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CHAPTER


1


Matti laid his fingers on the polished edge of the bar’s wooden surface and forced himself to stop counting sheep. And yards of twill. And looms in need of repair, and outstanding debts.


Instead, he counted today’s collection of ink smudges, bruise-black on the brown skin of his hands: six. He counted the number of blue dyes that would have been used in the fabric of the bartender’s layered skirt: four, possibly five if the palest shade was true dimflower and not just the result of fading.


The tense throb of pain like a fist clenched in his hair eased, grudgingly, to a quiet ache. Bearable. Normal.


It was busy in the drinking house, the post-dinner hour that usually found Matti heading back to his study to finish the paperwork that a member of his family had tugged him away from in order to eat. Matti counted the number of flavoured jenever bottles on the shelf behind the bar—fifteen—in the time it took Audry to finish serving her current customer and sweep her sky-coloured skirts to stand in front of Matti.


“And here’s a face we haven’t seen in a while! Something tells me you’re here for a celebration, Mr. Jay.”


Matti hoped the smile he’d pulled onto his face wasn’t the wrong size, or the wrong shade of abashed. “News travels fast.”


“Mattinesh Jay and Sofia Cooper. A match surprising exactly no one.”


Matti kept the smile going. There was a silence in which Audry politely didn’t say, Pity she’s in love with someone else, and so Matti didn’t have to say, Yes, isn’t it?


Audry said, “Wait here a moment. I’ve got something in the back that I think will do nicely.”


Matti cast a glance over the room as Audry disappeared. His cousin Roland made an extravagant sighing motion and pretended to check his watch when Matti’s eyes landed on their table. A burst of laughter came from a dark-skinned woman nearby; she was wearing a dress that rode high at the knee to reveal a fall of lace like frothing water, a northern style of garment that Matti’s own northerner mother seldom wore these days.


At the closest table the Mason Guildmaster, Lysbette Martens, was deep in conversation with a senior member of the Guild of Engineers. Martens met Matti’s gaze with her own and nodded brief acknowledgement. He was sure she was weighing his presence as consciously as he was weighing hers. This was a place to be seen, after all.


“Here you are. Red wine for young lovers.”


Matti turned around again. Audry named the price for the bottle as she uncorked it and set it on the bar. Matti paid her, ignoring the lurch like a fishhook in his stomach at the amount on the credit notes he was so casually handing over. Mattinesh Jay, firstborn of his distinguished House, had no reason not to indulge in one of the finest bottles of wine that money could buy.


No reason that anyone here would know about, anyway.


Matti took the bottle in one hand and hooked three glasses with the other. Making his way over to the table, his mind circled back to dwell on the wrong sort of numbers. The money in Matti’s purse was painstakingly calculated: enough for the first round of engagement drinks, and enough for him to hire a top-of-the-range duellist who would step forward in the awkwardly likely event of someone challenging for Sofia’s hand at the wedding itself.


Matti’s skin prickled cold at the very thought of what might happen if Adrean Vane challenged against Matti’s marriage to Sofia and won. His family’s last hope would be gone. Matti would have failed them in this, the most useful thing he could do for them.


He was so caught up in this uneasy imagining as he wove through the room that he collided, hard, with another person’s shoulder. Matti was both tall and broad, not easily unbalanced; the unfortunate other member of the collision made a grab for Matti’s coat, couldn’t get a good grip, and tripped to the ground with a caught-back “Fu—”


Matti tried to step backwards. They were crammed into a small space between tables and there were people moving around them. His first panicked instinct had been to keep the wine bottle upright and the glasses safe, so he didn’t have a hand free to steady himself on a chair.


He wasn’t quite sure what happened next, except that he ended up wobbling and stepping forward instead, and he felt his boot come down on something that was not the floorboards. A small, pathetic, grinding mechanical sound crawled up Matti’s nerves, heel to head, and reached his ears even amidst the noise of the busy room.


“Sorry!” he said at once. “I’m sorry. Was that— Oh, Huna’s teeth.”


The man on the floor jerked his head up, staring at Matti, and Matti stared back.


For a moment all that Matti could see was the wide, straight line of the man’s mouth, set beneath an equally straight nose, and the frame that set off the whole: the dark, luminous copper-red hair that seemed to be trying to grow in about ten different directions.


The man’s tongue darted out in a nervous mannerism, wetting his lower lip. Something in Matti’s own mouth tried to happen in a yearning echo.


“Would you please lift,” the man said precisely, “your godsdamned foot?”


Heat flooded Matti’s face. He snatched his foot backwards with enough force that his heel collided with a chair leg.


The redheaded man stood, his fingers closed convulsively tight around a small velvet bag. His brown coat was shabby and made of a coarsely woven fabric, though his shirt was good and his trousers had probably been equally so before they’d been overwashed into a patchy shine.


“Fuck fuck shitting—fuck,” the man said in tones of despair, with a lilt to his accent that placed him at least one city-state farther east: Cienne, or possibly Sanoy. He shook the contents of the bag into his palm and ventured into new realms of inappropriate language as he did so.


Enough people had witnessed their collision, or had their heads turned by the stream of expletives, that there were a fair few necks craning to see what was in the man’s hand. Matti, at whom the shaking fingers of this hand were pointed most directly, couldn’t help seeing for himself the ragged, glinting pile of cogs and jewels and glass. Only the intact cover—monogrammed in a swirling, engraved H—spoke of this pile’s previous existence as a pocket watch. A very expensive pocket watch, by the look of it.


The man’s breath hissed out through his teeth. “Guildmaster Havelot is going to use my arm bones as a fucking lathe. He only had it made to order, and he only trusted me to pick it up, didn’t he? Two hundred gold. Fucking fuck.”


“I’m so sorry,” Matti said again. He recognised the name: Havelot was the Woodworker Guildmaster in Cienne. “Truly. I can—” He stopped. The abrupt lack of his words created a silence that seemed to suck noise into itself, as conversations died to murmurs and the onlookers sensed something interesting.


The man looked straight at Matti with a stubborn lift of his chin. His brows, the same absurd colour as the rest of his hair, had sprung up into the beginnings of hope; as Matti’s silence grew longer, they lowered again. And then lowered farther. He swept a look down and then slowly up Matti’s own outfit, and now pride warred with scorn in the way those maddening lips pressed together.


Matti felt sick. His own coat was made of the finest wool, a midnight blue cut perfectly to his figure, and the rest of his clothes were of the same quality. He was holding a bottle of extremely good wine. Anybody looking at him would make immediate assumptions about the amount of ready money that Matti might have, and the ease with which he would be able to reimburse a poor clerk, if he’d just ruined a pricey piece of artificer’s skill that the man’s employer had trusted him to travel all the way to Glassport to collect.


Of course they would make these assumptions. That was the point.


Matti swallowed and felt the burning heaviness of his purse redouble. He’d be left with enough to a hire a duellist, yes, but not one of the highest skill. It wouldn’t buy himself and his family the absolute security they needed.


His friends were looking at him. It seemed like every pair of eyes in the drinking house was looking, and in another moment the murmurs of curiosity would turn to murmurs of disapprobation. I thought Matti Jay had more honour than that, they would say. What’s two hundred gold to someone like him?


Besides, the plain fact of the matter was that Matti had broken the watch. And he couldn’t pretend that he and this man with his proud mouth and poor coat, patched at one elbow, were on an equal footing. Even if he were left without a bronze, Matti would still have influence, connections, the weight of his family’s name. That was still worth something. For now.


So that was that.


“I—I really am sorry.” Matti set the wine and glasses down on the corner of the nearest table and pulled his purse from inside his coat. He kept his gaze on the man’s face, on a pair of eyes that were either grey or brown—impossible to tell from this angle—and urgently willed them not to look away. To a degree that seemed irrational, he wanted to banish the judgemental expression from the man’s face. “Of course I’ll cover the cost. Two hundred gold. Who did the work?”


The man glanced down at the metal scraps in his hand, as though the answer might be hidden in the pile. “Speck,” he said at last. “Frans Speck, in Amber Lane.”


“He’s a fair man. Tell him what happened and he’ll rush through the repair job,” Matti said. He held out the century notes.


