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THE STORY SO FAR


The war that the Wasp Empire brought against all the cities of the Lowlands has ended in a stalemate and an uneasy truce.


The Mantis-kinden weaponsmaster Tisamon, in his dying moments, destroyed the Shadow Box that held all the darkness of the Forest Darakyon and the twisted history of his race. In the same clash, the Emperor himself died, as did the Mosquito-kinden Uctebri, who had sought to use the Box to make the Emperor’s sister, Seda, an immortal puppet-queen. Now Seda has become Empress of a people never ruled by a woman before, and while she tries to hold onto power, the rest of the world is safe from Imperial ambition.


At Seda’s side is Thalric, once an officer in the Rekef, the Imperial secret service, and then a fugitive on the run from his own people. His war record is one of dubious deeds done for both sides, but he provides Seda with a male figurehead while she rebuilds her Empire.


In Collegium, Stenwold Maker works on preparing his city for a return of hostilities that he sees as inevitable. Reminders of the toll that the war took are all around him, though. As well as Tisamon himself, it is the loss of the Moth-kinden, Achaeos, that cuts most deeply. Dying of his injuries during a ritual that invoked the power of the Darakyon, Achaeos left behind two women whose lives are shattered by his death. One is Stenwold’s niece Cheerwell, Achaeos’s lover. The other is Tisamon’s daughter, Tynisa, who gave him the wound that eventually killed him.







Part One


THE ROAD TO KHANAPHES




ONE


He was Kadro, Master Kadro of the Great College of the city of Collegium, which was half a world away and no help to him now. A little Fly-kinden man, long hair going grey and face unshaven, waiting for the pitchest dark before beginning his work. Oh, I have striven all my life against the way my race is seen. The perception of Fly-kinden as thieves, as rogues, as a feckless, rootless underclass in any city you cared to name. He had thought that he was beyond that, Master Kadro the antiquarian and historian, who had stood before a class of twenty avid scholars and propounded his learning. He had stood on a box, certainly, so as to be seen over the lectern, but he had stood there nonetheless.


And here he was, skulking like a villain as the evening drew on and the city below him grew quiet and still. The farmers would have come in from their fields by now. They would be lighting the beacons along the great wall. They would eventually be going to sleep. Those sentries that remained would be blind to the night hanging beyond their small fires. Kadro, who could see in the dark as the locals could not, would then strike. It was a poor way for a guest to treat his hosts, but he was beginning to believe that his hosts had not been entirely honest with him.




We sighted the walls of Khanaphes today. After the wastelands it was a view to take the breath away. Golden stone raised higher than the walls of Collegium or of any Ant city-state – and with statues piled on that – architecturally bewildering but, given the people that live here, I suppose it’s not surprising. Huge buildings and broad avenues; every major building constructed vastly out of scale. For a man of my stature it was daunting – even for the locals it must make them feel like midgets. Beyond the walls, the strip of green that is the river’s attendant foliage runs north, a single channel of life in the desert.


Everyone apparently pleased to see us – especially pleased to see Petri – much polite interest in Collegium but a little standoffish, as though news of a city inhabited by their close kin was something they heard every other day. Evening of the first day, and we seem to have been absorbed – found a place and now genteelly ignored, as the life of Khanaphes moves around us like a sedate and well-oiled machine.’





Kadro reread it with a shake of his head. How little I knew, then. Crouching high above the plaza, with its great hollowed pyramid, he watched the torches of a patrol pass indolently by. He had not been noticed, either in absence or by presence. His heart was hammering. This sneaking around was not his trade. The deftness of the Fly-kinden, his birthright, had mouldered for a good long while before being given an airing now. He was lucky his wings still worked. How they would scoff at me, back home. Collegium born and bred, and living amongst the cumbrous, grounded Beetle-kinden all his life, he had almost forgotten that he was more than a pedestrian himself.


Now! he told himself, but still he did not go, locking into place instead, clutching flat against the stone like a badly rendered piece of sculpture. They were mad keen on their carvings here in Khanaphes. It was obviously the main outlet for all their stunted creativity, he decided. They could never leave a stone surface blank when they could chisel intricate little stories and histories into it. Histories that revealed nothing. Stories that hinted at everything. This whole city was just a maddening riddle created specifically to drive an aging Fly-kinden academic insane. And here was the culmination of his insanity.


It was totally dark now. There was a patchy spread of cloud above, too, which had recommended tonight to him: a rare occurence out here on the fringes of this nameless desert. Nameless in the eyes of Collegium, anyway. In a lifetime of poring over the oldest of maps, Kadro had seldom come across the city of Khanaphes. The name existed only in those ancient, unintelligible scrawls that the Moth-kinden left behind, after the revolution had forced them out. The maps of Beetle merchant venturers barely admitted to its existence, barely gave it credence or fixed location, as though some conspiracy of cartographers existed to deny that a city called Khanaphes had ever taken physical shape. East, somewhere east, the stories ran: a city founded by the Beetle-kinden, and whose name, to those few academics who cared, was inseparable from legend and Inapt fancy.


And here he was, looking over this city, this great river Jamail with its acres of marshy delta and the desert that the locals called the Nem – all nothing but names to the academics of Collegium, until now.


It was the war, he knew, that had opened up so much more of the wider world to the Lowlands. Suddenly there had been a lot of new faces seen in the city, in the College even: Imperial diplomats and their slaves of many kinden, Solarnese Fly-kinden or the sandy-skinned near-Beetles they bred there, Spiderlands Aristoi, and even the occasional brooding Commonwealer. The world was bigger than it had ever been, and yet Kadro had found new territory still. The ever-talking Solarnese had eventually got around to comparing maps, and there, lying at the edge of their world, had been the winding blue line of a river with a jewel at its mouth: Khanaphes.


He shifted on his high perch, digging fingers into the reliefs to keep his balance. They build high here, yet they never look up. Rents in the cloud passed bands of silver moonlight over the Scriptora, the big, brooding mausoleum that served Khanaphes as the seat of its administration. The ember glow of a rush-light was visible in one high window as some clerk continued working all hours for the implacable bureaucracy he served. Below the window rose great columns that supported the building’s facade, carved from huge slabs of stone to resemble scaly cycads. This was such a serious city, where nobody hurried and everyone was busy, and it was all just an act. He was sure of that by now. It was all to take one’s attention off the fact that there was something missing from the public face of Khanaphes. The city was intrinsically hollow.




This city of contradictions. To find an outpost of what should be civilization all these miles east of Solarno, untouched by the Wasp Empire, untouched by the squabbles of the Exalsee or the machinations of the Spiders . . . and yet to find it untouched, also, by time.


Khanaphes has welcomed me, and yet excluded me. Petri does not feel it, but she was always a dull tool. There is a darkness at the heart of this city, and it calls for me.





Last night’s entry. He should have left this journal with Petri, just in case.


The heart of Khanaphes yawned for him, here overlooking this grand plaza. They liked their space, here. After they had won a victory against the Many of Nem, they had paraded their chariots all around this square, their soldiers and their banners, before immortalizing their own triumph on further expanses of stone. But who had they been parading for? Not for the ministers, who had stood with heads bowed throughout; not for the common people of the city, who had been away at their daily tasks. It had been for the others.


There were others. Kadro was convinced of that now. They were spoken of so often that their name became meaningless, and therefore they were never truly spoken of at all, as if held so close to the face that they could not be focused on. Here was the heart, though. If Khanaphes was holding a secret, then it was here in the tombs.


In the centre of the plaza stood the pyramid. It was a squat thing, rising just thirty feet in giant steps, and was sliced off broadly at the top, to provide a summit ringed with huge statues. From his high vantage, a vantage that the structure’s earth-bound builders could never have enjoyed, Kadro could see that within the ring of statues’ silent vigil there was a pit, descending into a darkness that his eyes had yet to pierce. It was the great unspoken what at the centre of Khanaphes, and tonight he intended to plumb it.


A bell rang deep within the city, maybe a late ship warning the docks of its approach. The sound took up all of the night, low and deep as wells, for the bells of Khanaphir ships were as hugely out of scale as the rest of the city. Aside from the faint scratchings of crickets and cicadas from the riverbanks, there was no other sound in the darkness.


Petri would already be looking for him. By tomorrow she would be asking questions of their hosts, in her well-meaning and perplexed manner. She would bumble about and make a mild nuisance of herself, and yet be utterly, patently oblivious to what was going on. That was good. It meant that, if something bad happened to him, if he was caught, then they would not suspect her of any complicity. He hoped that was the case, anyway. He had no guarantees.


With a flicker and flare of his wings he coasted gently down to stand between two of the statues. The Khanaphir really loved their statues, and these were huge and strange. It had been the expression on their white stone faces that had drawn him here in the first place. They know something. They were older than the rest, and bigger than most, and better made, and different. There was no man or woman in Khanaphes who could lay claim to those beautiful, arrogant and soulless smiles.


He now crouched between the pyramid summit’s edge and the pit. The same rush-light ember still glinted in a high-up window of the Scriptora, that diligent clerk hard at work. Or perhaps it was a spy, tracking Kadro in the darkness? The Fly-kinden huddled closer, trusting to the bulk of the statues to conceal him. They would have come for me, by now, if they knew. He had no choice but to believe it. They had a word here: reverence. It was not the word that the Collegium scholars thought they knew: here it carried tomes of unspoken fears. It was stamped on all the minds and faces of Khanaphes.


He peered down cautiously, into the black. The shaft fell into a gloom that even his eyes wrestled with. The Royal Tombs of Khanaphes, he told himself, and Kadro of Collegium will be the first outlander to enter there in a thousand years. The thought brought a rush of excitement that dispelled the fear. He had always been a man to dig in strange places. Back in Collegium he had been a bit of a maverick, dashing all over the Lowlands to look at unusual rocks or talk to wizened mystics. There had always been method in his research, though, as he negotiated with grim Moth-kinden or bandied words with shrewd Spiders. There had always been a trail to follow and, although he could not have known at the start, that trail led here.


All around him the statues kept silent guard, and he even summoned courage enough to grin at them. If the Khanaphir had wanted to keep him out, they should have posted a living watch here. The white faces stared impassively out into the night over the sleeping city.


Kadro hunched cautiously at the top of the steps, staring downwards. Fly-kinden had no fear of darkness or confining walls. They were small and nimble, and left to their own devices they built complex warrens of narrow tunnels, impossible for larger folk to navigate. There was a cold breath coming from that hole below him, though: chill and slightly damp, and he wondered whether the tombs connected to the river.


No matter. He had not dared this much only to fall victim to his own imagination. He shifted the strap of his satchel and took a deep breath. Into history, he spurred himself.


He glanced across the pit and saw one of the statues staring at him, its blind white eyes open at last, and now darker than the night sky behind. Something moved close by, and he gave out a hoarse shout and called up his wings to take flight, but by then it was already too late.




TWO


It was all over before they arrived, the charred wood and ash gone cold, and just the smoke still drifting into a cloudless sky. The sail-mill, the warehouse, the miller’s home, everything had been systematically razed. By the time word was rushed to Collegium by the neighbouring hamlet, it would already have been too late to stop it.


Stenwold stared at the ruins, his hands hooked in the belt of his artificer’s leathers. The miller and his family and staff would all be dead. This was the third attack to occur hereabouts and the pattern was dismaying in its precision. Around him the guardsmen from Collegium were fanning outwards from the automotive, some with their shields held high and others with snapbows at the ready.


‘You think we did this.’


He looked around to see one of the Vekken ambassadors staring at him. The Ant-kinden’s expression was one of barely controlled dislike. The man’s hand rested on his sword-hilt as though he was waiting for a reason to slice Stenwold open. Stenwold was wearing a breastplate over his leathers and he was glad of it.


‘I don’t think anything as yet,’ he replied patiently. A lot of effort had been involved in there even being a Vekken here to talk to, and most of it was his work.


‘Yet you have brought me here for a reason,’ the man said. He was smaller than Stenwold, shorter, stockily athletic where the Beetle was broad. He would be stronger than Stenwold too. His skin was dark, not the tan of the Sarnesh or the deep brown of Stenwold’s own people, but a slightly shiny obsidian black.


‘You insisted on coming with us,’ Stenwold reminded him, ‘so we brought you.’ He bit back anything else. ‘Touchy’ was an understatement, with the Vekken. Stenwold’s men were moving cautiously further out. There was still enough cover left, in fallen masonry and half-standing walls, to conceal some bandits or . . .


No bandit work, this. But who, then? Collegium had its enemies, more than ever before, but there was currently supposed to be a general peace. Someone clearly had not been informed.


He heard a scrape and scuff as the automotive disgorged its last passenger. His niece hesitated in the hatchway, looking unwell. She shook her head at him as he made a move towards her.


‘Just give me a moment,’ she said, as she eyed the wreck of the mill bleakly. ‘This is bad, isn’t it?’


