

ONE

The woman who called herself Ree saw the feather of dust coming up the trail long before she heard the riders. The morning had been hard, as usual, and thankless, as usual, but her glow of small achievements was undimmed. She had greeted the dawn – the sun dances seemed harder each day, but she persevered – and done her rounds of the pens with Edigu, her foreman, checking and feeding the animals, before beginning the day’s tasks in earnest. The feed store was half done now, and by mid morning she’d dug out the last of the red earth where the stable would go. There was plenty of time left before winter, as the battering heat of the high sun gave joyless testament. Her pride at the construction milestone blunted some of her hissing frustration at the kid’s persistent dereliction. Once again, she’d drawn the morning’s water herself.

She was sipping tea on a battered stool in the shade of the half-stone, half-timber cabin at the stockade’s centre as the riders crested the last rise from the direction of the town, kicking plumes of dust into the streaky sky. Half a dozen riders, heavy-footed. She could guess who.

They loped straight through the open gateway of the stockade and reined in before the house. Six of them, all men, in their familiar long, split-tailed coats, bracers and greaves, their Guild-stamped breastplates grime-streaked, and dust masks pulled up almost to the broad brims of their helmets.

Ree leaned back against the timber wall and blew the steam from her tea as the lead rider edged his mount closer with a heavy nudge of his spurs. His little trophies rattled and jingled amongst his tack: ears, mostly, shrivelled and blackened, others impossible to identify but nonetheless tufted with hair. He tugged down his dust mask to reveal a square-jawed smirk.

‘Dawn’s fortune to you, Ree.’

‘And good morning to you, Kurush Mawn-Hunter. What brings you so far from the delights of the paradise terrace?’

‘Guildmaster Kurush, may it please you.’

‘My apologies, Acting Guildmaster.’

His smirk was undimmed, but a muscle in his cheek twitched. His eyes dropped to the mug in her hands. ‘You care to invite me in for tea?’

‘Sorry,’ she said with a small smile, its precise width calculated to hit the mark between deference and defiance. ‘This is the last of it.’

The smirk was indelible, as if carved into his blocky features. ‘Caravan’s due any time, maybe I can keep some back for you. You know I’m a man of influence. Just another reason to be nice to me.’

‘I wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble. Was there something urgent you needed to tell me? Six armoured riders at my threshold, must be important.’ Ree kept her eyes low. Where was the kid? Ridden off again? Her pony was missing from the corral. Was this about that?

Kurush sat back in his saddle and scratched at his helmet, revealing a line of trail dust across his brow and a pale stripe of thinning hairline. He caught her glance and pulled the helmet firmly back into place. ‘Word’s reached us at the Guildhouse that you’ve been … dealing … with the nomads.’

‘I’ve traded a few animals – they know their horses, as you’d expect. What of it?’

He leaned forward again, affecting concern. ‘Ree, my dear, those people are savages. They’re thieving murderers, and they’ll be coming back one day soon to slaughter you and steal all of this. It’s just a matter of time. That old fella you’re keeping around, he’ll be the one to cut your throat in the night.’

‘Edigu isn’t Mawn, Kurush. The nomads aren’t Mawn. No matter how often you harvest them.’ She dropped her voice. ‘Gods know they’ve suffered most of all.’

He continued over her. ‘… Now, if you were to let the Guild staff your little farm properly, provide you with adequate security, we could see to it that you and that kid of yours were kept safe from any … untoward incidents.’

‘So that’s what this is about. Guild encroachment, again.’

Kurush put one hand on his dust-streaked breastplate, a picture of offence. ‘My motives are nothing more than a pure-hearted concern for your safety and that of your child.’

‘She’s not mine.’

‘Your relation aside, you should be taking care, yes? A lot of bandits in these hills, a lot of people who find robbing easier than working. Many of the other smallholders are happy to receive an enhanced level of protection, in exchange for—’

‘Kurush, do I need to fetch my writ of property? You know full well this land is titled to me, and the Guild has no claim on it.’

Kurush’s bonhomie fell away, and he fixed Ree with a steady glare. Behind him, the other riders shuffled and fidgeted, their horses swishing away predatory insects. ‘You’re still kinda new here, so maybe no one’s yet explained to you how things work. See, this ain’t the protectorate out here, this is the edge of the world. This is Guild territory. Now the governor down in Mahavrik, he and the Guild have an understanding. His outfit writes the titles and collects the taxes, but that’s as far as it goes. The Guild has what’s called a “free hand” in its matters domestic. And the, uh, protection of citizenry, that’s a matter domestic.’

‘Meaning what?’

‘Meaning you should think about things a little harder, Ree. You and I, we could help each other out. Not every man would look past that scar of yours, especially at your age, but …’ He tailed off, affecting a wistful gaze into the middle distance, but Ree could see the hard lines beneath his eyes, the checked anger at her resistance. She quelled the urge to snap, ‘And what age would that be?’, and kept her hand from reaching up to trace the line of the pale, jagged scar that ran from temple to cheek. She was past forty now. She supposed this kind of nonsense was inevitable.

‘Place like this, no one for miles around,’ Kurush lowed on, ‘no one in earshot. A band with ill intentions could do terrible things out here, and it might be months before anyone found the result. Only then would the Guild investigate, of course.’

He leaned forward in the saddle, fixing her with his mock concern once more. ‘It would be a real shame if my next ride out here was on the long-cold trail of your murderers, wouldn’t it, now?’

His coat hung open; one gauntleted hand gripped the hilt of the sabre slung from his belt. If he chose to ride me down, she thought, that would be it. No one would stop him – not his riders, not Edigu, not the kid …

From the corner of her eye she could see the fearsome crossbow leaning where she’d propped it against the water barrel beside her. Strung, loaded and cranked, she could snatch it up now, and give the Acting Guildmaster a first-hand taste of her enhanced level of protection.

… And not me.

Because, said a dark and cowardly voice at the back of her mind, you need this wretched man. You need his indulgence, and that of his blasted Guild. Glorious as it would be to punch a bolt through that little tin breastplate of his and out into the clear blue sky, his goons would hack you down and this place would be aflame by noon. You need him.

For yourself. For the kid.

Kurush leaned further forward in the saddle, yellowed leathers creaking. A bulbous fly had landed on the brim of his helmet, vile and iridescent in the sunlight. ‘So maybe,’ he drawled, ‘maybe, you want to think again about your level of protection?’

She let her gaze drop. ‘You’re right, of course. I must be prudent.’

He nodded slowly, his shoulders bobbing with the movement. A hint of the smirk had returned to the corners of his mouth, but she could feel the heat of his simmering anger at her impertinence. ‘Indeed you must, Mistress Ree. Indeed you must.’

The fly departed Kurush’s helmet and launched itself at his horse’s eye. The animal shied and he yanked the reins with a snarl. ‘Boys,’ he said, looking around at the restless riders, ‘we have here a reminder that mares can be troublesome and …’ he snapped the reins again as the horse tried to turn ‘… unpredictable.’ He cuffed the horse and it stilled. ‘They need a firm hand.’