The man tipped the wreckage of the watch back into the bag and closed his hand around the money, slow and wary. His fingertips had rough patches that scraped against Matti’s own, sending a tingle up Matti’s arm.


“I appreciate it,” the man said. He looked less cold now, though still nowhere near warm. “You’ve saved my life. Really.”


Matti forced himself to smile. Forced himself to say, “It’s nothing,” as though it really were nothing.


The man nodded awkwardly at Matti and tucked both money and bag into a pocket. Then he turned and was gone, headed for the door.


Matti somehow made his way to his table and sat down. His heart was pounding so loudly that he could barely hear anything else, and he wanted to shout at his own blood to be quiet and let him think. He needed to be alone in his study. He needed to contemplate his options, and make lists, and pore over the accounts for the thousandth time, in case they transmuted themselves into a picture of prosperity instead of the ugly, desperate reality that nobody outside of Matti’s immediate family knew about.


“Two hundred gold,” he said, before he could stop himself. “Two hundred.”


“We saw. Hard luck,” his cousin Roland said, making a face.


Perhaps it was stretching the term to call Roland and Wynn his friends, but they were the closest thing Matti had to members of that category, and the only people he’d been able to think of to form his wedding party. At least the three of them never found it too hard to pick up their acquaintanceship again, even if it had been months since their last conversation.


Wynn turned the bottle of wine to inspect the yellow butterfly on the label. “How appropriate that we’re drinking wine from your betrothed’s own winery.”


“Audry’s idea of a joke, I think,” Matti said. The word betrothed had landed in his ears like a piece of music played in an unfamiliar key; his mind was still turning it over, trying to decide how it felt about the melody. His hand was shaking as he poured the first glass, sending the stream of dark wine shivering and slipping. He’d steadied it by the time he poured the second.


“Huna smile,” he said, opening the toasts by lifting his own glass. “Thanks for agreeing to stand up with me, you two.”


“Drown your sorrows in this one, and by the time we hit the next bottle you’ll remember that you’re here to celebrate. And that once you’re married to Sofia Cooper,” Roland went on, lowering his voice sympathetically, “Jay House will be rolling in enough money to replace a hundred watches.”


Except that Matti had to get himself successfully married in the first place. And he’d just lost his best guarantee of doing so.


He let the old, gorgeous wine flood down his throat until a good third of his glass had vanished. He felt lightheaded; it had to be panic, because the wine couldn’t be working that fast. Panic and a sense of becoming unmoored. And the image of the man’s face, pale and sharply beautiful, gazing up from where he was kneeling at Matti’s feet.


“A fair effort,” Wynn said, when Matti put the glass down. “But I’ll show you children of Huna how it’s done.” He raised his own glass. “Agar fill your plates and cups.”


Matti smiled and drank again, accepting the toast. Maybe the wine was working after all. He could still feel his panic, the wound-up watch of his worry, but he shoved it away into a recess of his mind: its own small, dark velvet bag. It would be safe enough there. It would last until tomorrow. Matti’s ability to worry was shatterproof.


For now, he was going to drink.
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The sun was making a personal project of finding Matti’s eyes as he walked through the Glassport streets the next morning. Every gap between eaves and chimneys was a new opportunity for glaring rays to assault his eyelids. His head felt like one of the snow-baubles you could buy in the winter markets, flurried and shaken into a confusion of water and oil and small flecks of metal, and fragile. Prone to cracking. The sunlight was one source of cracks; the rumble of carts and carriages, raised voices, the rattle of machinery—the everyday racket of city life, which Matti could easily ignore on a normal day—was another.


Matti was not a drinker, as a rule. His family brought out the occasional decanter of good spirits if a deal was being struck or they had particular reason to please someone. On those occasions Matti had learned to spin out a glass across hours, to honour the work of Maha’s children by rolling each sip over his tongue, and to forget that alcohol had any ability to muddle the thoughts.


He’d also managed to forget that the state of existence known as Maha’s Revenge awaited anyone who had, for example, spent the previous night sharing two bottles of wine among three people and chasing all of that with glasses of rosemary jenever. Not that Matti could remember the jenever portion of the evening. He’d made an educated guess at that upon waking, based on the smell of his wrinkled shirt.


Matti had escaped his house relatively unmocked for his delicate state. His family knew where he’d been and what he’d been celebrating. The slight change in the set of his father’s shoulders, the new and terrible light of relief in the communication-dense glances his parents exchanged . . . those were a form of celebration too. A piece of lowered horizon glimpsed after a long, long uphill trek, whispering at the possibility that soon their feet might find the road sloping downwards.


Matti had awoken to the twins hurling themselves onto the lump of him in his sheets, delighted to find their older brother abed at a time of day when he’d usually have been awake for hours. Joselyne had chased them away and brought peppermint tea, which had helped the uneasy roil of Matti’s stomach but hadn’t done much for the head-bauble.


As much as Matti would have liked to stay in bed, or even to sit in his study with a plate of greasy spiced potato dumplings at his elbow, there was something he had to do this morning.


Matti ducked his head to avoid another piercing sunbeam and rounded the corner into the street that held his destination. The city’s only agency of swords-for-hire had its office tucked incongruously above an apothecary’s shop front, with a narrow flight of stairs leading up from street level. Matti passed through a doorway with the symbol of Pata, patron god of soldiers, guards, and duellists, set as a plaque above the doorframe. The room it led into was small, with a single window looking out onto the street, and it was dominated by a pair of wooden cabinets set on the opposite wall. A man with thinning blond hair sat behind a desk in front of the cabinets, and he was climbing to his feet even as Matti walked in.


“Mr. Jay,” he said. “What can I do for you, sir?”


The man’s face was vaguely familiar, but even Matti’s trained memory couldn’t attach a name to it. “I’m afraid you’ve got the advantage of me.”


“Tolliver.” He extended a hand and Matti shook it. “Hardy Tolliver. I stood swordguard for your sister’s naming ceremony, several years back. This was my father’s agency. Now it’s mine.”


“I need to hire a best man.”


“Of course. Is there reason to expect a challenge?” Hardy Tolliver’s voice was polite, his face impeccably blank. Matti didn’t have the energy to try to work out if Tolliver was being deliberately obtuse, or just displaying professional courtesy. If he knew who Matti was, he might well know more than that, and it wasn’t as though Adrean Vane made any secret of either his feelings for Sofia or his enthusiasm for the blade. He’d even set those feelings to music. There’d been a time last year when you could barely walk down a street in the city without hearing someone whistling “Wildflowers Under Glass”; it was the kind of tune that nestled merrily in the ear for days on end.


“Yes, there is,” Matti said.


“I can think of a few people on our books who would do nicely.” Tolliver waved Matti into a chair, and turned to open one of the cabinets. He began to flick through folders.


“I should probably tell you,” Matti said, “I can pay four hundred gold, and not a bronze more.”


Tolliver turned back to him, surprise splashed across his face. “We aren’t, ah, in the habit of bargaining—the Guild allows for rates to be set—”


“I’m not trying to bargain with you.”


Tolliver still looked bewildered. Matti steeled himself and gathered his most businesslike voice. It was the voice of a man who’d grown up in a townhouse in the Rose Quarter, who could count back eight generations of his House’s current trade, and whose father was currently in his second three-year term as elected Guildmaster.


It was Matti’s voice, even if these days Matti himself rattled around in its cadences like a slim foot in a shoe of overstretched leather.


“Jay House is having a rough quarter. I would appreciate it,” he said, “if this fact were not to become public knowledge.” He could only hope that wielding this little power would be enough to suppress the Glassport instinct for gossip; if not, a rough quarter was more forgivable than the truth.


“Four hundred gold?”


“Four hundred.”


“That does rule out a lot of our most talented people.”


“I thought that might be the case.” The memory of century notes leaving his hands bounced queasily inside Matti’s rib cage. “I’d appreciate anything you can offer me within that budget.”


Tolliver sat. He opened a leather folder and flicked through some loose pages, moving each one neatly from one side to the other. Then he looked up.


