
  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  ALSO BY K. V. JOHANSEN


  Blackdog


  The Leopard


  Published 2014 by Pyr®, an imprint of Start Science Fiction


  The Lady: Marakand, Volume Two. Copyright © 2014 by K.V. Johansen. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, digital, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, or conveyed via the Internet or a website without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.


  This is a work of fiction. Characters, locales, and events portrayed in this novel either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


  Cover illustration © Raymond Swanland

  Cover design by Grace M. Conti-Zilsberger


  Inquiries should be addressed to

  Pyr

  c/o Start Publishing LLC

  101 Hudson Street

  37th Floor, Suite 3705

  Jersey City, New Jersey 07302

  VOICE: 212-431-5455

  WWW.PYRSF.com


  18 17 16 15 14 5 4 3 2 1


  The Library of Congress has cataloged the printed edition as follows:


  Johansen, K. V. (Krista V.), 1968–


  The lady / K. V. Johansen.

  pages ; cm. — (Marakand ; volume 2)

  ISBN 978-1-61614-980-2 (softcover) — ISBN 978-1-61614-981-9 (ebook)


  I. Title.


  PR9199.3.J555L33 2014


  813'.54—dc23


  2014023968


  Printed in the United States of America


  There’s a gang that’s been reading my stuff since—forever. If they see shadows of a certain ancient character in both Holla and Ahj, well, even literary characters have ancestors. Or descendants. So, this one is for April, Marina, Chris, Tristanne, and Mum.
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  DRAMATIS PERSONAE


  Adva—The Serakallashi third wife of the Grasslander Ketsim, the Lake-Lord’s governor of Serakallash, murdered with her daughter during the Serakallashi uprising.


  Ahjvar—Surnamed the Leopard, a Five Cities assassin suffering under more than his fair share of curses; originally from Praitan.


  Andara—Deyandara’s god; god of the Duina Andara in Praitan.


  Anganurth—A wizard of unknown origins, who became the devil Jasberek.


  Arhu—A devout priest of the Lady, sent to speak for her in the Duina Catairna.


  Arrac-Nourril—One of the Twenty Families alleged to have founded Marakand.


  Ashir—A priest, the Right Hand of the Lady, husband of Rahel.


  Asmin-Luya—A Grasslander man of Gaguush’s caravan gang, killed in battle at Lissavakail, father of Zavel.


  Attalissa—Goddess of the lake Lissavakail in the mountains called the Pillars of the Sky; foster-daughter of Holla-Sayan, formerly protected by the Blackdog.


  Auntie—Midwife living with Talfan the apothecary; former nurse of Jugurthos Barraya.


  Austellan—A blind Catairnan lord, ally of the Seneschal and Marnoch.


  Aylnia—A sandal-maker’s wife and diviner, taken by Red Masks.


  Badger—A mastiff belonging to Deyandara, slain defending her against brigands.


  Barraya—A Family or clan name in Marakand; one of the Twenty Families, supposed founders of the city.


  Bashra— A Black Desert god, god of Gaguush’s folk.


  Beccan—Sister of Nour, late wife of Hadidu; she died in childbirth before this story began.


  Belmyn—Senior-most patrol-first in the Sunset Gate company of the street guard under Jugurthos Barraya.


  Beni Sessihz—An elderly senator of Marakand.


  Bikkim—Serakallashi former member of Gaguush’s gang; mortal husband of the goddess Attalissa.


  The Blackdog—Thought to be a guardian spirit who bonded with a chosen warrior of Lissavakail to protect the goddess Attalissa; now the Westgrasslander caravaneer Holla-Sayan, free of Attalissa and said by Moth to be the damaged soul of a devil wounded and lost in the world in a forgotten devils’ war.


  Cairangorm—A king of the Duina Catairna in Praitan; some songs say he was murdered by his elder son, some by his young wife, on the Day of the Three Kings, about ninety years before this story takes place. The songs are still popular among the bards in Praitan, though they are not often sung in the royal hall of the Duina Catairna. It is believed the land and the folk have been under a curse of ill fortune since that day.


  Catairanach—Goddess of a spring and patron of the Duina Catairna.


  Catairlau—Son of Cairangorm’s first wife, his heir, champion, and wizard. Alleged by some to have murdered his father; died not long after him on the Day of the Three Kings.


  Cattiga—Queen of the Duina Catairna, aunt of Deyandara, murdered by Marakander envoys.


  Chieh—A mercenary woman from the Five Cities, one of Ketsim’s tent guard, wife of Lug.


  Choa, high lord of—Ghu’s former master, ruler of a province of northern Nabban.


  Cricket—Deyandara’s pony.


  Costen—A lord of the Duina Catairna, at feud with Lord Hicca.


  Dellan—A Catairnan lady, daughter of Lord Austellan and his representative with Marnoch’s warband.


  Demrios Xua—A senator of Marakand.


  Deyandara—Illegitimate half-sister of Durandau, king of the Duina Andara and high king of Praitan. Niece and blood-heir of Catigga of the Duina Catairna. Sometimes called Deya.


  Django—A member of Gaguush’s gang, originally from the Stone Desert, brother of Kapuzeh.


  Dotemon—One of the seven devils, otherwise the wizard Yeh-Lin the Beautiful.


  Durandau— King of the Duina Andara and elected high king of Praitan; eldest brother of Deyandara.


  Ead, “Young” Ead—A street guard of the Eastern Wall.


  Elias Barraya—A senator of Marakand; wife of her cousin Petrimos Barraya; mother of Jugurthos. She was executed in the cages shortly after the earthquake.


  Elissa—Praitannec lady, one of High King Durandau’s wizards.


  Ergos Arrac—An elderly sandal-maker of the suburb.


  Ermina—Second daughter of Varro and Talfan.


  Esau—Son of the priestess of Ilbialla and only person from that family to survive the earthquake and the subsequent slaughter of all priests but the Lady’s. His name was changed to Hadidu and he was raised by the family of the Doves coffeehouse.


  Fairu—A lord in the eastern part of the Duina Catairna.


  Faullen—A huntsman of the Duina Catairna in Marnoch’s service, later in Deyandara’s service.


  Feizi—One of the Twenty Families of Marakand.


  Gaguush—A Black Desert caravan-mistress and gang-boss on the western road, recently married to Holla-Sayan.


  Gelyn—A bard of the Duina Catairna.


  Geir, Red Geir—One of the first three kings in the north, nephew of the wizard Heuslar.


  Ghatai—One of the seven devils, otherwise the wizard Tamghiz, also known as Tamghat, the Lake-Lord of Lissavakail. Father of Ivah.


  Ghu—Ahjvar’s servant and companion; has been a slave horse-boy, groom, sailor, beggar, and other things besides in his life to date.


  Gilru—Young son of Queen Cattiga, murdered by Marakanders.


  Goran—A lord of the Duina Catairna, loyal to the Seneschal and Marnoch.


  Gurhan—Hill-god of Marakand, formerly served by a clan of hereditary priests.


  Guthrun—A Northron caravaneer, camel-leech in Kharduin’s gang.


  The hag—Ahjvar’s name for the ghost which possesses him.


  Haildroch and Hallet—Catairnan wizards, kinsmen of the bard Lady Gelyn.


  Hassin—Street-guard captain of the Riverbend Gate garrison in Marakand.


  Haukbyrgga—The lake-goddess of Varro’s folk.


  Heuslar—Red-haired Northron wizard who became the devil Ogada, uncle of Red Geir.


  Hicca—A lord of the Duina Catairna, allied with Ketsim, aspirant to the kingship of the Duina Catairna.


  Holla-Sayan—A Westgrasslander caravan-guard, who unwillingly became the host for the Blackdog of Lissavakail and foster-father to the goddess Attalissa; now one with the Blackdog and a free agent. Husband of Gaguush.


  Hravnmod the Wise—One of the first three kings in the north, brother of Ulfhild, said to have been slain by her.


  Hyllanim—Son of Hyllau, successor of Cairangorm and Catairlau as king of the Duina Catairna on the Day of the Three Kings.


  Hyllau—Second (and much younger) wife of Cairangorm, King of the Duina Catairna. She is said in many songs to have murdered her husband; died on the day of the Three Kings.


  Ilbialla—Goddess of a well in Sunset Ward in Marakand, patron of Sunset and Riverbend Wards, served by a single hereditary priest or priestess.


  Iris—Third of Varro’s and Talfan’s four daughters.


  Itulyan—A clerk in the Sunset Gate company of the street guard.


