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Dedication

For my crazy chickens.

Abanon wields the Blade that Whispers Hate

Moranos holds the Dagger of Desire

Ninkashi grips the trembling Blade of Rage

with which she pierced the heart of her mad sire
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Heletia grips the Knife called Winter’s Tooth

Visini wields the Blade that Binds and Blinds

Husth fights with the Kris that Strikes Elsewhere

and woe betide the soul it finally finds
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Kalara hones the Knife that Parts the Night

Grim Xith commands the Dirk that Harrows Souls

Eight Blades the Goddess has, and one

from eight will ren-
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“THERE’S A BUNCH OF soldiers downstairs,” the boy, Keel, announced.

I ignored him. Insinuating my own intangible, extemporaneously fashioned command key into the Telemarch’s wards was a finicky, delicate business. It was not unlike picking an imaginary lock with an imaginary set of picks, except the consequences of failure wouldn’t be imaginary in the least.

It would have been impossible were the Telemarch still alive. It required intense concentration, and it wasn’t the safest magic I’d ever attempted. But if I could co-opt the deadly cobweb of defenses the Telemarch had laced into the stones of the Citadel, I wouldn’t have to worry about anybody interfering with or interrupting my true work.

The mesh of magic woven about and through the tower was so dense and multi-hued, it was difficult to see through it to the physical world when using my magesight. Thank the dead gods I didn’t need two eyes to see in three dimensions while working with the Art. Gently, gently, I pushed with my will against the node I was virtually certain commanded the wards, and perhaps much more. If I was right, well and good. If I was wrong—well. Being wrong about it would not be healthy. The wards were deadly the way water is wet, with enough power hardened into them to last a generation. Enough power to punish a failure on my part in a spectacularly conclusive manner. Rarely had I ever seen anything like them in our magic-poor age.

I could have left them alone and set up my own wards, nearly as puissant as the Telemarch’s, given time, though not so durable. I did not have time. Every day, every hour that passed might mean Amra’s death. But the time for haste had passed, and all my hurrying over the past week hadn’t brought her back.

“Uh, Magister Holgren?”

“Just call me Holgren,” I told the boy, not for the first time. “And magister is a little old-fashioned and formal in any case. What do they want?”

“They wanted to see the Telemarch. I told them he’d karked it. Then they said they wanted to see whoever was living here now.”

“How do they know anybody is living here now?” I said, not really paying attention. I’d almost got my key to be accepted by the Telemarch’s wards. If it wasn’t simply luring me into committing myself to doing something I’d regret. The Telemarch, from what I’d seen of his applications of the Art, had a nasty turn of mind. But the node I was trying to infiltrate was definitely the heart of the wards. If I could subvert it, it would give me mastery of the Citadel’s defenses. How much more it would afford me access to, I didn’t yet know. There were strands that ran deep into the mount, and there were other strands that spread out across the city itself. All of them were intriguing.

I realized Keel had been talking, and that I had no idea what he’d said.

“Say again?”

“I said all the weird lights and stuff probably gave them a clue that the Citadel isn’t empty.”

Some of the spells I’d tried to locate Amra with had been rather flashy. Others had been incredibly loud. None of them had given me what I wanted.

“Magus? They said if you don’t come down, they’re going to come up.”

With a mental and mostly imaginary click, the key finally punctured the disturbingly elastic membrane of the node and slotted perfectly, as far as I could sense, into the mesh of the Telemarch’s commands. It was enough for now. Later I could explore just what I did and did not have access to, beyond the outer wards. For now, I had to deal with the locals.

They probably wanted their Citadel back. They weren’t going to get it until I was finished. Messengers had come over the last few days, petitioning the Telemarch to take sides in the civil war that was burning sullenly through the city’s streets. I’d given Keel instructions to ignore them. Soldiers, however, were a different matter.

I stood up, stretched, then with a swipe of my hand broke the circle of dust and blood I’d laid down for the work I’d just completed. Such things weren’t strictly necessary, but I found they helped me to concentrate. I followed the boy downstairs to talk to the soldiers.

“What faction?” I asked him as we descended.

“Council. Steyner’s men.” Two of the Council of Three had survived the chaos, madness, magic and rioting that had engulfed Bellarius since the night of Amra’s disappearance. Both of them believed they should be the next Syndic. The third faction, the Just Men, wanted to set up a democracy, Nine Cities-style. Or maybe something completely different. Keel’s accounts varied, and my attention was less than complete. Apparently their leadership, and goals, were somewhat fluid at this point.

While I was rooting for the rebels in an abstract sort of way, I didn’t have time for politics. The city of Bellarius and all the rest of Bellaria could have any style of government it wanted, or none at all, as far as I was concerned. Just so long as the various factions stayed out of my way and left me to my work.

“Uh, magus?” Keel said as we approached the main door.

“What is it, Keel?”

“Did you maybe want to put on your eye patch?”