‘Quite bad, yes.’ Seeing the officer of his guardsmen backing towards him, he said, ‘Che, would you look after our Vekken friend here while I see to something.’ He had not meant to put so much of a stress on the word, but it had come out that way.


Che dropped to the ground and staggered, before catching her balance. The journey had been hard on her. The Vekken was staring at her, but if her discomfort meant anything to him, it was lost in a generic expression of distaste for all things Collegiate.


‘Do you think . . .?’ His look did not encourage discussion but she pressed on. ‘Do you think someone could be causing trouble between our cities?’ In the absence of a reply, she added, ‘We are west of Collegium here, and Vek is the closest port.’


‘As I said, you believe this is our work,’ the Vekken said flatly.


‘Che, get back in the automotive,’ Stenwold said suddenly. ‘You too . . .’ He looked at the Vekken and obviously could not put a name to him. The Vekken squared off against him, wanting to see whatever was being hidden from him.


‘Now!’ Stenwold shouted, and then everything went to pieces. Without a sound, there were men popping up from all sides, their crossbows already clacking and thrumming. Every shadowy corner of the mill’s wreck that could afford a hiding place was disgorging attackers. One of Stenwold’s soldiers was down in that instant, another reeling back with a bolt through the leg. All around was the sound of missiles blunting themselves against shields, or rattling off the automotive’s armoured hull.


‘Pull in!’ the officer shouted. ‘Protect the War Master!’


‘Uncle Sten!’ Che cried. She was already halfway back inside the automotive, an arm reaching out for him, when she noticed the Vekken ambassador was sprawled on his back. A moment later he was lurching to his feet, but he had a bolt embedded up to its metal fletchings in his shoulder. His sword was out, offhanded, but he did nothing but stand there in plain view. She rushed over to him, got her hand on his shoulder.


He cut viciously at her. If not for his wound, he might have lopped her arm off at the elbow. She retreated, seeing him loom over her with blade raised, at that moment prepared to kill her without another thought. She was an enemy of his race and had dared to touch him. He must really have been what passed for a Vekken diplomat, however, because he let something stay his hand.


‘Get inside the automotive!’ she urged him. ‘Please!’


‘I am in no danger,’ he replied, and she thought she had misheard him at first, barely catching the words over the shouting. Stenwold collided backwards into the automotive’s side with a curse, as a soldier thrust him back, one-handed. There was a bolt lodged through the man’s left arm, and with his other hand he pressed his snapbow into Che’s grip.


‘Take it and use it. Come on, Master Maker!’


‘Wait!’ Stenwold crouched lower. ‘Wait – look at them!’


The attackers had mostly stopped shooting now, and instead were forming up a line of shields, preparing to rush in and finish the job. Meanwhile the automotive’s driver was pointedly letting the steam engine whine and rumble, as if trying to get the idea of escape across. Che looked down at the snapbow, glinting fully loaded in her hands.


If only I could. But it was a deadweight, useless to her. She dropped it into the automotive’s waiting hold.


‘Look at them!’ Stenwold was shouting, pointing for the benefit of the Vekken envoy, and Cheerwell suddenly realized what he meant. The line of attackers, who were moving in even as the Collegium guard tightened around the automotive, were all Ant-kinden. Specifically, they were Ant-kinden of Vek.


‘They are a detachment from Tactician Akalia’s force,’ the Vekken – their Vekken – explained. ‘They are merely obeying their last order, which was to harass Collegium in any way possible.’


‘But they shot you!’


‘My people are skilled soldiers.’ The Vekken sounded insulted. ‘I had no time to announce my presence to them before they commenced their ambush.’


Stenwold was shouting now. ‘Then tell them you’re here, you fool!’


‘They are already aware,’ said the Vekken, as another volley of crossbow bolts drove the Collegium men further back towards the vehicle. ‘They have advised me to leave before they begin their shield-charge.’


Stenwold reached for him in frustration, but then thought better of it. ‘Tell them that the war is over. You’re an ambassador – Vek is sending ambassadors to Collegium, for Waste’s sake!’


‘I do not have authority to countermand a Tactician’s order.’


At that moment Stenwold was physically shoved further into the shelter of the automotive’s hatch by the injured soldier. ‘Tell them!’ he roared desperately. ‘Don’t you think that if your King was here he would order them to stop?’


The idea of second-guessing the Monarch of Vek was obviously beyond consideration for this particular Vekken. He just stood there, staring at Stenwold with patent loathing. The guardsmen had now raised a cordon of shields around him and Cheerwell, with snapbowmen ducking down behind it to reload, then up again to shoot. Che noticed that there were a good few Vekken dead as well, as the bolts tore through their shields and armour both.


‘Well?’ Stenwold demanded. ‘Can’t you admit to logic, just this once?’


‘Your men are the only ones still shooting,’ the Vekken observed.


Stenwold forced his way out of the automotive again. ‘Put up your bows!’ he called. ‘Hold!’


The Collegium soldiers waited tensely, the snapbowmen with their weapons still levelled above the shields of their fellows. The Vekken force mirrored them, big shields steady, crossbows loaded and aimed. There was a long, fraught pause while Stenwold caught his breath.


‘We cannot go on like this,’ he declared at last. The Vekken ambassador eyed him as though he was mad.


‘Put up your bows,’ he said again without anger, sounding only tired.


The officer repeated the order with obvious reluctance and the barrels of the snapbows lifted.


‘What is going on?’ Stenwold asked.


‘As I have said, these men were given their last orders before Tactician Akalia’s force was defeated.’ That defeat was obviously a bitter memory for the Vekken.


‘And now?’


‘They will seek further instructions, on the off chance that their orders will now be changed.’


‘Off chance?’ Stenwold exploded.


The Vekken’s expression suggested that attacking Collegium agriculture was an eminently appropriate thing for bands of Vekken soldiers to be doing.


‘And are there any more of these soldiers?’


There was a pause while the Vekken remained silent, obviously communing mind-to-mind with his kinsmen. ‘Yes,’ he replied at last. As Stenwold drew breath to speak he said, ‘I have suggested, as an officer of Vek, that this band recommend they too seek new orders. I have no absolute authority, however, and they may disagree with my assessment.’


And you secretly hope they will. Stenwold felt an urge to strangle the man. He cautioned himself: Diplomacy, remember. He had tried so hard, so very hard, to make things work. He had started with this premise: they are people, just as we are, but he should have known better. Since then he’d had plenty of cause to remember that Ant-kinden were not remotely like the sort of people he understood.


The Vekken were now attending to their wounded. ‘Do you want me to provide them with doctors?’ Stenwold asked, seeing the opportunity for a peace offering.


‘They require no Collegiate doctor,’ the Vekken ambassador snapped, without hesitation.


‘At least let us attend to your wound then . . .’


The look he received was poisonous. ‘My own people will tend to me in due course. For now, should we not be returning, as you have solved your mystery?’


Stenwold took ten minutes’ respite from diplomacy, as the automotive began to rumble its way back to Collegium, to think every vile thought he could about both the city of Vek and its bloody-minded inhabitants. After that satisfaction he leant forward to address the envoy again.


‘Do you at least see now, though, why your presence in our city is so necessary? Misunderstandings occur so very easily, between our people. Surely you must understand that there is no need for this violence, not any more?’


There was no hint of understanding in the Vekken’s face, in fact no expression of any kind. Stenwold sighed again.


‘You are here in Collegium for a purpose.’ A purpose other than spying on us, surely, he added to himself.


‘Master Maker,’ the Vekken replied, ‘we are here for now, but how long do you think your plan will work? We are here because you have spoken so many words that some within our city have become curious. We know that your people hate us. We know that support for you in your ruling body wanes. Matters will soon resume their natural course. What do you hope to accomplish?’


It was a surprisingly long speech, for one of his kind. Stenwold sat back and reflected. The Vekken initiative had been his idea, true, and almost a single-handed effort. He had traded a lot of the prestige he had accumulated during the war for this chance at a lasting peace.


And he’s right, the bastard. He sees it very clear. It wouldn’t take much of a shift of opinion in the Assembly to have us rattling our spears again.


The Vekken was looking at him without expression, except for a tiny wince of pain each time the automotive jolted. The studied loathing still evident in his eyes presaged the future.




THREE


‘Khanaphes,’ said Master Jodry Drillen and, although it was twelve years since the man had been a teacher at the College, Stenwold still heard in his head the squeak of chalk on slate.


‘Khanaphes, indeed,’ he murmured. The two of them had appropriated one of the smaller conference rooms at the Amphiophos. Nearby, the Assembly, the great elected mob that governed and failed to govern Collegium in equal measures, had only recently finished sitting.


‘Something must be done.’ Master Drillen was a great, fat Beetle-kinden man a few years Stenwold’s senior. He had exchanged academia for politics years ago and never looked back, his influence and waist expanding in tandem as though by some demonstrable formula of statesmanship. At the moment he wore a little greying goatee beard in the Spider style, which Stenwold thought looked ridiculous but was apparently all the fashion.


Stenwold shrugged. ‘The city of Khanaphes is a living, breathing city, rather than something consigned to the histories of the Inapt. That’s no great surprise, is it? After all, the Moths left us with only the scraps from their table, academically speaking. No wonder, five centuries on, we’re still rediscovering things that they have known all along. As for what you can mean with your “Something must be done” then it’s simply one more field of study for the College geographers, unless you’re now proposing going to war to wipe it off the map. It has been only recently added by the cartographers. The paint is probably still wet.’ It was now two tendays after the incident at the mill, and Stenwold was feeling, at least, a bit more rested. Any good humour these days seemed to be fleeting, so he made any use of it he could.


‘Sophist.’ Drillen gave him a grin that was surprisingly boyish. ‘You know why this is important.’


‘Do I?’


‘It’s all the fault of the Solarnese, of course, all those squabbling little provincials huddled around the Exalsee – why are you laughing now?’


‘Those “squabbling little provincials” have been teaching our artificers things we wouldn’t have worked out for another ten years,’ Stenwold said mildly. ‘But do go on. You were blaming them for something.’


One of Drillen’s servants arrived just then, having finally tracked down the right vintage in the Assembly’s cellars, and the two statesmen took a moment to sip it appreciatively. ‘The Solarnese,’ said Drillen eventually, ‘with their stupid names with all those extra vowels . . . what was that ambassador they sent? oh yes, he wrote it as Caidhreigh, but then when you introduced him it turned out he was called Cathray. Anyway, everyone seems agreed now that they’re some kind of stable halfbreed stock, Ant-kinden and Beetle-kinden combined. You can see it in their faces, and most especially you can see it in their Art, after we finally convinced them to talk about it. They’re like those other fellows you were always banging on about.’


‘Myna,’ Stenwold agreed.


‘Exactly. But they’re obviously no relation because of their skin colour, and so the ethnologists started asking “Where did they come from?”’


‘Nobody cared when it was just Myna,’ Stenwold said.


‘Two reasons, old soldier.’ Drillen enumerated them on his chubby fingers. ‘One: public attitudes were different back then. Two: Myna’s within spitting distance of an Ant city-state – and not so very far from Helleron. No mysteries there, then. There are no Beetle-kinden around the Exalsee, and yet the ethnologists are adamant in their conclusions, so whence the Solarnese? Well, of course, we ask them that question, when politeness permits, and they show us their maps, and tell us their earliest word-of-mouth records say their ancestors came from Khanaphes. The Beetle-kinden city of Khanaphes, no less, just as some of our ancient-history fellows have been banging on about for ages. So now every scholar in that field is publishing his flights of utter fancy, saying that we came from there, that they came from here, all manner of lunacy. It makes you wish the Moths had been just a little more forthcoming with their menials, before the revolution. If there’s one thing a man of the College hates it’s feeling ignorant.’


‘You are still a scholar at heart then?’ Stenwold said. ‘That amazes me. I happen to agree with you, but I’m surprised that a man of importance like yourself can still find time to concern himself with such abstruse academic matters.’


‘There is more at stake here than scholarship,’ Drillen said fiercely. ‘You must be aware that people are looking at the world in a different way now, after the war. For me, I’d just as soon everyone went back to not really caring what lay east of Tark and north of Helleron, despite all the trouble that attitude has caused us, but it’s too late now. Go into any taverna in the city and you’ll hear scribes and guardsmen and manual labourers all talking about places like Maynes and the Commonweal and bloody Solarno, as though they were planning on going there tomorrow.’ Drillen was becoming quite excited now. Stenwold sipped his wine and watched him with interest.


‘And the romances!’ the fat man continued. ‘Have you any idea how many talentless clerks are writing “true” romances boasting of their supposed travels in distant lands? And still the printing houses can’t get them to the booksellers fast enough to satisfy public demand. Everyone wants to read about foreigners, and I’ll wager that not one of those people writing about them has so much as stepped outside Collegium’s walls. It’s all lies, but people are gobbling it whole. Foreign is fashionable. People are falling over themselves to be more misinformed than their neighbours about distant lands. And then there’s Master Broiler.’