  Ivah—A wizard, daughter of Tamghat, who was the devil Tamghiz Ghatai, though Ivah did not learn this until after his death.


  Jasberek—One of the seven devils, merged with the wizard Anganurth.


  Jasmel—Eldest daughter of Varro and Talfan.


  Jing Xua—A street-guard lieutenant at the Eastern Wall.


  Jiot—A dog, black and tan, one of two strays from the streets of Marakand that have chosen to follow Ghu.


  Jochiz—One of the seven devils, called Jochiz Fireborn; bonded with the wizard Sien-Shava.


  Judeh—A Marakander-born caravaneer of Gaguush’s gang.


  Jugurthos Barraya—Captain of the Sunset Gate fort of the Marakander street guard; son of two executed senators and dispossessed heir of the main branch of the Family Barraya.


  Jui—A dog, white and ash-grey, one of two strays that have chosen to follow Ghu.


  Kapuzeh—A member of Gaguush’s gang, originally from the Stone Desert, brother of Django.


  Keeper—Moth’s sword, forged by the demon wolf-smith, inherited from her grandmother. “Keeper” is the meaning of its proper name, Kepra.


  Kepra—Moth’s Northron sword. For the inscriptions on it, see “The Storyteller.”


  Ketsim—A Grasslander claiming to be warlord of the Orange Banners; formerly among the chiefs of Tamghat the Lake-Lord’s noekar, or vassals, and the governor of conquered Serakallash, now a mercenary hired with his followers to take the Duina Catairna for Marakand.


  Kharduin—A caravan-master from the eastern deserts, Nour’s partner in business and otherwise on the eastern road.


  Kurman—A temple guardsman, cousin of Lieutenant Jing Xua.


  The Lady of the Deep Well, Lady of Marakand—The foremost of the original three gods of Marakand, served by a large number of priests and priestesses. Though the most-worshipped of the three gods, she never appeared to any but her priests. The Voice of the Lady was her intermediary in dealings with the city. About thirty years before this story, following a devastating earthquake, she, through her Voice and temple, assumed rule of the city.


  The Lake-Lord—Title taken by Tamghat (Tamghiz Ghatai) as ruler of Lissavakail.


  Lakkariss—A black sword, possibly made of obsidian, belonging to Moth.


  Launval the Elder—Praitannec lord, High King Durandau’s champion.


  Launval the Younger—Praitannec lord, one of High King Durandau’s wizards.


  The Leopard—see Ahjvar.


  Lilace—The Voice of the Lady, assassinated by Ahjvar.


  Lin—A wandering Nabbani wizard who entered High King Durandau’s service, also tutor to Durandau’s sister Deyandara.


  Lu—A Five Cities caravaneer and horse-dealer involved with Nour and Hadidu in smuggling the wizard-talented out of Marakand.


  Lug—A Grasslander warrior, one of the mercenary Ketsim’s noekar and tent guard. Husband of Chieh.


  Lysen—Ketsim’s second wife, a Grasslander, in grief for whom he neglected his duties as chief of the tribe and was driven into exile by his brother.


  Maca—Ketsim’s long-dead first wife, a Grasslander.


  Mag—A Catairnan wizard.


  Mansour—Member of the family of priests of the Marakander hill-god Gurhan; father of Zora.


  Marnoch—Queen Cattiga’s chief huntsman, son of Lord Seneschal Yvarr, warleader of the Duina Catairna after Queen Cattiga’s murder.


  Mikki—Moth’s demon lover, a verrbjarn, or werebear, bear by day and man by night; his father was a Northron sea-raider turned homesteader, his mother a bear demon of the Hardenwald and the guardian of the grave of the devil Vartu.


  Moth—A Northern wanderer, wizard, warrior, storyteller, sister and King’s Sword of Hravnmod the Wise, allegedly his murderer; the devil Ulfhild Vartu, called Kingsbane.


  Mother Nabban, Father Nabban—River and mountain, the only gods of the Nabbani empire.


  Nour—Marakander wizard and caravaneer of the eastern road, brother-in-law of Hadidu, business partner and lover of Kharduin.


  Ogada—One of the seven devils, bonded with the Northron wizard Heuslar.


  Orsa—The goddess of a stream and swamp in the Duina Catairna.


  Orta Barraya—A street-guard captain stationed at the Eastern Wall.


  Pagel—A Catairnan scout and soothsayer of Lord Fairu’s household.


  Pakdhala—Name used by the goddess Attalissa as Holla-Sayan’s supposed daughter.


  Palin—A bard and prince of the Duina Catairna, alleged true father of Deyandara, brother of Queen Cattiga.


  Pazum—A magistrate of the suburb of Marakand.


  Petrimos Barraya—Senator of Marakand, husband of his cousin Elias Barraya, father of Jugurthos; executed in the cages shortly after the earthquake.


  Praitanna—Goddess of the River Praitanna and the Duina Praitanna, one of the seven tribes of Praitan; regarded as the greatest of the seven patron deities of the duinas.


  Rahel—A Marakander priestess, Beholder of the Face of the Lady, wife of Ashir. Killed on Zora’s orders.


  Rasta—The elderly master of a caravanserai in Marakand’s suburb, where Gaguush’s gang usually puts up. Fond of cats.


  Rozen—Catairnan scout appointed as Deyandara’s servant.


  Sayan—A god of the Sayanbarkash in the Western Grass, Holla-Sayan’s god.


  Senara—Older lady of a northern region of the Duina Catairna.


  Sera—Goddess of Serakallash, a town in the Red Desert on the western caravan road.


  Sessihz—One of the Twenty Families in Marakand.


  Shaugh—One of Deyandara’s bench-companions, that is, a warrior of her household, among her personal guard.


  Shemal—Young son of Hadidu, nephew of Nour.


  Shenar—Master of a caravanserai in Marakand’s suburb where Kharduin’s gang is lodged.


  Shiwasa Xua—A senator of Marakand.


  Sien-Mor—A wizard from the southern ocean who became the devil Tu’usha; younger sister of Sien-Shava. Her body was consumed past restoration by fire, though some aspect of her soul lives on within Tu’usha.


  Sien-Shava—A wizard from the southern ocean who became the devil Jochiz; older brother of Sien-Mor.


  Siman—A Grasslander, leader of Ketsim’s rebellious sons.


  Storm—A bone-horse, a necromantic creation anchored to a horse’s skull; Storm appears to have ideas of his own, which a bone-horse should not.


  Styrma—Storm’s name in Northron.


  Surey—A lieutenant in the Temple Guard and an agent of Revered Ashir, the Right Hand of the Lady.


  Talfan—A Marakander apothecary, wife of Varro, mother of Jasmel, Ermina, Iris, and an infant daughter.


  Talwesach—One of King Cairangorm’s wizards in the Duina Catairna, a century or so ago.


  Tamarisk—A Salt Desert girl newly hired into Gaguush’s caravan gang.


  Tamghat—Name used by the devil Tamghiz Ghatai when he conquered Lissavakail.


  Tamghiz—Grasslander chieftain and wizard bonded with the devil Ghatai; onetime husband of Ulfhild; father of Ivah.


  Thekla—A Westron woman in Gaguush’s gang.


  Tihma—A Marakander magistrate of the suburb.


  Tihmrose—A Marakander woman in Gaguush’s gang.


  Tulip—Adjutant (and mistress) of Captain Jugurthos Barraya of the Sunset Gate garrison in Marakand.


  Tu’usha—One of the seven devils, called Tu’usha the Restless by the Northron skalds; bonded with the wizard Sien-Mor.


  Ulfhild of Hravnsfjall—King’s Sword of Hravnmod the Wise and his younger sister; wizard who became the devil Vartu Kingsbane. She, however, maintains she did not murder her brother. Once married to Tamghiz; their children were Maerhild and Oern; see Moth.


  Varro—A Northron man in Gaguush’s gang, married to the Marakander apothecary Talfan.


  Vartu—One of the seven devils, bonded with the wizard Ulfhild; see Moth.


  Viga Forkbeard—One of the first three kings in the north.


  Watcher—The apothecary Talfan’s watchdog.


  Xua—One of the Twenty Families of Marakand.


  Yeh-Lin the Beautiful—A Nabbani wizard, courtesan, general, and regent, or possibly empress, depending upon which history you prefer to believe; became the devil Dotemon. Ruled Nabban again at some point after she became a devil.


  Yselly—A Praitannec bard with whom Deyandara travelled as an unofficial apprentice, died from an adder’s bite.