Ree’s gaze flicked to the spur-rakes that marred the animal’s flank. She spoke before she could stop herself. ‘I find they merely respond to how they’re treated.’

She saw Kurush’s nostrils widen. He spat into the dirt and hauled his horse around. ‘We have other stops to make this morning, I’ll leave you to think on what we discussed.’ The smirk returned with a gleam of malice. ‘But you might not want to dally, Mistress Ree. Not with so many intriguing types asking after you and your child in these parts.’

‘What? What do you mean?’

‘First of the caravan’s outriders came in this morning, full of questions. Questions about a fine-looking, white-haired woman, and a child in her care. Can’t think who they meant. Maybe you’ll bring me a prompt answer yet, eh?’

They spurred their mounts back beneath the gateway, raising dust into the air, leaving Ree staring open-mouthed in the cabin’s shadow, unable even to call after them.

He couldn’t have—

That can’t mean—

Fuck.

She swallowed hard, balled her hands into fists to stop their trembling, and ran to fetch her sword. Moments later, she was mounted and riding hard for the gate, the sword at her hip and the crossbow on her back, and one thought alone in her mind.

Where are you, Javani?

Javani considered Behrooz a stupid man, which made him both great and terrible as a stooge. Such was his reputation, few would suspect him of the mental capacity to play the tiles well enough to gamble honestly, let alone under nefarious instruction. This was a man who had lost one foot to an avoidable mining collapse and an ear to a snakebite, and there were rumours that the snake had caught him sleeping naked and taken more than his ear. Javani disregarded the rumours; as long as he did as she’d told him, his body parts or lack thereof were no issue at all.

But now, suspended in the dark of the teahouse wind tower, perched on the little seat she and Moosh had carved, her legs braced, she was having second thoughts. She still had a perfect view of the game table, including the tile hands of most of the players, and although the rush of chilled air past her was distracting, it wasn’t altogether unpleasant, even if the wind’s moan in the tunnel stole away most of the conversations below. The morning outside was already bright and fearsome, and feeling her skin prickle in the tower’s cool gloom was as welcome as it was unfamiliar.

The problem was that Behrooz hadn’t looked up, even once. Not to check she was there. Not to ensure he didn’t play too early, or win a hand he shouldn’t. Not even just to stretch his ridiculous neck. Javani had the sinking feeling that he’d simply forgotten why he was there, why she had staked him, why she’d spent two hours the previous day drilling him in the plan. Why she’d pressed her aunt’s one true treasure into his grimy palm and made him swear not to lose it. He looked as though he was playing tiles, drinking and having fun. Either he had settled into the role like a master chancer, or her plan was buggered.

It had been such a good plan, too. The timing was perfect, catching the last of the overnight crowd once the triers and losers had been peeled off, when the hours spent in the cool of the teahouse and the musty spirits it served were beginning to blunt even the keenest sharp. There were always plenty of players overnight: off-duty miners, of course, some freemen, others bonded convicts, their crimes and sentences tattooed on their faces; Guild enforcers and resting caravan guards, awaiting the next departure; and the occasional itinerant professional gambler, chased out of every other venue on their inexorable path to near-exile. The tables were already piled with bundled scrip, some coin and even the odd miner’s treasure – a nugget of turquoise glinted in the lamplight on one, and another boasted a chunk of what one of the Guild heavies had loudly declared was ‘baby gold’. All Behrooz had to do was be Behrooz, right up until she gave the signal and he suddenly wasn’t. But for that to work, he had to see the signal.

A creaking and rattling above her announced another arrival, as did a shower of mudbrick dust. Moosh was coming down the little ladder. She hissed and waved at him to go back up, to get out before he made enough noise for everyone below to notice.

He either didn’t see or ignored her gestures, but fortunately the sounds of his arrival were covered by a commotion from the far side. One of the robed and bearded sect that plagued the main street had descended the teahouse steps and was attempting to drag out one of the players on another table. The wind and Moosh’s arrival blanketed most of their argument, but Javani gathered that the player was another member of the sect, and they were supposed to be heading out into the literal wilderness, not the moral variant. The younger man disagreed, but his fellow players were of the opinion that he had resigned forthwith and set about dividing his stake. Furious and ashamed, the zealots left.

‘Is he winning?’ Moosh whispered from beside her, his voice far too loud in her ear.

‘No,’ she growled back, more quietly.

‘So it’s working?’

‘I don’t know yet, dipstick.’

Moosh settled down on the perch beside her. His legs were shorter and he had to stretch to brace himself. ‘My dad was a sharp,’ he said, now matching her level. ‘Back in the city, before they made him give everything up. He made stacks of coin, but the big families didn’t like it and they made him promise to stop.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Javani kept her attention fixed below, her eyes on the ‘deserter’ tattoo on Behrooz’s cheek. He’d have to look up soon, if only to yawn. The smell of Confined Men was getting overpowering in the vent, and her eyes were starting to water.

‘In the end, he gave all the coin to the temple – he didn’t have to, but he didn’t want to make a fuss,’ Moosh went on. ‘And he promised not to gamble again, which was fine because he’d already won all the competitions, even the underground ones, so he didn’t need to do it any more. But that’s why he never came to the teahouse here.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘But they still made him leave because he was really the lost son of the old Keeper, and the new Keeper was afraid he might try to take over, so that’s why we came north in secret.’

‘Moosh, your dad was a stonemason,’ Javani sighed. Moosh was an orphan, like her, although he’d at least had a chance to know one of his parents. His father had brought him north after his mother died of a fever in Moosh’s infancy, then he had perished a year before when a scaffolding collapsed at the Guildhouse. Moosh was now a ward of Terbish, the teahouse keeper; it was through Moosh’s unrelenting explorations that Javani had discovered the wind-catcher as the perfect venue for her scheme.

‘Exactly, that’s what he wanted everyone to think.’ Moosh paused, his babyish face scrunched in effort beneath his tangle of mudbrick-dusted hair, presumably thinking up his next tale. In the time Javani had known him, Moosh had claimed his father was a former commander of the Golden Lancers, a champion pit-fighter, and an assassin who had worked to topple the corrupt church of the Sink. He didn’t appear to see any contradictions. She didn’t begrudge him his invention; she’d been inclined to invent fantastical narratives for her own parents more times than she’d care to admit. All her aunt would tell her was that they’d been killed by Mawn, and in Javani’s weaker moments, the void of knowledge pained her.

‘What are you going to do if you win?’ Moosh asked, chewing at one finger. Javani suspected he still occasionally sucked his thumb. ‘It’s not like we can spend the scrip, we’re minors, not miners.’ He giggled.

‘Behrooz can spend it for us, and so can Ree.’ If it came to that, which she hoped it wouldn’t. ‘It’s not the taking part, Moosh, it’s the winning.’

‘It’s probably forged anyway, you know what these gamblers are like. My dad once said—’

‘Hush, this could be it.’