Stenwold pressed his lips together, locking away his automatic reaction to the very name. The fact that Broiler had always been his vocal political opponent was something Stenwold could live with: such free debate was after all the cornerstone of Collegium governance. However, he had his own suspicions about precisely who had bought the man’s loyalties.


‘What is Broiler doing now?’


‘Courting public support, as usual, by pandering to the latest fashion.’ Drillen reached into his robes and came out with a smudgily printed volume whose title proudly proclaimed Master Helmess Broiler, His Atlas of the Known World and His Account of His Travels Therein.


‘The shameless fraud,’ growled Stenwold, the historian in him genuinely shocked.


‘Quite,’ Drillen agreed. ‘He’s taken every damn map he could copy from the library, put them all together in no particular order, even the ones that are obviously made-up or wrong, and called it “The World”. And he’s written about his incredible adventures, this man who would get lost just walking from his house to the marketplace. I swear that Helleron appears in three different places in his so-called “Known World”, and on at least one of the maps he’s got the sea and the land the wrong way round. And you know what?’


‘People are reading it?’ Stenwold said.


‘People are lapping it up,’ lamented Drillen. ‘They think Broiler’s the best thing since the revolution. Stenwold, it’s time for Lots soon enough, meaning all change at the Assembly. We have to do something before then.’


‘We?’


‘I have to do something,’ Drillen corrected, ‘and, unless you want to see Broiler as the new Speaker, so do you.’


‘Where do I come into this, then?’ Stenwold asked, thinking again about the Vekken and his final words. I am fighting for our future and my footing is being eroded like sand shifted by the sea.


‘The people like you, Stenwold.’


‘But the Assembly loathes the sight of me,’ Stenwold pointed out. ‘I remind them of how they were wrong.’ It was a point of pride with him.


‘Yes, but the people like you. Everyone out on the street there remembers how you won the war. They fought alongside you. They watched you go out and send the Wasp army packing. People – I’m talking about that majority without political aspirations – respect you. That’s one reason why I’m going to be seen shaking hands with you in as many places as possible.’


‘Why should I prostitute myself like that?’


Drillen’s grin resurfaced. ‘Because I make sure that you get what you want. I was almost the only person backing your Vekken initiative, when you put it forward, but I wrestled enough support to push it through. You’re not as detached as you pretend, old soldier. You don’t give a fig for power, but there are things you want done, and for that you need people like me. Which is convenient, because people like me need people like you in order to defeat people like Helmess Broiler.’


Stenwold scowled, but he had no argument to hand that could refute the other man’s logic.


‘I need to trump Broiler’s atlas if I’m to get enough lots cast in my direction to secure the Speaker’s podium,’ Drillen explained. ‘Now, I could just match him, map for map, but I have no guarantee that my fraudulent cartography would be any better than his, so I rather thought I might produce something genuinely scholarly, just for the fun of it.’


‘That is not the thing the political future of the city will hang on,’ Stenwold told him.


‘Believe me, stranger things have been known. Our cousins, our kinsmen, our estranged family of Khanaphes . . . I have planted a few seeds of rumour already. People are already beginning to talk about it. I will raise some pertinent questions at the Assembly, and you . . .’


‘What?’ Stenwold said finally. ‘What do you want from me?’


‘Your seal of approval. I happen to know a little more about Khanaphes than most. You remember Kadro the antiquarian?’


‘Vaguely, yes. I haven’t seen him around recently.’


‘I’m not surprised, as he’s been in Khanaphes for several months. He’d followed the Solarnese trail long before anyone was looking in that direction. I know because he’s been writing to me for money, and I’ve been sending it. That makes him my man.’


‘And what has your man found out?’


‘My man has been keeping his cards close to his little Fly chest.’ Drillen grimaced. ‘Which is why there will be an expedition sent to help him out. The first official Collegiate expedition to Khanaphes. Our ambassadors will extend the hand of friendship to our estranged brothers. Master Kadro will receive his due, but I need results.’


Stenwold nodded patiently, letting the quietness spin out until he was finally forced to ask. ‘So where do I come into all of this?’


‘Aren’t you roused by the sheer academic challenge of it all?’ Drillen asked, still grinning like a fool.


‘As it happens I am, but where do I come in?’


‘You propose the expedition, which I then agree to sponsor and fund.’


‘Do I now?’


‘Because if I tried it myself, then Broiler would be all over me, and I’d be fighting tooth and nail every step of the way to stop him making it his expedition and his triumph. You, though . . . Broiler hates and loathes every inch of you there ever was, but more than that, he doesn’t have the guts to take you on. If it’s your expedition, he’ll mutter and complain, but he won’t dare stick his neck out, and you know why.’


Stenwold cocked a surprised eyebrow at Drillen, seeing that his own suspicions about Broiler’s loyalties were obviously not unique. He shrugged philosophically, waiting for the catch.


‘Please, Stenwold,’ Drillen said, in a pleading tone that surprised both of them. After an awkward pause the fat man continued, ‘I’m a devious bastard whose only aim is my own betterment, I freely admit it, but I’m also on your side. A coup involving Khanaphes could be enough to swing the voting next Lots. We need each other.’


Stenwold sighed. ‘This sort of politics has always been exactly the sort of thing I’ve tried to avoid. So you want me to go to Khanaphes?’


‘No, no, I need you here to continue shaking hands with me in public. I just want you to drum up a few scholars to go there in your name, with my money. So people will like me more and Broiler less. And also the academic knowledge of the College will be expanded by another few feet of shelf space. That’s a secondary consideration for me, but I do still care about it.’


‘I know,’ said Stenwold tiredly. ‘That’s the only reason why I’ve been listening to you for this long.’ Inside he was fighting his own battle. There was a lot of him saying that once he started making these deals he was on a slope – and his kinden were notoriously clumsy. That the future of Collegium might depend on closet conspiracies like this one made him feel sick about the whole business. Drillen was right, though: Stenwold needed support in the Assembly, and he must pay for any services rendered.


And he was intrigued. Despite himself and despite everything he was intrigued. A Beetle-kinden city located beyond Solarno. What might we learn there? And on the back of that, another thought – the possible solution to another personal problem.


‘I’ll do it,’ he said. ‘I’ll regret it, but I’ll do it.’


‘That’s my old soldier!’ Drillen clapped him on the shoulder with a meaty hand, and poured out another two goblets of wine.


Stenwold took his and drank thoughtfully, turning implications over in his mind. ‘I suppose you’ll want everything to look spontaneous,’ he mused.


‘Oh, of course,’ Drillen agreed heartily. ‘The serendipitous meeting of two great minds.’


‘Best if it looks that way,’ Stenwold muttered darkly. ‘I’m not thinking about Broiler now, but about the Imperial ambassador.’


Drillen blinked at him blankly.


Stenwold looked unhappy as he continued. ‘Think about it: Stenwold, implacable enemy of the Empire, entering into secret negotiations that will send agents to a city that is not so very far from the Empire’s southern border.’


‘The war’s over.’


‘The war isn’t currently active. Both the Empire and I understand the distinction.’


Drillen shrugged. ‘Whatever you want. You’re in charge. It’s your expedition.’


She was still in mourning, but mourning was difficult for her.


In Collegium the official colour of mourning was grey. True, it was not customary any more for widows and grieving family to parade around the city in drab vestments for tendays, or even just days, but for funerals at least, grey was the order of the day.


For Cheerwell Maker, though, grey was his colour, therefore a life colour, the colour of her happiness, in the same way that black and gold had become colours of death. She could not make grey the colour of her mourning because that would be a negation of his life.


In the end she had tracked down a Moth-kinden, a pallid trader from Dorax, and not left him alone until he had explained the customs of his people. For the Moths, the concept of colour seldom entered their lives, since they lived in a midnight world where they could see perfectly without need for sunlight or spectrum. For death, though, they made an exception. For shed blood, they took on the hue of blood. She learned how Mantids did the same, dressing their honoured dead in scarlet, and then entrusting them to the red, red flames. The Moths, who had been the Mantis-kinden’s masters since time immemorial, had become infected by such superstitions.


And red was the colour of the Mynan resistance, their emblem of red arrows on a black background proclaiming their impossible triumph over the Empire. And Myna had been where he had died, for her, though he had been so many miles away.


So Che wore red, and thus caused public comment. She wore a tunic of deep wine colours edged with black, or else black arrowed with resistance scarlet. Even though she also wore a Moth cape of grey sometimes, nobody realized that she was mourning.


When she had gone to Tharn, after the war, they would not let her in nor tell her what rites had been performed over the body of poor Achaeos. They would barely spare two words for her. With the Empire beaten back, the old hatreds had resurfaced. She was Beetle-kinden, therefore a despoiler and an enemy. Her previous history as a Moth seer’s lover had been erased and, in the end, the Moths had forced her, at bow-point, back on to the airship. Only the intervention of Jons Allanbridge, the aviator, had prevented her being shot dead there and then.


She had tried to tell them of the mark, of the affliction she had been left with in his wake, but they had not wanted to know. Instead they had told her to leave promptly or they would throw her off the mountainside.


Mourning was so hard for Che. Her own people had not understood her choice of lover, and now they did not understand her grief. She was surrounded by her own folk, yet feeling more alone each day that passed.


Yet not alone enough. Sitting here on her bed, with the bright light of day blazing in through the window, she felt a sudden presence beside her. It always happened the same way: the movement did not manifest as such, at first, neither flicker nor shadow, but just as a concrete awareness of there being something there.


If she moved her head to look, it would be gone. If she stayed very still, though, and emptied her mind the way he had taught her, and waited . . . then sometimes there would be a greyness at the edge of her vision, a tremor in the air, a something.


Mourning was difficult for her because she knew that he was still there. He had been a magician, after all, which she now finally believed only after his death. He had been a magician, truly, and now he had become something else. She had been far away when he died, having left him to the failed mercies of his own people. Now, posthumously, he was close to her, and she could not bear it.


She stood up, feeling the non-presence recede away instantly, knowing that it was still there somewhere, beyond her notice. At the same time she heard the front door, the hurried feet of Stenwold’s servant running to greet his master. She drifted out on to the landing in time to see her uncle down below, divesting himself of his cloak. He complained so often of being old and tired, and yet seemed to her to be possessed of boundless reserves of energy. He complained of being mired in politics and intrigue, yet he fed on it with a starving man’s appetite.


He still wore his sword, one of the few Assemblers who did. Stenwold was still at war, they would joke, but their laughter had a nervous quality.


She drew back into her room, knowing he would come to speak with her soon enough. He did not understand, could not fathom, what she was going through, but he did his best, so she could not complain. He was perpetually a busy man.


Downstairs, Stenwold stopped himself from turning his head as he heard the landing creak. Either she was still there or she had retreated and he did not know whether her absence or her presence was more disturbing: this ghostly, red-clad apparition that his niece had become.


I need help. But there was nobody to help him. The war had stripped him of both allies and friends. Above the fireplace, he had finally had framed and hung the old picture that Nero had done of Stenwold and the others when they had just been setting out. Dead faces now, only Stenwold Maker living on out of all of them.


How is it that I am still here, after all of this? He had a sudden sense, almost like vertigo, of all the people he had sent out to die or get hurt: Salma, Totho, Tynisa, Achaeos, Sperra, Scuto, Tisamon, Nero – even the madwoman Felise Mienn. There was no justice in a world that preserved Stenwold Maker after all that loss.


But it was worse when he considered the survivors. The Assembly was crawling now with men boasting of their exploits in the war, but Stenwold could not remember seeing any of them defending the walls at the time.


He glanced up, at last, to find no scarlet watcher above. The war had left so many casualties, with so many different wounds that he was powerless to cure.


‘Lady Arianna sent word that she would be expecting you at her residence, sir,’ his servant informed him. The thought stirred an ember of a smile, but he was so tired that it could be no more than that.


He began the slow clump up the staircase.


There were books all over Cheerwell’s room, open, bookmarked or stacked, lying on the bed and at her desk. They looked old and valuable, and he knew she was trading on her family name to extract favours from the librarians. On the other hand, it was not as though the topics she was researching were required reading for College scholars. Most of these tomes had not been opened before during her lifetime, perhaps not even in Stenwold’s. The sight of them reinforced his disquiet, reminded him of the scale of the plight they faced.


‘How was the Assembly?’ she asked him. She sat demurely on her bed but there was a brittle aura about her, as of some fragile thing delicately balanced.


‘Tedious as usual.’ He racked his mind for something amusing he could recount to her, was forced to accept that nothing amusing had occurred. ‘I did my normal job of making friends, so I’m surprised they’re not burning my effigy in the square before the Amphiophos.’


