last for hours on end …”


He laughed again. His nephew’s unexpected visit was making his day.


“Passionate, I guess … Though I don’t think it fair to call you a scholar. What was the degree? Doctor in Arts?”


“Magister. I couldn’t get to doctorate.”


“Ah. Wow. Well, if you manage to start a university in Mur’ubi you might be able to grant yourself the degree …”


In answer, Iziah raised the corner of his mouth and returned his attention to the chess pieces. Nezaj glanced now humourlessly at him. Why did he come so often, and why now? To see Teramal? His grandson was impressionable and kept the innocence characteristic of youth, but he doubted that Iziah’s blunders might interest him, as good as their relationship may be. Teramal was a responsible lad … If we forgot about the duelling, of course.


Damned youth … Though he must admit, he had liked to prove his grandson had more iron in his blood than his appearance suggested; considering whose son he was, it was no surprise.


“I haven’t thanked you for the deference to come to visit this poor old man, nephew,” Nezaj said, sarcastically. “Though in these cases the guest is the one to offer conversation to the host and not the other way around.”


Iziah barely smiled.


“Your move, dear uncle, has taken me by surprise … You are an excellent player.”


Nezaj grabbed a pawn, fallen during the game, and assessed it between his fingers.


“I must thank my father for it; he taught me.”


Yes. By force. Since he had been old enough to understand the basics of the game, his father and he played at least one game a week. He still remembered the old man’s laughter after each of his many defeats; the damned bastard enjoyed his ridicule.


“They say that Quilmeb Mur Asyb was one of the best chess players in Mur’ubi,” Iziah added. Nezaj watched him suspiciously. His nephew had said that as if by chance, barely lifting his eyes from the pieces.


One of the best, yes. Yet, you defeated him. You had to work for years, but in the end, you managed it, and not just one, but many times. So many that the old man refused to play with you again …


He left the pawn on the table with a sigh.


“He was an exemplary man.”


An exemplary son of a bitch, more like. Nezaj reprimanded himself sternly; it was poorly bred of him that he still had embers of resentment; it had been thirty years since his father’s death.


Iziah reached towards the board; hesitated for a moment and moved the horse on the king’s side to the fourth square of the black queen.


“Wow,” Nezaj muttered, deep in thought. “Good play, yes sir. Oh, how you take advantage of this poor old man.”


“I take advantage only of your lack of concentration. Your turn. Move.”


Nezaj calmly pondered the next move; the game was getting interesting. He chose to move his horse. Iziah nodded; a light smile danced in his features as if he had foreseen that play.


“I’m always flattered by your visits, dear nephew,” said Nezaj, somewhat annoyed, but I can’t help but be intrigued by this generosity of yours. It must be quite tedious for you to make company to this poor old man.”


“Come on … You’re not that old.”


“Yes, I am.” In Duodember, with the Yrdn’s blessing, I’ll catch your father. Seventy years … Oh, how lonely I feel sometimes; there are fewer and fewer people my age. I’m old, very old, but I hope to have enough strength to live a few more years.” Nezaj half-smiled. “At least, until seventy-six, as our dear Hierarch, may the Yrdn watch for his failing health …”


Iziah snorted.


“Uncle, please. I’m not here to talk about politics.”


“Come on, don’t pretend; I know that politics is one of your favourite topics.”


Iziah didn’t answer. He took the rook on the queen’s flank and had it advance six squares horizontally.


Rook to first, horse to king, Nezaj muttered bewildered to himself. What the hell did he pretend with that …? Oh. Of course! It was a brilliant play, simple, but efficient. Yet he believed to have the power to counter it …


“Wonderful play,” Nezaj admitted, “I think you would have been an excellent eminence, dear nephew. Politics and chess have some undeniable resemblances.”


“An eminence, me?” Iziah lifted his eyebrow. “No, thank you; I prefer my discussions on grammar, rhetoric, and philosophy to the shadow plays of the Conclave. My father made the right decision on choosing Najor as the patriarch of the Mur Mevnoras.”


Nezaj crawled into his seat. He brushed the ring of his lineage with his fingers, stalling on the seal. He observed the coat of arms, pensive, as he brushed with the thumb the edges of the murex.


“I wouldn’t know what to tell you about that, nephew. Your father was a fair man and like a brother to me, but maybe he rushed to point Najor out as patriarch … Though you didn’t leave him with many choices. You were never a docile son.”


Iziah ignored the pinprick.


“I never had claws for business or politics. And unlike you, I don’t consider chess and politics to have any resemblance at all. Chess is a beautiful precise game, an art, even. Besides, in its skirmishes, no blood is drawn.”


With a dismissive gesture, Nezaj shook his head.


“There is always blood being drawn, nephew. Either by action … Or omission.”


Iziah looked at him without blinking with those eyes of his, grey and bleak. He tilted his head and spruced a glimpse of a moustache.


“Perhaps.”


Perhaps it would be better to change topics. After a few sips of the calhre cup—warm at the time—, Nezaj said:


“Now that I think about it, I haven’t asked you about my daughter. How is she?”


“Fine, as usual. Although, according to her, her health is delicate; but you know Rasha.”


“And my granddaughter? Is everything well with the pregnancy?”


“All good.”


“Let’s hope it ends well this time …”


Iziah nodded, dryly, and stirred in his seat.


“Zaiel must be swollen with happiness, I suppose,” Nezaj continued, “I haven’t seen our son-in-law since the last audience; he mentioned the matter of the allowances that Leydn owed his men … According to him, it’s our responsibility. Unheard of.”


“Well … Depends on how you look at it,” Iziah said. “The Conclave generously fattened the Treasury coffers thanks to Leydn. You know, during the campaign against the Cimrrian Pirate Kings … You remember better than I do.”


“Well, yes, and? By chance, who provided him with the armada? Besides if Leydn cared about his men so much, why didn’t he pay the allowances himself? His fortune is great, or so it’s quoted.”


“So they said in its day. Fortune that Teramal will soon inherit, by the way.”


“If the legal procedures are solved by then … Damned Ghatharic shysters. Why would Leydn think of writing his testament according to his country’s law?”


“That’s easy to answer. He didn’t trust ours. And I don’t blame him.”


Nezaj controlled his temper. He would not lose control for something silly like that.


“Sometimes I wonder about what side you’re on … nephew.”


“There’s no need to say it, dear uncle: on yours.”


Nezaj examined his nephew’s features looking for some sign of mockery. It was in vain.


“By the way …” Iziah pointed at the board. “It is your turn.”


Apathic, Nezaj leaned over the board and tried to get his mind in the game.


“Ah … That head of mine,” Iziah said then, “I almost forgot …” He reached into the fob of his tunic, from which he produced a folded piece of paper. “I received a letter from Jebael. It arrived this very morning.”


Without hiding his uneasiness, Nezaj drank to stall his answer; the sediment of calhre was cold and left him with an awful aftertaste on his palate.


“Ah. Good.”


“Your son is still in Ghathar, though he is planning to return to Mur’ubi very soon …”


Abruptly, Nezaj left the cup on the table. He had not ignored the emphasis Iziah had done on saying ‘your son.’


“Leave us alone, Fala.”


“Yes, Mur.” The steward, a kind of statue until that moment, picked up the plate on a platter and left calmly by the gravel path in the garden.


Iziah left that harsh mutism intact for a while, but in the end, as Nezaj expected, he returned to the charge.


“Come, uncle … Jebael has spent more than ten years away from home. Do you not have anything to say?”


“What do you want me to say? He left for Ghathar of his own free will.”


“He has been busy.”


“You don’t say … The question is with what.”


“You will soon know, uncle. Although I will let you know that, thanks to his meddling, perhaps they might lighten the procedures to solve Leydn’s inheritance … He is gathering allies for our lineages; maybe we could even open warehouses in those lands.”


“Warehouses in Ghathar …” Nezaj snorted in a fuss. “Ghathar is very far, nephew.”


“Strange words in the mouth of a Saremian, dear uncle. Formerly we were a seafaring race, renowned for exploring a good part of the known world. Ghathar is not that far. And it is a nation we must have on our side, especially in the coming years. You know very well that its conflict with the Taibnian Empire is unavoidable.”


“Stop. I know where you’re going … I don’t want another sermon against the Empire, nephew. You know very well the posture of our lineages. We have been allies of the Taibnian for more than a century.”


“That is right. But it could change …”


“And what do you suggest? An alliance with Ghathar?” Nezaj snorted. “Pshaw! A greenhorn nation compared to the Taibnian Empire. It’s ridiculous.”


“It is a greenhorn nation, yes,” Iziah agreed, “but also proud and energetic.”


Nezaj nodded stubbornly.


“Proud? Of what? The Taibnian Empire has a lot more reasons: four centuries of history, the best armada the world has ever known. And don’t forget their blood is mixed with ours. The hell! Without us, they would still be a shepherd’s people, fearful of the dessert tribes. We have shared blood, salt and silver, Iziah. They are more than allies.”