  Yvarr—Seneschal of Queen Cattiga of the Duina Catairna, father of Marnoch.


  Zavel—A Serakallashi-raised Grasslander in Gaguush’s gang.


  Zora—A dancer and musician in the temple of the Lady, daughter of Mansour, the only survivor of the massacre of the priests of Gurhan. Given to the Lady to be possessed as her new Voice, she chose to bond with the devil Tu’usha.


  PART ONE


  CHAPTER I


  The man had been like an older brother to him ever since his parents had got him hired into the caravan-mistress Gaguush’s gang, but sometimes Zavel could hate the self-righteous bastard of a Westgrasslander. Like now. All he had wanted was the loan of a few coins, but no, he got a tongue-lashing instead. As if Holla-Sayan had never had a drink or two more than sat well the next morning, or gone with an easy woman. And if that wasn’t what he was up to now, skulking down the street with his eyes running anxiously to those two slim figures who’d walked ahead and were now waiting arm in arm, a Grasslander caravaneer with the long braids of the road and another with her Nabbani-black hair cut short as a Marakander boy’s. That one looked around, wondering where her victim had got to.


  Zavel had Holla-Sayan by the arm, stopping the man just walking off on him, and now he dug in his fingers. Gaped wordless a moment. Couldn’t be. And Holla had been right with them, a hand under the Nabbani’s elbow, all friendly, when Zavel had spotted the threesome, the Westgrasslander and the two women, one of whom was—Ivah. The past year hadn’t treated her well. She was gaunt and pallid, but cutting her long hair was no disguise at all; he knew the sly narrow eyes, yellow-brown as his own, the delicate features and tight little mouth, bruised black as it was. She knew him, too. He saw her eyes widen in shock, and damn if she didn’t look to Holla-Sayan in some appeal.


  “Holla!” He let go Holla-Sayan’s arm, pushed away from him. “Ivah! You murdering, bastard whore of the Lake-Lord, you—” His knife was in his hand and he leapt for her, reaching to grab her by the front of her coat, to jerk her close and into the stabbing blade, but he choked, jerked backwards himself by the hood of his coat, Holla, damn him, and he spun around, slashing. Holla-Sayan knocked his arm aside and a fist hit his jaw. He heard the thud of it, felt the jarring clack of his teeth. Then nothing.


  Sense returned in retching, in white lights smearing and streaking his eyes. Zavel hunched up and groaned, realized the man bending over him groping in his pockets was probably not trying to be helpful, and hit him, hard, low, and everything he deserved, the sneaking Marakander thief. He found his knife and staggered away, leaving the man groaning and retching in turn behind him.


  No sign of Holla-Sayan or the women. Sera curse him, Holla, sneaking off with Ivah, of all people. Of all the girls he could go chasing when he tired of the boss’s temper, he was whoring around with the damned dead Lake-Lord’s thrice-damned and treacherous, murdering pet wizard, the woman who’d cut Bikkim’s throat for him, or had haughty I’m-too-good-for-a-bondman’s-son Shaiveh do it for her to keep her own soft fingers clean. He’d have expected Holla to tear the throat of her as soon as look at her and leave her broken in the street for the real dogs to feast on.


  Maybe that’s what Holla-Sayan had been about?


  Not bloody likely, with that gentle hand under the arm he’d seen when he first glimpsed the man. Subtlety, sweet-talking her off into some private corner where he could kill her tidily out of sight, wasn’t Holla’s way. No, at the first sight, first sniff of her, the monster that possessed him should have taken over. The Blackdog should have been shaking her like a rat, had the throat of her there and then on the street without ever a thought for what danger that brought down on the rest of the gang from the Red Masks, the wizard-hunting mute priests of the Lady of Marakand. Even if they did hardly ever come out to the suburb.


  The damned wizard had bespelled Holla-Sayan. That explained it. She had bespelled the whole gang, once upon a time, won herself a place with them, got herself made tutor to Pakdhala when they’d all thought her Holla’s bastard daughter, not knowing she was the goddess of Lissavakail, not knowing Holla-Sayan had been taken and possessed by the Blackdog. Monster mountain-spirit or not, Holla-Sayan hadn’t been immune to Ivah’s wizardry then. He’d fallen to it again, obviously. And how was Zavel supposed to rescue him? He didn’t want to end his life with his neck snapped like a rat’s, and Holla, once the dog took him over, was quite, quite mad. Anyway, Zavel had no idea where they’d gone. In bed somewhere, he supposed and damned if he was going to start checking every inn and tavern to save the fool from himself. Holla would come to his senses in time. Surely. It wasn’t like Ivah was even very pretty, to hold a man for long. Of course, you couldn’t call Gaguush pretty, either, and he’d married her, so maybe that wasn’t what Holla went looking for.


  Zavel’s jaw ached, his head ached, he was tired and alone and he had no money. Hardly any money. A few coins left. He’d already had to pawn his father’s sabre, the only inheritance he had from either parent, because Gaguush refused again to advance him any pay on the next trip. They treated him like a child. At least he had enough for a bite to eat. He didn’t think he could chew. His jaw throbbed, and damned if Holla hadn’t loosened a few teeth for him. Something to drink, though, would settle his stomach, stop the spinning in his head, while he thought what to do about Holla.


  A drink, and another, because the sweet thin wine did help, and the luck of the Old Great Gods was with him. He found a Marakander looking to play a game of tables, one of those who came out to the caravanserai suburb thinking the caravaneers all drunken barbarians with the wits of their own camels, and he won the first and third of the three-game match, made a decent purse off the game and more off the betting, which had mostly been against him. Made himself scarce thereafter, because he didn’t like the way the loser was eyeing him. He wasn’t so drunk as all that.


  Zavel walked out into a battle.


  Well, not quite. There had been an unusual number of people rushing in and out of the tavern, so he should have guessed something was afoot, but playing tables meant having your wits about you, and he had shut out the stir and fuss, though it had distracted his opponent to some advantage, in that last game.


  The street, a crooked lane off the main road, was empty but for a couple of running caravaneers. Noise, though, cries and yells, and there was a reek of heavy smoke. He followed the running men, mostly to get himself away from the tavern as quickly as he could, with the pocket of his coat nicely heavy. He had the vague idea of heading for the pawnshop, which was down along closer to the graveyard at the Gore, and an even vaguer notion of seeing what all the noise was, in case Holla was doing something about Ivah at last, but when he rounded the corner onto the main road it was to a scene of chaos that took him right back to Lissavakail, where his father had died, where everything changed, and sometimes it seemed he’d lost not only the dead, but the living.


  The road towards the Gore was obscured by black smoke. Buildings burned, scarlet flames climbing high, the air roaring with them. Screams and cries, the clash and ring of metal, animal roaring, too, came from there. Nearer, a smaller battle raged, women of the suburb and women of the road close engaged with Marakander temple guard in red tunics and leather armour, a twisting, tight knot of desperation. He couldn’t see who was winning, wasn’t such a fool as to rush into it, either way. Fighting street guard never came to any good end and temple guard—if they hauled you off before the Voice of the Lady, no, some assassin had murdered her, and the Lady, the goddess of the city, spoke for herself now, they said—if they hauled you off before the Lady, you’d certainly better hope the Old Great Gods had their hands over you, because nothing short of a miracle would save you then.


  The caravaneers, outnumbered, broke and surged back. Zavel whirled to run with them; it was that or be taken gawking there by the temple guard pursuit. Sera damn him for a fool, he tripped and stumbled along and missed his chance to dart away up the lane again when someone helpfully grabbed his arm to steady him. They didn’t run far, just to get their backs against the corner made by a caravanserai’s outthrust entryway. Its gate was firmly shut. Spears were levelled at the fore, a wounded woman shoved away to the back.


  “Here,” she gasped in passing, a Black Desert woman with tattoos the same red and black as the boss’s, but not so thick and heavy. Her lips were going grey. She pushed her blood-slippery spear into Zavel’s empty hands before staggering down, trying to bind up the wound in her own thigh with her headscarf. No one spared a hand to help. The temple guard came in a rush.


  Lissavakail all over again, in miniature. Zavel chose his man and braced himself. He’d always had a good eye; the spear’s point found the weak join he’d marked at the neck, bit, and he thrust and twisted, jerked back, but the damned thing stuck and the man was a screeching, flailing dead weight, pulling it down, and he lost his grip on the slick shaft. It was all close-in work by then anyway, sabres and the stabbing swords of the Marakanders. Not the place for his knife, but he slashed to fend off a Marakander boy, kicked and screamed himself, trying to weave his way back out of it, out of the way of those who had sabres and shields and some chance of surviving.