Behrooz yawned hugely, leaning back in his chair and issuing a silent howl. Javani tensed, ready to signal or wave, just to make contact, remind him that she was there. Her legs were beginning to tire and her backside was numb. He’d just lost another hand. His scrip was gone, the bleached and pitted blackwood of the table before him now vacant of stake. His fellow players were an odd-looking bunch, long-stayers, a couple wearing mail. They had fat bundles of scrip before them as well as loose coppers and a sliver of silver. She saw no Guild colours; Javani took them to be freelance muscle, probably waiting for the next caravan to pass before heading back south. One was due any day, this was the perfect time to pluck them. It was such a good plan.

And then, at last, the still-tilted Behrooz opened his gummy eyes and beheld Javani. She gesticulated wildly, mouthing furious curses, transmitting her orders with the ferocity of her expression. The light returned to his eyes as they widened.

‘Finally,’ she muttered. The wind had shifted beyond, and the moaning in the tower had mostly died.

Behrooz clomped back down on the forelegs of his chair, gave a theatrical swallow, and began patting his patchwork clothes. ‘Fellas,’ he said, ‘you just about cleaned me out. I’ve nothing left for food and board, won’t you show a little mercy on a luckless sort?’

Javani gave a narrow smile. That much was probably true.

‘Should have considered afore,’ one of the other players growled, one of the mail-clad. ‘Man shouldn’t risk what he can’t lose.’

‘You want any back,’ another snarled, ‘you play for it.’

‘But I’ve nothing left,’ Behrooz said, withdrawing his hand from his jerkin, ‘save this old stone my mama left me.’

The players leaned forward as the blue jewel clonked onto the table, and Javani leaned with them. She could feel their excitement.

‘Guess we could play a few more hands,’ the mail-wearer said. ‘If’n you cared to wager the stone.’

‘Now, boys, this here stone is worth more to me—’

‘We’ll stake you. Saba, deal ’em out.’

Javani checked her view of the players’ tiles as Behrooz glanced up in apparent consideration. She met his gaze with a smile of triumph.

‘Let’s spring this trap,’ she whispered.




TWO

The shaded alley between the teahouse and the tatty chapel next door wasn’t exactly cool, but compared to the scorching street beyond it was almost temperate. The more Behrooz capered, the sweatier he got, but his look of joyous triumph remained undimmed.

‘We did it!’ he cried. ‘I did it. I tricked ’em. I tricked ’em good.’

‘It’s called a gambit, Behrooz.’ Javani bunched her share of the scrip in her fist, tucked the blue stone into her shirt, and tried to calm the cavorting one-footed goon. He was a lot taller than she was, even bent on his crutch. Behind them, Moosh was making his way down the rickety ladder they’d laid against the wind tower, chattering to himself. ‘Let’s not make too much of an actual song and dance now.’

Moosh hopped from the ladder and dusted his palms. ‘I can’t believe that worked.’

Javani feigned mortal offence. ‘How dare you? My gambits always work out, sometimes.’

He put a skinny arm around her shoulders, stretching up on his toes. ‘Forgive my error of speech, I meant, of course, that I never doubted you for a moment.’

‘That’s more like it.’

They looked down at the bundled scrip in her hands. ‘Shame it’s useless, eh?’ Moosh murmured.

‘It would never have been enough anyway.’

He glanced up at her, a drip of sweat gleaming from his eyelashes. ‘Enough for what?’

Javani’s own gaze had travelled upwards, past the spreading lemon tree that swayed from the teahouse courtyard, past the mudbrick town walls, to the stark umber crags of the towering Ashadi mountains to the west, their looming face like the rucks of an unmade bed. The distant peaks wore a cloak of brilliant snow, even in the height of summer. ‘You know what’s on the other side of those mountains, Moosh?’ She didn’t wait for him to answer. Behrooz was still capering somewhere behind them, working himself into a triumphant frenzy. ‘Arestan, they call it. Paradise. Adventure. Opportunity.’

‘What’s so good about the other side? Isn’t it just like this?’

Javani shook her head. ‘This is the dry side. Ree explained it: on any mountain range, you’ve got a wet side and a dry side. Over there it’s lush with vegetation and plantations and olive groves and fruit trees and anyone can make a life for themselves away from this dirt and heat and squalor.’

‘I do hear they grow really good olives there,’ Moosh supplied.

‘A proper life,’ Javani murmured. ‘Not like this gods-forsaken hole.’

Moosh tweaked her ear. ‘Hey! That’s my hole you’re talking about, pay it the respect it is due.’

She wrestled him off her, fighting back giggles. ‘I’ve no wish to discuss your hole, Moosh! It’s far too close to lunch.’

He gave her a gentle shove. ‘Besides, you know what they say …’

‘No one gets over the Ashadi,’ Javani intoned with a sigh.

‘Too right,’ Moosh replied with a fervent grin. ‘There are tigers up there.’

‘There are not.’

‘There are! In the high forests. Great big stripy—’

‘There are not!’

‘I bet your aunt could handle a tiger anyway, that sword of hers, slash-slash! Tiger steaks!’

‘Not a chance. She’d run a mile – “we must be prudent”,’ she mocked. ‘That sword of hers is an antique, probably doesn’t even have an edge. And she doesn’t even use her crossbow for hunting these days.’ Javani shook her head with a smile. ‘Come on, we should move the ladder before someone—’

‘Hey! You!’

Figures stood at the mouth of the alley, silhouetted by the glare of the dusty street beyond. Four figures, wide, tall, or both, two of them evidently in mail.

‘Oh, shit,’ Javani whispered. Behrooz had ceased his capering, and was sweating more than ever.

The men advanced down the alley, the widest in front. He was heavily bearded and wearing a sheet of dirty mail, and had a wide-bladed hatchet at his belt. He walked with a conspicuous limp, and his face bore the marks of convictions, perhaps robbery; those behind him were equally marked. He gestured at the ladder, at which Moosh had frozen. He was missing two fingers from the gesturing hand. ‘What’s this? You playing some kind of trick, one-foot?’

‘It’s called a gambit,’ Behrooz said reflexively.

‘You ran a rig on us? You cheated the Guvuli brothers?’ The men were very close now, close enough to smell their reek. ‘A man should think more than twice before pulling a play on Movos Guvuli.’

Javani stepped out from behind Behrooz. ‘You two go. I’ll handle this.’

Moosh and the cowering Behrooz stared at her, incredulous. She nodded firmly, and gestured for them to make themselves scarce. Moosh mouthed, ‘Are you sure?’ but she only increased the intensity of her dismissive hand-waving. Behrooz scarpered, capering away on his crutch without a backwards glance; Moosh departed with a look of deep suspicion. Javani held fast in the path of the menacing Movos Guvuli, not meeting his fierce gaze, waiting until the others were out of sight at the alley’s end. Then, finally, she looked up, and nodded to him.

‘Guvuli.’

‘Urchin. This nonsense your doing?’

She cracked an easy grin, one peer joshing another. ‘Sorry, Guvuli, had no idea it was you down there. Should have paid closer attention. Here you go.’ She reached out and pressed the bundle of scrip to his mail-clad chest. ‘No harm done, eh?’

He let it hang there a moment, then took it with his truncated hand. His eyes hadn’t left her, and his expression had not softened. ‘And the stone?’