“There’s someone. He’s new to town. No prior duels to his name in Glassport and I only put him on the books two days ago, so I can’t give you a full reference, I’m afraid, but I tried him out. He’s not bad; he’s certainly better than what he’s charging. Probably the best value you’ll get for that price.”


It took Matti a moment to recognise the second layer of generosity there, no matter the truth of the “value” that Tolliver was offering. Someone new to town and unfamiliar with Glassport society might not recognise Matti as anyone significant. They might not bat an eye at the fact that Matti was paying midrange rates for a best man. It was another way to contain the gossip. It wasn’t an outright guarantee of Tolliver’s own silence, but it was a gesture. A statement of faith that one day Matti would be in a position to return the favour.


Matti nodded, trying to convey both understanding and appreciation. “Could I meet him before deciding?”


“Absolutely.” Now Tolliver smiled the relaxed smile of someone close to a sale. “Right now, if you’d like. He’s renting the attic from my wife and me, while he waits for a room that’s coming free in a boardinghouse at the end of the week. We’re just a few doors down. Wouldn’t be a moment to fetch him.”


Matti could see no reason to object, and Tolliver’s feet were fading on the stairs within a minute. In the sudden lull of thought and speech, Matti’s head began to remind him again about the jenever. He stood up and paced in the small space, taking deep breaths that smelled of dust and leather and, faintly, acrid herbal scents seeping up from the apothecary. He felt clearer by the time he heard Tolliver’s feet on the stairs again, this time accompanied by a second pair.


“Mr. Mattinesh Jay,” Tolliver said in tones of announcement as he entered. “And this is Luca Piere.”


Matti’s first thought was one of irrational despair: that Huna had decided to twist her knife, because far from assuming Matti to be a man of modest means, the man was now going to think him even more cheap.


Then reality elbowed him in the brain, and he felt his expression freeze onto his face.


Luca Piere was no longer wearing his brown coat with the patched elbow. He was wearing his good shirt and his thin trousers. And along with those, as he stood frozen behind Tolliver’s shoulder, he was wearing an expression of guilt so naked and obvious that Matti remembered, abruptly, that the man worked for Havelot. That he was visiting the city to pick up a watch.


Except that he clearly was not.


Matti’s heart leapt into his throat and then slammed back down again. He brimmed with a feeling of foolishness rapidly bubbling into fury. It was a con as old as the very idea of marketplaces: “break” something already broken, and demand compensation. And Matti had fallen for it simply because this man had had the gall to try it on a scale of two hundred gold, with a full audience of Glassport’s finest looking on.


Matti opened his mouth to say something—what exactly, he wasn’t sure—but before he could, that guilty expression widened into panic, and Piere took a smart few steps forward.


“You’ve told Mr. Jay he’d be taking a chance on me, Hardy,” Piere said. “How about you let us into the practice room and I’ll give him a bout, so he can see to his own satisfaction what he’s paying for?”


Matti stared at him. Piere’s head tilted towards the other door in the room, a mute and desperate invitation. His lips were pressed together hard enough that the already pale skin around them was bone-white. Matti, feeling the power in the room shift palpably in his own direction, found it easier to breathe and to think.


Tolliver looked dubious. “Have you done any duelling, Mr. Jay?”


Matti had never lifted a finger in a violent pastime in his life. But right now, experiencing the unusual palm-tingling urge to get his hands around another person’s throat and squeeze, he quite fancied the idea of picking up a weapon. Even if he hadn’t the faintest clue what to do with it. And he could feel his own sheer curiosity rising like a vine from the rich mud of his rage.


“I’ll give him a try,” he said shortly.


He followed Piere into a long, narrow room that stretched back away from the street, with light coming from a single street-end window and a series of skylights. The floor was heavily scuffed, and bolted along one wall was a rack of swords.


Luca Piere had stopped in the middle of this room. As soon as the door closed behind Matti, he turned, as though the click had triggered some small mechanism within him. In the daylight, his hair was a riot: a true, bright copper. It looked as though he’d sat in front of a mirror with a curling iron and painstakingly coaxed small pieces of it to curl in different directions. Or else he’d crawled out from a pile of pillows and not bothered to run a comb through it, and gravity had been so amused at the sight that it hadn’t interfered.


Matti’s hands, which were still tingling to be placed against the vulnerability of Piere’s pale throat, now began to take on an edge of interest in the hair instead. About how it might feel for them to be buried in it. About how ideal that length was for pulling.


Matti closed them both into fists, and ignored them.


“All right,” Matti said. “Now start talking.”












CHAPTER


2


Luca cursed the instinct that had led him to stand in the centre of the room. It was a natural response, after years of training, to seek a good vantage point. But he’d forgotten that he was unarmed, that he hadn’t bothered to strap on his own sword belt before leaving the house to meet a potential client, and now he’d left Mr. Mattinesh Jay closer to the sword rack. If the man on whom Luca had handily sprung the pocket watch con decided to snatch a weapon from the rack and come at him, Luca would be at a disadvantage. And if someone was angry enough, the fact that these were mostly tipped and dulled practice swords wouldn’t make a lot of difference in terms of the damage that they could do.


“All right,” said Jay. “Now start talking.”


He didn’t look like he was going to reach for a sword. In fact, the glance he gave the rack of weapons suggested he was uncomfortable just being in the same room as that many blades.


So of course Luca decided to say, “Pick up a sword.”


“What?”


Luca went and chose himself one. Jay’s dark eyes followed Luca warily as he tested grip and weight. Luca allowed himself one long held glance, trying to gauge just how angry the man was. He tried for neutrality, he really did, but it still came out sounding like a schoolmaster sarcastically spelling out the obvious when he repeated: “A sword.”


“I can’t actually use one,” Jay said, dry.


“Yes, I’d gathered that. But Tolliver’s going to expect to hear swords clashing, and I’m not keen on trying to have a fight with myself.” He added, “You can take off that nice coat, if you’re worried about getting a hole in it.”


Something unreadable flashed in Jay’s eyes. Then he let out an irritated sigh, turned aside, and began shrugging the coat off.


Luca took the opportunity to look his fill while Jay wasn’t looking back. When the coat came off and the man tugged his shirtsleeves awkwardly up, Luca realised that Jay was both taller and more solid than he’d appeared the previous night. The coat was near-black and tailored to fit like a possessive pair of hands, giving an illusion of a slimmer build, and Jay’s round-shouldered posture pulled him in on himself. Luca itched to get in close and curl his hands around those broad shoulders, like his own sword master had done for him, tugging them back and straight. He could spider his hand between the man’s shoulder blades, dig in his fingertips, and say, Now imagine a piece of string.


Luca shook his head and busied himself with turning the sword in his hand. He was getting carried away with nonsense because Jay . . . drew the eye, that was all, with his clear brown skin and his black hair, long enough to hint at the promise of curls if left untrimmed. Jay was too far from Luca now for the equally dark lashes to be visible, but up close in the drinking house they had been stunning.


Jay folded the coat and hung it over one edge of the rack. He reached for a sword, clearly at random; Luca could have told him that it was too short for his height, but it wasn’t like any of that mattered. This was just for cover. Jay walked into the centre of the room, lifted the sword like a stack of plates, and faced Luca down the length of both blades with a renewed look of stubborn nerves.


Luca rolled his eyes. “Calm down. I’m not going to hurt you.”


“Oh, so you’re no more a duellist than you are working for Guildmaster Havelot?”


“No, I am a duellist.”


“Just supplementing your income with petty theft.”


Luca, feeling that needle further under his skin than he’d like, gave a tap with his sword against the one held in Jay’s too-stiff arm. “Yes. I tricked you. All right? I needed the money.”


“You think I didn’t?” Jay tried, clumsily, to tap back. Luca let his wrist absorb the jarring force.


“Look, Tolliver’s agency has a buy-in. I wasn’t expecting that, I thought he’d just let me start work and take it out in commission. So that took most of the ready money I had, and I needed something to pay for food and board.”


“And meanwhile you’ve wrangled yourself an invitation to stay with your new agent,” said Jay. “You do move fast, don’t you?”


“Hardy Tolliver’s a decent person,” said Luca. “Most people are.”