  New yells, sweeping from behind. The caravanserai doors had opened and more folk of the road, Marakanders too, rushed out, all armed. They crashed against the temple-guard flank and the guardsmen fell away, running, outnumbered now, hah. Zavel grabbed up an abandoned short sword and joined the pursuit. A man fell before him, tripped and rolling, and Zavel swung aside to finish him. Flat on his back, the man drew his legs back and kicked him in the gut before he could dodge. He lost his grip on the sword and fell himself, doubled up, nearly lost what little he had in his stomach, gasping for air, and then they were grappling together, kicking and punching, both of them grabbing for lost swords. The man got him by the braids, dragged him, half-rising, and Zavel kicked him down again, jabbed a knee in his belly, found his knife, but the guardsman seized him by the scalp this time and slammed him down against the road. Red fire lanced across sight and his ears roared. Vision blurred. He squirmed sideways. The guardsman’s two-foot staff was raised in his hand, teeth grimacing in a blood-masked face. The cudgel came down.


  Someone was screaming in his dreams, shrill and terrified. His sister, Zavel thought, but he couldn’t remember which one. He lurched to hands and knees, squinting at over-bright light and gulping against sickness. Not a girl screaming, not one of his little sisters, murdered by the men of Tamghat the Lake-Lord or taken for bond-servants or who knew what dire fate, but certainly lost, long lost. Not his mother, who had walked into a sandstorm in her despair. No, in his nightmares she never cried out at all, but beckoned, beckoned, and grinned, while the red dust of Serakallash whipped around her and her skin dried to leather on her face . . .


  He was not dreaming at all. A woman was screaming, her voice rising piercingly over the wind-storm roar of other voices. Muzzily, Zavel blinked sense back into his thudding head. He was going to be sick. He had been. His mouth was foul and he lay in reeking filth, the dust of the road made muck with blood and bile and wine. If he’d fallen on his back he’d be choked and dead now. He pushed himself to hands and knees, shaking and shivering with cold, and crawled. He’d been lying close up against a wall. He got his back against it and just sat a moment, trying to sort out how bad it was. The screaming drilled into him and his empty belly roiled as fingers found the swollen lump of his jaw, the broken, sticky-crusted egg-lump on his head, far worse. He remembered the guardsman’s cudgel. The man must have thought he was dead, or the Marakander bastard would have finished him. He’d had a sword.


  No swords here now. There was his knife, though. He’d been lying on it. He crawled to pick it up, slow and shaky, found the sheath still in the big square pocket of his coat and the other still heavy with coin. That was something.


  No Marakander guardsmen, street or temple, in sight. Whatever that boiling-over of rage had been about, the caravaneers must have won it. It was folk of the road mobbing the house across the street. He peered, blurrily. Desert folk and Grasslanders, Northrons and Westrons and Nabbani of the east. The woman screaming, she was Marakander, or at least, she was dressed like it, in a fine embroidered caftan, and they were dragging her stumbling down the steps. Not a shop, but a fairly grand, yellow-plastered house that would have looked less out of place in Palace Ward or by the Silvermarket. The porter lay limp before the door, and another, younger woman shouted, “Cowards! Traitors! Help her!” as she tried to struggle after the captive.


  Someone stabbed the young woman in the midriff with a spear, and she just stood staring down at it, the dark stain spreading, till they jerked it away and she fell out of sight down the stairs, into the crowd, and a skinny man, another Marakander, staggered into the doorway, bleeding about the head. Mouth open, he slammed the door against the mob. Coward, too, or maybe wise. Zavel watched, a bit stunned, as if it were all a dream. That wasn’t a fight; that was filthy murder. In broad daylight—murky, smoke-dulled daylight. In law-bound Marakand.


  The older woman kept on screaming and pleading.


  “Let me go! I’ve done nothing to you, I’m no priestess! Help! Someone help! I’m a magistrate of the city, a magistrate of the suburb! You know me, Old Great Gods witness, you all know me, I had no part in this, I knew nothing of it, I’ve wronged no wizards—” and then the threats, “You’ve murdered my clerks. The Lady sees, the Lady knows, the Voice will speak your names, you’ll all die condemned in the cages for this, outlanders or no, you’re not beyond Marakand’s law . . . help! Help me!”


  They dragged her away up the street, towards the city, and her cries changed again to wordless screaming.


  Zavel staggered to his feet to follow, uncertainly, not even sure why, except that he didn’t know what was going on, and the only way to find out was to follow. The threat of temple guard and Red Masks seemed past. He snagged the sleeve of a man with caravaneer’s braids and Stone Desert tattoos.


  “The temple—” he said. “They’ll come. They’d better let her—”


  “Didn’t you see? The demons slew the Red Masks, and the Lady’s put to flight!”


  “What?” But the man pulled away from him, outdistancing his unsteady steps. “What demons?” Zavel called, but nobody answered.


  There were bodies, far more than had been mixed into the fight he’d taken part in; the street stank like a butcher’s market. Here the corpses were scattered like river-edge flotsam, in drifts and swirls amid the shops and warehouses and caravanserais just before the Gore, the triangle of land between the branching roads to the Riverbend and Sunset Gates. Zavel picked his way over men and women lying still, flies already settling in buzzing black carpets. Strange, how very still the dead, how different from the sleeping. You’d never mistake them. He wouldn’t. Not anymore. Folk of the road. Folk of the suburb. Temple guard. Many temple guard, in their red tunics and armour, and Red Masks, in crimson-lacquered scale and masked helmets, but people were pulling the helmets away and dragging them into rows, and there was none of the crowing he would have expected, the exuberance of victory over the feared and hated mute priests, only a horrible solemnity. What in all the cold hells had been happening?


  No flies swarmed on the slain Red Masks.


  There was weeping. People were seeking their own slain. There was crying and moaning, prayer and pleading. The wounded, the dying. He ignored them, ignored the burning buildings, the shouting, the knot of fighting that broke out between Marakanders of the suburb and caravaneers. They weren’t his dead, his wounded, his friends, he wasn’t theirs; no one was left to claim him. If that temple guardsman had hit a bit harder, if Sera’s hand hadn’t been on him (if it was on him at all—his exiled Grasslander parents had never let their Serakallashi children be tattooed and claimed for the goddess of their birth), he might be one of those dead lying in the streets, and would Holla-Sayan have come looking for him, or Gaguush, or any of them? Probably not. Nobody had gone to look for his mother, when she walked into the dust-storm.


  The gang dragging the magistrate took the northerly fork at the Gore and then crossed the bridge over the dry ravine to Riverbend Gate, where a sizeable crowd seethed and roared, beating against the timbers with what looked like the charred roof-beam of a house. There were street guard on the roofs of both the squat, square towers that flanked the gate, but they weren’t doing anything. Not worried by the improvised ram. People clawed rocks from the road and hurled them. Nobody among the attackers seemed to have a bow. What were they shouting? Murders, devil-lovers . . . Tamghati . . . ? Ketsim, Tamghat’s governor of Serakallash, had escaped, fled and formed a mercenary band from the Lake-Lord’s surviving followers. The temple had hired them, but they’d all been sent east to deal with some barbarian tribe that menaced the city, or so Zavel had heard.


  “Send out the Lady!” they cried. “Give up the necromancer!”


  Necromancer?


  “Open the gate!” a new voice roared, a Red Desert man gripping the magistrate by an arm. “Captain, open the gate, or we kill the magistrate.”


  The woman shrieked and tried to wrench herself away, but too many hands held her and she was flung back and forth like a child’s doll that had fallen prey to a puppy. Her ornately piled hair had come loose, spilling about her face in wild hanks.


  “Let us in!” someone shouted, and most took up the chant. “Let us in, let us in.”


  “We want the Lady!”


  “Bring out the Lady!”


  “Show us your false goddess . . .”


  “. . . necromancer . . .”


  “. . . devil!”


  Devil? Zavel did not want to be here. Where was Holla-Sayan? Still off whoring with Tamghat’s wizard? Did these fools think they could do anything against a devil, if it did come to the gate? He began to struggle away, but more than he had followed the magistrate’s captors, and a crowd had closed up behind him, everyone shoving and shifting to keep their balance, trying to see, trying to hear. Many were taking up the cry of those closer to the gate, and the ones with the ram had propped the beam up like a ladder. Someone was inching up it like a cautious squirrel, though it didn’t reach high enough for him to gain the arch over the gate unless he meant to perch atop it like a bird. For a moment attention was distracted. Soldiers in grey tunics and leather armour leaned from the parapet over the gate and shoved at the head of the beam with spears. It slid sideways with a terrible slowness at first, while the climbing man clutched it and cursed, curses changing to a shriek as it passed its tipping point and plunged. Zavel didn’t see him hit, just heard the thump, the silence, the swell of roaring renewed.