‘Hmm?’

‘That blue stone. We won that, fair and square. Seems you should be handing it over.’

Javani’s smile was beginning to fracture at the edges. He was an awful lot taller than her, and his brothers filled the alley. A tiny half-thought began to assemble itself to the tune of perhaps she had overreached herself a tad, but she crushed it with sheer mental force. ‘I’m just surprised, that’s all,’ she said, her voice loud and ringing from the mudbrick alley walls, ‘that you’d have been gambling in the teahouse. I thought you would have been preparing.’ She added a meaningful nod.

‘We’re prepared,’ he growled, keeping his voice low, his brows lower. ‘The final pieces are arriving with the caravan. And …’ he licked his lips ‘… your contribution?’

Javani gave an arch nod, and reached a hand into her jacket. Movos put up his damaged hand. ‘Wait. Boys!’ With a quick set of gestures and whistles, he dispatched two lumbering Guvuli brothers to each end of the alley, waiting for the confirmatory nods before allowing Javani to continue. If Moosh had been peering from the teahouse courtyard, they’d have chased him away now. That didn’t make Javani feel any safer.

‘Continue, urchin.’

She withdrew a nub of charcoal from her faded jacket. Movos stared at it, then at her. ‘Are you fu—’

‘Do you have something to draw on? I was going to mark it out on the wall, but I suspect you might want to take it away with you.’

The lead Guvuli began patting at his mail, which jingled sadly. ‘You ain’t drawn it out already? When you were there?’

‘How would that have looked? Me taking sketches of their architecture while wandering around?’

His eyes were narrow, dark brows lowered like thunderclouds. He pulled a roll of canvas from a pouch at his belt, but kept a tight and jealous hold on it. ‘And you think you can draw it out from memory?’

‘Yes.’ She plucked the canvas from his grip and shook it out. It was already covered with markings.

‘Hey! Careful with that!’

‘What is this? A map?’ She stared hard at the canvas. ‘Is this what I think it is?’

‘Never you mind. Use the other side.’

The other side was blank, or as blank as a scrap of rough material that had lived close to Movos’s person for so long could be. It even smelled like him. She laid it gently on the sandy ground with the tips of her fingers.

Ignoring the pungent reek, she began to sketch with the charcoal. ‘Here are the outer walls, here’s the main gate, here’s the ore-train entrance. Strongroom is here, beside the cells. This is the servants’ stairway, the main stair would be off over here somewhere on the other side of the courtyard. Water pumps and garden terrace not shown, of course – I’m only drawing in two dimensions.’

She glanced up to check he was following. The burly tough was staring down at her, bearded mouth hanging open. ‘Is this … is this accurate?’

‘Course.’

‘How?’

‘Ree’s in and out of there all the time working various schemes, and I trot around after her like a little pup.’

‘But how … how do you remember?’

She tapped the charcoal against her temple, then regretted it and wiped at the mark. ‘It’s a memory game Ree and I used to play down south – we’d walk around a place, she’d ask me questions about it afterwards. How many floors, how many rooms, where the guards were, where the servants came and went, that sort of thing. Later she’d get me to draw maps, tell me how far wrong I’d gone.’ She looked away wistfully. ‘Used to give me a little sugared fruit if I didn’t make too many mistakes.’ She released a long breath. ‘Not done it since I was small, but I’ve still got the habit.’

‘You’re still small.’

‘Smaller, then.’

‘So where do we … you know. Put it?’

She stabbed her sketch with a grimy finger. ‘Here. The cell block was the original strongroom, but when they built the new one they reused one wall and a lot of stone, carved out these little windows for a bit of light and air. Then, later, they built the terrace on top, and filled it with pools of water.’ She added some flourishes to the sketch. ‘There’s far too much load along here. If this pillar were to, you know, become weakened, there should be enough pent-up force to bring down this outer wall, leaving here—’

His voice was almost reverent as he interrupted. ‘A whole new entrance to the strongroom.’

‘Damn straight. The key thing is acting on the shift change after the caravan arrives – the big doors will be open for loading and unloading, the place will be full of people milling around, if that wall comes down they’ll scatter in panic and you can fill your boots. Should be at two bells.’

He was watching her closely, one finger on his bearded chin, the reverence of his gaze mingled with a glimmer of incredulity. ‘How old are you, urchin?’

‘I’ll be fourteen next year.’

‘When next year?’

She cleared her throat. ‘Winter.’

‘Huh.’ The reverential moment had passed, and the mocking glimmer had returned to his gaze. ‘I guess we won’t be needing that blue stone after all, eh, little girl?’ He snatched up the canvas and began to roll it, awkward with his maimed hand. She looked away, feeling her cheeks burn, resisting the urge to tuck the stone further under her shirt.

‘No,’ she muttered through gritted teeth. ‘You pull this off right, Guvuli, we’ll be drowning in ore and uncut gems, and whatever the smiths have worked through on site. You won’t miss that one.’

‘It sure was a nice stone, though. Where was it you said you got it?’

‘Speaking of which, we need to talk about the exit.’

‘The exit?’

‘Guvuli, how are you going to get it all out of there, then out of the town before they hunt you down?’

‘It’s taken care of.’ He straightened, the rolled canvas tight in his grip, and started walking back towards the alley mouth. Javani hopped up to keep pace.

‘You’re sure? I’ve allowed for confusion buying some escape time, but—’

‘It’s taken care of.’ His irregular strides had become a swagger. The glare of the dusty street beyond lit their faces as they neared the alley’s end, the buildings’ shadows knife-edged black. Javani felt as if she was being left behind.

‘And my share – I’ll meet you on the trail outside? You need to give me enough time to get to the farm and back, bring my stuff.’ She swallowed, her throat dry. ‘And tell Ree. She won’t be happy, but it’ll be too late by then. She’ll have to come west.’

Movos put his fingers to his mouth and whistled. In the whistle’s echoes, Javani heard a rumble of approaching hoof-beats, heavy and jingling. Her next urgent question was stilled by the arrival of a giant vehicle at the alley’s end. A wagon, at least in form, but low-axled and seemingly plated in steel beneath its canvas ribbing. Eight small, sturdy horses were hitched to its ludicrous frame. It was so massive it seemed to block out the sun.

‘What in the name of all gods is that?’

Movos reached out and rubbed an appreciative hand over the flank of the nearest animal. ‘The exit.’

The other Guvulis ambled past and began hauling themselves aboard. Javani tried to take in the sheer scale of the wagon, feeling her eyes trying to leave her head. ‘But … But what is it?’

Movos Guvuli chuckled and scratched at his beard. ‘Converted ore wagon. Once used for hauling precious goods through bandit territory down the southern road, ’til they realised barges don’t guzzle barley the way these fellas do.’ He patted the horse again, and nodded to the man on the wagon bench, a surly, skinny-looking type in a hooded cowl despite the day’s punishing heat. ‘Our friend Shantar made some modifications, of course. Knows a few things about the scientific arts.’