“When you put it like that, uncle, it sounds like sacrilege. It would be just infidelity. Our history knows plenty …”


Nezaj ground his jaw. His nephew’s tortious smiles peeved at him without his knowledge.


“… besides,” Iziah insisted, “the Taibnian have controlled the Sentern for so many centuries due to the support of the Saremian cities. And that could change. The Ghatharic are deft in war and are willing to face the advance of the Empire in Boreal.”


“If tomorrow the Sentern froze all over, I would start shaking. The Ghathar are fearsome on firm land, but at sea? Pshaw. They have never had a strong and capable armada.”


“Never, that is correct … That could also change.”


“Again, nephew, I wonder about what side you’re on. Ah, it doesn’t matter. Circumstances would need to change a lot for the Ghatharic to rival the Taibnian. The future of Mur’ubi depends on us to choose our allies carefully.”


“I agree with that entirely …” Iziah pointed with his chin, smiling. “And speaking of the future, here he is.”


Nezaj followed the direction his nephew pointed with his eyes and saw Teramal approaching them by the path in the garden. Sunlight sparkled golden on his hair. Even he, sometimes, was surprised by how blond and pale was his grandson.


The young man greeted them cheerfully. He kept his wounded arm in a sling, but he looked much better.


“Good morning, grandfather,” he said, still sleepy.


“You mean good afternoon … A little longer and you’d have heard the second ring in bed,” Nezaj replied. Perhaps he should be sterner with his rebuke, but he had always had trouble getting mad at his grandson.


“G’day, uncle,” Teramal said, smiling, upon joining them. “How’s my cousin? I should visit her.”


“Quite well. Visit her; she can do with some distracting.”


“I will. Wonderful morning, right? Fala told me you were here, and I told myself it would be nice to make you company. Then you would stop discussing politics for a while … Because you were speaking about politics, right?”


“Well,” Nezaj said, “boy, now you mock your elders?”


“Me? Not at all. Am I wrong? You are always speaking of politics, and I spite them. My thing is numbers …” Teramal saw the parcel on the table and pointed at it. “What is that? A gift?”


Iziah let himself smile, sincere for once. Teramal’s presence always managed to make him chatty and less … him.


“A gift, indeed. Go on … Open it.”


Teramal tore the parcel’s cover with a child’s enthusiasm, though hindered by his wounded arm. He was surprised at its contents.


“Books …”


“Just out of the press.”


“Ah. Wow … I don’t know what to say …”


Teramal handled the books, bound in leather and vellum. Nezaj controlled a cruel laugh. Books, what a surprise. Knowing his nephew, it couldn’t be any other way.


“Persius’ Satire …” Teramal said, reading the title of the first book; upon opening it, he looked dishearteningly at Iziah. “But … It’s in Tamarchian.”


“It is a bilingual edition. The Saremian translation is mine.”


“Oh … Great.” Teramal grabbed the next one. “Treaty on Accounting and Writing, by Livio di Borgo.”


“The translation is mine as well. It was commissioned by the author himself, who I met at the Sazerna University.”


Nezaj controlled the joke that burned his tongue; sure, Sazerna and its University would always come up somehow.


“… Livio describes and summarizes the basics of accounting, just as we know it today.”


“Which we invented, as much as the Aranese insist on taking the merit,” Nezaj added, vexed.


“I don’t doubt it, uncle. Although, according to The Book of Feats, we have invented a good part of civilization’s accomplishments, from sail to the compass, including the alphabet … In any case, I hope you have some use for it, nephew.”


“Thank you, uncle. I’ll read them. As for time …” Teramal rose his wounded arm’s elbow. “How long do you think it’ll take me to go back to bookkeeping, grandfather? I’m bored.”


“Go back to bookkeeping? And what are you supposed to do over there, eh?”


Teramal embarrassedly spluttered.


“I … I don’t know, I could check the placing of the books. I don’t need the arm for that. I’m sick of being locked up in here all day long, without doing anything.”


Nezaj looked at his son, hardening his features.


“Teramal, as you mentioned before, your thing is numbers. Numbers,” he said, grabbing him by the healthy arm. “Is it clear.?”


Teramal swallowed.


“Yes. It won’t happen again, grandfather.”


“Good. I hope you learn the lesson and get off your head those stupid brawls, proper to plebeians or vile soldiery. Damn it, what were you thinking? You’re a Mur Asyb.”


With an odd inflexion in his words, Iziah added:


“I do not think you should be very harsh on him, dear uncle. I know from a reliable source that in your youth took part in many squabbles before you married aunt Dezai, and you even had a duel … And not exactly for first blood, by the way.”


Nezaj paled. He passed saliva with gritted teeth; felt his blood running in his temples.


“Who told you all that?”


“Uncle Naieb. Did he lie to me?”


“That was many years ago,” Nezaj answered roughly, “you were not even born yet.”


Nezaj found a sneer on Teramal, but it disappeared so soon, that he could have imagined it. His grandson cleared his throat.


“Quite characteristic of Naieb,” Nezaj continued, “even after his death, he can grind my gears …”


“I would have liked to meet him,” Teramal said.


“Yes, you would have liked to, nephew.” Iziah nodded slowly and smiled sadly. “I miss him.”


Why not, Iziah, why not. He was the one who recovered you from the fire when you were broke in Aran, devoted to Art.” Nezaj puffed, annoyed; upon noticing, Iziah looked at him in disapproval.


“Ah, dear uncle. Your heart is too hard. You have not forgiven him yet.”


“Responsibilities are to be taken on. He turned his back on his family to see the world … Does it sound familiar, nephew?”


Iziah smiled spitefully.


“Yes. It sounds familiar. The call of salt, according to old poets. In my case, I have always preferred words to facts, but Naieb had the adventurous vein so much our race’s.”


“Just like Jebael, right? Do you think I don’t know you have helped him all these years like my brother did with you? I’m old, not stupid.”


Iziah looked away. He stopped smiling.


“Jebael is a great man. Trust me, uncle; someday you will feel proud of him.”


Teramal intervened with subtlety. There was a predicament in his features.


“Come on … Don’t fight. Please, grandfather …”


“If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go have some rest,” Nezaj said.


He left the armchair and straightened his back with a moan; he was starting the way when he saw Fala coming towards them, jogging; sweat shone on the hair-deserted temples.


“Mur … It would be better for you to come with me.” Fala approached him to whisper in his ear. “Uguz is here. He brings an urgent message …”


Nezaj nodded quickly.


“What is it, grandfather?”


“Wait. I’ll be right back.”


He followed the steward to the wicket door in the garden, half-hidden by ivy. In the shade, the Cimrrian fixer waited impatiently.


Uguz lowered his gaze to greet him.


“Mur, Urias Mur Teryed was found dead in an alley in the Lamps District. As soon as the news was confirmed, I came to let you know …”


Nezaj blinked a few times and blew air out his mouth.


“Dead? How …?”


“Stabbed. They say he was killed like a dog. And everything seems to point to it being premeditated.”


Nezaj internalized its implications and understood the anxiousness in Uguz and Fala. He nodded slowly and asked the key question:


“Was it us?”


“No, Mur,” Uguz answered.


Nezaj examined the Cimrrian’s dark eyes for a long while.


“And my grandson Teramal, or one of his nightowls?”


“No, Mur,” Uguz insisted. “I’m sure of it.”


Nezaj’s pupils became smaller. He looked towards the dining room and looked for Teramal.


“Try to find out as much as you can,” he told Uguz. “Don’t scrimp. Is it clear?”


The Cimrrian nodded energetically and disappeared through the gate. The question asked itself in Nezaj’s mind: If not us, then who?
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He ran under a sky that spat embers, grey and warm snow, pursued by screams and the smell of burnt flesh. Sharp rocks wounded his naked feet. The trees rose grimly, with spiky branches, throwing webbed shadows, tripping him up with their roots. The warmth of blood gathered in his sweaty face, feverish from the memory of flames.


He tripped on a loose pebble. He fell with a whine, stumbling slope down as the world swirled in a deafening whirlwind and darkness, icy and viscous, blinded him.


He howled in anguish. Up, blurry features took shape in the distance, and someone reached a hand, large and white, out to him. With no voice, someone called him:


“D! What are you doing there? Take my hand, I’ll pull you out. Hold on tight. Come on! Damn it, hold on!”


He reached his arms out, tried to hold on in despair. He brushed the hand …


He sank deep in the blackness, joined by the echo of his shrieks.




Naud woke up shaking. His heart boomed; his body was stiff, soaking in sweat. The darkness weighted upon him like a shroud.


Like the others, that bad dream didn’t take long to vanish, leaving him confused and disoriented. He sat up on the bed, shivering, and breathed slowly in to calm himself down. Ezab was snoring in his cot. The damn son of a bitch was sleeping soundly.