  “Devil’s servants!” shouted the ringleader of the hostage-takers. “Let us in to the necromancer, or the magistrate dies and her blood will be on your hands!”


  “I’ll let you in,” an officer called down, and there was silence. He was an old man, grey-haired, weary-faced, with two black ribbons trailing from his helmet and two wide black bands on the hem of his grey tunic. A captain. He stood in a crenel of the wall, exposing himself to any missile, a hand gripping the edge of a merlon with fingers like claws, as if he really, really did not like his perch. No one threw a stone. Yet. “You and the magistrate, no other. We’ll talk about this.”


  “Open your gates!”


  “And let drunken murder loose on the folk of the city? You know I can’t do that.” The captain was trying to sound reasonable, to pretend he thought the man making the demands could be reasonable. “I don’t know anything of devils, but—”


  “Open the gates! Open the gates!”


  Zavel really did not want to be in the middle of this. His stomach churned and his skin was clammy, slick with sweat. He was going to be sick, he knew it. He needed to get out of this close and reeking crowd, get some air, a drink of water, needed to sit down somewhere quiet and let this damnable headache pass.


  A couple of big Northrons had axes out and were hewing at the gate, long splinters slivering away. The crowd surged forward around a woman who’d got an improvised torch alight. They piled sticks and rags and dry dead weeds to kindle a fire. The ones about the magistrate were hurling her back and forth among them as she wailed like a baby, arms raised, clutching her head, trying to protect herself. They threw her to the ground and kicked her, took the butts of spears to her head and back as she rolled and hunched up small. The captain was gone from the crenel, and a spatter of arrows from above scattered them, left the ringleader lying dead, with others still or yelling, dragging themselves wounded. The magistrate tried to crawl but only flopped like a landed fish.


  People shoved and shrieked and the guards above kept shooting, not a battlefield rain of arrows but carefully, picking targets. Zavel fell, unsteady on his feet, retching again, but he crawled anyway. Safer to keep low amid the legs. Someone walked on his hand, someone tripped on him, someone fell and didn’t move, and he half rose and scuttled, yelling with the rest, but in his dizziness he’d gotten turned the wrong way and he tripped over the battered magistrate. She moaned, not dead, but her face was a blood-slick pulp with only one eye, which stared wide and unseeing in its terror. Zavel yelled again and rocked away. But nobody had gone looking for his mother. Too late, they said. The sand took her. He dragged the magistrate’s arm over his shoulder, shouted at her, “Up, stand up, come on!” Somehow he heaved her up, though she dangled limp, feet fumbling. An arrow stuck the ground at his feet and he looked around wildly for shelter, any shelter, a bush would do. Nothing. Shouting. Guardsmen over the gate were dumping jar after jar of water down onto the fire, which hadn’t done more than stain the gate with soot, and the ram-carriers had fled, though some of the mob were sheltering behind a cart abandoned on the bridge, whatever beast had drawn it gone.


  “The gate!” someone was yelling. “Old Great Gods, man, the gate, now, hurry!” and it was him that she shouted at, a guardswoman up on the tower, gesturing.


  Zavel looked to see one leaf of the axe-scarred gate drawn back, just a handsbreadth. He didn’t for a moment understand, till the magistrate moaned again.


  Great Gods, yes, the gate. He broke into an unsteady run, the magistrate a dead weight dragging half behind him. He caught a toe in the pit left by up-prised paving stones and fell, both of them striking heavily, struggled up and heard voices behind him. Looked back. Shouldn’t have. Blood-crazed men daring the arrows, running to overtake him. Arrows from the towers took some, gave the others pause, but a hurled javelin bit into the magistrate’s thigh as he dragged her on again, and then a man was hauling her from his grasp, another grabbing him, and he himself was pulled bodily through the gate as another thrown spear thudded against its timbers. It thumped shut again, the bars dropping home.


  It was the grey-haired captain himself who had come out for the woman, and he swung her up like a child, running with her now, down the long arch of the gateway, turning through a dark doorway where guardsmen crowded. Zavel, with less urgency, was trundled after by other street guard.


  He ended up in a windowless room with a table and a couple of chairs; they dumped him on a long bench along one wall, where he sat, a bit dazed. A watch-room, Zavel supposed, where the duty officer would be found and the clerks would scratch away at recording whatever it was the Marakanders were so keen on always writing down, yes, there were tablets and a big ledger on the table, and through another doorway a single, barred cell, the gate-fort’s gaol, where brawlers and curfew-breakers would cool their heels overnight. Not, for a change, his destination. Someone pounded him on the shoulder and said, “Good man!” He clenched his teeth, which made his jaw hurt worse, and shut his eyes, holding his throbbing head.


  That brought a woman’s solicitous murmuring, and he was given a blanket, offered a cup of sweetened wine and a warm, wet towel for his wounds. Gentle, efficient hands bound up his head. It helped, at least when he lay down afterwards, eyes shut against the glaring clay lamps in the wall-niches opposite. He breathed carefully, to keep all within still and settled.


  A hand on his shoulder shook him awake. Zavel rubbed his eyes. However long he’d been sleeping, it hadn’t been enough. A fraction of a watch, no more, maybe, but now he had a stiff back to go with his sick headache. The grey-haired captain was sitting at the table, with a clerk beside him, stylus and tablet in hand. Typical Marakanders: you couldn’t tell which folk their ancestors had come from. Like their languages and their very names, picked up bits of this and that. The clerk was a pugnacious-looking bastard for a soft-handed scribe, with his crooked, flattened nose. He’d be the one to fear most if he had to bolt, Zavel was sure. A young guardswoman helped him to sit up, smiling anxiously, and pressed a cup into his hand. He smiled back. Thick-curling hair and a dark, heart-shaped face, well worth smiling at. He wasn’t going to have to run. These were his friends, now. The cup was coffee this time, thick and steaming. He couldn’t stand the stuff, but it wasn’t exactly cheap, though even the poorest Marakanders made shift to drink it; it came all the way from beyond the Gulf of Taren and the Narrow Sea out of the south. You didn’t give your prisoners coffee, so he murmured his thanks and sipped it. The sweetness seemed to settle his stomach some.


  The captain cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to have to tell you, young man, that Magistrate Tihma has taken the road to the Old Great Gods, Lady bless her.”


  “I didn’t—” Of course they weren’t accusing him. “I didn’t know her name,” he amended, and added, “I’m sorry.”


  “Your courage is all the greater for that,” the captain said earnestly. “To risk your life for a stranger . . .”


  In the darkness behind him, a shadow stirred, and Zavel realized there was another man in the room, another guardsman. The other stepped forward. Temple guard, a man with a single ribbon to his helmet and a single dark stripe on his red tunic showing below the leather skirt of his armour. An under-officer of some sort.


  “Captain Hassin would like to commend you,” the temple man said. “But I would like to know what other part you played in the uprising and assault on the gates.”


  “None!” Zavel protested. “I—I was only passing by, I saw the—I saw Magistrate Tihma being pulled from her house and I followed. An old woman! I don’t know what’s going on, I don’t know what’s caused this madness in the suburb, it’s nothing to do with me, but I couldn’t let—it was just wrong, beating an old woman to death that way. I—I waited till I saw a chance I could help her. I—she made me think of my mother.”


  The temple officer nodded. “Naturally.” He appeared to consider something, but Zavel had grown up in market bargaining and on the road; he wasn’t wet behind the ears when it came to such things, and the man had already decided whatever it was he affected to consider. Zavel’s stomach clenched.


  “These are sad times for our city,” the temple officer said. “The Lady has always looked on the folk of the road as friends of the city, and it will be a great sorrow to her that the outlanders of the suburb have been so misled by the lies of this wizard.”


  “Wizard?” Zavel asked, confused now. It had been demons, hadn’t it, that the caravaneer had told him of?


  “A Grasslander woman—or Nabbani, I’ve heard both. A great wizard commanding demons. For a lifetime the Voice of the Lady has warned of the evil wizards would bring and it’s finally come to pass. We could use a man who might know how to keep his ears open—”


  “Wait, this wizard. Sir. You said a Grasslander or a Nabbani? You don’t mean Ivah?”


  “You know of her? Is that her name?”