He saw her smirk at the quip, a reaction more than the words warranted. ‘You have no idea,’ Cheerwell told him. ‘You should get her . . . get Arianna to go to the play with you.’ She stumbled a little over the woman’s name, but only a little. She was at least trying.


‘Play?’ he asked blankly.


‘Haven’t you heard? At the Rover on Sheldon Street?’ Her smile was genuine, though a sadness shone through it. ‘They call it The Shell Crack’d or something like that. It’s about goings on in this city when the siege was under way. It’s all people leaping into each other’s beds and arguing.’


‘There’s a play about the war and it’s a farce?’ said Stenwold, quite thrown off course from what he was originally going to say.


‘Yes, but you’re in it too. You’re the serious bit in the fourth act, like they always include,’ Che told him. ‘When you went out to confront the Wasp army and got them to surrender and go away—’


‘It wasn’t like that—’


‘Tell that to the playwrights. Tell that to the audience. You’re a hero, Uncle Sten.’ Her shoulders shook briefly with mirth, for a moment like the Che he knew from before it all. Then another layer of solemnity enveloped her and she said, ‘Your man from Paroxinal came back today.’


‘Oh?’ and he was serious at that news, too.


‘He said he’d report fully to you, for what it was worth, but nothing.’


‘He found nothing, or they’d tell him nothing?’


‘Nothing either way. Nothing at all. He found no trace of her.’


For a moment they just looked at one another, chained together by an equal guilt, until Stenwold bared his teeth in annoyance and looked away.


‘Damn the girl!’ he said. ‘Why—?’


‘You know why,’ Che interrupted him flatly.


‘Oh, I know what sparked it, but why go off—?’


‘You know why,’ she repeated firmly, and he had no answer to that, because he did know.


Feeling weary to his bones he pulled the desk chair out and reversed it, sitting so he could rest his arms on the carved back. He heard it creak at the unaccustomed strain. I’ll be as fat as Drillen, one of these days. ‘Che, I’ve had a thought about . . . something for you.’


She sat very still, waiting warily. It was not the first time he had tried to find things for her to do. She knew he meant well, but he did not understand that her current problems could not simply be left behind.


‘Che . . . you did some good diplomatic work during the war.’


That took her by surprise. ‘When?’


‘In Myna, for example.’


‘Sten, they nearly killed me there as a traitor.’


He smiled slightly at that. ‘Same here . . . and with death, it’s all about the “nearly”. The way I hear it, you finally got their rebellion inspired to the point where they could throw off the Empire.’


‘It wasn’t like that,’ hearing in her voice an echo of his own words.


‘Tell that to my agents. Tell that to the Mynans. Che . . .’ Staring at his hands as he always did when he sought inspiration. ‘You need something to do . . .’ One hand rose, quickly, to cut off her objection. ‘I know, I know it won’t stitch the wound, and it won’t make everything better, just to be doing something, but you need time to heal, and at the moment it’s just you and the wound, and nothing else. I have a job I need doing, and you need something to do – and you’re good at it.’ When she just stared at him he continued, ‘I need an ambassador. An official ambassador representing Collegium, bearing the seal of the Assembly and everything.’


For a moment she continued to stare, then she laughed at him incredulously. ‘You can’t be serious.’


‘Why not? You’ve already proven your worth: in Myna, in Solarno, in Sarn. This isn’t just Uncle Sten finding jobs for his family. You’ve shown you’re more than equal to the task, and—’


‘And it would give me something to do,’ she finished sourly. ‘And where, pray?’ A thought struck her. ‘The Commonweal?’


‘Not the Commonweal,’ he said. ‘We’re being . . . very careful there. They’re a strange lot, up north. They don’t really seem to understand yet why ambassadors are necessary. We may even have to buy into their “kin-obligate” business, not that we really understand it.’ He waved his hand impatiently. ‘No, it’s a place called Khanaphes.’


She stared at him, which he interpreted, incorrectly, as ignorance.


‘The Solarnese know a path to reach it. It’s east of the Exalsee, a long way off any Collegiate trade route.’ He left the appropriate pause before revealing, ‘A Beetle-kinden city, Che.’


Since her return from Tharn she had been deep in the old tomes of the Moth-kinden. She had been immersing herself in the world that the revolution had shattered, in an attempt to find some cure for her own affliction. In the very oldest of the books and scrolls remaining to the College, amid the most impenetrable shreds of ancient history, there had been a city of that name. It was a relic of the forgotten world that the Beetles had shrugged off in order to become what they were now.


‘Think about it, please.’ Stenwold took her silence for reluctance. He wanted to tell her that it was a golden opportunity, that she should look to her own future, capitalize on the respect she had won in the war. He wanted to tell her, in short, that no mourning could be for ever. He knew better than to say it. ‘Just think about it. You are a student of the College after all, and the possibilities for scholarship alone are—’


‘I’ll think about it,’ she said, a little harshly, and he nodded, standing up to go. ‘Another thing,’ she began, her voice sounding strained. ‘You . . .’ She paused, gathered her courage together. ‘Please tell the new man about the doors again. He forgets.’


Stenwold stared at her, a welter of different emotions momentarily at war across his broad face.


‘It’s not just me . . . it’s . . . I’m thinking about Arianna as well.’ Che’s voice shook under the sheer humiliation of having to say it.


‘Of course I will,’ he said. ‘Of course. I’ll have a word with him when I go back downstairs.’


The expedition was approved by the Assembly, despite anything that Broiler and his supporters could say against it. The Town vote, comprising the merchants and magnates, scoffed at the expense, but the Gown vote of the College masters was mostly for it, and Drillen’s promise to secure funding without troubling either College or Assembly coffers sealed the matter neatly. There was no suggestion that the proposal had been stage-managed from the start.


The very night of the Assembly meeting, however, found a clerk working late. Drillen was a rigorous employer who demanded results from the least of his underlings, so candlelight in the late evenings was nothing unusual. This clerk, a young man who had hoped to make more of himself, and had lived beyond his means, was just finishing his last missive. The letters seemed nonsense, strings of meaningless babble, but an informed eye would have deciphered them as:




Urgent. Codeword: ‘Yellowjacket’. You told me to keep an eye on all dealings of Stenwold Maker, so this should interest you: the expedition being launched to Canafes (sp?) is not as it seems. JD and SM met twice beforehand re: this matter. Unusual secrecy. Believe JD and SM have their own purposes aside from those stated. Thought you would appreciate knowing.





He folded the note over, and went over to his rack of couriers. Drillen used these various insects as missive-carriers across the city. They rattled and buzzed in their tubes, each tube with its label to show what place the creature was imprinted on. The clerk, whose responsibility these carrier-creatures were, selected one carefully: a fat, furry-bodied moth. It bumbled out of its tube and crouched on his desk, cleaning its antennae irritably as he secured the message to its abdomen. He had no idea where it went, or to whom, save that it would not be the man who had originally recruited him into this double-dealing. He only knew that the insect would be returned safe, along with a purse of money, to his house. This told him two things: that his shadowy benefactors were wealthy, and that they knew where he lived.


The insect whirred angrily off into the night, swooping low over the streetlamps but impelled by an inescapable instinct to return home. Before morning the Rekef operatives in Collegium, placed there with exquisite care after the close of the war, had something new to think about, and other, grander, messengers were soon winging their way east.




FOUR


She was dreaming, and she knew she was dreaming. The problem was that it was his dream. Worse still, she knew that the things that she was witnessing through his eyes were real.


Her mind was full of chanting voices, overlapping and blurring together. She heard no distinct words, just the ebb and flow of the sounds interfering with each other until it was like a great tide, rolling in towards her endlessly.


And she saw robed shapes . . .


She saw robed shapes. They were atop a mountain, and the air around them was bending and fragmenting under the strain of what they were doing. She could not tell which one of them was Achaeos. Because it was also her dream she rushed from one to another, to find him. She never could. Their pale, grey Moth faces, their blank white eyes, were all transfigured, so that each face looked the same. The ritual had gripped them with an identical hand. She shouted at them and tried to shake them. She warned them that he would die, if they kept tearing at the world like this. Because it was his dream, and she had not been present, they ignored her.


She knew that she was running out of time. It was not his time, not the time remaining until the barbed peak of the ritual, when the power they invoked would come thundering down through the city of Tharn, and his fragile body would be unable to take the strain. Instead it was the time until the other arrived.


It had always been there beside them, although she had been blind to it for so long. From the very first moment their minds had touched, he venturing among the ghost-infested trees, she imprisoned in the hold of a Wasp heliopter, it had been with them. Now she felt it rising from beneath them, through the warrened rock of the mountain, through the very weave of the world. It was surging upwards at a fierce, relentless pace, but it was still a good distance off because it was pursuing from five hundred years ago.


She thought of flying over the Exalsee and seeing the lake monster rushing for the surface, the great pale body of it forming from the depths.


The chanting grew even less and less coherent as the voices of the Moth-kinden fell into the echo of that older, greater ritual. Around them the rock of the mountain itself began to crack. Thorny vines thrust themselves violently into the air, then arced round to penetrate the stone once more, to pierce the flesh of the ritualists, yet they did not seem to notice. Transformations were being wreaked on them. Che would run faster and faster from one to another, trying to find Achaeos before the things of the Darakyon did. There were shadows all around now, the shadows of great twisted trees, of Mantis-kinden writhing, bristling with barbs, gleaming with chitin. The shadows were closing in, encompassing the ritual. The robed figures were being consumed.


She felt it again, as she had felt it in life. She felt the sudden silence, that utter silence as though she had been struck deaf. It was a silence so profound it left an echo in the mind. It was the moment when the wrenching strain of the ritual, the fierce attention of the Darakyon, had become too much for him, the moment when his wound had ripped open and he had died.


Had died, and yet not left her.


Behind the Tharen mountain top and the shadow-trees of the Darakyon lay the streets of Myna, the ziggurat of the governor’s palace, her own dream evolving in the shadow of his. She saw a tiny figure break from the barricades, and then charge towards the soldiers clustered around the broken palace gates. She saw, as she had not seen at the time, the great clawed tide of the Darakyon hurtling forward, spewing uncontrollably out of that lone running figure, thrashing about her like a headless, dying thing. The last dregs of the Darakyon, now poisoning the minds of the soldiers ahead of her, making her into a vessel of terror.


She woke to find the shutters still dark, no piercing slants of sunlight. She, who had once slept late by choice, now woke regularly in darkness and saw every dawn arrive, tugged awake by shreds of a nocturnal life that had not been hers.


He was with her.


There, in the darkness that was no darkness to her, she could see him as a grey smear hanging in the air, formless and faceless. It moved and changed shape, and she received the impression of a dreadful urgency. He was trying to tell her something, desperately trying to make her aware of something, and yet he could not form words or even pictures for her.


‘Help me to understand you,’ she told him. ‘Achaeos, please. I can’t . . . I’m not strong enough to make you real. Just tell me what I have to do.’


He grew more agitated, and she thought of him trapped between life and death, a knot in the weave, shouting and screaming at her to help him. But she could not. None of the books she had trawled from the Collegium library had helped her. She was too dull a scholar, their old language too intricate, too occult.


He was fading now. It was only just after she woke each day that she could see him clearly. He would always be there, though, a half-sensed presence hovering over her shoulder.


Mourning was difficult, for Achaeos’s death had left her with an indelible legacy. The sorrow of losing him still had its hooks into her, but the horror of having him still – in this horrible, half-formed way – was worse.


By the logic of her people, she was simply deranged. If she had gone to see a Beetle-kinden doctor, he would have told her that she was suffering from these hallucinations as a way of dealing with her loss. Alas, she could no longer subscribe to the logic of her people. The books she had pillaged from the library were written in the crabbed hands of Moth-kinden or the elegant loops of Spiders. The one thing she had learned from them was that, by their logic, she was not mad. There were precedents for her situation, though she was not sure that this was any reassurance. Being haunted was surely worse than mere madness. Especially being haunted in a city where nobody, not even her open-minded uncle, believed in ghosts.


During the ritual atop Tharn, Achaeos had called out to her, and she had lent him as much strength as she could, and possibly contributed thereby to his death. Her mind and his had been touching when the mouldering evil of the Darakyon had stirred itself to answer his call for power. When he had died, therefore, something of him had stayed with her. The logic – since all insanities have their own internal logic – was faultless. The books were silent on remedy, however.


And there was more than that: she was not whole, any more, after the war.


She stretched herself and shook her head. The ghost of Achaeos was gone: still there in the back of her mind but no longer apparent to her eyes. As she dressed, she saw the first pearl-grey of dawn glimmer through her shutters. She approached the door carefully, as though it might suddenly become a monster, a jailer. It was ajar, though, and she went out on to the landing.