He took an uneasy step and tripped on the chamber pot, which squeaked in protest. He had to hold on to the cell’s walls to keep his balance. He leaned his forehead against the naked stone; its coldness tempered his zeal. The shivering diminished.


He remembered, however, that man’s last look: his eyes void of hope; he felt in each inch of his skin the sweet smell of blood—so red, so bright—, and he knew that those memories were not a bad dream. A cold stab of disgust crossed his belly. He fell on his knees, groping in the dark until he found the chamber pot and threw up foamy saliva mixed with bile.


After a while, nausea retreated, and he could get on his feet. He found the trunk with his clothes, and after dressing up, he left the cell to go up the stairs to the patio.


Upon coming out, he squinted his eyes, blinded. It was a clear, radiant morning, ill-suited to a December morning. He stayed on his feet for a bit, grateful for the caress of sunlight on his face. Away, the hullabaloo in the Avenue of Altars crept on the high walls of the sirij, almost drowning the metallic clatter of weapons. Morning training would be over soon. Ura and Elim, the highest rank yadiqd, watched closely the Feraid while they sparred in pairs with black swords.


To his relief, he didn’t see the Ma’bni anywhere. It must have been close to midday, as the Quradj barely threw any shadow. He guessed he had slept about four hours, at most.


In the centre of the patio, close to the Quradj, a few daughters worked diligently around the hearth. By the smell, they cooked ashes for the laundry. One of them winked at him as recognition. It was Nazaya. Naud didn’t know what to do and turned around abruptly, towards the practice posts.


Eli, one of the young Feraid who practised throwing at the post, greeted him upon his arrival, which Naud answered listlessly. He watched him while he approached the practice panoply. The boy handled the wood with ease, his hits were firm and precise. Soon they would let him practice with steel. If he survived, of course. The triennial approached for that litter and many of them wouldn’t pass Initiation, Naud reminded himself.


He flexed his muscles. He chose a wooden two-handed sword, slashing a couple of times into the air. He smiled. Being used to the weight of practice swords, the first time he was handed a blade he was surprised at its lightness: barely three pounds of well-balanced steel, sharp as a barber’s razor. He had smiled from the joy alone. He was not a child anymore. He held a real weapon. He could kill …


Kill … It sounded so easy, it seemed so clean in the Arjai of dexterity. Step, slash, backhand slash, strike; step, parry, lunge … The theory of those sequences was perfect, like a drawing made by a geometrician. The reality of a fight was quite different: you risked your life in barely three or four heartbeats. And theory did not speak of fear, of despair, of the smell of blood …


He left the wooden sword in the panoply and chose one of the black ones, his favourite, with the edge marked with notches and the leather of the handle worn out from use. He gripped the sword, adopted the long blade stance, and took a deep breath before starting. He barely moved his right foot forward, rose his hands and slashed down as he finished the step. His muscles complained from the effort. He ignored the stabs, concentrating on the exercise.


Slash. Backhand. Lunge. Back step. Parry. Lunge. Everything vanished: he heard only the brush of his feet against the beaten dirt, the snap of steel against wood, the wheezing of breath between his teeth. Slash, backhand, lunge. The post creaked. A splint brushed his forehead. Back step, parry, lunge.


A scream startled him. One of the Feraid must have received a wound on his fingers, as he held his right ones between whines. There was laughter, and even Naud himself sketched a smile; he knew very well how much those hits hurt, but after many broken nails and fingers, he had learned to deal with them.


Ura settled order and soon after, the instructors finished the training up, and the Feraid left the patio toward the refectory among laughs and banter.


Naud returned to exercising at the post. Slash. Backhand. Lunge. Back step. Parry. Lunge. Low guard; an abrupt up slash with the fake edge. Slash, backhand, lunge. Back step, parry, lun …


A shiver tickled his neck. He wasn’t alone.


“You should be asleep, pup.”


Naud lowered the sword and bowed respectfully at the Ma’bni, who watched him firmly. From the lack of expression, Yezrah’s face looked like a wax mask; the energy that flowed from his pupils belied the seeming frailty of that stringy and emaciated body.


“Leave it for today; you need to recover your strength. You’ll need it tonight during your investiture, trust me.”


Naud returned the sword to the panoply and went back to Yezrah.


“Chin up, brat. Look at me. You did very well yesterday, above all considering it was your first blood. I’m proud of you.”


“Thank you, Ma’bni.”


“You’ll be one of us soon enough. Once you receive the glyphs, you’ll stop being a Ferai and will turn into a yadiq. Do you remember what that means?”


“Yes, Ma’bni. He who annihilates,” Naud said after a strong breath.


A cold glint twinkled in Yezrah’s eyes upon hearing his answer. He didn’t seem pleased.


“You answered well. Like one who repeats a lesson. Tell me, what boils in your mind, Naud?”


“What …? I don’t understand, Ma’bni …”


“Something is worrying you. I know what it is. Killing is different from cutting up ragdolls filled with straw, is it, pup? Steel cutting flesh and muscle, the breaking of bone …”


Naud avoided Yezrah’s eyes.


“Ma’bni …”


“Go on. Go straight to the point.”


“You have taught me to kill swiftly, stealthily and efficiently, but yesterday was more proper to a common cutthroat.”


Yezrah looked at him with interest.


“But you did it. You killed that man like a dog. Why?”


Naud muttered something, shut his mouth, and lowered his eyes.


“I’ll tell you why, Naud. Killing is hard: fear, doubt or compassion will paralyze your arm. Yesterday it was your hand that killed, but not the will necessary for it. When a yadiq kills a man in Mahyarat’s name, his will belongs to her. His strength—our strength—lies there. Remember that.”


“You’ll never forget your first blood, but it will soon lose its importance. You’ll kill many times. You were born for it: I have known it since the first day I started training you. The Goddess forged your soul for discord, for war …”


Yezrah ungirded the leather sword belt and held in his hands a wooden lacquered sheath that he always had on him.


“… like this sashda,” Yezrah added, solemnly, offering him the weapon. “Go ahead, unsheathe it.”


Naud blinked, warily. That sashda was the most precious item in the Qabila, an invaluable relic …


“Ma’bni, I …”


“Hush … Don’t speak. Take it, I say.”


He obeyed, hesitantly; he held the sashda handle and unsheathed it slowly. Fascinated, he admired the blade: the metal, woven with dark and silver streaks, was light and flexible like a reed. A gleam of light ran on the blade, stalling on its edge, on the silver lining of the cross.


“It is more than three hundred years old,” Yezrah said. “This sashda drank Taibnian blood under the command of Abras the Fierce, but it is still thirsty, Naud. A sashda never gets its fill of blood.”


Yezrah watched him with a stony smile; he had stepped back, in a clear invitation to test the weapon. Naud entwined his fingers around the hilt of the weapon and assessed its tempering and balance. They were unparalleled. With a dry gesture, he tapped on the guard to make the blade vibrate. At the beginning, he could not hear anything: then, he felt a zooming, as if the steel whispered …


Mmmmmnnnnnnnddddd …


He held his breath; a shiver ran down his spine.


“Do you hear it, pup? So the sands in the desert whisper, the goddess’ voice. The master blacksmith who forged this sashda knew how to capture it. After Abras’ defeat, many of these swords fell into enemy hands. The Taibnian tried to tear out the secret of its forging by torture, but it was useless; it died with our master blacksmiths.”


Naud turned the sword on its head, swung the blade, tearing the air like a pinwheel, mmmmmmnnnnnnnnddddddd; he formed some high stabs, vvvvvrrrrmmmmddddd, he stepped back, tried a crosscut, a backslash …


Mmmmmmnnnnnnnnddddddd …


Steel chiming, the Qabilnd, ancestors of the Shalaj, called the arjai of dexterity. Tradition held that the howl of a sashda robbed valour from opponents and could even paralyze their muscles. The legends he had heard when he was but a jumpy Ferai were no longer so far and unreal, and that piece of metal seemed to want to whisper the stories of glory and blood that hung from its edge … He could almost see the Qabilnd warriors riding on their mounts, whirling their weapons before entering combat, enticed by the goddess’ sacred fury; he could almost hear the roar of the blood storms in the Urnd’akni desert, the Red Despair …


Vvvvvrrrrmmmmdddddnnnnnnnn …


“I see you understand; I can imagine what you’re feeling right now.” Yezrah smiled, pleased.


Seized by a strange feeling of intense joy, Naud stopped, gasping. The Ma’bni’s look cooled his spirits. It was enough; he sheathed the sashda and returned it.


Yezrah girded the weapon and sketched a smile.


“Who knows, Naud. Perhaps it could be yours one day. But before, you must prove you’re worthy of her. Remember who we are, pup. We’re the Shalaj: those with no land. We’re the last of an ancient warrior lineage. Before us, Meridian trembled. Drive away the doubt and wavers that haunt your mind: a yadiq doesn’t know doubt, remorse, or compassion, because he has been forged for death, like this sashda.”