  “I don’t—probably. She’s a servant of Tamghat. The Lake-Lord, the one defeated by the goddess Attalissa last summer in Lissavakail in the mountains. I was—” Probably best not to claim any closer acquaintance with Attalissa. The Lady was said to fear other gods, too.


  Both officers fixed him in a keen stare, waiting, and the clerk scratched swiftly at his wax.


  “I—I just heard. I met her once or twice.”


  “I came here to get a report on the assault on the gates for the Revered Right Hand of the Lady,” the temple man said. “But your witness could be much more useful than what Hassin here’s been able to tell me.”


  The street-guard captain frowned at this. He didn’t like it. Well, if it came to a choice between street guard and temple, Zavel had a feeling the temple was the one to align himself with. Street guard were mere thief-takers, after all, and had to give way to the Lady’s men. Look at this one-stripe man walking all over the gate-captain, and in his own fort, too. The clerk looked up, glanced at his officer, and went back to scratching.


  “Captain Hassin would like to give you a pat on the back and turn you loose,” the temple man went on. “I, however, think perhaps I should arrest you. You were clearly part of the assault. Perhaps you saw ‘rescue’ of the unfortunate magistrate as a way of ensuring your safety, when you realized the futility of storming the Lady’s gates?”


  “I never thought at all! I just—”


  “And you seem to have great knowledge of the leadership of this uprising. You know their commander’s name.”


  “I only guess—”


  “In her inner counsels, perhaps?”


  “That traitor? I’d cut her throat if I got close enough! If it is her at all,” Zavel added hastily. “I never saw any evidence she was that great a wizard. A soothsayer, nothing more. But she was a liar, too. Probably she lied about that. And a murderer—”


  “However,” said the temple officer, “perhaps I do believe you. I could arrest you. I should arrest you. However, if you were to volunteer to come with me, the Right Hand would likely take that as earnest of good intent and honest goodwill towards the Lady. Any information we can put together about this wizard, now, is bound to be an offering the Lady will approve.”


  “If you can get me next to Ivah with a sabre in my hands, I’ll even join your temple guard,” Zavel said hotly. “I had nothing to do with whatever’s going on out there, I’m an honest caravaneer—”


  “We do need your name and gang, for our records,” Captain Hassin said.


  “No,” said the temple man decidedly, “you don’t. Young man.” And he came around the table, taking Zavel’s arm to help him up, a bit roughly. “That will be all, Hassin. Send your report to me—Lieutenant Surey of the second company—and be sure to include how Magistrate Tihma came to be murdered with an entire company of street guard looking on.”


  He swept out, dragging Zavel stumbling with him.


  A change in his fortunes, definitely, but whether for good or ill, Zavel wasn’t about to guess. If it gave him a chance at Ivah, though . . . and Holla was mad. Was he making war on a goddess now? It looked that way, if he was one of the demons the caravaneer had been going on about. The monster inside him had corrupted his soul and broken his mind, turned him against his friends and all right thinking. A devil in the city was lies and nonsense. Tamghati lies. Some scheme Ivah and Governor Ketsim had cooked up to turn the suburb against the goddess. Odds were Ketsim and his Tamghati mercenaries weren’t off fighting in the east after all, odds were they were coming back up the eastern road and would be at Marakand’s gates before you knew it. Ketsim and Ivah had been working closely together when they abducted Pakdhala—and the Lady’s people would not only give him a chance to pay the lying wizard back for that, and avenge his parents’ deaths, but maybe even reward him, if he could help them stop her. It wasn’t like he had a gang to go back to. Gaguush had sacked him when he asked her for money yesterday, and in his heart of hearts he’d known this time she meant it. Besides, he wasn’t happy bedding down for the night with a possessed madman sleeping so near, out in the empty desert, not at all. Holla’s pacing and prowling in the dark was enough to give anyone the creeps.


  They were always telling him to grow up and take a man’s place in the world. Time he did.


  CHAPTER II


  A dozen men and two women stood before her, not one daring a whisper, not one daring raise eyes to meet the gaze of their goddess. They stood close-bunched and cowed before the high pulpit, the surviving officers of the company of the temple guard who had gone to the caravanserai suburb with the Lady of Marakand and her Red Masks, her silent, invulnerable, divinely blessed and protected warrior-priests. But those Red Masks had been proven very vulnerable indeed, to the magic of a yellow-eyed Grasslander wizard who rode into battle on a demon bear of the north, with what could only be the Blackdog of Lissavakail a tide of death before her.


  That was neither here nor there. These, these had proven coward, all the temple guard had, faithless betrayers who broke and ran when they found the shield of the Red Masks did not protect them. They had failed their oaths, failed their faith, failed her, their goddess, when they found that the folk of the suburb, who ought to have been cowering unmanned and witless before the divine terror of her servants, were willing and able to fight. They had thought they went at no risk to themselves to arrest wizards made impotent and witless by the divine blessing of those same Red Masks, to take for the Lady’s well even the least of the diviners who had thought themselves safe and outside the Lady’s ban and reach, beyond Marakand’s city walls. They were used to such easy tasks, secure in the shadow of the Lady’s greater servants.


  That the folk had lost their terror of the Red Masks—no, that the divine blessing of terror had been stripped from them by inexplicable wizardry—did not excuse the cowardice of the temple guards. To fail and flee because you found the enemy capable of fighting back was the mark of a bully, not a soldier. Zora had told them so.


  No captain stood among them. He was dead, killed by caravaneers, outlanders. He had not been standing, no, that she had seen. He had died running, knocked down from behind, hacked and pummelled to death in the dust. A fitting end for a coward. The company’s senior lieutenant, nearly unable to stand, one eye bloodied, cheek open and not yet stitched, had done no better, except that he had lived to make it to the gate.


  As had she. She had fled with the rest of them.


  That was different. That was . . .


  . . . a sensible tactic. She had needed to remove her Red Masks from danger. Without them . . . without them the city might fall, without them she might fail, and what followed her failure. . . . She had been right to run, to take her damaged Red Masks out of reach of the wizard and her demons. Yes. She had brought them back to the temple, even the one stationed at the Eastern Wall to watch for Praitannec enemies, and the one at the Western. Did she dare leave the Eastern Wall unwatched by eyes she trusted? The first whisper of this, the first stir and swirl of a changing current, had not come from within the city. There had been a spy. Spies? The first Red Mask to die had died there. She had nearly forgotten. She had not been Zora then.


  Doubt would cripple her. She had enemies all about her and she did not even know who they might be. She had sent her captain and his Red Masks, all who were not now in the city, east to Praitan, but death came from the west, from the north, not east.


  North? No.


  The sword of the ice. . . . She had muttered that aloud. She heard the words. Zora pinched her lips together.


  A small sound escaped the huddled guards. One of the women, stifling a whimper. Weak. Other than the senior lieutenant, they were all patrol-firsts, the leaders of the five-man units modelled on the patrols of the street guard. Leaders of their patrols. Examples to their men. These were the ones who had swept with their goddess through the Riverbend Gate.


  Retreated. Fled. And some part of Zora’s heart crowed, a part that might still be Zora.


  Fool child. I am we are Zora is we are the Lady of Marakand.


  The Lady, their goddess, surveyed them. Not vengeful. Not disdainful. Sorrowful, yes. Pitying their weakness, their frailty.


  No. The Lady could not harbour the weak and the frail. Marakand must be strong. He would come against her, out of the west, and Marakand must be strong. Yes.


  “The Lady sees your hearts,” she said from the pulpit, and the fourteen, huddling together on the swirling mosaic floor on which she had so often danced when she was only Zora, when she was only the foremost of the temple dancers, when she was the hidden eyes, the spy of her father’s stillborn rebellion against the tyranny of the Lady—they watched her, as the hypnotized bird watches the snake.


  They had hope. The Lady was mercy.


  Who says so? The Lady. Fools if you believe her.


  Hush.


  Behind them the priests and priestesses, saffron-robed, clustered. Fear was a rank cloud over them. Red Masks had died. The caravanserai suburb had risen against the Lady’s arrest of wizards. The gates were under attack. Enemies, treachery, hidden wizards . . . disorder. They liked their safe order, her priests. She had taught them so.


  “Never,” she said, “has Marakand faced such danger as it does now. Rebels walk secretly among the folk of the suburb, of the city itself, spreading the poison of their lies. Foreign wizards and demons work against us. And what strength have we? Not the strength of arms, if the faith of those arms is weak. Weakness betrays us. Weakness has betrayed us. When the temple guard should have stood firm, to protect their comrades-in-arms, my chosen, my Red Masks, from appalling wizardry, from foreign demons and spirits and the servants of alien gods, they fled, squalling like children and about as much use.”