Stenwold’s door stood open, which meant he had not come back last night. She smiled at that. She knew that she was a burden on him that he could not shift, so it was good that he still had Arianna.


Che and Arianna had not got on well, not at all, and the real problem had been Stenwold himself, who simply did not know how to deal with them both at the same time: on the one hand his young niece, his daughter in all but name; on the other his lover, scarcely older than her, with whom he was a different man entirely. The confusion it threw him into had obviously amused Arianna at first, but then it had become inconvenient and, in her smooth Spider-kinden way, she had secured a first-floor residence across town. Stenwold was abruptly released from the pressure of having to be two men at the same time, while Che and Arianna did their best not to meet. Life was easier that way.


Che pulled her grey cloak on over her mourning reds, taking only a moment to look in the mirror. With the hood raised high her reflection always surprised her: her skin appearing too dark, her eyes disfigured by iris and pupil rather than blank white. Seeing any face framed in grey cloth, she expected to see his face and not her own.


‘Achaeos,’ she said softly. He must be able to hear her, from his vantage point at the back of her mind. ‘Help me.’ Sometimes she saw him flicker in the background of mirrors, but not now. She lifted the bar on the front door. There was no lock, only the simplest latch.


Collegium was a city of the day, but good business came the way of early risers. By the time she ventured out, the sky was already flecked by Fly-kinden messengers, and a big dirigible was making its way in slowly from the north towards the airfield, bearing goods and news from Sarn, no doubt. There was currently a law about running automotives through the city streets before a civilized hour of the morning, but handcarts and animal carts were already rattling across the cobbles, and she could hear the slow shunting of the trains almost all the way across the city, in the still dawn air.


Stenwold lived in a good part of town, not far from the College, and the short walk took her through what was now called War Harvest Square, because of the mummery that was enacted here every tenday. Collegium looked after its own. Collegium was wealthy enough, despite the costs of the recent war, to do that. She spotted the queues ahead of her, and knew it must be the day when the War Harvest was doled out.


It could have been worse. Collegium medicine was some of the best in the world, and modern weapons were efficient enough to kill more often than they maimed. There were enough, though, who had fallen between the extremes of kill and cure, and every tenday they made their arduous way here. These veterans, the men and women of Collegium who had fought for their city against the Empire or the Vekken, or else gone out to fight for the Sarnesh, and whose injuries meant they now had no trade left to them. Men and women missing legs, missing arms, missing eyes, they came and queued here every tenday, and the Assembly ensured that they were given enough to live on. There had been a bitter dispute over it at the time but, in the flush of peace, the Assemblers of Collegium were not going to turn their soldiers out to beg or starve. It had made Che proud of her kinden, and the veterans who gathered here for the handout had been left a little pride, a little self-respect. Passers-by saluted them, cheered them, and acknowledged their sacrifice, while the two tavernas nearby did a good trade from citizens buying them drinks.


The problem came with those whose wounds were less visible. She knew there were many: those who had not been able to bear the blood and destruction, the loss of loved ones; those who had retreated into themselves; those who could not hear a shout or a loud noise without being flung back into the fighting. Victims of the war without a mark on them, they were not provided for. Instead the doctors prodded them, frowned at them, and shrugged their shoulders.


She herself had not gone to see a doctor. They would not understand.


It had come upon her as she went by airship to Tharn, to try to visit Achaeos’s ashes. Before then the shock of his death, the whirl of events at the end of the war, had kept her off balance. It had only been on that return journey that she had realized.


She remembered the waves of nausea first, losing her balance at the slight sway of the wind. She had crouched on the deck, feeling her stomach churn in sudden spasms. The movement of the vessel beneath her had seemed as unnatural as water on fire.


This is what he felt, she had reflected at the time, remembering how Achaeos had always been so uncomfortable with modern transport. She had assumed that was just because he was new to it, then.


She remembered staggering towards the stern, clinging to the rail, where the concerned expression of Jons Allanbridge had wavered through her view, a meaningless image. She had stared at the engine, the blur of the propeller, and felt a chasm gape beneath her. It was wrong – worse, it was meaningless. She had stared at all that pointless metal, its inexorable convolutions, its parts and pipes and moving things, and she had felt as though she was falling.


The white elegance of the College was straight ahead of her now. The library’s great gates were still closed and barred, this early, so she went to the side door and knocked and knocked, until a peevish voice responded from within, announcing, ‘It’s not locked.’


Che drew a deep breath and knocked again. ‘It’s not locked!’ called out the librarian, thoroughly irritated now. ‘Either come in or go away.’


She stared at the handle, feeling tears prickle at the corners of her eyes. Her memory told her that this was simple but her body had no path for it, her mind no connection. She rattled with the metal ring, but the door would not move. She could not understand the process. It made no sense to her. In her final moments, while touching Achaeos’s mind as a channel for the Darakyon, something fundamental had been ripped out of her.


At last someone came to the door and yanked it open. The librarian was a stern old woman, her face devoid of sympathy. ‘What do you want?’ she demanded.


‘I want to come in,’ Che replied in a tiny voice, fighting the urge to weep in frustration.


It would have been worse if there had never been Tynisa. Che had grown up with her as though they were sisters: Stenwold’s clumsy niece and Tisamon’s halfbreed bastard – although neither had known Tynisa’s heritage at the time: Tynisa, who was graceful and beautiful and accomplished in every field save one. So it was that Stenwold had made alterations to his house, and given his servant special instructions about the doors and the locks. That servant had died in the Imperial siege, though, and the new man was taking a while to learn. It was not surprising, for the instructions were baffling to him and Che could hardly blame the man for forgetting. At least Stenwold was used to the idea; he could pretend he understood.


Walking through the streets of Collegium, she was nevertheless a cripple. She looked up at the slowly manoeuvring airship and felt that it should fall on her. It was too great; it could not stay up. The sounds of the trains, which had lulled her to sleep ever since she first came to Collegium, were now like the cries of strange and frightening beasts.


Yet she had spent years learning mechanics, basic artificing, forces and levers, power and pressure. Now it was as if she had spent all that time learning how to walk through walls or turn lead into gold. She could clearly remember being able to do it once, but not how. The logic had deserted her and she had become like him. She had lost her birthright, the basic tools that made the modern world comprehensible. She had become Inapt, unable to use – to even comprehend – all the machines and the mechanisms that her people loved so much. She was crippled in her mind and nobody would ever understand. There was a division between the races of her world: those who could, those who could not. Che had fallen on the wrong side of it and she could not get back.


It was worse now because of Tynisa. Of all the people in the world, Che could have spoken to Tynisa about it. Tynisa would have understood, would have helped her. Tynisa was gone, though, to Stenwold’s fury. Che had not understood, at first, why Stenwold had reacted so angrily.


I drove her away.


And it was true. Not anything Che had done but the simple fact of her. In the end Tynisa had not been able to look at the sight of mourning Che without recalling whose blade had lanced Achaeos, whose hand had inflicted the wound that eventually killed him. Che did not blame her. Of course, Che did not blame her, but that did not matter. Tynisa had lived through the violent death of her father and come home to find herself a murderess. She had stayed as long as she could bear it, growing less and less at home in this city she had dwelt in all her life, unable to talk to Che, grieving a dead father, nursing a killer’s conscience for all that Che tried to reach out to her. At the last she had fled Collegium. She had gone, and not one of Stenwold’s agents could discover where.


Stenwold’s rage, Che finally understood, had been over the undoing of twenty years of civilized education, over all the care and time he had spent in making Tynisa the product of Collegium’s morality. In the end she had shown herself her true father’s daughter. She had gone off, Stenwold felt sure, to lose herself in fighting and blood – chasing her own death just as Tisamon always had done.


Hooray, Che thought. Hooray for those of us who won the war.


The vast stacks of the library normally absorbed her. The Beetle-kinden claimed this to be the single greatest collection of the written word anywhere in the world. The Moths scoffed at them for this boast but nobody had performed a count. There were texts and scrolls here that dated back to before the revolution, to a period when the city bore a different name. They kept them in cellars whose dim lighting offered no impediment to Che. She had been searching for months, now, trying to find a cure to her affliction, a way of helping Achaeos’s wretched shade.


All of a sudden she found she could not face it, not today. The thought of poring over more ancient scrolls that she could barely understand, of another day’s fruitless delving into an incompletely rendered past, was more than she could bear. She searched her mind for the reason for this change, and found there Stenwold’s offer of the previous night. At the time she had not cared, but something had lodged there, waiting for the morning light.


‘Khanaphes,’ she said slowly to herself, and it was as if the word created a distant echo in her mind. Ancient histories, old Moth texts: the city name would barely be found in any writings that post-dated the revolution, but if the diligent student dug deep into the writings of the old, Inapt powers, that name glowed like a jewel, ancient even to those antique scribes.


She needed to talk, but who could she talk to about Khanaphes?


Two dozen bemused students had turned up for the aviation lecture: Beetle-kinden, Ant and Fly youths, all wanting to be pilot-artificers – aviators as the new word went. They were without a teacher. So far all they had were some scribbled notes left on the chalkboard, instructing them to fold flying machines out of paper. This was now what Che discovered.


She knew where to look, as the avionics students did not, yet, though it took her a fight with her courage to cross town to the new airfield and enter the hangar. The shapes there, the winged things arranged in their untidy horseshoe pattern, looked only predatory. The air was filled with the sounds of metal and cursing artificers. It was a sharp reminder of her former self that she could have done without. She had encountered this and beaten it before. Had she wanted she could have shut herself away and never had to deal further with her affliction, but that was not her way: she was still Beetle-kinden, and Beetles endured. They were tough, both within and without.


‘Taki!’ she shouted, whereupon the little Fly-kinden pilot looked up, delighted.


‘That,’ she said, ‘is the first time in five days that someone’s addressed me properly, instead of “Miss Schola”. I should never have told them my full name, honestly.’


She was looking well. Taki had also been crippled by the war, but in her case the damage had been made good by artifice. Her beloved Esca Volenti had been destroyed over Solarno, but here she was fine-tuning the Esca Magni. It was the perfect fusion of Solarnese know-how, Collegiate industry and Taki’s prodigious skills as a pilot. She claimed it as the most agile flying machine in the known world. The boast had been put to the test and so far never proved false.


‘It’s good to see you again.’ Che eyed the opened innards of the machine, fought down a brief stab of queasiness. ‘Something wrong here?’


‘Not wrong, just could be made better. One of your fellows at the College came up with an idea about air exchange, so I reckon I can get another few per cent efficiency out of the rewinding gears.’ She grinned in the face of Che’s polite expression, because she didn’t know what was behind it. ‘I want to try a non-stopper to Capitas.’


‘Capitas in the Empire?’ It was a stupid question, Che knew, but it leapt out before she could stop it.


‘Where else? They’re keen on their fliers up that ways. I’ve had an invitation.’ She shrugged. ‘If not there, then there’s an exhibition in Helleron in a month’s time, and I won’t miss that.’


The Esca Magni was sleek, hunched up from nose to cockpit, then with a long sweep of tail. The two wings, silk stretched over a frame of wood and wire, were currently folded back along her length. Beneath the nose emerged the compact fist of a pair of rotating piercers, another Solarnese innovation in the world of aviation. Taki, just three foot tall in her sandals, sat on its hull like an empress, mistress of all she surveyed.


‘What?’Taki asked her. ‘I know that look. What’s up?’


‘Taki . . . have you ever heard of a place called Khanaphes?’


The Fly gave her a surprised look. ‘Well, of course, but how did that come up?’


‘It’s just that . . . people have been mentioning it.’


Taki shrugged. ‘Well, why not? Big old place down the east coast from the Exalsee. All a bit, you know, backward thataways.’


‘Backward?’


‘Not really keeping pace with progress, you know.’ Taki made a vague gesture. ‘We get food from them, trading through Ostrander. Now, Ostrander’s a strange place, and you never saw it when you were over . . .’ She saw something in Che’s expression. ‘But Khanaphes? What’s to say? Let’s get a drink and then you can ask your questions.’


The Fly had never actually been there, was the first thing Che learned. Taki’s life had always been fiercely centred on the airborne elite of the Exalsee.


‘They don’t have flying machines in Khanaphes?’ Che probed.


Taki made a condescending noise. ‘They don’t have machines of any kind in Khanaphes, from what I hear. Like I said, backward.’ She looked amused, her eyes flicking across the clientele of the taverna as though she included them loosely in the same definition.


That took a moment to sink in. ‘But they’re . . . I thought they were supposed to be Beetle-kinden.’


‘Oh, yes, yes they are. Not anything like your lot, though. I remember how Scobraan went there once, for a bet . . .’ Her voice twitched for a moment, another colleague dead in the war. ‘He said they’d never seen anything like his flier – didn’t know what to make of it. Didn’t want to know, either. And he couldn’t get it refuelled, of course, had to get it shipped back to Porta Rabi by boat.’