“Good. Don’t exhaust yourself any more today. Go to the dining hall and eat something. Take this evening off; perhaps you could do with a walk. But don’t take too long. The investiture ceremony requires time.”


Just as Naud walked away, Yezrah spoke again.


“By the way, you have other duties with the goddess, quite lighter. Nazaya linked her first blood with yours. You haven’t forgotten, have you?”


“No, Ma’bni.”


Yezrah smiled shamelessly, which marked his uneasiness even more, if possible.


“Until night, boy.”


Impatiently, Naud left for the dining hall. He didn’t feel any hunger.




 




The pebble bounced on the water three times before sinking. Naud grabbed another, polished it against the dock’s guardrail and threw it with a twist of the wrist. He erred the throw, and the stone sank like lead in the copper waters of the bay.


Drive away the doubt and wavers that haunt your mind …


He snorted in annoyance. The words of the mab’ni still echoed in his mind.


A yadiq doesn’t know doubt, remorse, or compassion, because he has been forged for death, like this sashda …


He had to admit it. The prospect of the investiture ceremony frightened him. Ezab had been talking about it for months; he took every chance to show his glyphs pridefully.


There’s no reason to fear. You proved your worth. You have drawn your first blood; it’s only nerves.


But the now far memory of his Initiation shrivelled his spirits. He still remembered the scrutinizing eyes of the daughters and their sharp smiles; the dead eyes of the mother, that atmosphere of madness that twisted her features, the fear that could almost be seen in the other Feraid, a reflection of his own.


He remembered once more the Ferai that preceded him at the ceremony. Shortly after sipping from the chalice the mother offered him, he fell between spasms, foaming at the mouth.


When his turn came, he shook so much that he could barely stay on his feet. The liquid went freezing down his throat and the sweet aftertaste of the goddess’ cordial, in which the bitterness of poison could barely be felt, flooded his mouth. After an unending wait, he felt a cramp and thought he would die.


He didn’t. He was weak for a few days, but that was it. Why had that boy fallen, but not him? He couldn’t know. Ezab told him at some point that some passed the Initiation, and some didn’t. It was how it was, nothing more.


Ah. Perhaps Ezab was right. He thought too much about things.


With delight, he breathed in the salt-loaded and humid air. It had been some time since he last strolled on the docks, his favourite spot in town. The sun, hidden behind Bleakpoint, lit in bloody sparkles the black cliffs.


Naud looked at the horizon, above the waters in the bay, and he drew his eyes to the shadowy silhouette of Highill, which lay far beyond Mur’ubi’s walls. A line of lights crawled on the side of the mound, towards the top. He well knew what they meant. The Ossuary would soon have a new guest; most surely the one they had murdered that very morning.


The Ossuary. Where the veiled guarded the bones of the sacred Yrdn, the old kings of old …




Old kings, with no wail,


sleep under cold stones


the long sleep of bones.




He shivered upon noticing he had been muttering the verse without noticing. Singing that tune was considered of bad luck, and only those high up sang it in their mourning processions, on their way to the Ossuary. It was as if someone had whispered it to him from deep inside.


A shiver disturbed him. An old known one moved his guts around, that damned uneasiness as if he had forgotten something important and he couldn’t remember as much as he wanted.


Naud went down to the dock. Sunset was coming. The ships swayed lazily on the waterfront and the land breeze whispered among the ropes, causing the riggings to moan occasionally.


The sailors and dockhands called each other loudly, rushing to finish up for the day. Soon, the dock was mostly empty, except for the rats and a few groups of children.


A few rags gathered next to the wall, among boxes and rope coils, caught his attention. Two of them were facing a fist fight, and the rest gathered around them, to cheer them on with yelling and laughter.


He stopped to watch. One of them, much larger, seemed to be winning, but the other fought on bravely. Naud’s features sobered up. The grabbed a stone and weighted it in his palm. It’s not your business. Who cares?




“Where are you going? Hey, Skinny.”


“Hey, wait. Don’t go so fast … We want to talk to you. Hey!”


His steps turned into strides. Fear when he noticed he had gotten into a dead end …


The big one had thrown the other to the ground. Straddling him, he hit him relentlessly. The screams of pain hurt his ears. Naud clicked his tongue. He would go on his way. It was not his problem.


There were two. They were taller than him. One squinted an eye under black eyebrows. The other had a scar on the cheek. The one of the eyebrows approached him.


“Where were you going, eh? Come on, empty your fobs. Let’s see what you have on you.”


Naud took a slow breath in. He held the stone with such strength that his arm began shaking. Impotence, fear, rage. He knew those feeling well. He hated them with all his being. But it was not his problem. It wasn’t, damn it.


The punch took him by surprise. It hit his nose in full. He heard a crack and for a heartbeat, everything went black. The heat of blood ran down his face. The pain came later, overwhelming, and left him breathless.


Eyebrows straddled him. With one hand he crushed him against the ground as he touched him with the other.


“What do you have, eh? Let’s see …”


He squirmed around in vain; the other one was too strong. He searched blindly for something with which to defend himself: a stone, a stick, anything … Nothing. Mud, nothing more.


Eyebrows howled in surprise as he felt the bunch of mud in his eyes. He freed himself from his hand and punched his groin. It seemed to him to have been light, but Eyebrows didn’t think the same thing. He fell on his back, bent over, with his mouth open wide.


He threw himself at him, and hit his face with his fist, like a hammer, once, twice, and again, up and down. Eyebrows howled, throwing blows that he couldn’t feel.


One of his punches crunched Eyebrows’ nose. He heard a sharp noise. He kept hitting; one more time. And another. Up. Down. Another crunch. The child’s screams faded away until he could only hear the hoarse sound of his breaths.


He stood up, hesitantly. Eyebrows’ partner looked stunned at him. He approached him; he saw something in his features that made him swallow. All of a sudden, he didn’t like that game anymore. Not at all. He stepped back, but something stopped him. Perhaps he felt ashamed to de frightened in front of a little shit such as him. He stepped back again, regardless, and pulled out a knife, rusty and small, which he wielded in front of him. His pulse was shaking.


Tap. Tap. Tap.


A figure cast a shadow at the entrance of the alleyway. A man. A tall one. Thin as a greyhound, the man seemed carved in stone. He looked them over with eyes cold and light like frost. With his left hand, he held the length of his cloak, ragged and stained with mud, so that they could see what pitter-pattered with his fingers …


Tap. Tap, tap.


… The sheath of a sword. The thug dropped the knife. When he saw the man left him to have a swift retreat, he ran out the alleyway. Cold eyes leaned over Eyebrows’ body.


“Well. You gave him quite the beating, kid.”


His accent was strange. Sharp. Vibrant. No doubt, foreigner.


“I heard you scream and decided to look. Perhaps someone else might get the same idea, so we’d better leave. Follow me.”


Cold Eyes led him on with a nod. His voice did not accept an answer, like those who are used to command and be obeyed. He went after him without daring to say anything; many streets later, Cold Eyes stopped by a house’s entrance and gestured at him to approach.


“Let’s see that nose …”


The man held him by the chin. His fingers seemed to be iron clasps. He tried to protest, but he shut him up with a look.


“Still, boy. Does it hurt?”


He shook his head no as tears slipped down his cheeks. Of course, it hurt. A lot.


The man let out a brisk laugh.


“Didn’t you say it didn’t hurt, kid? Wow. It’s broken. Hold on.”


The man pushed him against the wall and placed his thumbs on either side of his nose.


“Still. This is going to hurt for real.”


He heard a crack. He gritted his teeth so as not to scream. Cold Eyes’ fingers searched into the nose holes, he felt a pull and heard another crack. The pain was so strong that it left him paralyzed and breathless; when it faded, Cold Eyes nodded, satisfied, and let him go. He felt his nose gingerly.


“It’ll heal, don’t worry. Where do you live, boy?”


The man nodded again at his lack of an answer.


“I get it. You know, boy? I don’t believe in coincidences. Do you?”


He didn’t answer. Cold Eyes had an intense look, hypnotic.


“You’re not much of a talker, are you? Let me offer you this: come with me. If you do, you’ll break your nose many more times. Hell, perhaps I myself will do it …” He smiled. “But you’ll have shelter and food.”


Cold Eyes did not wait for him to answer. He saw him leave the street, with long, energetic strides. He wiped his nose with his sleeve and pondered on what to do.


He had to run to reach him.


Naud swore. The small one was barely fighting anymore; he had balled himself on the ground to protect himself from the kicks the big one threw at him. It was not his problem, he lied to himself one last time …


The stone reached the big one’s ear, which screamed and fell to the ground. His friends turned towards Naud. Then fled right away.


The boy stood up with difficulty. He was panting. He looked at Naud, his eyes started to squint from the swelling. For an instant, they looked at each other. Then, the boy kicked the big one as hard as he could and left without looking back.


Naud watched him leave. He smiled. The hell. It had been worth it.
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“Let me see her.”