“All the better to take advantage?”


“I’m not— Oh, would you stop holding it like you’re trying to chop down a tree, Pata wept—”


Unsurprisingly, this accomplished nothing more than a further darkening of Jay’s expression and another stubborn clash of his sword against Luca’s.


“I don’t give a damn about your buying-in fee, your board, or any other excuse,” Jay said. “That was my money. What did you—why did you have to pick me to try your tricks on?”


Luca gave him an incredulous look, stepping back and letting his sword tip lower. “Are you joking? You bought a bottle of Cooper Ruby, and you were wearing the best clothes in the room. I do know what money looks like.”


Jay’s sword arm sagged back against his side. Now he didn’t look angry so much as despairing. This wasn’t making any sense.


“That two hundred gold was for this. For a best man. I’d set aside six hundred, in all. And scraping that much together meant weeks of my family tightening belts that were already tight, which was a fucking laugh to explain to my brother and sister, who are all of five and don’t really understand why hiring some stranger with a sword is more important than having sweets at the end of dinner. I’m not a damn miser. I’m desperate.”


Luca’s pulse had picked up, and he didn’t know what kind of excitement it heralded. Jay had seemed an obvious choice last night: a handsome face, deep pockets. And he’d been so eager to apologise; so desperately wanting to please. This voice, deep and rough around the edges with poorly suppressed emotion, was something different.


“I need a best man who will win any challenge. Guaranteed,” Jay went on. “So you’re going to hand me my money back, or I’m calling the city guard and they’ll haul you up in front of a magistrate.”


Luca bit his lip against hysterical laughter. The fucking irony, to flee the consequences of his actions in Cienne only to be arrested his first week here in Glassport.


“Or maybe I’ll call them anyway,” said Jay.


“No! Shitting fuck. Look—” Luca did the only thing he could think of to do, which was raise his sword again. Jay raised his own, startled. Luca stopped messing around with pretence; he stepped in close, engaged their blades, and twisted the sword out of Jay’s grip in a matter of seconds. It fell to the ground with a thud and a bounce, off to Luca’s left.


Jay stepped back. Luca followed.


He set the dulled point of the sword to Jay’s throat, watching the undulation of the skin there, where the line of the neck emerged from the loosened collar of the man’s shirt. As soon as the metal touched his skin, Jay went still. Now Luca could see those eyelashes, and those eyes as well, opening wide. Jay’s lips parted in something that was almost certainly fear, but which Luca’s nerves interpreted as something else. Arousal gave an interested twist in Luca’s stomach.


It had taken a few seconds at most. There was no reason for Luca to feel breathless, beyond the fact that Jay had given another nervous swallow, and Luca couldn’t decide whether to look at his eyes or at the place where the dull bronze of his skin met the white of the shirt.


“Give me the rest of the money,” said Luca.


Jay’s eyes fell to the sword, then rose. “Are you trying to rob me again? How exactly do you think that’s going to work?”


“Hire me,” Luca said. “As your best man.”


“Hire you? Are you mad?”


“You’ve already said you planned to pay six hundred. Pay it to me.”


“Yes, that’s what I budgeted. For someone very good.”


“I am extremely good.” Luca gave a deliberate dart of his eyes to where Jay’s sword lay, a fair distance from their feet. Jay did not seem impressed. Fair enough. Disarming an inept beginner was hardly an accomplishment.


“Tolliver said you’re . . . not bad,” said Jay.


Luca let the sword drop again. “Tolliver is a middling swordsman who, if I’m any judge, stepped gratefully behind a desk as soon as the opportunity arose to become a businessman instead. I was barely trying when he tried me out.” He was exaggerating, but not by much.


Jay’s eyes narrowed. “If you’re worth six hundred, as you claim, then why are you charging less?”


Luca couldn’t exactly say, Because I’m trying to keep a low profile. “Because I’m new. I haven’t any record to rely on; there’s no point in my entering the market at the top, untested. I need to build my reputation. I can always raise my price once demand is established.”


That was the kind of business sense that any child could understand. Jay nodded slowly, but the suspicion hadn’t vanished from his face yet. Luca needed to press his advantage before Jay could start poking holes in his story. Or talking about magistrates again.


Now that the sun was higher in the sky, it was warm in this room, which pulled sunlight in through the skylights but had no cracked windows to allow for an exchange of air. Luca wiped his brow. His best idea was going to require some exertion.


“Hold this for me,” he said abruptly, and tossed his sword up—showing off—to adjust his grip, catching it by the guard as it fell. He offered it to Jay, hilt-first. It was a thin gesture of trust, here between the two of them where there was no trust at all and no reason for it to exist. Jay took the sword probably more out of instinctual politeness than anything else.


Luca pulled his shirt off over his head, exhaling in relief as the air found the moisture on his skin and set about cooling him. He took the sword back from Jay’s unresisting hands, swiped back a few hanks of hair that had tried to fall over his forehead, and went back to his position in the centre of the room. He fell into a ready stance.


“What are you doing?” said Jay.


“Showing you what your money’s worth,” Luca said, and began.


To someone as ignorant as Jay, Luca could only hope that what he was doing was recognisable as proficient. He was tempted to make it showier, to add a few flourishes and tricks, as though he were fighting off a host of imaginary opponents. But he could hear Master Carriere’s heavy, uncompromising voice telling him that this was not a game, that there were no shortcuts, and that respect for the weapon and the body were the only keystones. Luca believed that theatrics added spice to most areas of life, but this wasn’t one of them.


He did the simple forms as a warm-up, then the advanced ones. He did them in a perfect line. He did them very, very quickly.


The sun in his eyes was an annoyance, so he closed them. Blood hammered in his feet. He could feel the familiar ache that wasn’t pain, but acceptable stress, in his wrist and in his shoulder, after five minutes had passed without his ever lowering the blade fully.


A knock sounded on the door to the room.


Luca whirled, the sound like a hammer on the pulled-tight anticipation of his reflexes. He heard in the silence the quick pant of his own breath.


Jay was staring at him, one of his hands trying to clench around the fitted fabric of his trousers. His gaze dragged across Luca’s bare chest before rising, and Luca felt the heat of it even on his overheated skin.


“Is everything satisfactory, Mr. Jay?” came Hardy Tolliver’s voice.


Luca held very still. He felt balanced on the edge of a knife; he had no idea which way he might fall.


“I can do this for you,” Luca said, low. “You’re not the only one who’s desperate. Please.”


It seemed half a century before Jay nodded and raised his voice. “Everything’s fine, Mr. Tolliver. We’re just talking. I’ll be out in a moment, to sign the contract.”


Luca exhaled. His heart eased itself away from the battering it had been giving his ribs. “Thank you.”


“Not so fast,” said Jay. “I have a condition.”


“What is it?”


“I’ll pay you the six hundred, as a duellist’s fee. And in exchange for not telling anyone the truth of what happened last night . . . there’s something else I want.”


Luca curled and uncurled the fingers of his sword hand, uncertain. Jay looked embarrassed. No matter what it was, Luca would have to have a good reason to refuse. Jay had a far better bargaining position, and they both knew it.


“Yes?”


“Sword lessons. I want you to teach me.”


“You think you can be your own—”


“No, don’t be stupid.” Jay waved a hand. “It’s only a few months until the wedding. Obviously I can’t learn more than the basics in that time. I don’t expect you to turn me into a master. But”—his voice firmed, his shoulders straightened—“it’s something I’d like to try.”


It wasn’t an unreasonable request. There was no way Luca would get enough work through Tolliver’s agency to fill his days entirely. He could spare a few hours to show this man how to hold a sword.


“Done,” Luca said. “Now, I’ve got a question. Why do you need a best man worth six hundred gold?”


“My betrothed. Sofia. She has . . . an inconveniently talented paramour.”


“Ah,” said Luca. “And you wish to ensure the match between yourself and this Sofia is untainted by any suggestion that the gods might not approve.”


Jay gave a sudden, unsteady burst of laughter. “You know, I’m starting to wonder if they simply don’t. They seem to be doing everything they can to make it impossible. Including shoving you into my path.”