  Unfair. She had fled, had she not?


  She must give them an explanation for that, a reason, an enemy, a plan. Not her own fear, her death in—


  —the sword the ice is coming the road of the stars is sealed against the ice is coming—


  Zora’s hands clutched the pulpit rail and she licked her lips. She was not the Voice, the mad Voice, to spill the eddying mind of the goddess. She was not mad. Mad Sien-Mor was dead and burnt away. She was Zora now. Zora was not mad. Zora had not spoken aloud, the words echoed only in her mind, she did not taste them on her tongue, she would not, she could not, she—


  Be still, be still, be still.


  “The Lady sees your hearts,” she said. “The Lady knows your hearts. Your coward hearts. Your traitor hearts. And I say, treachery must be cut out. There is no place for such weakness and cowardice within my temple. When I say stand, you stand. When I say hold, you hold. You do not doubt. You do not break. You do not run. You stand and hold and die, if that is what serves your Lady’s need. As it would have, this day, had you not been faithless.”


  No, no, no no no—don’t, I won’t, I can’t I must—


  She had no need for orders, for gestures. The Red Masks were hers, as her arms and legs were hers. The most faithful of her priests, so even the true priests believed, the holy warriors, with their vows of simplicity and silence, their isolated barracks where not a single servant attended them . . . fools. Even Zora, spying for the dead, had not penetrated to the heart of that secret, though she had wondered, she had known there was some truth that she could not see. A poor, lorn spy without a master to take her reports.


  Still, for the sake of the priests, she raised a hand. It might have been a signal. But it was her thought that sent her attendant Red Masks, grim in their silence, faceless, to the unfortunate officers.


  No need for their swords, for mess and blood and the fouling of the black-and-white floor on which she had danced. Like the street guard, the thief-takers, her Red Masks carried short staves at their belts. The white lightings of her will, their wizardry, crackled as they struck, a blow to the back of the head, to the chest, a smashed face as the already-bloodied lieutenant turned yelling to flee. A single blow was enough to kill. The room smelt of scorching, of burnt meat.


  Sacrifice.


  “The remainder of the company,” she said, when it was done, when a fainting priestess had been shunted aside amid her fellows’ feet and a vomiting priest had made it as far as the porch before disgracing himself and her holy Hall of the Dome, “will be confined to their barracks. No surgeon will attend the wounded. Let them look to themselves, let the Old Great Gods choose their own. They will have barley-porridge and water and nothing more. They will purify themselves. Let them offer me prayers and face the truth of their own hearts, for three days. In three days, they will be summoned here to the Hall of the Dome to stand before their Lady, and she will I will give my judgement.”


  They would be redeemed and love her for her forgiveness, their redemption. She would appoint new patrol-firsts, a new captain and pair of lieutenants. She could not afford to lose so many men. But they did not need to know that.


  “Revered Lady—”


  It was Ashir who dared to speak, the Right Hand of the Lady, highest-ranking of the priests, a bald and bitter man, loving her, hating her. The Beholder of the Face, his wife, had died by her command, flung down the stairs to the underground chamber of the deep well. Yet he still loved his Lady, and he still served. But she did not love him.


  “No,” she said, to whatever it was. “I will not hear. I will speak no more. I will speak no more judgements today, I will—just go! Out! Out, all of you! Out from this place, out from here, out with your noise and your doubts and your coward fears, out and pray yourselves, and pray I am merciful, because I know not all the traitors of the city are without the temple walls!”


  Her voice rose to a shriek in her own ears and her hands twisted together.


  “The sword waits still, can’t you see? Don’t you hear me? The sword is ice, the ice is death and from the north it came to me for me not here not now does she not see, does she not know? I have trapped her held her she would have betrayed me she should have seen she should have known she should have come to me to stand with me—It is he it is not I she should fear we should fear she is nothing she is gone she is lost and trapped and gone and still the sword waits unsleeping it sees my dreams it whispers it sings the voice of the wind of the ice of the night—the stars, the cold and distant stars they see—”


  She bit her tongue. The taste of blood shocked and silenced her.


  The priests stared. They were used to the ranting prophecies of the Voice of the Lady, but she was not the Voice. She was the Lady made flesh, in the flesh of Zora, the dancer they would have given to be her new Voice. She was—


  I don’t know. I don’t know anymore. Who am I who speaks?


  “Get out!” she screamed, and the Red Masks moved.


  The priests and priestesses fled.


  The Red Masks began dragging out the bodies. Let the priests see to some burial, somehow. Let them prove their use by dealing with that one small problem, with the city gates sealed and no access to the graveyard of the Gore.


  Zora was going to be vomiting behind a pillar herself if she could not get out of here, into air, clean air, and space and sky and—


  Up. Climb. Yes. To where she could breathe again.


  The goddess, the Lady of Marakand incarnate, took the stairs so rarely used, cramped and dark, hidden with the walls, the passage left for workmen who might need sometimes to make repairs. She ran, forcing herself not to slow, revelling in the pounding of her soldier-booted feet, her racing heart. This, this was hers, this body, this strength, this lean beauty, this was she. She came out on the roof below the dome. There, for a moment at least, she had silence. Even in her own mind. Though not for long.


  CHAPTER III


  “My wife!” the old man at the gate howled. “Gate-Captain, look! Witness! My wife!”


  But what the old man held in his arms, staggering with the weight of it, arms and legs and long hair dangling limp, was the red-armoured corpse of a Red Mask. Jugurthos Barraya, captain of the Sunset Gate Fort, looked down from the northerly of his towers. He didn’t know the man. Some small trader of the suburb, by his dress. He was surrounded—supported, maybe—by a score or so of others, Marakanders and caravaneers both. Even from the tower Jugurthos couldn’t see what was happening around the bend of the wall to the north, but he had seen a band of temple guard and Red Masks rushing disordered to the east, and after them, pursuing, a surge of outlanders, armed, out of the smoking suburb. Pursuing. Red Masks fleeing. He’d sent a courier to Hassin at Riverbend Gate for news, but the girl hadn’t returned yet. Nothing worse had befallen than that she was waiting on Hassin, he hoped, and not caught up in some assault. The all-in curfew had rung from Riverbend shortly after that, and his own bells had perforce passed it on. It shouldn’t have kept his courier, though.


  If what had rushed east along the main road past the Gore had been an attack, this small party that had peeled off to take the road to the southern bridge and his gate seemed peaceable enough, thus far. Grim, though, and angry, violence only a word away, not that the bare score below could offer the gates any serious threat.


  “Witness!” the man called again.


  “Witness what?” Jugurthos called down. “A Red Mask?” A dead Red Mask, and they were invulnerable, protected from weapon and wizardry by the Lady’s blessing. They killed with a touch. What could touch them? That, indeed, needed witnessing. If it were true, and not some trickery, a corpse wrapped in a red cloak. Yet, that armour would be hard to come by and . . . there was a story going around that a Red Mask had died at the Eastern Wall not long before the Voice was killed. He had dismissed it as exaggeration, some mere temple guard murdered, even though he had heard it from Captain Hassin of Riverbend, who swore he had the story from his cousin, who saw the corpse, from some distance, before another Red Mask carried the priest away.


  “What killed her? How?”


  “My wife!” the man howled, and he laid the corpse down, kneeling over it, and stroked a dead, smooth cheek with his old, twisted hand.


  Jugurthos felt his stomach turn. Surely—


  “Don’t you dare,” his adjutant muttered beside him. “Captain, don’t.”


  He looked down at her. Tulip only came up to his shoulder, a compact woman, young for her responsibilities, with the round face and straight hair of the mountain-folk. She hadn’t even been a patrol-first when he appointed her his adjutant, and given her physique, which was rather better filled-out in all the right places than you’d expect of an unwanted bastard abandoned and farmed out on temple charity, everyone was fairly certain they knew why.


  Useful to let them think so, of course. That, on the other hand, she was his mistress, was just a further obscuration.


  Yeah, right, she would say. You really know how to make a girl feel wanted, Captain.


  Jugurthos pushed away from the parapet. “I’m coming down,” he called to the old man and strode for the stairs. Tulip, muttering imprecations, scurried after him. A patrol was just coming in; she drafted them as escort, grabbed a spear from his office—one of the few weapons not locked in the armoury—and glowered to the point that Jugurthos swallowed any protest.