The woman held her against her chest, covered in a blanket.


“Sir, I … It’s better not to …”


“I said let me see her.”


He took the baby from the midwife’s arms. She was light as a feather. When he removed the blanket he saw a purple face, with closed eyes and a mouth twisted as if in a pout. Sleeping, as they would say.


He returned the dead baby to the midwife and removed her from the door ignoring her protests. He went into the room as if he was a stranger. On the bed, among sheets stained with blood and sweat, where labour had gone through, his wife was resting.


He found her frail, haggard, pale as a bone. It was only when he saw the coming and going of her chest that he convinced himself that she lived. She opened her eyes upon sensing him, looking at him as if he were very far.


“I’m sorry, my love. I’m so sorry …”


“Don’t say that, my lady …”


He held her. Sobs shook her in deep, harrowing spasms.


“Oh. My baby, my poor baby girl. So small. Poor thing. My baby, oh, my poor baby girl …”


“And now? Did you feel it?”


Zaiel blinked, looking at his wife without understanding.


“Here.” Betzabe guided his hand under the nightgown. His wife’s belly was warm, soft to the touch, so swollen that it seemed impossible for the skin to be able to give so much.


“Now … Did you feel it?”


Zaiel fixed his posture and relaxed the hand his wife held. He didn’t feel anything. Uneasy, he thought of a way to excuse himself, but then he felt it. It was something soft at first; then it could be felt clearly. A kick.


“Yes … Yes, my lady. I can feel it.”


“Your child will be the end of me. He kicks like a mule.”


Zaiel’s smile faded. He felt cold on his spine.


“My baby, oh, my poor baby girl …”


He wiped the sweat off his forehead and his temples with the sleeve of his tunic. It was very hot in that damned living room, with the chimney as hot as it could go, the Ymalrn wool carpet and the Hirinian tapestries that covered the walls, but his wife was always cold at that time of the year.


He was about to remove his hand when he felt two more kicks, and then another until the child seemed to calm down. A thought reached his mind.


“How can you be sure it’s a boy, my lady?”


“I know, my lord. Believe me, we women know about these things. Besides, my mother’s housekeeper confirmed it the other day. It is a boy, my lord.”


Zaiel’s sight fell on his wife’s full breasts. The nipples, thick and dark, peeked through the nightgown. A wave of desire shook his groin with a spasm. He caressed the curve of her belly and then he slid his hand further down until he felt the tickle of the hair, dark and curly, of his wife’s sex.


Betzabe stopped his hand with a smile.


“No … I’m sorry, my love. It’s … Bad for the child. The midwife told me.”


Zaiel nodded. His resigned face must have been evident.


“I’m sorry, my lord. I know it has been some time since the last time …”


“You’re right, my lady. It’s better not to risk it.”


He covered his wife with the blanket and stepped back from the Qyrtian divan. He went toward the closed picture windows and peeked through a space between the shutters. Outside, beyond the villa’s shaded garden, he could almost feel the land breeze that blew over the roofs of Mur’ubi, cold and dry as the winter in the high lands.


Betzabe didn’t take long to thread another matter into the conversation. Apparently, it urged to find a nurse for the child. One of her cousins’ wife, a Mur Desderas, had recommended one to her. She wanted them to interview her together. Perhaps tomorrow.


Zaiel nodded listlessly. He decided to pour himself a glass of liqueur. He didn’t want to drink, but he did need an excuse to interrupt Betzabe’s unending conversation.


He pinched his eyelids in front of the cabinet. A dull and vague pain was starting to pound on his temples. The room’s walls started to bend over him.


“Is there something wrong, my lord?”


He grabbed the glass and turned to face her. He doubted that fake smile would deceive her; it never did.


“Nothing important. Would you like a drink?”


Betzabe shook her head. It was obvious she had noticed his distractedness as she spoke. For once, however, she didn’t take offence. Something in him had disturbed her.


Zaiel approached the divan and leaned in to kiss her. He breathed in the aroma of her hair. It smelled of night jasmine and gillyflowers, like a garden wet with dew. At that time, she seemed fragile, more a girl than a woman. She reminded him of the lass he had wed, so beautiful already, so charming at barely thirteen winters …


“My lord?”


“Never mind, my lady. It’s cares of the office.”


“Come on. You can tell me. Besides, it’ll serve to distract me. I’m locked up at home all day long …”


Zaiel dragged a footstool towards the divan and sat down. He didn’t want to scare or worry Betzabe in the state, but it would be worse if she learned of it through others. The servants had very long tongues.


He emptied half his glass in one gulp. The herb liqueur, strong and aromatic, held on to his palate.


“Urias Mur Teryed was found dead this morning.”


“What …? Dead?”


“He was murdered in an alleyway in the Lamps District, on his way back from his roaming.”


The hand covering Betzabe’s mouth shook with emotion. Zaiel regretted telling her.


“The mourning will be tomorrow. I had to let them know the news myself.”


His face darkened as he remembered the Mur Teryed’s expressions, that very morning when they received Urias’ shrouded body. There was yelling, wailing, sobbing and glares full of hate and outrage. Jezem, the patriarch, thanked him, rigid and hoarse-voiced, and asked him to leave them alone in their misery.


He didn’t have as much trouble with the other dead man, the revelry partner of the Mur Teryed. He was of good breeding, the second to a rich and respected master wool dealer, but he was not of Mur blood. That made an important difference.


Zaiel poured himself more liqueur. His wife had relaxed, though his features were still disturbed with a shade of worry.


“Hold on,” she said, “you don’t think it might have something to do with my cousin Teramal, do you?”


“No. But it’s at least believable, my lady. Let us stick to the facts: a week ago your cousin and Urias got in a stupid duel and Teramal ended up badly. The pride of the Mur Asyb is questioned … And now, this.”


Zaiel emptied the second glass, his brow ridged with lines. He had no idea of the reason why they had fought, and it seemed to him that it was of importance.


“Teramal would never do something like that. He’s young, impulsive, but not that stupid.”


“Of course not,” he replied, half smiling, “Teramal wouldn’t do something like that. Not himself, that’s a given; it’s obvious that among his talents there isn’t weapon mastery.”


He regretted saying that. It had been improper of him to fall to that stupid lash of jealousy. Betzabe and her cousin had been very close, especially since Teramal became an orphan. Zaiel had complex feelings about that boy. He had always been nice and attentive, much more than manners required, but his presence roused ghosts from the past. Teramal looked a lot like Leydn. Except for his naive and novice ways, he was the very image of his father.


Betzabe seemed to ignore the remark against her cousin, though her voice became cold.


“Perhaps it was a duel. Urias was a troublemaker. Everybody knows it was him who provoked Teramal.”


“No, dear. It wasn’t a duel. Duels take place in front of witnesses, with godfathers, and that was … A massacre.”


Betzabe grimaced in frustration.


“Who do you think could kill Urias?” she asked hesitantly.


“Good question, my lady. I think about the why, for the time being. I can only figure out two motives, and only one of them is believable.


“The first is thievery, but that falls on its weight. The corpses kept their valuables. Their purses were empty, though that’s no surprise, especially after a night of rambling.”


Zaiel poured himself a third glass. He returned to the footstool and tasted the liqueur, pensive. Of course, there were more reasons to discard robbery. No group of thugs would attack like that, so directly. Moreover, one of them had clear sword wounds and most of those bastards used garrottes or gulley and attacked from the back. He didn’t know the other nightowls, but the Ginger was good with a blade, and there was no doubt that they were killed from the front, quickly, silently. A few hits at most, two or three swings and out.


Besides, why were they so hateful towards Urias? And why was his face left alone? It was clear. The murderer had wanted the corpse to be easily identified.


“The second motive, my lady, the only reliable one, is a payoff. A cold-blooded murder …”


There was no other chance, but something was not right. Yes, in the Sewers there were assassins with guts and wits for a business like that one, but they would never aim so high. They wouldn’t be able to disappear afterwards, at least not easily. It all came to an end, sooner or later. However, he didn’t have any clues at the time. His men had searched the Sewers to the last, and they had not found more than several liars and tricksters. It was as if the murderers had disappeared into thin air.


“Actually, there are two much more interesting questions: who had a grudge against Urias and who could pay enough to have him gut like a fish.”


“I can’t believe that you think the Mur Asyb had ordered Uria’s assassination.”


Zaiel contained a cold laugh.


“Why not? They’ve had a feud against the Mur Teryed for generations. Yes, I wouldn’t be surprised. The Mur Asyb … Or even the Mur Mevnoras. Why not? You tend to do as your cousins ask you to, almost to the letter.”


A flash of rage crossed Betzabe’s eyes.


“You’re drunk and are speaking blunders,” she said, cold and serene. “Let me remind you, besides, that you belong to the Mur Mevnoras.”