‘But that doesn’t . . .’ Something odd moved inside Che. ‘And have they been settled there long?’


‘Oh, you might say that. Long enough to have founded Solarno.’


‘Seriously?’


‘Oh now, this is long, long ago – and I’m remembering back to my school days for this, too. They used to own halfway around the Exalsee, way back before anyone can remember. But that was long before the Spiders and my own people came over – a thousand years before, something crazy like that. Then I suppose they just . . . got left behind. The way I hear it, they haven’t changed much since those days. They still own a fair bit of territory up and down the river where they are.’


Che digested these words, thinking: the past. It made no sense: she knew Beetle-kinden even if she could not quite claim to be one of them any more. It made no sense. Something doesn’t add up. It gave her a strange sense of excitement. Khanaphes – what might I learn there?


It struck her then, and she actually jumped up, knocking back her chair. Taki was in the air in an instant, wings a-blur and a knife in her hand. A few of the other taverna patrons had gone for their weapons too. The war was not so very long ago.


She sat down, made herself give an apologetic wave around the room. Taki stood on her chair back for a moment, wings flicking for balance, before consenting to sit down.


A city of Beetle-kinden without machines?


A city of Inapt Beetle-kinden?


‘Yes,’ she said, thinking of Stenwold’s offer. ‘oh, yes I will.’


Stenwold was enjoying an after-lunch bowl of wine in the College refectory when someone came brushing past behind him, murmuring, ‘The Vekken are after you.’


His stomach sank and he looked back. ‘Which ones?’


His informant, a natural history master, shrugged. ‘Who can tell? They all look the same.’


This was Stenwold’s chance to make himself scarce, but he did not seize it. ‘They’re my problem,’ he replied, whereupon his benefactor shrugged and made a quick exit. Stenwold braced himself mentally for another taxing encounter. His Vekken initiative which, in their mutual derision of it, had at last provided Collegium and Vek with something in common. Yet nobody understood how important it was. He was trying to do what Collegium should have done in the first place, instead of relying solely on the strength of its walls and assuming the Vekken had been defeated a generation ago. Stenwold was trying to make sure that there would be no third Vekken war. He was trying to build bridges. The result of his months of careful diplomacy was that the Vekken had at last sent four men who claimed to be ambassadors, and were more probably spies.


Two of them located him soon enough after the tip-off, and came marching up to stand before his table.


He couldn’t even tell which two of the team they were. Ant-kinden all looked like siblings, and the Vekken seemed to have sent four ambassadors who were absolutely identical. They stared at him now as though they had just found out he had sent assassins to kill their families.


‘Masters . . .?’ He made a motion at the table, offering chairs. They stared at the seats as though they were venomous, then turned the same expressions on him. His Vekken initiative had been worth it, if just for this. He had always known the dislike of his own people for the city of Vek, inspired by two repelled attempts at conquest, but he had not guessed at the reciprocal loathing felt by the Vekken because of Collegium’s successful resistance. They hated the Beetle-kinden and, because they could not see how mere Beetles could resist the might of an Ant city-state, they feared them also. Stenwold was working as best he could to disarm that enmity but there was a lifetime of ingrained distrust to overcome.


‘We are aware of your plans,’ one of them said, and then paused as if waiting for him to admit everything.


He looked at them blankly. ‘I have many plans,’ he said at last. ‘Which ones do you mean?’


‘You are gathering allies,’ said the same one, speaking with the flat courage of a man who expects his hosts to have him killed. ‘You are sending to another Beetle city to secure them.’


That gave Stenwold pause, but he was good at handling surprises and just drained his wine bowl while he pondered, Now that’s interesting. If they think that, then who else does?


‘Your silence indicates admission,’ said the same ambassador. They had an identical expression of dislike etched onto their mirror-image faces, but no more than that. As with all Ant-kinden, the real feelings were expressed inside their heads, secret among their own kind.


‘You’re talking about the Khanaphes expedition?’


‘So,’ the Vekken said, all their fears confirmed.


‘What of it? It’s simply an academic expedition to study a city of our cousins . . .’ He was about to ask them if they would not be similarly interested, in his position, but they would never be in a similar position, because any other Ant city was automatically their enemy.


‘So you say,’ said the Vekken. ‘But we see more.’


‘Please sit down,’ he suggested, but they would not. They continued standing there with their hands near their sword-hilts, waiting for the worst. He had a sudden dizzying thought of what it must be like for these envoys, surrounded by those they knew to be their avowed enemies, while deprived of the comforting voices of their own kin that they had lived with all their lives: just the four of them cut off and alone in an alien sea.


‘What do you want?’ he asked them patiently.


‘Warmaster Stenwold Maker is sending an expedition,’ declared one of the Vekken crisply. ‘He tells us it is peaceful and that no harm is meant. He will not deny a vekken presence, therefore.’


They waited for his furious objections as he stared at them, mind spinning. They saw a military purpose in everything, and that purpose forever turned against Vek.


At the thought, it was all he could do not to laugh, but that would not have been diplomatic.


‘If you want to go, I shall make the arrangements,’ he agreed.


They betrayed nothing in their faces, but he knew he had caught them out. They did not know whether to rejoice at defeating him, or curse at themselves being defeated.


He only wondered what they would make of Khanaphes.




FIVE




Greetings and salutations of the Great College to my good friend Master Kadro.


It has occurred to me that you may think we do not allow sufficient importance to your far-flung mission.


Similarly, communicating as we do by such inadequate means, your discoveries to date – as opposed to your renewed requests for funding – have not been communicated to us here so well as I am sure you would prefer.


As the first College Master to study such a fascinating people as the Khanaphir, I can tell you we are all agog to learn what you have discovered, and to assist in furthering your studies.


So it is that no less a man than War Master Stenwold Maker, whose decisive role in the recent war cannot have escaped your attention, has proposed that we send some further members of the College to assist you in your labours.


Rejoice, then! For an ambassador of Collegium, none other than War Master Maker’s own niece, shall be travelling to assist you, be the distance never so far. She shall take with her certain other academics who have expressed an interest – as who would not? – in the vital work you are doing. They shall of course bring equipment and funds to assist you, and they will be keen to hear from you regarding your theories and evidence.


I do hope you can arrange for them, with the Khanaphir authorities whoever they might be, appropriate lodging and similar conveniences.


Your most dutiful friend and sponsor


Master Jodry Drillen,


of the Assembly of that most enlightened city of Collegium.





Petri Coggen read the letter again and felt like weeping.


She sat at the little sloping lectern which the Khanaphir had given her for a desk, and put her head in her hands. They were so obtuse, those old men at the College. Worse, they had a gift for bad timing. Beside Drillen’s letter was one of her own, completed last night and ready for sending. It read:




Good Master Drillen,


Forgive me for writing to you directly but I am the bearer of terrible news. Master Kadro is gone. He disappeared only two days ago. There is no trace of him. The Ministers say nothing, but I am sure they know.


Something terrible is happening here. There is a secret in Khanaphes and Kadro was close to it. They have done something to him. I am sure he is dead.


Please tell me what to do. I do not want to stay here longer, but I fear what might happen if I try to leave.


Yours


Petri Coggen, assistant to Master Kadro.





She wanted to cry. She wanted to laugh. Instead she took her own letter and folded it, then put it inside her tunic. Perhaps, somehow, it would arrive in time to do some good. Assuming it arrived at all.


She buckled on her belt, carrying her purse and her dagger. It was the only weapon she owned but she would not know what to do with it if she was forced to use it on another living thing. Petri Coggen had never been much more than an aide and secretary to Master Kadro, who had been the great academic and explorer, dragging her out here so that she could scribe his exploits. But now she was alone, and the city of Khanaphes had become a brooding and hostile place. She was merely a Beetle-kinden woman edging towards her middle years, short and stout and prone to getting out of breath. She was certainly not the woman to avenge Kadro’s death, but she felt she must at least try to investigate his disappearance.


She had shared a third-storey room with Kadro, a little box with two windows squeezed under the flat roof of a warehouse. Kadro had chosen it because the landlord was a merchant, and therefore used to dealing with foreigners; also because the place was cheap and lay close to the little stew of villainy that cluttered this side of the river beyond Khanaphes’s great Estuarine Gate. This was a busy market by day, a tent city by night, and the tents often grand and elaborate, for there was a great deal of money changing hands at any given moment, and people in Khanaphes – legitimate dealers or otherwise – liked to show that they were doing well. It was a place that, in other circumstances, she would never have dreamt of visiting on her own, but nowhere else in Khanaphes might she find some kind of answer to her questions.


She made good time. A few hurried glances detected no followers, but the streets were teeming this close to the docks. There were always ships coming to the river quays, and then a swarm of dockhands, fishermen, merchants and rogues to pester them. Despite the time she had spent here, the heat still raised a sweat on to her skin, and the bustle of bald heads, the murmur of quiet voices, remained densely impenetrable. These are my kinden but not my people and I cannot understand them.


In the shadow of the Estuarine Gate, she paused. The gate itself was out of sight, supposedly deep in the waters of the river, under any ship’s draught passing between those gargantuan carved pillars. Again she looked round and saw no soldiers of the Ministers come to apprehend her, no skulking cloaked figure with eyes fixed on her.


And a poor spy it would be that I would notice! She did not know what to do next. Her training at the College, all that history and architecture and philosophy, had been no preparation for this crisis.


She slipped past the gate by the narrow footpath, wall on one side, the choppy brown waters on the other. She did not look up, past that monumental pillar, to see the great stone likeness that was set into its southern side. Those inhumanly beautiful, blandly smiling features were constantly in her dreams. She had begun to fear them, for all they were a thousand years dead.


The maze of tents and awnings that awaited her was known to the locals as the Marsh Alcaia. She had come here twice before, both times with Kadro. Each time he had been cautious. Khanaphes was a well-run city, law-abiding and peaceful, but there was a froth of uncertainty where the external world met its walls, here before the Estuarine Gate. Other foreigners were not always so respectful of Khanaphes’s laws. The golden Royal Guard sometimes swept through here with lance and sword, arresting and confiscating and slaying those that resisted, burning the tents. Khanaphes needed its trade, though, and so long as it did, the scum of the Marsh Alcaia would always re-establish itself before the Estuarine Gate, just outside of the city proper.


Entering the Marsh Alcaia was like stepping underwater, as the faded orange and yellow cloth closed over her and muted the sunlight. She was abruptly in a different world, stuffy, gloomy, reeking of spices and sweat. As she stood, a silhouette against the bright day beyond, the denizens of the Alcaia jostled past her. They did not look at her, each preoccupied with his own business. Every one of them was armed, a hand always close to the hilt of a broad-bladed dagger, a short sword with a leaf-shaped blade, a hatchet. Some bore as weapons simply the extrusions of bone that the Art had raised from their hands.


She finally conquered her fears and pushed inwards. Kadro had walked here without fear, or at least he had shown none. She tried to emulate him, even though she was big and clumsy and kept getting in the way. Porters with sacks of flour and sweet spices jostled and cursed her. A be-ringed merchant’s retinue pushed her aside against the counter of a jeweller so that she upset his scales in a tiny clatter of brass. Her apologies fell into the abyss: they all maintained the Khanaphir reserve. Whether they were the local Beetle-kinden or the sinewy Marsh folk, or one of a dozen breeds of foreigner or halfbreed, they looked at her as though she was not wanted there. As though I do not belong. She did not belong. She had no wish to belong. It was just that she had nowhere within this city to turn. Khanaphes was the problem. If a solution existed, it must be somewhere here.


She regained her balance. The offended jeweller was a Khanaphir Beetle, shaven-headed as they all were. With that narrow-eyed, unreadable look they all adopted when looking at her, he finished restacking his weights and measures. She tried to remember what route Kadro had taken through this maze of shifting streets, hoping it was still good. Her memory was not up to it, though: the Marsh Alcaia was a world without reference. Each day the faces here might be different, and if there was a code in the colours of the awnings that might have directed her where she needed to go, she had no way of reading it. Recognizing such patterns had been Kadro’s strong point.


‘Excuse me,’ she said to the jeweller, the effort almost having her in tears again. ‘I need to speak to the Fisher. Do you know her?’The title was all she knew. Most of the darker denizens of the Alcaia had left their real names behind a long time ago.


The jeweller stared at her with the Khanaphir stare reserved for foreigners. It was not hostile, in fact very polite, but suggested that she was speaking some kind of infantile nonsense that the man could not possibly be expected to understand. It humoured her without admitting any comprehension.


Petri bit her lip. Reaching for her purse, she took out a pair of coins – Helleron-minted Standards and a long way from home – and put them on his counter. With a deft motion he slipped them on to his scales. Weight and purity of metal was everything here. Her money from home was disastrously devalued and she knew that in exchange he would give her a fraction of the value that unadulterated gold of that same weight would have brought her.