Luca smiled, and felt un unexpected squirm of delight when Jay’s mouth twitched towards the beginning of an answering smile.


“Think of it this way,” Luca said. “They then shoved you right back at me. And—look at that! You’re still getting what you need.”


“I don’t need sword lessons.” The note of tentative shame buried in Jay’s voice told Luca a lot.


“And something that you want, on top of it, for the same price. See? Good fortune.”


“Don’t push it,” said Jay, but now he was almost smiling outright.


Luca was lightheaded with relief. He wasn’t sure which god to thank for the fact that this encounter had managed to swing around from Jay looking ready to bludgeon him with the wrong end of a sword, to this, where Jay was agreeing that it was almost lucky that Luca had conned him the night before. But Luca wasn’t about to question his good fortune either. He rubbed grateful fingers on both the hilt of his sword and the waistband of his trousers, sending out a silent twinned prayer. “When do you want to start?” he asked.


“Tomorrow? Early mornings suit me.”


Luca made a face. “How about evenings? After dinner?”


“I’m the one paying you,” said Jay.


Luca grinned. “Not for this, you’re not. Technically.”


Oh, Luca knew his role in this: the hired sword, bought into the service of this son of a grand House. His role was to be accommodating. To uncomplainingly do what he was told.


Luca had never been very good at doing what he was told.


“I’m paying you, and I say mornings,” said Jay. “Just after sunrise. It’s the only time I can spare.”


“All right,” said Luca. “Just don’t expect sparkling conversation.”


Luca returned his sword to the rack. He picked up his shirt and narrowly stopped himself from using it as a rag to wipe the sweat from his face and neck; he did have to wear the thing, after all, and didn’t have many spares. He contented himself by wiping one palm on his trousers. A spark of mischief, a desire to push further, let him walk right up to Jay with his shirt still bundled in his hands. He watched to see if Jay’s eyes dropped again to his chest.


They did.


Luca said, “Let’s make this formal. A pleasure doing business with you, sir. My name is Luca Piere.”


“My name is Mattinesh Jay.”


They shook hands. Jay’s hand was broad, smooth, and uncalloused as it engulfed Luca’s. It was a hand that matched the coat, matched the bottle of wine, and didn’t match at all the terrible urgency in Jay’s manner, or the way his voice had sounded as he talked about his family. Every House went through rough patches, but Luca had never seen anyone with such a disconnect between the way they appeared and the things they said. Jay had no obvious reason to lie. He was a man with almost no money, who’d turned up to a sword agency and was prepared to gamble on a newcomer who might or might not be worth more than what he was asking, simply for—


Ah.


“She’s rich, this betrothed of yours,” Luca realised. “You need the bond price. That’s why you’re prepared to throw far more than you can afford at a best man.”


Jay’s lips parted in that distracting manner again. A faint tint entered his cheeks; Luca suspected it would have been a flood of annoyed scarlet in someone of Luca’s own complexion.


“Yes,” he said, stiff.


“Well, there’s no need to worry,” Luca said. “I’ll stand beside you at your wedding, Mattinesh Jay. And I’ll win.”
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The world was kinder to Matti’s senses as he walked home. The sunlight seemed less piercing, and more a promise from the gods that perhaps everything was turning in his favour after all. The last of Maha’s Revenge had lifted from his skull somewhere between the look of guilt on Piere’s face and the moment when they shook hands.


Matti had made plenty of bargains in his life, and he was pleased with the one he’d just completed. Whatever his criminal tendencies, Piere obviously knew what he was doing with a sword, and that was all Matti needed.


Matti certainly didn’t need lessons in duelling. And now he had them, because the merchant in him hated letting something go for nothing when it could be leveraged instead. Silence in exchange for sword lessons.


Duelling was something between athletics and art form; for most sons of successful Houses it was considered a frippery. An amusing hobby at best. Matti was expected to have better things to do with his time than mess about with blades. But he’d always loved watching the formal duels at namings and other ceremonies, as well as the show matches that sometimes adorned other celebrations. It had nothing whatsoever to do with his work, and therein lay the appeal. Already the anticipation of it was like a silken undershirt, something not meant to be glimpsed by others, reminding him of his own satisfaction with every step.


It had been a long time since Matti associated secrets with anything good. All the other secrets in his life were the large ones, the ones that pulled tight headaches into existence and wove an ugly twill from his thoughts when he was lying in bed at night, unable to sleep. The secrets that had become as natural as breathing.


Matti looked at his palm, opening and closing his fingers. The sword had felt strange there: heavy and ungainly. No doubt he’d looked a complete fool with it dangling from his arm.


Piere had looked the opposite of ungainly. He had a trim torso, each muscle well-defined and visible under the pale skin, as would be expected from someone who made their living in such a physical manner. And the way Piere moved. A fierce economy, each motion sharp and graceful, as though the air knew to dance out of his way or be sliced apart. Matti would never learn to move like that in fifty years of tutelage, let alone a handful of months, but the desire to try was like a shout within him.


Matti was a few doors down from his own house when he recognised a man walking in the opposite direction, down the street towards Matti himself. In a few more moments they would be face-to-face.


Matti entertained a short-lived fantasy of ducking up the front steps of a neighbour’s house, pretending he was paying a call, and avoiding the encounter entirely. But it had to happen sooner or later, and he’d had enough of feeling wrong-footed for one morning. He could manage this.


“Adrean,” he called. “Good morning.”


Adrean Vane’s eyes slid onto Matti with a speed that suggested he’d been keeping them deliberately averted. “Good morning, Mr. Jay,” he said, and Matti groaned inwardly as he pulled to a halt, stepping aside to leave space on the footpath for others to pass them by.


“Adrean, really,” said Matti. “Stop it. I’m not going to be Mr.-Jayed by you of all people.”


Adrean was as tall as Matti, though more leanly built, and his hair was straight and longer than was fashionable, with a tendency to fall across his eyes like a raven’s wing. He sighed as though the informality were a struggle, as though the years that they’d known each other did nothing to make up for the difference in their status.


Perhaps it couldn’t. They’d never been anything like friends, but Matti had always felt a kernel of admiration for Adrean Vane. The only son of Jay House’s senior business agent, Adrean didn’t care a button for trade, and had no intention of following his father into the Guild of Spinners and Weavers. He was a musician; he was an amateur duellist. He was doing exactly what he wished to do with his life.


Gloomy sigh completed, he said, “Congratulations on the engagement, Matti.”


“Thank you.” Matti tried to make something appropriate arrange itself on his tongue. I’m sorry I’m marrying the girl you love? It’s not personal?


Adrean did not look inclined to interject anything that might make things less difficult. Not that Matti could blame him. From Adrean’s perspective he was the superior Mr. Jay, swooping in and offering Sofia the prosperous House name that Adrean never could.


“I hope we’ll see you there” were the words that came out of Matti’s mouth, and he nearly felt his tongue spasm with the desire to suck them back in again. Now it sounded like he was rubbing it in Adrean’s face.


“I can assure you that you will,” Adrean said. “Good day.” He gave the kind of lingering bow that was as bad as the Mr.-Jaying, stepped around Matti, and continued on his way.


“Fantastic,” Matti muttered to himself. “Well done.”


Between them, Adrean and Matti’s own stupidity had managed to kick a fair dent in the good mood he’d been carrying home. He felt itchy and annoyed as he let himself in the front door of the Jay townhouse, hung his coat by the door, and climbed the stairs two at a time. The door to his father’s study was ajar, and Matti stepped inside to find his father behind the desk. Tomas Jay was spinning his glasses with one hand, while the other combed absently through a nest of tawny curls. The patches of grey at his temples were more pronounced than they’d been a year ago.


Standing close by, and speaking in a low tone, was Corus Vane. Both men looked up as Matti entered.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


Corus straightened. Jay House’s senior agent had his son’s long face, made even longer by the fact that his own hair was neatly trimmed. “So, some good news at last,” Corus said warmly.


“Yes,” said Matti.


“Congratulations, Matti. Huna smile.” Corus turned back to Matti’s father. “I’ll let Matti know if I can pin down anything more definite, Tomas. But we should assume the worst, and start strategising accordingly. This is a real concern.”