“Ha! I’d forgotten, my lady.” Zaiel bowed briefly. “I’m a Mevnoras, of course. A plebian Mevnoras, without the Mur that dresses you, but a Mevnoras … It’s something odd about last names. I had never a use for them, and now they give me more troubles than joys.”


“You should better stop drinking, my lord.”


His wife got up from the divan with evident efforts. She puffed purposefully a handful of times, and then stoop up, clumsily, with her cheeks red with rage.


“Good night, husband.”


He reached her before she could reach the door. He hugged her from behind and kissed her nape.


“Wait … I’m sorry, my lady. I was not thinking about what I said.”


She moved in his arms. Her voice was high, tense.


“Why do you struggle to accept things as they come? Why do you have to give importance to birth? Do you think it would be easier if my husband were a Mur? Are you less a man than they are? Have they spilt blood for this city as you have?”


Zaiel looked at her, surprised; rarely had he seen his wife lose her temper.


“Besides,” Betzabe added, lowering her voice, “the law of the blood is clear. The child I carry in my being will be a Mur, despite the birth of his father. Nothing else matters. Is that clear?”


“Yes. Very clear, my lady.”


Disgust disappeared from Betzabe’s face so fast that it seemed a mirage. She caressed his beard lovingly.


“Let’s not fight, my lord.”


They hugged. A thread of bitterness unravelled in Zaiel’s chest upon holding his wife’s body.


“I’m sorry, my lady. It’s this damn city. It’ll be the end of my sanity.”


“Let’s go to bed, my lord. You need some rest.”


“Yes … Right away. Wait for me there, my lady.”	


Betzabe kissed his cheek before retiring to the bedroom. Zaiel threw the dregs in the glass to the embers in the chimney and watched as the liqueur’s spirit burned. Then, he muttered a curse, shut off the candles and went after her. The warmth of her bed comforted him; exhaustion ended up winning over anxiety, although his dreams were not as sweet.
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Naud woke up without knowing too well where he was or how he had got to that stinking alley. He was sitting on the front steps of a house, where he must have fallen asleep. He tried to get his thoughts in order.


Tired of roaming about, he didn’t feel like going back to the sirij and had got into an inn. The ambience in the business seemed suffocating to him, so he went out the back door and looked in the nearby alley for a place to sit on that walled-up front step. The last thing he remembered was devouring the meat pie and emptying the pitcher of wine after three gulps.


He got on his feet. His muscles were stiff, his body was shaking from the dewfall. What time was it? His heart shrank in his chest. The ceremony … He had completely forgotten. Shit. Shit! He would be late …


The sound of footsteps alerted him; a couple approached from a corner of the alley, arm in arm. Naud hid in the darkness. The man and the woman stopped a few yards away from him. They had not seen him.


The man belched and leaned over the woman, who was busy undoing the fly of his breeches. Naud watched them from his gloomy corner. He smiled. It was but a wench making quick of a client; that place must have many visitors during the night.


“Come, honey,” she said sweetly, “pull out our friend.”


“You’re wanting it, bitch? You’ll like it, I’m sure.” Drunkenness dyed the man’s voice, hoarse and disgusting. “Hold on. Now …”


The woman lay against the wall, she pulled up her skirts and the pleats of her undergarments.


Darkness, the smell of hay and manure. He touched her, anxiously, pulling her clothes. He heard the cries of the girl, high, desperate …


Naud grimaced. The memory jabbed in his mind, flooding him: that voice …


… thundered, wrathfully:


“Bitch! Ye bit me! I’ll tear your skin off, little bitch!”


He should do something, but what?


Fear.


One of his feet tumbled on a pitchfork.


Noise.


He turned. His wrathful eyes burned him.


Naud swore. It had been so many years ago that he thought he forgot, but as the tongue goes back to the sores in one’s mouth, the memory returned, tireless, to his mind …


“Wait, it slipped out again … Shit.”


“Bit by bit. No hurry.”


The man went away from the woman. Wrath began to take hold of him.


“Shut up! Damn it! Now you’ll see …”


He tried to thrust into the woman a few times without success until he lost his patience and retreated.


“Fuck … Fuck!”


“Calm down, honey … It’s nothing. Another time, perhaps.”


The man fastened his breeches.


“I told you to shut up, damn it. No way it’s another time. Come here. You’ll see, now. Come. I told you to come!” Wrath made the man’s voice vibrate. That voice …


“Stay still! Stay still, I tell you …”


The slap echoed in the alley, thunder in the ears. The woman’s screams—high, desperate—stabbed his entrails. Naud squeezed his fists. No, don’t even think about it. The fight in the docks had been nothing. This was much different. He could get in trouble. A very serious one. So, he would not meddle. Not this time. It was but a whore like many. He only had to get out the other end of the alley. They wouldn’t even see him go.


“What are you doing there, idiot? The Hell do you want?”


Paralyzed, he saw him approach as he pulled his breeches up clumsily; something bulged in his groin. His large hands, hairy, awful, approached. Shaking, he stepped back, tumbling.


“I heard screams … I didn’t want … I’m sorry.”


Something blurry brought him down. A second hit on his face reached him as he got on his feet, but this time, it was so strong he almost lost consciousness.


He dragged himself, dizzy; there was something sticky sliding down his face, a bitter taste, like iron. His head was spinning; there was a ringing in his ears. He had something in his mouth, something hard and small, which he spat gagging. He had trouble recognizing the tooth in the blood puddle.


The hands pulled him off the ground as if he was a rag doll. The eyes were fixed on him; the voice scathed him.


“Listen and listen well, bastard: If I catch ye peekin’ again, I’ll kill you, I swear I will. And if ye tell any o’ this to anyone, I’ll cut it off and feed it to the pigs. Did ye understan,’ little rascal?”


Frozen, he swallowed blood and he stammered. Fear caught his voice midway. Something came undone in him; warm wetness dampened his breeches, falling to the ground in streams.


The hands let go. Laugh, loud.


“Get out of here, pissyboy! Next time I’ll beat you.”


He got up, hesitantly, stunned. She pleaded with no words, through an abyss of disgust and shame, until the man’s large body covered her.


He ran away moved by anguish, damp with humiliation.




The wench dragged herself on the floor between pleas, trying to reject the kicks to her face, her chest, her belly with her hands. The drunkard pulled out a knife, a bare hint of paleness in the gloom.


“I’ll cut you, whore. When I’m done with you, not even a leper will want you.”


“Get out of here, pissyboy!”


Naud blinked the tears away. Damn it; it was not his fault. He was but a boy; what could he have done for her? He had been so afraid … But not anymore. He was no coward. No, he wasn’t.


He was not afraid. He was no coward. He wasn’t.


“Get out of here, pissyboy!”


He was not afraid; he was no coward. He wasn’t no …


Rage vibrated in Naud’s vocal cords. He got up in one jump and reached them in three strides. He grabbed the man’s extended hand and kicked the back of one knee. The drunkard howled in surprise and stumbled, putting his hurt knee to the ground. Naud twisted his wrist until he released the weapon; he brought him down with a push and sent the knife flying with a kick.


The drunkard managed to turn around; his rage overcame his bewilderment.


“Bastard! Who the f …?”


Naud interrupted the swearing with a kick to the groin and connected two punches: one under the ribs, to the liver, the other an uppercut. The violence of the hit shook his arm from the knuckles to the shoulder. He felt the tear of skin, the breaking of the jaw. A slash of blood sprayed his face.


The drunkard hit the wall, fell on his face, spat up blood, foamy bile, a bit of tongue cut off by his teeth, bright and red. Naud stepped back, with tense muscles, prepared to his again.


There was no need: the man could barely keep himself straight on his hands, still holding on to his conscience despite the beating. He managed to lift his head and blood flowed from his mouth and the wound in his eyebrow. He gargled something intelligible, fixed his eyes—those eyes—on him, so full of hate of spite …


“Get out of here, pissyboy!”


He stifled a scream. A red veil clouded his mind. He hit with both fists and feet a face bathed in blood, a squirming body: crack of knuckles, howls, sobs. He grabbed the drunkard by the neck and crushed his head against the wall. Immovable, his fingers dug into the throat’s flaccid skin. The man’s pupils shrank, rage gave way to fear, to panic. One hand tried to break the prey, stopped midway, and fell unmoving.


Naud released the man, breathing harshly; a gag pulled on his stomach, it made his body bend between spasms. He kept himself from vomiting. He looked at his hands, and rubbed his knuckles, red and bruised. They would be worse tomorrow, and it would be hard to hide the fact he had been in a fight. Idiot. Idiot! He breathed in, exhaling slowly. Calm down. He must calm down.


He bent over the corpse and examined his clothes: tied with twine, at his belt, he had a leather pouch. He picked the knife off the floor and cut the pouch’s opening. Inside, lay the few belongings of the dead man: six drams, a handful of quarters, the rest, pebbles, and shells to appear more. Naud held the coins; he had seen the tattoos on the drunkard’s forearms; he was surely a longshoreman at the docks or a sailor awaiting a new boat: no one anyone would miss. He released the air with a snort. Now it was done. It was no use crying about it.