The hooded man tutted and tossed his head. ‘I have told you more than enough times, you ursine coprophage, that my name is Abishantarayan.’ He spoke with weary petulance and an odd accent. ‘Not Shantar, not Abish, not Shantaran. You remember this? Of course you do not …’

Movos jerked a thumb at the driver’s bench and grinned. It was a grin that had a lot of history behind it. ‘Has a word with ways, does our Shantar.’

‘… Because you are barely sentient muscle with the brain of a pubic louse,’ the hooded man muttered behind him.

Javani was still staring at the four pairs hitched before the creaking monstrosity. ‘What kind of horses are these?’

‘Plains ponies, from the distant north. Mounts of kings.’ He chuckled again. ‘Took a sight more stealing than the wagon did. These fellas can run for days, haul this beast fully laden up a mountainside if need be. Good, strong boys.’ He patted the nearest pony again, which snorted in a vaguely appreciative fashion. The pony looked like a mare to Javani, but she didn’t press the point.

She took a step closer, risking a noseful of Movos Guvuli’s musk. ‘But it won’t come to that, right? You’ve got a plan. Once they realise what’s happened, every brass-fronted rider in mining country will be on us. So you have a plan, right? To escape? To get west over the mountains?’

‘They get too close on the trail, Shantar’s packed a few surprises in the back to, uh, discourage excessive proximity.’

‘… My proper name, you piss-fingered necrophile …’

‘You know the kind of reach the Guild has – we’ll be hunted by every bugger with a mount and a sharp object!’

‘Mind you listen, urchin. Too few understand the merit of listening.’ Movos leaned over, his thick beard still stretched into a grin. ‘You want to know how to shake a chaser? Simply make them think you’re already dead. Our old lives die away, and we are reborn – like a butterfly.’

‘More like a dung moth,’ muttered Shantar.

Javani rubbed at her eyes. ‘What? How? That isn’t good enough!’

The grin vanished, and Movos Guvuli loomed, wide-eyed and bristling. ‘Told you, urchin, it’s taken care of, and no concern of yours.’

‘There we disagree,’ Javani squeaked, hating the rising pitch of her voice in the face of his growling bass. ‘I need to know the details! Where to go, where to meet. The way west! I have to get ready, to get Ree.’

The heavy-lashed eyes narrowed to near slits, and from the corner of her eye she saw his grimy knuckles whiten. ‘Your ma won’t go running to the Guild types about this now, will she?’

‘No, she won’t, because by the time I tell her it’ll be too late to do anything. And she’s my aunt, not my ma.’

Movos Guvuli appeared to relax, a glimmer of white appearing in his glare. ‘That’s what I like to hear.’ He swung himself up beside Shantar on the driver’s bench. He whistled again, short and sharp.

‘Don’t fucking whistle at me,’ the man beside him snapped. ‘I told you before, if you must—’

‘Just drive, Shantar, before my patience thins and I’m forced to castrate you from sheer exasperation.’

Still muttering, Shantar flicked the reins, and the groaning wagon began to move.

‘Hey!’ Javani called up, walking with a rising pace to keep up. ‘What about me? How do we get over the Ashadi? Is there really a secret pass? Is that what the map was for? Where do I meet you?’

Movos looked serene, his eyes on the road ahead. ‘You’ll see us when we need you. You do your thing, urchin, we’ll do ours. And all will be peaches.’ 

‘You know that’s really not any kind of—’ she called up, breaking into a jog, but Movos whistled again and the wagon roared away from her, sending up a great wash of pale dust in its wake. She fell back, coughing, hands on her knees, eyes streaming with grit. By the time her vision had cleared, the wagon was long gone, leaving nothing but deep ruts in the powdery dirt and a lingering cloud of shimmering dust.

‘Shit,’ Javani said.




THREE

Six weeks ago, far to the south

Siavash Sarosh did not like to call himself a wealthy man – he preferred to have others do it for him. Few things, however, gave him greater pleasure than wandering through the stalls and stores of the north road’s caravanserais, the travellers’ way stations, sampling their myriad delights, while his own caravan rested and reassembled.

Stallholders greeted him by name as he shuffled through, proffering their wares – roasted pistachios, dried and candied fruit, various broths and local wines. Some even displayed a surprising variety of silks and carpets, all the more impressive given the collapse of the region’s silk production a decade before. Siavash rested his hands on his pleasingly expanding paunch, the most visible signifier of his success, and nodded in benediction. He loved this caravanserai most of all: the last before the fort line, the last before the boundary of civilisation passed and there lay only the plains, the wild expanse, the land of opportunity.

Tearful farewells mingled with the honks of pack animals and traders’ calls, the delicious scents of roasting and grilling sporadically overpowered by the matted stink of camels and dung. What opportunity it had proved, gods be praised! Not many merchants of his stature made the trips all the way north in person, but he was a happy minority. The contacts he had made, the accounts he had recorded, the connections built … all had coalesced into a most auspicious position and the promise of ever greater riches. Who would have thought a boy from such humble beginnings as his, growing up in a remote farming community in a backwater of the protectorate, could one day—

A shadow swept over him, blocking out the punishing northern sun. Siavash blinked in the sudden darkness, squinting up at the obstacle that now blocked his path.

‘You are merchant?’

The voice was low and accented to an almost absurd degree. The thing before him was a person.

Siavash resummoned his gracious aspect. ‘Ah, ha. I would say that I employ merchants, gods be praised. Perhaps my clerk can find someone who could—’ he began.

‘You go north?’

Siavash’s eyes were adjusting to the pool of gloom that encompassed him. The figure towered over him, clad in a sweeping, thick cloak despite the day’s heat. Beneath the cloak he thought he saw armour, and a lot of straps. Eyes narrowed, he peered up at the figure’s head, haloed by the white sun it blocked. Braided cables of pale hair flowed from a large, lumpen head, its skin almost as white as the sun behind. It was not smiling.

‘You’re …’ Siavash swallowed. ‘You’re of the Horvaun?’

The Horvaun. Even thinking the name almost brought Siavash out in a carpet of sweat. Bloodthirsty, pale-skinned savages of astonishing cruelty from the distant south, who had raided and plundered the furthest coasts of the Sink until they had been all but abandoned by what passed for civilisation down there. From the stories he had heard on the road, the Horvaun made the hated Mawn look like temple tutors. Why in the name of all the gods would one of them be here?

‘You go north,’ the figure repeated. This time it was not a question, and Siavash found himself nodding. He had no wish to irk a mighty reaver of the distant south. He had stared long enough to deduce the Horvaun was female, but he had no idea if that made things better or worse.

‘You need … guards,’ she said, and relief bloomed in Siavash’s innards. Nothing more than muscle in search of work! His munificent smile returned. 

‘Ah, indeed and in truth,’ Siavash said, gesturing for his aged clerk to scuttle up to join him. ‘Of course, yes, my caravan will be guarded on the road north – we could hardly transport our cargo there and back without the pitted shield of protection, eh?’ The smile widened with indulgence. ‘But, kind visitor, I am Siavash Sarosh’ – how he loved to use his name in public – ‘and my caravan is an official conveyance of the Serican protectorate. We have a veritable abundance of guards, supplied and outfitted by the Miners’ Guild.’