“And we were so very short on those,” said Tomas. He waved Corus out of the study.


“What—” Matti began, but was interrupted by a minor commotion behind him. It sounded like someone, or something, managing to collide with both sides of the doorframe at once.


“Oh, Huna’s dripping—”


“Mayanesh,” said Tomas, equal parts indulgent and reproving.


A large walking pile of fabric pushed past Matti and into the study, where it nudged a fold of heavy wool aside to reveal the face of Matti’s sister. Maya’s hair was braided back, and the fabric’s rub had given her a fuzzy black halo of loose strands around her face.


“Good, you’re back. Someone needs to talk sternly to the supervisors at the workshop in East Quarter,” Maya said to Matti. “The new colour formula’s taken well, but I don’t think this bolt has had more than flirting acquaintance with a burling iron.”


“We laid off some of the quality control staff two months ago,” said Matti. “But that shouldn’t— Gods, I hope nobody’s taken it into their head to helpfully start cutting corners. I can look into—”


“There’s something more pressing,” said Tomas.


Maya shot a look at Matti, then a sharper one back at their father. “Dad, what is it? What was Corus here about?”


“He knows not to bother you with House business,” said Matti. “Is it something to do with the Guild?”


“He was bringing it to you, Matti, but you were out and I was handy.” Tomas took longer than usual to affix his glasses to his face, and during those few seconds the last of Matti’s good spirits evaporated.


“Dad,” Matti said.


“It’s only rumour so far,” said Tomas.


“What?” said Maya.


“Harte House is branching out into wool.”


“Wh-what?” This time Maya sounded a lot shakier.


Matti, moving with legs that felt as though he’d run the distance between the Rose Quarter and the docks without pausing for breath, went to lean on the corner of his father’s desk. He splayed a hand on the leather-inlaid surface for balance, and his fingers found the deep scratch in the leather that he himself had put there when he was young, an overexcited child playing at man of business with an empty fountain pen.


He said, “What kind of wool? What’s the rumour?”


“A series of rumours.” Tomas began to count on his fingers. “They’ve approached one of the most innovative loom builders I know, with an order for something different to their usual. To handle a new kind of material. They’re looking into warehouse space here in Glassport—that one’s certain. Enris Harte mentioned it in passing at a Guild meeting last week, and then tried to cover for it. I didn’t know what to make of it at the time, but it makes sense now.”


“Warehouse space?” said Matti sharply. The Hartes were silk-makers, spanning the whole breadth of the process from raw worm-thread to finished bolt. Their farms and workshops were all well inland, and there was no demand for Thesperan silk offshore; the country of Ashfah, Thesper’s closest neighbour across the sea, produced more than enough. There was nothing for the Hartes in Glassport except a market for their end products.


“And,” said Tomas, in the tone of someone coming to the pointy end of a thing, “they’re inquiring about hiring ships to make the crossing to and from Fataf.”


“So we know the kind of wool,” Matti said. There was a sensation in his throat like swallowing too-cold water. “Black libelza.”


“Harte is already a luxury name,” said Maya, echoing Matti’s thoughts. “They’ve got the connections. If they keep to libelza and other kinds of superfine, if they concentrate their efforts at that end of the market . . .”


“They can more than give us a run for our money,” said Tomas grimly. “They don’t know the business like we do, but I imagine the learning curve would be quick for someone with Jacquelle Harte’s reputation. The expertise in processing isn’t there, but you can buy that, if you’re rich enough.”


Unspoken was the fact that Jay House had been forced to lay off enough skilled workers in the past few years to staff a moderately sized workshop. They’d be easy enough to find, to hire, for anyone looking to break into the market.


“If we could only—” said Matti, but stopped. It was useless to talk that way. If only Matti had anticipated more, worked harder, forced himself to find more opportunities where the goddess had laid them hidden in his path. If they could only afford to outfit another ship—to buy raw libelza wool from the auction houses across the sea in Draka—to pay the high duty on it when it arrived in Glassport.


If only the last ship, which had been their last chance, had made it.


“You will,” said Tomas. “You will be able to, Matti. I know you’ll turn this around. This engagement—”


“I know,” Matti said. He glanced at Maya, who had unburdened herself of the rolls of fabric and was twisting her hands in her skirts. She looked back at him and managed an encouraging smile. Matti willed his mouth to smile back, and willed the anxious, self-blaming lump of ice in his throat to go away—everything was going to be fine, he’d fixed it. Matti would turn this around. All he had to do was get married.


A voice came drifting up from downstairs. “Hello? Maya, where are you?”


“We’re all up here, Mama,” called Maya over her shoulder. “Dad’s study.”


After her footsteps sounded on the stairs, there was another rustle of fabric, and then Matti’s mother was sweeping into and across the room. In most respects, she was a shorter version of Maya, though still taller than the average. Nessanesh’s braid was smooth rather than a game attempt to wrestle waves into submission, and the lines of her face were deeper. The women’s fashion for long sleeveless tunics belted over the basic combination of shirt-and-skirt or shirt-and-trousers was beginning to show some bleedover from shorter, more masculine styles of jackets. Nessanesh wore a brocaded jacket in green and red with stiff flared sleeves, over a black skirt edged in rows of gold floral embroidery.


“You look nice, Nessa love,” said Tomas.


Nessanesh lifted a hand above her shoulder and flicked its fingers wide, a family gesture of resignation. “Nice, the man says! I suppose I am a mouse, every other day I exist under this roof. I suppose I do not know how to dress myself.”


Tomas turned a look of entreaty on his two eldest children. “Twenty-five years of marriage and you see how I’m treated?”


“Twenty-five years of marriage to a Jay and he’s surprised I can put a visiting outfit together,” said Nessa loftily. Tomas pushed his chair out so that his wife could lower herself to sit on one of his knees. “I have been out to spread the news of our son’s engagement. I have dropped it everywhere. Like a biscuit into coffee. Matti, Gerta Lourde has a tongue loose with news about changes to the fee structure at her aunt’s bank. We will talk about it at dinner. How did you fare at Tolliver’s?”


“Fine,” said Matti. He slid Lourde House’s banking fees into his list of things to worry about that evening. “I now have a best man.”


“Who did you get?” asked Maya. “Was Aren Rowell available? He was best man for Ellen Jessamy, you remember, when everyone knew that Nicoletta Picia was going to challenge for Jacinda, and he did a great job. Ellen and Jacinda hired him again as swordguard for the ceremony when they named Ellen’s nephew as their heir.”


Matti ran his tongue around his mouth. “I hired someone new to town,” he said. “He hasn’t worked in Glassport before.”


His mother looked at him. Her tone was still gentle but her black eyes did all the piercing that was required. “Six hundred gold, Matti,” she said. As if Matti could somehow have forgotten.


“Don’t worry, love,” said Tomas. He wrapped an arm around his wife’s waist. “It’d take a spectacular cheat to pull one over on our Matti.”


Matti managed, somehow, to keep his face from doing anything revealing. “I know better than to buy without a sample, Mama,” he said. “Hardy Tolliver vouched for his skill, and he gave me a demonstration. He’s. He’s very good.” Matti felt his face heat.


“What’s his name?” Maya asked. “Where did he work before this? If he’s had any interesting victories, especially at a wedding, there’ll be gossip. I’m sure I can write to someone and find out.”


“Luca Piere,” said Matti. “And I don’t know. I didn’t ask.” After all, it didn’t necessarily mean anything that Piere had mentioned Guildmaster Havelot by name. And Matti wasn’t inclined to trust Piere’s accent any more than the rest of him; the man was an admitted con artist, no matter what else he was.


“By the way,” Matti added, aiming for casual, “Wynn Amberden has bought me lessons from a dancing master, as an engagement present. It’s for the Half Moon Ball. A secret.”


“What a nice idea that is,” his mother said. “A surprise for Sofia.”


“I’ll go in the mornings, instead of swimming,” Matti said. He’d come up with the story on the walk home from Tolliver’s; it wasn’t perfect, but it was the best he could do. Perhaps nobody would have noticed, but on the occasional morning his mother was up early enough to walk part of the way to the baths with him, peeling off at her favourite bakery to smell the first trays of raskils fresh from the oven. Now he had a solid excuse to be heading in a different direction.