Naud turned on his heels. The wench. He forgot she was there. She was still on the ground, looking, as in a trance, at the knife in Naud’s hands and the corpse. Fear lived in her green eyes, blood glowed on her lips, now a bit swollen. In her face lay the consequences of too many nights such as that one. Still, she seemed beautiful to Naud.


“Is he …?”


“Yes.”


Naud put the knife away and threw the coins at the woman’s feet.


“Leave. And don’t speak of this to anyone.”


The wench approached him with a weak smile.


“Thank you … So much …”


The woman’s voice was still shaken, but it sounded soft to him, nice to the ear. It had a peculiar ring to it that he couldn’t recognize. A foreigner, no doubt.


“I thought he would kill me …” She reached out a small hand, white, whose fingers brushed his arm.


Naud pulled away in a bad mood.


“Are you deaf? Leave already, damn it!”


The woman retreated with a start. She nodded. After picking the coins off the floor, she left quickly. Naud watched her leave and looked again at the corpse, indecisive. Perhaps he should drag him to a corner. Perhaps …


The quiet sound of steps preceded the long shadows that drew at the end of the alley.


Shit, shit, shit! All to save a whore like any, damn it; how could he be that much of an idiot?


The shadow waned until it disappeared. Naud grabbed the knife. It was a man, covered in a cloak, a bit short; that form of moving seemed familiar. Too familiar …


“Put that away, Longshanks.” Ezab stopped in front of him, looking at him bitterly. Naud put the knife away and stepped back. His mate approached the drunkard’s body and grimaced upon turning it with his foot.


“Who slaughtered him? Was that …?”


“Yes.”


“Who is it? Did you know him?”


“No.”


“Did anyone see you?”


“No.”


Mistrust lay bare in Ezab’s eyes. He went to tell him something and ended up swallowing it.


“How did you find me?” Naud asked him.


“How did I …? I have been looking for you all evening. I came to the docks, I passed by the inn to which we go often, and they told me you had passed by too.”


Ezab sighed and smoothed his hair with his fingers. His voice was hoarse, tense.


“What is wrong with you? What if we found the Guard, or a watchman, or a confrere? Who’s the dead man?”


“He’s no one.”


Ezab grabbed Naud by surprise and pushed him against the wall, with his left forearm on his neck, his fist in the air.


“How do you know? Eh? Tell me, how can you be so sure. He could be a confrere. You’ve endangered us. Do you want to end up on the gallows, idiot?”


Naud exhaled through his mouth, lowered the chin to protect his throat, and didn’t take long to take Ezab off him. He only looked at him, leaning in close and said:


“Let go.”


Ezab licked his teeth. Finally, he released him.


“If Yezrah learns of this …”


“He doesn’t have to. I won’t tell him anything. And you? Will you tell him?”


He regretted those words just after they came out, but he couldn’t take them back. His mate received the insult without moving. However, he was betrayed by the soft shaking that moved his nostrils and the pale glow his eyes acquired, fixed in Naud’s.


In the end, Ezab seemed to relax.


“Alright. I won’t speak a word of this. But let me warn you: I don’t want any more nonsense, Longshanks. Is it clear?”


“Yes.”


“Hey. Let’s go; they’re waiting for us.”


Naud nodded and went after his mate. It was cold.




 




You came to us naked and unarmed, Ferai.


Do you swear Silence, Loyalty, Fraternity and Honour, until death destroys you? Do you swear before the Goddess by the blood of your brothers?


Do you swear, Ferai, under the death penalty: know that traitors will have eyes, tongue, and guts pulled out, their flesh will be food for the beasts and the ashes of their bones will be dispersed by the wind.


So be it: rise, yadiq.


The smell of burnt meat remained in his nose when he recovered consciousness. He grumbled. A blurry face appeared before him.


“Come on, man. Up, that’s it. Hold on to me, Longshanks.”


The steps shook under him. He searched for air, desperate, dizzy.


“Everything went fine; there was the need for guts, and you had them. I will no longer be and iab to you; now we are of a pair. We’re almost there. Hold on. Lower your head. I’ll lay you on the bed. Aren’t you the heavy one, Longshanks.”


Naud let himself fall on the bed, letting a groan escape.


“Ezab …”


“Calm down, you won’t be alone. They’ll come to look after you. Rest … If they let you.” Ezab winked wickedly at him and closed the door.”


Naud hugged himself in the dark, shaken. He brushed his fingers over the glyphs; he felt his skin burn where the brush had left the tincture, a mix of resin, wax and caustic mordants that the Goddess’ servants had used for generations. The glyphs drew whimsical arabesque characters, signs of power. Soon they would turn lurid and stop stinging, but now, the agony was almost unbearable.


The memory of the investiture still danced in his mind: the cold of the stone absorbing his naked body’s heat; Yezrah’s eyes, intent on any show of weakness; and the smell, that sickening smell of burnt flesh, his flesh, as the brush’s strokes reached him. Then, everything started to spin, to tumble, as his heartbeats roared in his ears.


Calm down; it’s all over now. Calm … A nice doziness started to fill him when he heard the door’s groan upon opening. He opened his eyes and had to squint, blinded; someone had lit the candle in the cell. He blinked to clear out his view. A small figure approached his bed, left a tray on the floor, and leaned over him. In backlighting, Nazaya’s features seemed sharp, still dark. The eyes, black as wells, the small white teeth in her smile …


Cold fingers touched his skin.


“You’re burning, hold on.” Nazaya grabbed a bowl from the tray and gave it to him, authoritative. “Drink. It’ll lower your fever.”


He obeyed. The infusion was sweetened with honey, but he recognized the bitter taste of willow bark and verbena. The liquid warmed his body up. A gag tried to pull it out of his stomach, but he managed to keep it in. He leaned back and closed his eyes. He felt something moist and cool on his forehead.


“I’m proud of you, Naud. You didn’t even blink; it’s not the first investiture ceremony I attend.” Many others knelt from the pain.


Naud puffed. Damn it, why wouldn’t she leave him alone?


“You’re now a yadiq … Who do you feel, Naud?”


“What …?” He muttered, confusedly.


“I will never kill in the Goddess’ sake, but I have always wondered what would it be like to take someone’s life … Tell me, how does it feel, Naud?”


“Let me rest.”


Nazaya ignored his protest, and approached, determined.


“It’s been three months since I had my first blood; I have been waiting for you for all this time, Naud. I can only aspire to become a daughter if I’ve known a man.”


Nazaya removed her tunic. She offered herself naked to him and smiled; her small body was beautiful, captivating.


“You might be too weak to consummate our bond, but it’ll be better to make sure …”


Nazaya unfastened his breeches. Her cold fingers searched his groin, closing around his sex. Not long afterwards, with a spasm, a raging erection filled the member with blood.


“Well, you’re not as weak as you seem …”


Nazaya straddled him. She hesitated a bit with his member in her hands—her soft, cold hands—, she gathered courage and directed it to her insides. She did decidedly at first, though she became a little unnerved. Naud watched her regret and hesitate, but then, between gasps, slowly, she let herself fall onto him.


After a little resistance, he felt how his flesh immersed itself in Nazaya’s, terse and warm humidity as a kiss. The girl groaned, arching her back, eyes closed, her features contracted. She started moving her hips between hoarse pants, almost feral. Her breasts, small, pointy, swung with every thrust. Her movements became more and more frenetic. His member arched inside her, almost painfully.


It didn’t last long. The climax left Naud exhausted, breathless. Nazaya was still, her face flushed, glistening with sweat. After a while, she removed herself from him; her thighs were stained with blood, and his seed started to drip from her sex.


Nazaya caressed her belly, protectively, and smiled.


“If the Goddess is benevolent, I’ll bear your child.” A passionate gesture granted her a wild, fascinating beauty, almost frightening. “A strong, brave child, good at fighting like you …”


Naud panted, breathlessly, feeling faint; Nazaya’s image stirred before him, remaining feral and unreal in his sight as he fell into nothingness.
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With no godfathers nor nightowls, at sunset, in a solitary corner of the Garden of Sighs: so they had agreed.


When he arrived, his opponent was waiting for him. They greeted without words and remained still before removing the cloaks and unsheathing their swords.


The cold air bit his skin through his tunic. He straightened his body, his sword in the front, his unarmed arm behind, ready to deflect, catch or hit.


His adversary—in the gloomy garden, his eyes glowed like those of a hunting animal—adopted and elaborate guard, proper of the new tendencies imposed by the foreign masters of dexterity.


He smiled derogatorily. He had not trained with weapons masters at two pieces the lesson, but with nightowls and boat captains. Although it mattered little who had trained them, but who was the most capable. And that could only be proven with a sword in hand.


With a mutual nod, they began. For a few instants, they could only hear the wheeze of their breaths and the tapping of their shoes on the clay floor. Clip, clop, advance, thrust; clip, clop, retreat, parry, stab.