‘Please?’ she asked. The jeweller still said nothing but, as if by magic, a small child appeared at his elbow. He muttered a few words and the girl ducked under the counter and ran off into the Alcaia. A nod of the jeweller’s head then suggested that she follow.


Where the girl led her was nowhere near where she had gone before, but headed deeper into the Alcaia than she had ever been. The thought came to her, within three turns, that she was being led into some kind of trap. By then she could only follow, because she was lost already. She was out of breath from keeping up with the girl’s skipping figure, with dodging all the other bustling people doing their secretive deals beneath this all-embracing cloth sky.


The girl had stopped, ahead of her. Petri put a hand on her dagger-hilt, feeling it so unfamiliar in her grip. There was a tent ahead, which surely could hold a dozen people inside, all ready to lay hands on her. ‘This . . . this is it?’ she asked. The girl looked back at her, as blandly unreadable as any local. She still had hair, cut ragged to just above her shoulders. The ubiquitous head-shaving was an adult affectation.


Deprived of an answer, Petri took a deep, harsh breath. She could wait out here as long as she wanted, but all she would accomplish would be to make herself look indecisive and lost. She had to move forward, so she pushed into the tent.


The Fisher lay there, attended by a quartet of young Khanaphir men serving her wine and grapes. She was spread out on a heap of cushions, wearing Spiderland silks that must cost a fortune to import here, and adorned with gold all over: armlets, anklets, rings, pendants, even a band of it across her forehead. She was compensating in some way, Petri suspected, for the Fisher was a halfbreed of mixed Khanaphir and Marsh people stock. Her skin was an oily greenish colour and, somewhere between the solid Beetle build and the slight grace of the estuary folk, she had turned out shapeless and baggy. Her eyes were yellow and unblinking as they regarded Petri. A servant handed her a long-stemmed lit pipe made from smoke-coloured glass, and she accepted it, wordlessly.


How did Kadro do this?


‘I . . . er . . . I wish to do business,’ Petri began, trying to keep her voice steady. Responding to a small tilt of the Fisher’s head, abruptly one of the servants appeared by Petri’s arm, offering her a shallow bowl of wine. Gratefully Petri took it and subsided on to the cushions. It was hot and airless in here, and the bittersweet pipe smoke made her head swim.


‘Please . . .’ she said, before she could stop herself.


The Fisher continued to regard her silently, waiting. Petri summoned all her reserves of strength.


‘I wish you to find someone for me.’ How would Kadro have put this? ‘I know that, of all the knowledgeable people in the Marsh Alcaia, you are renowned as being the one who can locate anyone or anything.’ Compliments were important in Khanaphes, she knew.


A slight nod revealed the Fisher’s acceptance of Petri’s clumsy offering. ‘A friend of Kadro of Collegium is always my friend too, of course,’ she replied. ‘But a curious woman would wonder at the purpose of such a hunt. Perhaps some fool who has insulted you, and is therefore deserving of death? You should know that there is another who would be keenly interested in such dealings.’


Petri’s mouth twitched. ‘It is no such matter,’ she stammered, ‘only that a friend of mine has been . . . too long out of touch, so that I am now concerned for him.’


‘Your sense of duty does you credit,’ the Fisher told her, with a shallow smile. ‘The path to my tent is not the worst that you might have chosen. Who is this ailing friend?’


Petri drained her wine for courage. The local stuff was strong, and she waited for a moment of dizziness to pass her. ‘Ma . . . Kadro. I need you to find Kadro.’ Never Master Kadro, not here. Here, the word had other meanings.


The Fisher’s slight smile did not flicker, and its very fixed immobility told Petri that something was wrong. The halfbreed woman took a long puff of her pipe, then handed it back to one of her servants.


‘Fisher?’ Petri pressed, knowing that things had gone awry, but unable to see precisely how or why.


In a single movement the Fisher stood up, her face still devoid of expression. ‘Alas, what you ask is impossible,’ she declared. Her servants had moved closer to her, as though expecting attack. Petri stood up as well, mouth working silently, searching for words.


‘But . . .’ she got out finally. ‘I have money!’ It was unspeakably rude, by local standards, but the Fisher did not visibly react to it. Instead she simply retreated further and further. What had seemed a wall of cloth parted for her, and then she had vanished beyond it, her servants following silently. Petri was left in sole possession of the tent, deep within the Marsh Alcaia.


Her heart was beginning to pound. She had the sense of something chasing her. The Fisher had known something, had known enough not to want anything to do with this. Petri was fast running out of places to turn.


There was someone, though: there was the very person the Fisher had alluded to. The Khanaphir loved middlemen. Even in the business of seeking another’s death there was someone to go to, who would then find someone else to wield the knife. Petri had never met the current holder of the office, but she knew the name from a casual mention by Kadro.


When she asked for the name of Harbir, people drew back from her, turned away, refused to speak. She persisted, and suspected that carrying the name before her made her proof against the petty robbers and killers that haunted the interior of the Alcaia. Somebody who had business with Harbir the Arranger, however they might seem, was not prey for smaller fish.


But it was Harbir who found her. After she had spent a half-hour wandering at random through the coloured maze of the Alcaia, and regularly dropping his name, a cowled Khanaphir woman approached her, tugged once at her sleeve, and then retreated deeper into the gloom. Petri followed meekly, again because she had nowhere else to go.


Harbir’s tent was bigger than the Fisher’s, and inside it hanging drapes cordoned off the man himself. Petri found herself in a surprisingly large space, empty save for overlapping rugs on the floor. Two men stood by the door, bare-chested Khanaphir Beetles with axes in their belts, whose stare did not admit to her presence or existence.


‘You have bandied my name a hundred times beneath the roof of the Alcaia,’ came a voice from the tent’s hidden reaches. It was a male voice, but Petri could tell no more than that. Even if this was the Arranger’s tent, it could have just been another servant speaking.


‘I . . . give you my apologies if I have caused any difficulties.’ She stumbled over the words, which was poor, knowing the Khanaphir valued eloquence.


‘There are many who come to me seeking a final arrangement,’ the man responded, with the unhurried measure of someone fond of his own voice. ‘The wealthy speak to me of their rivals, the bitter regarding those who have wronged them, the desperate concerning those who have more than they. Honoured Foreigner, have you been in our lands so long that you would be prepared to take part in our pastimes?’


‘No . . .’ The word came out as a squeak, so she calmed herself and started again. ‘I only wish to know, great Harbir, whether a friend of mine has been arranged . . . has had an arrangement made about him.’


She hoped she had remembered properly what little Kadro had said of the traditions here. Amongst some assassins, she was sure, such a direct question would transgress etiquette – perhaps fatally.


‘You have not come empty-handed, expecting to bear away such a weighty answer?’ the voice enquired, upon which she finally relaxed a little. She reached into her purse and came out with a fistful of currency: Helleron Standards, the local lozenges of metal stamped with weight and hallmark, even a few bulky and debased Imperial coins.


There was a slight sound that might have been a snigger. ‘And who is it that is so fortunate as to have you solicitous after their health?’


‘Kadro . . . Kadro of Collegium, the Fly-kinden,’ she replied. The words dropped heavily into the tent and left a silence.


‘Please . . .’ she said again, before biting off the words. The locals never said ‘please’. Their indefatigable politeness danced around the word.


‘Go,’ said the voice.


‘Please tell me!’ she managed, suddenly very aware of the two axemen by the tent-flap.


‘His name has not been passed to me,’ said the unseen voice. ‘Now go.’


The axemen had subtly shifted their stance, and Petri was suddenly very afraid. She tripped on the rugs, stumbled, and was out of the tent before she realized it, into the stifling alleyways of the Marsh Alcaia.


She looked around her, having no idea what path might lead her out of this warren of fabric. She had known she was intruding too far, but somehow had envisaged, after a successful quest, that the way out would open before her. But her quest was not successful, and no clear exit was to be seen. The one thing she could not ask the locals was How do I get out of here?


Petri started walking. She tried to make her gait seem determined, as of someone who frequented the Marsh Alcaia every day. But she was a foreigner, dressed like a foreigner, wearing a head of hair like a foreigner. She no longer had any names of power to awe the locals. She passed through avenue after cloth-roofed avenue, each lined only with the openings of tents. People stopped to watch her pass, and eyes from within the shadows picked out her movements. She was aware of this scrutiny but did not stop, just kept walking to who-knows-where.


A man fell into step alongside her. He was a Khanaphir Beetle, short, shaven-headed, wearing a simple robe. She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye and found he was not looking at her.


‘Pardon this no doubt unwarranted observation but you look like one who is seeking the direction to where she should be,’ he said, smiling out at the canvas sky.


‘E-excuse me?’ she stammered. She felt hope steal up on her, now, although she had no reason for it.


‘I know where you need to be, and I can assist you, Honoured Foreigner,’ said her companion. She stopped and turned to look at him directly.


‘Please help me,’ she said.


‘Why, of course.’ He smiled broadly. ‘What you wish, of course, is to be in company with myself and my fellows. Who would not?’


She looked behind her and spotted the gathering of rogues that were his fellows. There were a full dozen of them, Khanaphir and silver-skinned Marsh folk, halfbreeds, and even a Spider-kinden woman from somewhere far, far off.


‘No, please,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t want to go with you. I just want to get out of this place.’


‘Who would not want to leave here?’ the Beetle agreed, still smiling at her. ‘And what better companions to leave with than such stout fellows as we? We have a fine ship, too, which lacks only one of your elegance to complete her company. Surely you will be our guest.’


She understood then: slavers. The rogues were meanwhile drawing closer to her in a kind of casual saunter. Any one of them looked as though he could outrun her and they had broad-bladed daggers, short-hafted axes, sported spurs of bone.


‘Please, I . . . I am a scholar of Collegium. I will soon be missed.’


‘Then surely your friends will reimburse us for our hospitality,’ replied the smiling Khanaphir. There was a dagger in his hand, its blade as bright as a mirror even here under cover of the tents.


She opened her mouth to protest again but he grabbed her tunic, twisting it at the collar and drawing her up on to her toes. His smile stayed robustly unchanged. Another of his men was abruptly close enough to take hold of her other arm.


‘Please—!’ she cried, just as a spear plunged so far into his chest that its leaf-shaped head emerged complete and red-glossed through his back. His eyes popped wide open but the smile, horribly, stayed quite intact as he dropped. Petri fell back and sat down heavily, staring.


They had found her at last. She saw their gold-rimmed shields inlaid with turquoise, their raised spears and drawn bows, the gilded and alabaster armour of the Royal Guard of Khanaphes.


The slavers made no attempt at fighting. At the sight of the Royal Guard, they took to their heels. Petri saw the three guardsmen holding bows calmly aim and loose, and heard the solid sounds behind her of arrows finding their mark. The lead guardsman was now approaching her, one hand held out to draw her to her feet. She saw it was their captain, Amnon, who had always terrified her. He was over six foot – very tall for a Beetle – but he seemed at least a foot taller still. He seemed larger than life, packed with energy and strength, bulging with muscles, with hands that could have crushed rocks: so fiercely alive and strong that she felt his presence as if he were a fire. She cringed away as he reached out, but he put her back on her feet one-handed, the other grasping a second spear behind his glorious oval shield.


‘Honoured Foreigner Petri Coggen,’ he said, grinning at her with white teeth, ‘how fortunate that we found you.’


She could only nod. This was the First Soldier of Khanaphes, the Captain of the Royal Guard. He was everything she had been trying to escape from, to warn Collegium about. He was part of what had taken Master Kadro, she felt sure of it.


‘Come, we will take you to your new rooms,’ Amnon informed her, putting an arm about her shoulders. He made her feel like a mere child, like a Fly-kinden. He had come accompanied by only five men, but twice the number of slavers would not have dared face him, for he could have walked into the Marsh Alcaia on his own. Amnon was a legend here, and his position in the city was well earned.


At last his words got through to her. ‘New rooms?’ she asked timorously.


‘Of course.’ He drew a folded paper from inside his broad belt. It was the same letter from Collegium that she had left on the desk back in her lodgings. ‘Your people are sending friends, so we must ensure that our hospitality is not wanting. We will prepare a proper welcome for them.’ His smile was guileless, yet as savage as the sun.




SIX


‘I have travelled in more luxury, in my time,’ said Mannerly Gorget. ‘When they said we would be travelling on the White Cloud, I allowed myself to get excited. I hadn’t realized they meant as freight.’


‘You exaggerate,’ Praeda told him. ‘Also, the padding you bring to the ship should be luxury enough.’ She had made herself comfortable, or at least as comfortable as possible, against a bulkhead. It was not actually the cargo hold they were in, but three compartments alongside it that had probably been originally intended for crew. By unspoken agreement, Che and Praeda had taken the bow, the men had taken the stern, and the middle compartment was where they habitually sat and complained about the arrangement.