“I should be off to the council offices.” Tomas levered first Nessa and then himself up out of the chair. “The health committee is meeting with the Guild of Physicians leadership to discuss changes to their accreditation and complaints process. And then I have an afternoon of being shouted at by Lysbette Martens and her allies to look forward to.” Tomas’s time as the city’s Spinners and Weavers Guildmaster was split between Guild business and serving on the city’s ruling council, as well as representing the Glassport branch at the annual Guildband meeting of representatives from across the Nine Free States of Thesper.


“They’re still pushing for the canal project?” Maya asked.


Tomas nodded grimly. “Lysbette gave another very pretty speech, using Henry Penseil’s mouth to do it, and I think they’re wearing down some of those who voted with me last time the proposal was raised. This time they’re selling it as an employment initiative. Think of all the jobs!”


“You can’t blame Penseil, Dad,” said Matti. “A city-funded canal all the way to the border with Barlow would be an amazing thing for his Guild. Of course he’s onside.”


“I can blame Henry, and I will,” said Tomas. “Lysbette’s self-interest is the root of this proposal. I refuse to applaud just because she’s managed to point out the ways in which it will line pockets other than those of her own House, at the expense of city funds. It’s our turn to host the Negenhal next year. We can’t afford to strain our budget any further. And if we must create jobs for engineers, what about fixing the plumbing in the Ash Quarter? What about fixing the roads?”


“They are a disgrace, the roads in that neighbourhood,” Nessa agreed. “Twice this year already I have had the carriage axle repaired, as though we can afford such expense! Now I walk from the south side of Ash Bridge all the way to Kupa’s stall, and one day when I break my ankle on the same holes there will be no more japetas on our dinner table.” The tiny pancakes of mashed vegetables spiked with garlic and smoky burr-spice were a Yaghali dish, and only one street vendor in the city made them in what Nessa proclaimed was the proper manner.


Maya made a showy sound of pain and clutched her chest, smiling. “You can’t fool us, Mama. An abyss would have to form between our house and the Ashmarket before you stopped going for Kupa’s japetas.”


“Even then, I think she would learn to fly,” said Tomas fondly.


“At least japetas are cheap,” said Maya.


The silence was short and well-worn, full of glances held for exactly long enough for the four of them to realise that it didn’t matter what was said in this room. They were so used to keeping some things unsaid that the sound of them could still feel fresh and strange.


“Yes. And you do not fight for my ankles, lovely though they are,” said Nessa. “You heard Kupa’s brother, when we had them to dinner. Roads not safe. Water pipes not replaced since they were first laid. Children sick from sewage leaks.”


“Exactly.” Tomas’s face was set in a way that Matti had known, and loved—and even felt a little afraid of—ever since he was a boy. “Glassport itself could easily swallow all the money that such a canal project would take, given the rate the population’s growing. And that’s without considering the distance between the hospitals and—”


“Yes! Enough!” Nessa slapped his arm. “We are too easy an audience for your speeches. Go and deliver them where the people do not agree with you.”


Tomas kissed her temple and took another step towards the study door. “Speaking of Barlow, Matti—any luck with Alain Collins yet?”


“He still won’t commit,” said Matti. “I’ll write to him again today.”


Tomas nodded. “The payroll list from the weavers will be coming in at noon, and I know I said I’d try to make sense of that twenty-page report purporting to explain why everyone is suddenly charging twice as much for sea-scarlet dye as they were last year, but what with one thing and another—”


“Of course. Go. I’ll take care of everything,” said Matti.


“Yes, yes,” said Tomas. He rested a hand for a moment on Matti’s shoulder as he left the room. “You always do.”
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Luca got lost twice before he found the boardinghouse.


The first time, it happened because he’d stopped concentrating on his feet and started composing letters to his mother and Perse in his head. It was a difficult exercise. Luca had trouble keeping a peaceful tone when communicating with his older brother in person, and didn’t have much more luck in writing, no matter how hypothetical.


I’m fine. I’m getting by. Men far less clever than I manage to make their living by the sword; there’s no reason to think I won’t be able to do it.


Too defensive? Perhaps.


So I conned one of the best-looking men I’ve ever met out of two hundred gold, and now I’m a member of his wedding party, because the goddess has a great fucking sense of humour.


He was never going to write any of this down. Never going to actually send it. So what did it matter? If he were being honest—ha!—then the letter would be a lot uglier.


Yes I know I fucked everything up and yes if I were a better sort of person I’ d be on the first coach home and I’ d face the consequences, but even on the other end of a prison sentence I’ d still be faced with the rest of my life and I can’t, I won’t, I can’t—


That was when Luca realised that he’d emerged into a small square containing an unfamiliar food market, and he no longer had any idea in which direction the harbour lay. Smells gloriously assaulted his nose: roasting nuts, an elusive herby fragrance, hot bread, briny seafood mingled with vinegar. Luca paused in front of a stall selling one of the few foods he’d never seen before: small balls of dough lifted sizzling from oil and rolled in dark sugar. They were a shade of green that bordered on lurid.


“What gives them that colour?” Luca asked the woman behind the stall. Her headband and trousers were both made from fabric in a striking and deeply unfashionable patchwork pattern, moving lightly enough to be cotton rather than wool.


“Lascari leaves.” Sensing a willingness to buy, she was already scooping several of them into a waxed paper bag.


Luca pulled out his purse and asked directions while he was at it. The woman’s answer brought out the musical hint of a far-south Elizen accent. Luca managed to escape the conversation before he found himself mimicking her cadences to her face, but he muttered southerly notes to himself for a few minutes while he was busy burning his fingers on the hot sweets and getting lost for the second time.


That time, it simply happened because his sense of direction in unfamiliar places was mediocre on a good day, and on a bad day was appalling enough that he had once been accused of putting it on in order to be obnoxious. But if his brain was hopeless at grasping the layout of new places, his muscles at least knew what to do. He learned a place by walking it. And he was too restless, too curious, too bursting with novelty and the remains of guilt and fear and relief, to stay in the Tollivers’ attic room all day.


The lascari balls were delicious. Luca licked the last of the sugar off oily fingertips as he walked across a crowded bridge, keeping close to the wrought iron railing, around which was tied a series of ribbons in varying states from fresh to rotting. It was an exam-time tradition common to students destined for the more academic Guilds. Perhaps there was a law school nearby.


The bridge widened into a main street lined with buildings as varied in appearance as the ribbon-offerings. These days the Negenhal was a lawmakers’ meeting of the governing councils from all nine of the Free States, held every other year and with each capital taking its turn to host, but the first ever Negenhal had been little more than a series of peace talks that took hold of a war-ridden Thesper and shook it like a wrinkled blanket until it grumbled its way into the current arrangement of city-states. Before then, the city of Glassport had been a kind of passive battleground of cultural influence, sitting as it did close to the midpoint between the cities of Barlow and Harbeke.


Now it had been the capital of its own state, controlling its own territories, for nearly two hundred years. And yet to Luca’s eyes and ears and nose Glassport still gave the impression of two cities existing . . . not side by side, but piled defiantly on top of each other, like two theatregoers refusing to relinquish their warring claims on the best seat. A distinctly Barlowian flourish to the roofline here; a street sign in Old Harbekan there, the stone engraving worn almost to indecipherability with age.


No matter its enmeshed twin origins, Glassport was the major port on the west coast, and like any centre of trade it was a loudly messy cultural quilt. The market stallholder was not the last Elizen voice Luca heard, and before long he felt confident that his ear had collected nearly all the Thesperan city-states. He even heard the soft, inky Ashfahani tongue being spoken as he passed the open doors of an enormous blocklike building and caught a strong whiff suggestive of a horse market.


Northern looks like Jay’s were rarer, but here and there Luca caught a glimpse—gathered fabric with lace underskirts on display, embroidered felt caps on both men and women, dark skin—or heard a strong accent that could have signalled either Manisi or a citizen from the northern kingdom of Narama. Far enough north, it was nearly impossible to place someone as hailing from one side of the border or the other.