His heartbeats seemed to stop; his vision narrowed to focus on his opponent. Beyond that, the world ceased to exist.


His rival was nervous, fleeting. He avoided touching the blades as if anticipating defeat if he did. He didn’t lose his cool and pressed on without holding back, as he rejected the other’s furious thrusts. They crossed steel. He tried to deflect his opponent’s sword, and the other reacted exaggeratedly, parrying to stab at the head.


As the edges met, he controlled his opponent’s weapon and then, in a subtle and single movement, he rose his hand, twisted the blade and thrust point first. The back of his sword slid on the opposing edge with a whisper; the other saw the thrust coming and stepped back in a desperate parry. The point missed his throat, but he reached a cheek.


The pain from the wound—a long cut from the cheekbone to the temple—and fear destroyed the opponent’s courage, who stifled a scream and advanced with clumsy slashes. Blood covered his pale face.


He smiled cunningly, and stepped back cautiously, just out of reach of the other one’s slashed, until he saw an opening. He parried a graceless slash and stabbed. His blade met flesh again, a wrist this time, and his opponent squealed in anguish, dropped the weapon, tripped, and fell backwards.


He smiled again, triumphant, and placed his sword on the neck.


“Take your words back.”


On the floor, his rival gritted his teeth, swollen with rage and spite.


“No. Never. I’d rather die.”


He nodded, spitefully.


“So be it.”


His opponent closed his eyes as if surrendering himself to his fate. He hesitated a bit. That was enough.


He heard steps on the path and then, a woman’s voice.


“Stop! Nezaj! In the name of all sacred, don’t kill him!”


He turned towards the voice. She had come running, her hair was messy and her face haywire.


“Linai? What the Hell are you doing here?”


He removed the sword and stepped back, flustered. She passed him without looking, knelt next to the fallen man and held him between sobs.


Then, he understood. He might have won that duel, but he would have lost that which mattered most.


“Father? Are you alright?”


Nezaj looked surprised at his son.


“Yes. I’m fine,” he answered as he sat more comfortably. The rattling of the carriage was pounding his kidneys and back, though, at least, he had woken quite better from the strangury attack.


“Father, perhaps you should’ve stayed in bed. The doctor …”


“I’ve said I’m fine, damn it!”


Derad avoided his eyes and looked like a beaten dog. The carriage springs squeaked as they were turning left at the crossing of the Old Blood Avenue and Fortune Promenade. With a curse, Nezaj straightened his back. He would gladly remain in bed, but there was much to do, much to worry about.


“It’s a shame Teramal didn’t inherit Leydn’s ability with weapons,” he said with a bitter grimace. “Now we would have less trouble.”


“How can you say that, Father?” Derab seemed to be truly scandalized, which amused Nezaj a little. “You yourself have said once and again how stupid that was.”


“Of course, it was. Crazy stupid. But, since we’re at it, it would have been less of a problem if your nephew had killed Urias in a duel, with godfathers in the way. Teramal would have to spend a year or two away and the Mur Teryed would request a proper repair on a Prince’s ransom, but it would stop there …”


Nezaj brought his hand to his temples. A dull pain was pounding on them.


“Bah, there’s no use to cry over it. What’s done is done.”


His son nodded with absent eyes. He pondered long on his words until he finally decided to let them loose:


“Why did the Hierarch have to summon us in the eve? Why the hurry?”


“It’s obvious. Jezem must have pressed him to call for an audience today. They’re family after all.”


A shadow of anger covered Nezaj’s features. Damn Jezem Mur Teryed and his blood. Ah, Nezaj, stupid old man, why didn’t you kill him when you had the chance?


“Mezaras should have waited until next week at least,” he said. “Now the spirits will be quite altered; the dead man’s blood is not dry yet.”


“They say he was killed on punches and stabs, like a dog, and that we could only be recognized from his rings … Is that true?”


“Yes. It’s true. That’s an unfit death, even for a Mur Teryed.”


“They’ll blame us …”


“Yes. Why wouldn’t they?”


“But … it wasn’t us.”


“Don’t mind it, son. It wasn’t us.”


“In that case, we don’t have anything to fear …”


Nezaj looked at Derab. The sigh that came from his chest was exhausted and deep. He so wanted or wished to believe, but nothing kept him from noticing his limitations. He had already lost hope of him developing some cunning. He would turn forty-seven years old, and he was still naive; loyal and with a good heart, yes, but with no cunning for business or politics. Oh well, what could he do about it; he has at least given me three grandchildren, boys three of them …


“We have much to fear, Derab,” he answered, gathering patience.


“But why? They have no proof …”


“They don’t need to. Who else would have reason to kill Urias? Cui bono, as your cousin, Iziah, would say. What would you think if you weren’t Mur Asyb?”


His son started to protest, but he bit his tongue, obviously uneasy. Nezaj looked out. The Old Blood Avenue was starting to wake, and the osiers and willows on its margins cried the night’s dewfall away. A few carriages without livery went up in the opposite direction, most probably revellers on their way back from a night out.


Nezaj’s focus returned to the carriage’s insides.


“At this time,” he said resigned, “it doesn’t matter.”


Derab rose his eyebrows, aghast, but he didn’t interrupt.


“What really matters,” Nezaj continued, “is what the others think. It’s important to know if they say we are murderers, Derab. We could have to face a reprobatio dignitātis.


His son didn’t reply. They kept a bitter silence, tempered by the cadence of the carriage’s rattle, until Nezaj decided to end the matter.


“Oh, well. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves; we will soon know where are the Mur Teryed bleeding from, and what they want to staunch it with, whether it’s blood or silver. Let’s talk of something else. Anything.”


Derab agreed, sulking. Then, he decided to change topics.


“I received a letter from Jebael, Father,” he started, very cautiously, as if walking on glass shards.


Wow. Of all possible subjects, you had to choose that one, son. Nezaj sharpened up. Upon feeling his eyes’ glare, Derab shrank against his seat.


“As far as I know, your brother has become very keen on writing letters.”


“He will be back in Mur’ubi very soon. Before wintering, if possible.


“Oh. Great.”


Derab snorted, annoyed.


“Please, Father … He has spent eleven years away from home.”


Bad memories started to bitter up Nezaj’s face, who didn’t speak. Derab, after hesitating some more, spoke sadly and opaquely:


“I miss him, Father.”


Nezaj glared at his firstborn. Of course you miss him, son. You’re tired from the weight of this lineage falling on your shoulders, and you fear that I will name you patriarch, because you don’t want that responsibility. You never wanted any …


The carriage jolted and then braked, between ohhs and swearing from the driver. Nezaj looked through the window. He saw part of another car, with no livery, coming from Winds Street. Nefili, his factotum, agile as the deer despite his size, climbed down the carriage to help the driver. The giant’s presence alone finished the matter quickly and they went on their way.


Nezaj closed the curtains and nodded listlessly at Derab. Perhaps I’m too harsh on him. Deep inside, I know it’s not his fault. His mother coddled him too much. Oh, if only Dezai had given him another boy: everything would have been different. It was Jebael or him, and he had not chosen either yet.


Maybe trying to leave that aside, Nezaj looked at the portfolio that his son carried on his lap.


“I think there was something you wanted to tell him about the last accounting balances.”


Derab avoided looking straight at him, nodding curtly.


“That’s right, Father. I …”


“Let me see,” Nezaj interrupted him. His son reluctantly handed him the papers. After carefully examining the numbers, Nezaj swallowed; it was a bitter dram. “Are you sure?”


“Yes, Father. I checked them myself three times.”


“Thirty-five thousand silver pounds …? With interest?”


Derab shook his head listlessly.


“No, Father. Adding owed interest and compensations, the amount is higher than fifty thousand pounds.”


Nezaj was speechless for a few moments.


“When … When did it expire?”


“Two weeks ago.”


Nezaj returned the portfolio to him. He squeezed his fists and forced himself to breathe slowly.


“Two weeks … Tell me, why did you wait so long to tell me?”


“You were in bed … I … didn’t want to disturb you.”


“You should have told me sooner! Damn it! How long will we be able to hold on like this?”


“Not long, Father. We are at risk to have no liquidity.”


Nezaj cursed the emperor and his black lineage. He well knew why there was a setback with the payment: those sons of a bitch were waiting to see what would happen to Mezaras’ succession. If the Red Treaty were not ratified, they would even be able to stop paying. And they could not afford that. It would be their ruin.


“I’ll meet with Salafir. Who else has seen the balance of those accounts?”


“Just Yahel and two officers at the bookkeepers. No one else.”


“Have it remain so. I’ll speak to Yahel before the audience.”


“Najor asked me about it, not long ago …”


“Stall. He must not know anything until I say so. Understood?”


“But … He has a right to know, Father. Part of his funds is in that account. If the closing of exercise is in a month … It’ll be impossible to hide something like this out.”
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