The giant Horvaun frowned, not in anger but in thought. Siavash was sure he could hear her armour creaking over the noise of the caravanserai. A tattoo marked her face, not a conviction but something decorative that bisected one brow and cheek. Something long and thin with a pointed end, perhaps a spear? ‘How many?’ she growled.

‘How many?’

‘How many … guards.’

Siavash waved a hand at his clerk. ‘Do you consider us well-guarded, Ulfat?’

‘Incontrovertibly so, master,’ the clerk replied, his own accent still thick despite more than a decade north of the gorge. ‘Plentiful guards both mounted and on foot, with archers placed among the wagons.’

‘You see, blessed visitor?’ Siavash had recovered himself now, although he had made a mental note to keep a couple of guards with him in future when wandering the caravanserai. ‘We have no need of further help.’

‘We number five,’ the giant countered. ‘We have business in north. Important business. Urgent business. We travel with you.’

Siavash offered a tight smile. ‘A thousand apologies, gracious visitor. Guild caravans may permit no travellers by regulation. Mining equipment and supplies, too precious a cargo, you understand!’ Not to mention the crates of semi-legal weaponry and alchemical precursors he was transporting. ‘I wish you every favour of the gods in your journey.’ He began to shuffle past, the clerk at his heel.

‘My gods grant no favours,’ the woman rumbled as he passed, but she did not follow.

Siavash continued his tour of the retailers, skirting the glare of the courtyard and doing his best to stay upwind of the few camels kept in the far stalls. Camels were uncommon on the north road, but occasionally an enterprising type might bring some this way having crossed from the east. They were always kept separate; their stink upset the horses more than it did the merchants, and that was saying something.

When Siavash stopped to sample a frozen delight of syrup and saffron, declared fresh from the ice pit at the caravanserai’s rear, he looked back across the baked and bustling courtyard. The big Horvaun was on the upper balcony, leaning on the rail in the slanted shade of the gallery. She was staring right at him.

Siavash told himself that his shiver came from only the ice.

Siavash was completing his handwashing in an ornate basin when Ulfat the clerk approached at a trot. It was a little ritual he enjoyed in advance of departure, especially after eating a lot of sticky plums, and it gave him something to do while his clerk settled their levies with the gate officials. He hated to involve himself directly in the necessary backhanders, and having clean hands was pleasing in both a literal and figurative sense.

‘Ulfat! Are we all paid up and ready to leave?’

‘We are master, but there is … a complication.’

Siavash wiped his hands on one of the finer cottons reserved for caravan heads. ‘What is the complication, Ulfat?’

‘We are short in number, master. A number of guards have not rejoined the caravan.’

‘What? Which? How many?’

‘Denk and his brothers, and their cousin Erol.’ The clerk scratched at his collar. ‘Five in all. I have sent men to check the stalls and upper floor, but there is no sign.’

Siavash pursed his lips. ‘Possibly they have made local friends, but we cannot wait for them to sate themselves and slither back. Gods grant us favour! Five is too many to travel without.’

Something enormous blotted the sun and cast Siavash into a familiar darkness.

‘You need …’ came the rumble ‘… guards?’

Five weeks ago, still far to the south

Siavash was pleased at the progress the caravan was making. They had left behind schedule, he knew, but it had been worth the wait for the last of the lesser-advertised goods to catch up and be loaded aboard the hidden compartments of his larger wagons. If they arrived a few days late at their final destination, he suspected he’d hear little complaint from those he intended to serve.

The convoy made good speed across the plains, travelling in the flattened footsteps of the countless thousands who had gone before, including, of course, Siavash himself on several occasions. This time, however, he enjoyed their sedate pace from the comfort of his own wagon, beneath beautiful silk coverings, watching the sparse country roll by while shaded from the punishing sun. It was a civilised place from which to enjoy some candied apricots and quince juice. Ahead of him, the scouts ranged over the ridges on their ponies, watching for bandits and ensuring water and resting locations, while his guards kept stride alongside the wagons, both mounted and afoot.

Ah yes, his guards. They were well out from the fort line now, into the real wild country, and it would be many days before they would see a town again. It was common, even for seasoned guards and mercenaries, to be constantly on edge, mindful of the capricious weather and terrain as much as tales of bandits or rampaging Mawn. Even those among his staff who had made the trip with him several times were conspicuously vigilant, the riders closest to his wagon alert and upright in their stirrups, spears never out of their hands.

But those they’d collected at the final caravanserai were different.

There were five of them, as the Horvaun had promised, walking with an easy swagger near the head of the column. The other four were not of the same size and scale as the giant southerner, but none was small: the shortest in height was almost a cube, with a chest like an aurochs’. Despite the heat, they wore their cloaks at all times, and beneath them Siavash imagined they wore fearsome and prodigious armour. They rarely spoke, even to each other, and sat apart from the rest of the caravan guards and staff when they stopped at night. They never took part in overnight watches, and growled when approached.

They looked truly menacing, and Siavash was delighted.

Four weeks ago, to the south

The servants were heating the water for Siavash’s bath and constructing his bed when Ulfat entered the tent. He looked more nervous than normal.

‘Ulfat?’ Siavash was down to his robe, polishing off the last of his dinner, saffron rice with dates and salted lamb. The further they were from towns, the smaller the portions became, he rued. ‘Gods grant me peace, I prefer not to be disturbed at this hour.’

‘I am aware, master,’ the old clerk mumbled in his appalling accent. ‘There’s trouble outside.’

‘Can’t you handle it? Your purview encompasses—’

‘It’s the guards, master. And those … mercenaries.’

‘Ah.’

Siavash pushed his last mouthful aside with a sigh, took a swallow of lemon juice, then followed the clerk.

The last red drips of sun had bled away into the black western horizon, and the sky to the east was already a deep indigo of prickled stars, as rich and glittering as one of Siavash’s most prized silks. He knew they were the same stars he watched from the south, from the safety and comfort of his thick-walled home (thick-walled, yes, but large enough that a visitor might be more dazzled by the high ceilings, or the colonnaded courtyards in which Siavash would hold forth on his adventures), but out here they had a magical quality, somehow more boundless, infinite, unfathomable. The sky always seemed bigger out on the expanse, more alive with possibility. He sighed again. What was life, after all, without a zest for adventure?

He made a mental note to have Ulfat bring his journal before he retired to bed. These thoughts were too important to be lost to the desert wind.

The wagons were pulled up alongside the trail, the horses corralled, fed and watered, the working staff likewise, around two large fires. As the sun dropped behind the mountains, the temperature did the same, and Siavash shivered in his robe. Ulfat led him towards the second fire, but the rising noise rendered the old clerk’s guidance redundant.

Those guards who were not on watch were sitting around that fire, or should have been. Instead, they were gathered, with increasing discontent, a few strides from where the mercenaries sat with their own meal, their backs to the rest of the camp.