Luca ran a hand through his own hair. He’d wondered if he should dye it, but red wasn’t an uncommon colour here; there didn’t seem to be any uncommon colours. And he liked his hair. Other people liked his hair. Mattinesh Jay’s eyes had lingered on it.


Luca did draw a few glances on the street, but most of them were directed at his waist. The weight of the sword, his awareness of its sheath and its balance as he walked, was both familiar and unfamiliar. Luca had spent enough hours of his life wearing his weapons for the weight of them to be a friendly comfort, but he’d never had cause to wear them on the street. They’d never been the mark of his trade before. It sent an uneasy thrill up his spine, and made his feet feel as though they might strike up sparks against the stones of the street.


Eventually he made his way to the boardinghouse that he’d found on his first afternoon in this city. There were rooms enough at every price point, but Luca had fallen inconveniently in love with the first place he’d walked into, and had not managed to convince himself that he was willing to settle for any of the cheaper or less wonderfully situated rooms he’d viewed afterwards. He didn’t mind waiting a week in the Tollivers’ attic. He didn’t mind that the rent would take most of the money he’d both conned—and, now, promised to earn legitimately—from Mattinesh Jay.


The boardinghouse looked like most of the other houses on the street, tucked shoulder to shoulder with its immediate neighbours, narrowing to a pointed orange roof. The blue doorframe was carved and painted with the symbols of the Hearthkeeper god, Osta. But it was the room within that Luca cared about, because that room had a view down to the water. It was only one of the many sly fingers of salt water, the canals, that branched inland through the city of Glassport from the main harbour itself. But it was, if you stretched the term, seawater. Luca’s home city of Cienne sprawled next to a lake studded with small islands, but the horizon was an uneven line of mountains no matter which way you looked. Glassport had the horizon of the ocean: straight and vast as a line drawn by the gods.


The trappings were important when you were reinventing yourself. Luca Piere lived by the sea. Luca Piere carried a sword. Luca Piere didn’t have to have a family to write home to, if he didn’t want one.


“Can I— Oh, it’s you again,” said Miss Vaunt, when she answered the door. Her eyes swept Luca from toe to head and her posture shifted. A hint of a pert smile made itself known in her cheek; her face, a lighter brown than Mattinesh Jay’s, was a dense paint-splash of freckles beneath a kinked cloud of hair. “Here to tell us you won’t be taking the room after all, then?”


Luca canted his own posture in response, letting his grin flirt with her cheek until it rendered up that smile. “Never fear, my sweet one,” he said. “No torture yet invented by the devious minds of men could induce me to go back on my word, once given.”


“That’s nice,” said the girl. Luca wished he could remember her first name. “Because none of those tortures you mentioned will induce Mama to give you back that deposit you laid down to secure the room.”


Luca laughed. “I was merely going to ask if, by any chance, the current occupant is planning to leave any earlier than I was told?”


“Sorry,” she said. “We’ll have to do without the pleasure of your company at breakfast for a little while longer.”


“Ah, well. Pata rewards the patient. Thank you for your time, Miss Vaunt.”


Now her brows arched, knowing. “It’s Dinah,” she said, and threw him another smile before she closed the door in his face.


Not ready to return to the Tollivers’ yet, Luca made his way from the boardinghouse to the harbour proper, following the smell of salt as it deepened and broadened into something rich with fish, with damp, with the sharp smell of wood stain, with tar and smoke and a hundred other layers beneath that. The smell of everything that could be packed into a ship’s hold and carried from one place to another, there to be sold or transformed into something new.


The thrill in his feet and spine had settled into a thin whisper that threatened to become words unless Luca trod it into silence. He’d hoped to crush this whisper beneath the coach’s wheels when he left Cienne. No matter. He had distance, now, and time. He would exhaust it eventually.


He strolled in a slow, winding path along the docks, looking for nothing in particular, but noticing as much as he could. He passed ship after ship and craned his neck to see if there were sailors working in the rigging, or to watch furled sails sway gently against the clouds. He noted which figureheads needed a fresh coat of paint, or had lost some detail of their design through either skirmish or decay. Many of these figureheads were clutching the reef-knotted rope and had the seaweed crown of Itsa, patron goddess of the Guild of Sailors and Shipbuilders. Other deities appeared as well; these ships were likely owned outright by, or else exclusively contracted to, grand Houses dedicated to some trade or another.


The names of the ships appeared on scrolls held by these figureheads, or were painted close to the waterline in careful script. LADY JENNY. BRIGHT MORNING. FEARLESS.


A street away from the waterfront, Luca stopped and entered a glassblower’s shop, which was set incongruously between a drinking house and the office of a shipping company. His eye had been hooked by one of the pieces in the window, a beautifully made figurine of a caterpillar, each body segment a bulb of clear glass shot through with spirals, specks, or shards. It was the kind of thing Luca would usually have bought without a second thought, and gifted to his mother.


He was halfway to taking the caterpillar off the shelf before he remembered that he didn’t have that kind of money any longer, and also that his mother—


Well. He didn’t have the money.


Luca’s fingers tingled as he used one to follow a tendril of green in the glass. He could always steal it. That was part of who he was now, wasn’t it?


The shopkeeper, an elderly man with the most lovingly trimmed and outrageously waxed white moustache that Luca had ever seen, was engaged in discussion with another customer over a display box on the counter. He’d glanced at Luca on Luca’s entry into the shop, but his attention was split at best. Luca’s coat, shabby as it was, had deep inner pockets. It would take no time at all.


Luca bit down on his own cheek hard enough that he wanted to gasp as a chill skated down his spine and the memory of glass shattering, musically high and cold, rang its phantom notes in his ears. Gods, gods, how stupid could he be? Standing in a shop owned by one of Kusi’s children, thinking about stealing from them, as though he hadn’t already done more than enough back home to earn the ire of the Artificer goddess.


He murmured an apology of a prayer under his breath, promising another handful of coins to Kusi’s Guildhall, even though the donation he’d made in a guilty panic upon arriving in Glassport had been another of the reasons he’d found himself broke enough to start running small cons.


The other customer left, and the shopkeeper made eye contact with Luca as he was putting away the box.


“Lovely work,” said Luca politely, gesturing around the shop with a jerk of his head. The Elizen accent was still on his tongue, and danced out before he could suppress it. “Yours? Your family’s?”


“Yes to both,” said the man. “Were you looking for something in particular?”


“Just whiling away the time,” said Luca. “I’ve a meeting soon. Hoping for a job.”


The blue eyes above the moustache strayed to Luca’s sword. “Serving as escort on a voyage, are you?”


“Why, yes,” said Luca, pleased to have his story thus embroidered. “Yes, I am.”


Five minutes later, he knew all about Rubin Nyfaert’s family and had gained a sprinkling of new words and terms that might come in handy if he ever wanted to pretend at being someone who knew anything about glassworking. He’d been told a story about how Glassport was first founded—though Nyfaert referred to the city as Glashaven, a sign of stubbornly Harbekan roots—that Luca was almost certain was a pretty myth, but it was a good story nonetheless.


For his part, Nyfaert had learned that Luca was an orphan by the name of Kal and that he’d been raised by a retired sword master, and that he was keen to leave the city on a seafaring job because of delicate circumstances that might or might not involve seducing a prominent member of the Guild of Lawyers while the man’s own husband slept in the next room.


It wasn’t hard. It was just a matter of the right smile, the right talk. And if Luca could do anything, he could talk.


The Tollivers thought he was a talented young duellist trying his luck in a new city. Everyone in the drinking house, when Luca tried the pocket watch con on Jay, had thought he was a harried clerk sent on an errand. Even though it was what had gotten him into trouble in the first place, even though it had sent him fleeing here with a new name on his lips, Luca couldn’t help himself. Something in him thirsted after the shining, open ease in someone’s face when they were looking at Luca and believing his story. Something in him quietened, within the skins of these other invented people. These people whose skins Luca wore as easily as his sword belt might have had their own small worries, but they didn’t have a disaster sprawled in their wake. Or an unwanted future hanging over their heads.


Being himself was a failed experiment. Luca had learned that lesson already.
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