  There was no sally-port in either gate-tower; they had to haul back a leaf of the main gates enough for the seven of them to slip out, two by wary two, with Jugurthos, giving in to Tulip’s common sense, in the middle. None of the mob beyond moved towards them, parting, rather, and standing back to give them passage. The old man had gathered the Red Mask into his arms again, held her on his lap, head lolling against his shoulder. He glared at them through tears, said nothing now but stroked the hair from her face.


  A woman in her prime, which the old man was definitely not, dark-haired. Jugurthos had seen corpses enough, victims of family quarrels and drunken brawls, sullen, stealthy murders, and alley robberies. This was different. Old. Her skin was dry and tinged with grey, the staring eyes cloudy, the lips shrivelled, colourless. No stink of death, though, and not the greasy, horrid rot of that infant’s corpse unearthed from a rubbish heap by stray dogs last winter. He swallowed against that memory and warily crouched, to put a hand to the face himself. Dry. Neither warm nor cold, like touching wood, cloth. The old man blinked at him.


  “Your wife,” he prompted, and fingered the slick lacquered leather of the armour scales, the crimson cloak, which up close was tattered, faded, and unexpectedly gritty to the touch, as if it had never been washed or even brushed clean.


  “They took her,” the old man said. “The week after they built that tomb for Ilbialla and butchered her priestess. You wouldn’t remember, you’re too young. You think there was always a tomb there in Sunset Market, but—”


  “I remember,” Jugurthos said. He was hardly so young as all that. Tulip put a warning hand on his shoulder. “Go on. Who took her?”


  “Red Masks. They came—I worked with my brother in those days, and we lived up above his shop, at the back. Sandal-makers, he and I. Aylnia read the coins, the Nabbani divination, but it didn’t bring in much, more just as a favour for neighbours, you know, and half the time nothing came to her and she just told them what she thought they wanted. Joking, almost, between friends. They came, Red Masks, and they took her as a wizard. We used to pray for children, we’d been childless so long. I’ve never prayed since, save to thank Ilbialla we had none. I wouldn’t stay in the city after that. I moved out to the suburb.” And all the while, he never left off stroking her hair.


  “But the Red Masks take wizards for execution by the temple,” Jugurthos said. “Condemned to death in the deep well, by the Voice’s decree. They’re priests, not—not . . .” He swallowed. “She can’t be your wife. She’s some priestess. She’s not thirty yet, this woman.” Stupid thing to say, stupid. The old man was manifestly not deluded. His eyes, though swimming with tears, burned. No confusion there.


  “She died that day, or not long after,” the sandal-maker said. “She hasn’t changed, hasn’t—she hasn’t—” He wailed and bowed his head over her. “They said—when they killed her out there now they said—the temple—a necromancer—a devil. One of the seven.” The words came out as half-strangled gasps, through sobs.


  A devil?


  “All right,” Jugurthos said inanely. “All right.” He put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “All right, just tell me. What about necromancy and a devil? Who—no, to start with, what’s your name?”


  “Ergos,” the man said, “Ergos Arrac.” A very distant connection to the Arrac-Nourril Family, then.


  “How did she die? This time,” Jugurthos amended. “What happened out there, when the Lady came?”


  “Bring him inside,” said Tulip in his ear.


  He nodded, recalled to sense. “Yes. Inside.” Kneeling on the road before his gates with a riot or worse in the suburb was folly. But the men and women who had followed Ergos Arrac to the gate stood watching, menacing in their silence, and now murmured, hands, some of them, on weapons.


  “I’m not arresting him,” he said loudly. “I’m not going to make him disappear.” Or let him disappear, if temple guards came for him? If Red Masks came? What choice would he have?


  “Cold hells. Fine then. I do—” he grinned, a hand on his sword’s hilt to stress that it wasn’t their threat he bowed to. A couple of the Marakanders stepped back; no backing off on the part of the caravaneers, though. “—see your point. We’ll all stay out here in the open. To witness. Tulip, go back. I want Itulyan out here, to set down everything that’s said. And Belmyn, too.”


  Belmyn was the senior-most patrol-first. He didn’t have to say, “Belmyn and her patrol as well as the clerk, and maybe a double patrol while you’re at it, to make sure we can make it back to the gate, afterwards.” Not to Tulip. She nodded understanding and strode away.


  “Wait till my clerk comes,” he told the old man. “Calm yourself. Get your words in order. We’ll set them down fair. You wanted witness. You’ll have witness. Testimony set down clear and true before the gods and the Old Great Gods.”


  And in the plural he betrayed himself, yes? “The gods” alone might have passed, been taken for “the Old Great Gods.” Old Ergos didn’t notice, but at his side a sharp-faced girl’s eyes narrowed.


  Ergos laid the woman down again, folded her hands above her breast, and tried unsuccessfully to close the clouded eyes.


  The patrol hovered too close, their attention more on the corpse than the onlookers or the road. They whispered together. Jugurthos snapped at them to keep an eye to the bridge, and Tulip returned, with the clerk and three patrols, one of which, at a jerk of Belmyn’s head, hung back at the gate. The onlookers gave a little ground but muttered.


  Tulip’s face was grim and she crouched to whisper in his ear again. “Courier’s back from Hassin. The Lady’s fled to the temple in disorder. The Riverbend Gate’s being attacked by caravaneers. Nothing Hassin can’t handle.”


  “Fled?” Jugurthos said aloud, checking his own bridge yet again and the footpath that hugged the wall. Nothing stirred there, no trouble spilling around from the north. The suburb itself, though smoke rose, seemed quiet.


  “Don’t speak to them,” said a woman suddenly. “You were a damned fool to give your name, Master Ergos. We shouldn’t have come here. They’ll use your words against you. Come away while you still can.”


  The girl, the one with a face like a curious weasel, said, “No. You were right, Uncle. The city needs to witness, if we all die for it. Tell the captain.”


  But the old man was listening to neither, his eyes fixed on Jugurthos again.


  “Tell me,” Jugurthos said. “Itulyan, set his testimony down.”


  Because that was the law, wasn’t it? An accusation needed to be recorded, witnessed, brought to a magistrate. There were a score of auditors here from the suburb and as many street guard, and he felt he was balanced on a bridge like a sword’s edge, and the crossing—he would fall, they all would, disappear into the depths of the Lady’s well. Red Masks would come for the record, for those who dared accuse and those who might have listened . . . but that was a Red Mask, vulnerable and dead, long dead if the old sandal-maker were to be believed, and Jugurthos would stake—was staking—his life the old man spoke honest truth.


  A bridge like a sword’s edge, and if crossed, if he dared—run, and don’t look down.


  “The Lady rode to the suburb with a company of Red Masks and temple guard,” Jugurthos prompted. “What then?”


  “They came for wizards,” Ergos said. “There’s always a few wizards among the caravaneers, there’s diviners and such in the suburb, a few, in secret. But they killed—the temple guard started it, they killed honest tradesfolk for no reason, and the Lady looking on, and—and they accused wizards and the Red Masks took them and if their friends and kin tried to save them they died and then—and then the wizard came.”


  “What wizard?” Jugurthos asked. Itulyan’s bronze stylus jabbed and flicked over the wax.


  “I don’t know. Outlander. Caravaneer. Someone said she was Grasslander, but she looked Nabbani to me.”


  A Grasslander who looked Nabbani, a Nabbani who looked Grasslander—one face came to mind at once. Old Great Gods, if the black-haired Grasslander Ivah, Hadidu’s lodger, were not dead, then Nour, maybe Nour . . .


  No one had ever escaped, once taken by Red Masks, and Ivah and Nour, both wizards, had been taken, staying behind to let Hadidu get his child and the young servants away, when temple guard and Red Masks burnt the Doves to the ground.


  “What’s this wizard’s name?”


  “I don’t know. A great wizard. Sent to us by the Old Great Gods, maybe. She came out of nowhere, riding a bear.”


  “What?”


  “A bear, a great demon bear, golden, a servant of the gods. And a giant dog like, like a nightmare of a dog, black as night, with them, and when they struck Red Masks, they fell. She broke the terror of the Red Masks,” Ergos said, and gripped his wrist. “Captain, the wizard, she did that. Suddenly—we were afraid, all of us afraid, but it was our own honest fear and we could stand. We could think. We could fight the temple guard, we could dare. We could stand against the temple, then, and the Lady saw it and fled back into the city. And we—and people thought—they stripped the Red Masks and they weren’t—they weren’t—we thought they were priests and soldiers and they were—they were dead.”
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