‘They think they’re too good to eat with us!’ One of the guards was a little in front of the others, half addressing them, half the seemingly oblivious mercenaries. Siavash was disappointed, but not surprised, to see it was Mehrez, one of his least favourite Guild hires. A wiry, bulb-eyed man who was rarely still, he had every hallmark of a leaf-chewer bar the bulging jaw. Siavash would cheerfully have waved him off onto fresh ventures long ago, but one of his cousins was just high enough in the Guild’s bureaucracy to make things prickly.

‘They think they’re too good for watch duty!’ Mehrez went on. ‘They think they’re too good to dig latrines!’

Ulfat was struggling to keep up as Siavash quickened his pace. ‘I came for you as soon as it started, master,’ he managed in a breathless whisper.

Mehrez spotted Siavash’s approaching silken bulk. ‘And here’s the caravan-master. Going to tell us how much more these foreigners are being paid to do half the work?’

Siavash raised a palm in both greeting and placation. This was a thorny one. For a start, the guards he normally relied on as his personal protection were among the mass behind Mehrez, and their faces weren’t radiating an abundance of unquestioning loyalty. Beyond that, he hadn’t actually discussed rates with the big Horvaun; he’d rather assumed that they’d be paid the standard rate per way-stop, and their refusal to engage in some of the less pleasant duties could perhaps be addressed come the settling-up, when he had many more guards around him. It would be a little indelicate to attempt that explanation now, in front of all the interested parties, while dressed in his bed robe.

‘What troubles us this blessed night?’ he said, in place of anything helpful. Perhaps making Mehrez restate his case would sap some of his indignation. The Horvaun and her crew had yet to move, still sitting off to one side with their backs to the growing scene.

Mehrez was unsapped. ‘We’re out here, risking our necks for basic Guild rates, travelling across deserts and mountains and waterless plains, facing storms and insects and—’

‘Was that not what you considered yourself signed up for?’

‘—away from our families for months at a time—’

‘Forgive me, I wasn’t aware you had much family, Mehrez.’

‘—paying our dues, serving time, doing everything asked of us—’

‘And how is your cousin in Administration?’

‘—while these savages swan on in and take the head of the column, swerve all the shit-work, and take triple rate for it!’

Siavash frowned. ‘They’re not getting triple rate.’

Mehrez wasn’t listening. ‘They’re only on the job in the first place because they killed Denk and his brothers! They’re killers! Justice for Denk!’ He pulled his dagger from his belt and advanced on the mercenaries. A few others took up the chant behind him.

‘Mehrez, stop!’ Siavash was losing control of the situation. He searched the faces of the guards, looking for his personal detail, his seasoned campaigners, his stalwarts. No eyes would meet his.

Mehrez was within a few strides of the mercenaries when the Horvaun rose to her feet and turned. She did it so quickly – a single, fluid motion – that he actually stumbled in his approach.

‘You wish … speak?’ she said to him. She was a head taller, still in the great dark cloak, her hands lost somewhere within it. Siavash was sweating all over. He had to stop this, before blood was spilled. Losing caravan guards to bandits, sickness or terrain was unfortunate, but considered unavoidable. Internecine struggle, on the other hand—

Mehrez raised his dagger. ‘You’re hired killers, assassins. You shouldn’t be here. Kenan recognised you, says he knows who you really are.’

‘You wish … kill us?’

‘If that’s what it takes. Or you and your lackeys walk into the salt and let the desert take the credit.’

The Horvaun raised her head, surveying the other guards behind him. Most still wore their armour and weapons, even when off duty. Unlike Siavash, they did not have tents and baths.

‘Others … agree?’ she rumbled. The other four mercenaries were still sitting with their backs to Mehrez and the guards. Siavash thought they might be playing dice, or something with small bones. Their lack of interest terrified and electrified him.

‘They do,’ Mehrez snarled.

‘Come, then.’ The Horvaun gestured with a great white hand, signalling Mehrez forward. Mehrez hesitated for a moment, the dagger heavy in his grip. Siavash tried to speak, but could find nothing to say.

Mehrez lunged. The giant’s arm flashed out from the cloak, catching his hand and driving it wide. The second hand slammed into his throat, staggering him, then snatched the dagger from his spasming hand. The dagger punched four times into his torso, once into each eye socket, then finally whipped across his throat, before the woman released him and let his gurgling, twitching body fall. The dagger clattered down next to it, quickly swallowed by the blood soaking into the rocky earth.

Nobody moved. The giant swept her gaze over the stationary guards.

‘Others … agree?’ she said again, and as one they turned and shuffled back to the fire, resuming their meals and chatter as if nothing had occurred. The Horvaun stood for a moment longer, then sat back down with her crew. Mehrez convulsed and bubbled for a little longer before falling still.

Ulfat was beside Siavash. ‘I’ll have the servants bury the body later, master, once they finish their other duties. I’ll record his death as … natural causes?’

‘Mm. Yes.’ Siavash nodded, staring at the spreading patch of darkness around the body. He wondered if it would be glossy enough to reflect the twinkling blanket of stars above.

‘Your bath is probably ready now, master.’

‘Indeed, Ulfat. Indeed and in truth.’

Later, as he relaxed in his bath and contemplated, Siavash concluded that in many ways, the evening’s outcome had been rather good.




FOUR

Four weeks ago, far to the east

Anashe kicked her brother awake, sending him sprawling from his bed of sagging crates and onto the cracked and salted flagstones of the dock. ‘Get up. Get up, you worthless fool.’

‘Mercy of the heavens, my sister!’ He bounced to his feet, rubbing an injured elbow. ‘What manner is this to wake your brother from his reverie? I was having the most extraordinary dream, a vision of truth and distance. A message from beyond. And I know that—’

‘Aki,’ Anashe warned with a growl, her fist raised.

His grin spread like a slow dawn, despite his bleary eyes. ‘I have seen it, my sister – the Goddess will provide. She wills it. We must persevere.’

Anashe let her fist fall. Above the shadow of the rotting warehouse beside them, the sun climbed overhead in a crystal sky, wheeling seabirds sparkling in its light. ‘What we must do today, brother, is find a ship that will grant us passage back south for the meagre coin in our purses.’

‘My sister—’

‘Once we are back in Arowan, there will be work more suited to our skills. We are not sailors, Aki, and nor are we dock-loaders.’

‘There is coin to be made here, Anashe, but—’

She held out a hand. ‘And where is it? Where is the coin you made with your tavern tales, that kept you out until dawn?’

He looked pained. ‘It was a bountiful harvest, my sister, but there were others there whose need in the moment was far greater than ours. There will be more coin to be made with my stories, but that poor young thing had—’

‘By the Goddess, Aki! You gave it to a girl again, didn’t you?’

‘Her family had deserted her! She had—’

Anashe raised her hand, silencing him. When she spoke again it was with the low, quiet voice their uncle had used when they had disappointed him. ‘Today we will find a ship, one that will at least grant us permission to board. We can work to earn our place if necessary.’ She flicked a glance at her brother. ‘Or one of us can.’

Now Aki snorted and stood tall. ‘Nonsense, my sister. We will persevere. We will cross the plains, not turn back.’