Since the war, Solarno and Collegium had not been strangers. A two-way trickle of scholars and artificers had begun, all keen to learn or to profit from the shortcomings of the one city or the other. The sheer distance, and the intervening cities of the Spiderlands, sufficiently complicated the journey to still make most forms of trade uneconomical. There was a certain market, however, that had grown up very recently between them, and that was aptly represented by the White Cloud. Just as Spider Aristoi had been using Solarno as a holiday retreat for centuries, so the idea had grown up amongst the richest of the Collegium magnates. Solarno, that beautiful lakeside city, with its civilized comforts and entertainments, had become the place to go for a certain class of the very wealthy. Deep in the Beetle mind there had always been a sense of grievance with the world. Beetle-kinden felt themselves looked down upon. They came from old slave stock. They were unsubtle in their dealings. Compared with the elegant grace of the Spider-kinden, they felt like club-footed children. It was a thorn in the minds of all of them, especially those rich enough to discover that there were things that money could not buy. Solarno, lying outside the Spiderlands proper, had given them a place to go and flaunt their affluence. They would promenade alongside the glittering Exalsee, throng its tavernas, watch its excitable locals and pretend that, by doing what the Spider-kinden nobility did, they had become their equals. What the Spiders thought of it all was unknown, but Solarno was raking in money hand over fist. The White Cloud did not lack passengers for the return trip, either. The Spider-kinden who lived in Solarno were sheltering from the Dance, and it provided a backwater allowing them to play their games in safety. The introduction of Collegium into their lives, a whole city crammed with the naive and the adoring, had enlivened their social scene considerably.


Captain Parrols of the White Cloud was possessed of unusual acumen, himself a Helleren Beetle of dubious provenance. He had almost ruined himself to fit out this little airship with as much tawdry opulence as possible, but he had since made it all back and more, even with only a single round trip every month. The sort of people who took the air in Solarno could not afford to be seen looking cheap. Parrols had been less enchanted with the idea of carrying a grab-bag of academics on his ship, but he owed Drillen and so had grudgingly acquiesced. Their current station within the bowels of the vessel was testimony to the stalemate reached between Drillen’s influence and Parrols’s parsimony.


The Khanaphir Expedition of the Great College consisted of either three, four or six people, depending on your point of view. The fourth person was Cheerwell, and she found herself with an uneasy and ill-defined role. Although a scholar of the College, she was not present here as an academic. The other three had credentials, while she was merely a student with a colourful recent history. She had been given the over-large title of Collegiate Ambassador to Khanaphes, even though Stenwold could not furnish her with much idea of what such a grand personage might do. Khanaphes itself sounded a confusing and contradictory place, so she would have to think on her feet and try not to upset people. On a more mundane level, although she was not the expedition’s leader and had none of the academic prestige, she seemed to have inherited most of the practical responsibility. When they reached Solarno, it would be her job to find locals prepared to take them further. She was positively looking forward to it, if only for the fact that being crammed here into the underside of an airship with three bickering academics was making her ill. She could barely eat, she slept badly, she constantly fended off Mannerly Gorget’s half-heartedly lecherous advances. She worried all the time about what they might find in Khanaphes.


The academic contingent of the expedition was a triad of conflicting personalities who were either genuinely enthused by the project or indebted in some way to Jodry Drillen. Che was not sure which criterion applied to whom. Their leader was a staid old man called Berjek Gripshod. He had been better known to her simply as Master Gripshod since before Che started her studies, but she understood there to have been a first name attached to him at some point. He was a College Master who cared nothing for politics, therefore Stenwold had chosen him as a historian who would not twist the revelations of Khanaphes to fit his own pet theories. Drillen, for his part, had chosen him as a man whose academic and political reputations remained unsmudged: someone that people would listen to on his return. Those were his good points, at least. He was in his mid-fifties, hair grey and thinning, dignity etched over his face in deep lines. He had a desert-dry humour and no interest in conversing with people outside his own discipline. College students said the best way of attracting his attention was to have been dead for three hundred years.


In contrast was Mannerly Gorget, who was younger, broader, livelier and lewder. He eschewed College robes for brightly coloured Spider silks that strained over his stomach. Manny was a rising star in the Natural History department, Che understood, as well as being a better cartographer than Helmess Broiler. This was only the case when he could be bothered, however. He came from a rich family, and so work and discomfort were both unfamiliar to him. He had made a corner of their common room his own, where, at cards and dice, he fleeced – and was fleeced by – off-duty members of Parrols’s crew. He seemed happy about everything until halfway through the journey, when he exhausted his private stock of wine. That had since triggered his more or less constant complaints about their travel arrangements. He dressed his moans up as badinage, but it was clear that he felt hard done by that Drillen’s largesse had not extended to housing them in the upper berths.


Praeda Rakespear was a scholar of architecture and artifice. She did not drink wine, or gamble. Her first action, once the White Cloud was under way, was to definitively rebuff Manny Gorget and make it clear that she found him repulsive. The airship itself she found interesting, and she spent a tenday sketching the workings of its engine. She had a fine precise hand that would have been much admired, had she not made it clear that she valued nobody’s admiration or praise. She was somewhere near thirty, impeccably neat and attractive save that her face might as well have been carved in dark stone. The ship’s crew, as well as Manny, had begun to call her the Cold One. She cared not at all. She was abrupt with everyone, not from hostility but because she lived her life without any luxuries, including manners. Che’s attempts at friendship had not been rebuffed, just retreated from. Praeda had not lived a happy life, Che gathered. Collegiate scholars had a phrase, ‘the armour of the mind’, and Praeda wore it night and day.


Before halfway Che had decided that of the three of them, Manny Gorget was the only decent company. At some level she was even glad that her roiling stomach kept her out of everyone’s path for much of the time.


Then there were the other two: the Vekken. Stenwold had explained to Che why they were there, with apologies. ‘They should likely keep out of your way,’ he had advised – and they had. They stayed together, shoulder to shoulder, and said nothing. They wore real armour all the time, their swords always close to hand. They were ever waiting for treachery: Che could read it in their stance quite clearly. The concept of mounting an academic expedition to a far city, even one with a political undertone, made no sense to them. They had come aboard without names, and Che had eventually had to force her presence on them. ‘I need to know what to call you,’ she had said. They had stared. ‘I might have to introduce you,’ she had said. They had still stared. ‘I was told you were ambassadors,’ she had told them, now at her wits’ end. They had reluctantly given her names: Accius and Malius. They looked almost twins, but she gathered that Accius was the one who spoke infrequently, Malius the one who spoke not at all.


They spent a lot of time up on deck and stared down both the crew and Captain Parrols when asked to go below. Cheerwell saw them most often at the stern, and guessed they were looking towards their vanished home and wondering if they would ever see it again. Looking at them, and their fearful hostility towards everything around them, she decided that her uncle’s plan for conciliation with these people was doomed.


Captain Parrols was beckoning her over. He was a grizzled, unshaven man of near Stenwold’s age, dressed in garish finery. Rumour placed him as being a sea pirate, not so very long ago.


‘Look,’ he told her, gesturing grandly over the port bow. His paying customers were present too, and they oohed and aahed at the sight. Cheerwell, at least, had seen it before: Solarno, the city of white stone set before the silver expanse of the Exalsee. The sun was lowering in the west into a bank of clouds, and a shoal of rain was scudding across the surface of the lake like a living thing. Parrols was giving a rambling and mostly inaccurate account of the city’s history, but she ignored him and leant on the rail. Out here, with the wind in her hair and the cool fresh air all around, she found it almost bearable. The impulse to just spread her wings, to coast all the way to Solarno under her own Art, was very strong. She knew she was not flier enough for it, alas.


Even at this distance, she could pick out places that she knew. She saw the tangled street market of the Venodor and the mansions of the Spider-kinden families where she had once guested. She wondered which party now controlled the Corta, the city’s intrigue-ridden council. It all seemed so long ago that she and Nero had been Stenwold’s agents there.


So long ago, and so many gone.


They parted company with the White Cloud without much sorrow. Che engaged some locals to carry the surprising amount of luggage that three academics had been able to accumulate and found her way by memory to a Fly-run taverna where she installed them all in separate rooms. Manny Gorget was already talking about finding a bath and a whore, in no particular order. Praeda Rakespear and old Gripshod were talking in low voices about the merits of Solarnese building. In the morning it would be time for Che to find them a suitable road to Khanaphes.


‘Well, if it’s just a matter of the getting there,’ replied the bearded Fly-kinden, ‘then no problem. Tell you the truth, you don’t even need me. Just find yourself a caravan, find a ship. It’s not like people don’t ever go there.’


Che nodded. ‘It’s more than that.’ They were sitting on cushions around a very low table in something called Frido Caravanserai, which she understood was the place to go to find trading parties heading east. As well as the bearded man there was a Solarnese woman who looked as if she had been told something displeasing just before Che sat down, and was unable to forget it. Their quartet was rounded off by a lean, scarred Dragonfly-kinden who said not a word. In that restricted company Che and the Fly were making most of the conversation.


‘Tell me about Khanaphes,’ she said.


‘Ah, well.’ The Fly took out a clay pipe and filled it carefully with nimble fingers. ‘They’re strange over there.’


‘They’re my people, I hear. My kinden?’


He snickered, at that. ‘They look like it, sure. They ain’t, though. They’re a law to themselves, the Khanaphir. Very secretive.’


‘Will we have trouble getting into the city?’


‘I don’t mean secrets like that. No, they got secrets all over, absolutely everywhere, but because they’re secrets, you can’t see them. You just know that they’re hiding stuff from you – and you never get to see their leaders. There’s just this big pile of clerks running everything. And you have to be real careful what you trade with them.’


‘What do you trade in?’


The Fly looked to the Solarnese woman, who scowled at him. ‘In Khanaphes you buy food,’ she said. ‘Also gems and precious metalwork. They’re good at that. You sell raw gold and iron, unworked metals of any kind. You sell cloth, Spider silks especially. Timber too.’


‘That doesn’t sound that odd to me.’


The woman made a despairing noise. ‘My dear, you see them working in the fields with draught-animals and ploughs, or else they potter about on their river with oar-galleys. They are, in a word, primitive. Now, I knew a fellow who imported the parts for an automotive, set it up outside the walls to demonstrate it. He was going to start his own revolution. But nobody would deal with him. Nobody would even talk to him. They all got busy elsewhere, like nobody could find the time. He went back the next year with a hold full of the best timber you could find – and nobody would buy. It bankrupted him. The same thing happened to a woman I knew who tried to fly out there and trade from her airship. They wouldn’t have it. They’re not just barbarians, they’re wilful barbarians.’


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/tit1.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents

    

    		Dedication page



    		MAPS



    		THE STORY SO FAR



    		Part One: THE ROAD TO KHANAPHES



    		ONE



    		TWO



    		THREE



    		FOUR



    		FIVE



    		SIX



    		SEVEN



    		EIGHT



    		Part Two: THE BLACK AND GOLD PATH



    		NINE



    		TEN



    		ELEVEN



    		TWELVE



    		Part Three: THE SACRED CITY



    		THIRTEEN



    		FOURTEEN



    		FIFTEEN



    		SIXTEEN



    		SEVENTEEN



    		EIGHTEEN



    		NINETEEN



    		TWENTY



    		TWENTY-ONE



    		TWENTY-TWO



    		TWENTY-THREE



    		TWENTY-FOUR



    		TWENTY-FIVE



    		TWENTY-SIX



    		TWENTY-SEVEN



    		TWENTY-EIGHT



    		Part Four: THE VOICE OF THE MASTERS



    		TWENTY-NINE



    		THIRTY



    		THIRTY-ONE



    		THIRTY-TWO



    		THIRTY-THREE



    		THIRTY-FOUR



    		THIRTY-FIVE



    		THIRTY-SIX



    		THIRTY-SEVEN



    		THIRTY-EIGHT



    		THIRTY-NINE



    		FORTY



    		FORTY-ONE



    		FORTY-TWO



    		FORTY-THREE



    		FORTY-FOUR



    		FORTY-FIVE



    		ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

        

    		GLOSSARY



    		Praise for Adrian Tchaikovsky



    		About the Author



    		By Adrian Tchaikovsky



    		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		Part One: The Road to Khanaphes











OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/img_0002.jpg
A

gy e

e o TV

L EeS .m% s S ,
97 0ERL AN S ol G b, & p—






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/logo.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/img_0001.jpg
— S ——
€ Lak Limmin
Mok wE N

B

Luscon T4

<sams N
s
Twe Lowna®

@ Map of e
LOWLANDS and epirons






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
ADRIAN
TCHAIKOVSKY

Bestsellm iauthor of Children of Time

© SCARAB
PATH

Ancient Powers Are Waking

‘Some of the best fantasy around’
TFantasy Book Critic