‘Without supplies? Without mounts? Without coin for either? No caravans travel that way from this place, Aki, there is nothing to stow away on. We will never garner the necessary here!’ She leaned close, her voice a whispered hiss. ‘There is nothing to steal, and nowhere to fence. We have been here for weeks and never even made it all the way over the Ucrali, and they barely count as mountains.’ She gestured to the low, muddy peaks that climbed behind the port of Kermastar, basking in the morning light. ‘We must turn back.’

She began to walk away from the warehouses, towards the teeming wharves. Aki trotted to keep up with her, still rubbing his elbow.

‘I know the way. I will cross on foot if I must.’

‘Cross the plains on foot? The salt desert? You will die of thirst.’

‘I can smell water.’

‘I can smell goat dung.’ She stopped at the edge of the weathered dock, toes gripping the edges of the water-softened boards through her thin boots, cool sea breeze blowing salt against her cheeks. ‘You will die of something else then, something absurd. Something that will reach people only as rumour, as legend, and they will not dare believe anyone could have been so foolish.’

Aki’s indignation puffed him up like a bull turkey. ‘Then leave me to do so, and we shall see who is right! I will depart at dusk.’ He turned to stalk away.

She caught his arm. ‘Aki! Brother!’ Her voice softened. ‘You know I cannot.’

Some of his righteous inflation eased, and when he spoke it was with raw emotion. ‘I will not give her up, my sister. I will find us a way. The Goddess will smile upon us, as she smiled on Qhodis and welcomed him home to the heavens. I will find us a way. She wills it.’

Anashe tried to sound mollifying. ‘Please, Aki, it is time to start—’ she began, but he was looking past her.

‘What kind of ship is that?’ he said.

Anashe and Aki wandered down the dock towards the strange new vessel. Aki greeted Bilig, another daytime dock-sleeper, who had roused himself from the warehouse’s far side. He was a slight, hunched man of Mawnish heritage, afflicted by a creeping corruption that had already taken half of his face and a few of his teeth. Anashe did not like the way he looked at her. ‘Bilig, my friend, what kind of ship is that?’

The ship tied at the closest pier differed from the standard merchant sails, their bellies groaning with cargo and the occasional transit bond-holder. This one was smaller, stranger, single-masted and bore odd colours. 

‘A Shenakar coast-hopper,’ Bilig said, whispering spittle. Bilig knew about ships; as he told it, he’d spent a good number of his years plundering coastal traffic before the sickness had taken him. ‘Look at her curves.’ He’d no doubt have whistled if he still had the lips for it. ‘Could be she came all the way from Shenak!’

‘Shenak is a thousand miles on a short course,’ Anashe snapped. ‘All that matters is where it will head next, and whether the captain will deign to let us aboard.’ It had funny little notches down its flank. A sound from the vessel gave her a start. Her head tilted. ‘Is that—’

‘Horses,’ Bilig said with a grotesque smile. ‘She’s carrying horses.’

Anashe leaned against a mooring post. She could feel the excitement radiating from her brother. ‘Madness to carry beasts at sea,’ she murmured. ‘There are plenty of animals to be traded here.’

Bilig grinned his vile grin again. ‘Could be they’re special horses. Very valuable horses. Worth a closer look, for anyone of an enterprising mind … and moral flexibility …’

The gangways were down by the time Aki and Anashe reached the ship, dock-types already rolling barrels and kegs down to the pier. Those that recognised the pair gave them a wide berth; they were too friendly with Bilig, and those that worked the docks feared his sickness more than sharks.

‘She is from Shenak,’ Anashe murmured, watching a barrel pass at speed. ‘All is grapes down there; wine and brandy and …’ She tailed off, fighting against a tide of surging memories. Memories she’d worked hard to suppress.

Aki had moved ahead of her and she stepped to keep up. The first of the horses was coming down the gang, led by a man in a fine half-cloak that barely reached past his belt. A beautiful creature, tall, glossy and muscled; the rider was equally arresting. A second horse followed, its uncertainty on the gang tempered by the firm confidence of the calm-eyed woman leading it. Anashe watched with calculating eyes. The horses were indeed special, but the chances of separating them from their escorts seemed vanishingly small.

She studied the group at the far gang as more horses descended, fourteen in all, to eight humans. Aside from the brevity of their cloaks, they wore unremarkable coverings, but their equipment beneath gleamed, and their hair was oiled and coiffed despite the length of their voyage. On the lead man, a dazzlingly handsome type with a long, groomed moustache, she caught a glimpse of a jewelled scabbard. She nudged Aki.

‘Our horse-traders do not lack for displays of wealth,’ she murmured, eyes fixed on the glimmer. ‘Perhaps they have brought a few more trinkets than they can track. If we were to—’

The man was approaching, walking with an unsteady sea-gait down the pier. The calm-eyed woman followed at his shoulder. She had strange markings down her forearms, dots and lines, and Anashe spotted a long Shenakar sabre sweeping beneath her half-cloak. They all looked reliably, casually armed. This was an opportunity that demanded patience and a delicate touch.

The man hailed them, or seemed to, but whatever words he used were nonsense to Anashe. At her blank look, he shot a disarming grin and tried again. On the third attempt, he managed some fairly decent High Serican. ‘Blessings of the gods and saints to you, master, my lady. Forgive my impertinence, but might I request some information?’

Anashe paused. She’d expected the man to go past. He and his crew, freshly arrived, would go in search of lodgings and livery, and would become relaxed and stationary for a time, while Anashe and Aki seized on the chance to make up for their relative poverty of opportunity. Patience and a delicate touch. But the newcomer had perhaps mistaken the berth the dock-types gave them for respect, and taken them as figures of local importance. Maybe it was Aki’s beaming smile, or her own calculating stare – it was possible they’d been taken for















Three and a half weeks ago, still far to the east

















Three and a bit weeks ago, still very much to the east


































One week ago, a little to the south
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To my perspicacious editor, Laura McCallen, and the ineffably sublime Natasha Bardon, Vicky Leech Mateos, and Elizabeth Vaziri, and all at HarperVoyager; to the departed but never-forgotten Jack Renninson, without whom none of this would have been possible; to sterling copy-editor Charlotte Webb, and astute proofreader Simon Fox, to luminous artist Gavin Reece, for another jaw-dropping cover;

To the munificent Steve Aryan and the rest of my FantasyCon buddies; to the peerless Francesca Haig, much missed on these shores;

To the army of fantastic and fantastical bloggers and reviewers who have done so much for books past and present – Nils and Beth and the Fantasy Hive, Hiu and the Fantasy Inn, David/LordTBR and FanFiAddict, Michael at TrackOfWords, Mark at SlowlyRed, Night at SoManyBooks6, and the Brothers Gwynne; to Matt at the Broken Binding, a scholar and a gentleman;

To Adam Iley, who cops the dedication on this one, James G Smith and Laz Roberts;

To my spectacular wife Sarah, who continues to abide, in spite of everything; to my daughters, who continue to be my daughters, for all the good it’s done them;

To my parents, one of whom I lost late last year. I’m sorry you didn’t get to see this one, Dad, or those that will follow, but I know you’ll have been proud no matter what.

Love to you all.

Hitchin, March 2023
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