“Ah. Yes. Thanks.” I’d taken it off when I’d started work that morning. It was still new, and distracting. I hadn’t wanted to be distracted. Well, no more distracted than losing an eye the week before made me. I pulled the thing out of my pocket and slipped it on.

“Maybe a little more to the right, magus,” Keel commented. I gave him a glare. And adjusted it.

He nodded in satisfaction and opened the door. Gray, cheerless light dribbled in out of a gray, cheerless sky. Outside were twenty halberdiers in Steyner’s maroon and yellow, their breaths pluming in the chill air. They were led by a captain in half-plate.

“You are the mage who has taken up residence here?” the captain asked, after looking me over.

“I am.”

“You are required to vacate the Citadel immediately, by order of Syndic-elect Gabul Steyner.”

“That’s not going to happen,” I said.

“Then we will be forced to remove you.”

“You’ll be forced to try. I warn you, captain, it won’t go well for you or your men.” With a mental whisper I activated the Citadel’s base wards, the primary layer of protections the Telemarch had built into the tower using the Art. The ones meant to repel physical threats.

The captain stepped to the side and ordered his men to enter and evict me. I stood inside the threshold and watched, arms folded. I was curious as to what the Telemarch had wrought. I knew this layer of wards’ purpose, but not how it would be made manifest. I hadn’t had the time to study the wards in detail, and no opportunity to experiment.

The first pair of halberdiers tried to enter, and were rebuffed, as if they had encountered an invisible wall. They tried again, with the same results.

“Hack at it,” their captain told them.

“Oh, yes, do,” I said. One of the halberdiers glared at me. The other wore an expression that suggested he wasn’t getting paid enough. He stepped back to give his compatriot room to swing.

The first hauled back with his overgrown axe and brought it down with not-inconsiderable force on the doorway’s invisible ward. The halberd was immediately ripped out of his hands. It flew, spinning and with impressive speed, out and away from the Citadel, the haft cracking the halberdier in the face along the way. The man fell down in a moaning, bleeding heap. The halberd fell somewhere in the Girdle. I hoped that it hadn’t split somebody’s head open. In any case, it would likely end up in the hands of the rebels, so all in all I was not unsatisfied with the outcome.

“Right then,” I said to the captain. “If you’re done wasting my time, I have work to do.”

“The Citadel is the rightful possession of the ruler of Bellaria!” he said in a tone that verged on whining.

“Yes, well. When he or she shows up, perhaps I’ll be more accommodating,” I replied. “Meanwhile, if you bother me again, I’ll turn you into a pink mist.”

I closed the door in his flushed face.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Two


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


I’D GIVEN UP ON ANY quick solution to the puzzle of Amra’s disappearance after exhausting every reasonable approach to the problem that Greytooth and I could come up with. That wasted a week, but I had, at least, confirmed three things: that Amra wasn’t dead, that the Telemarch definitely was, and that Amra was almost certainly nowhere in the world.

That left everything outside the world. Which was a very large area to search. Technically, it was an infinity. Multiple infinities. But at least I had her point of departure. And so too, in a sense, it had me. I was tied to the Citadel, or at least keeping the Citadel from anyone else, because of that room where Amra had disappeared.

There was a very real chance that I would need that room to bring her back. I didn’t know how big a chance; I had no way to calculate the odds. But as I wasn’t willing to gamble her life on needing it and not having access to it, the Citadel had to remain in my control.

It was unfortunate that the Citadel stood at the top of Mount Tarvus. There is something, I have noticed, in those interested in power over their fellow men and women. Something that will not allow them to abide another looking down on them, figuratively or literally. Kings and priests sit and stand elevated above the masses to be seen, true, but just as importantly to separate themselves, to put themselves above. It is an unsubtle statement of relative worth. Lesser beings are made to bow and kneel for the same reason. It is more than show.

In Bellarius, the ruling class had taken it to an extreme with their useless tower building. The correlation of power to elevation was dyed into the fabric of Bellarian society as deeply as that of family and duty and revenge in the Low Countries. Why else was Hardside, the only appreciable stretch of level ground in the city, left for the desperate and destitute to inhabit?

It wasn’t because of the occasional albeit serious flooding. That was a simple engineering problem that Gol-Shen had been dealing with handily for centuries, and at far less expense and inconvenience than it must have cost Bellarians to build vertically up the side of a mountain. No, in Bellarius the low ground was for lesser beings, and Hardside, being the lowest ground, was for the lowest of the low.

Which meant that the Citadel, squatting atop the mount’s peak, was for the highest of the high. The various factions couldn’t help themselves seeing my occupation of it as a challenge to their own notional authority.

If that were all there was to it, I wouldn’t have much cared. If I knew for a certainty I would only need the Citadel for a certain, specific amount of time, I could have just ignored their belligerence. Weathered out whatever mischief they mustered up. But I didn’t know how long I would need the Citadel for, and I couldn’t just sit behind its warded walls. There were things out in the city that I needed, not the least of which was food.

So. In addition to setting my plan for finding Amra into motion, I was also going to have to play the part of a prospective ruler of Bellaria. To a degree, at least, and for a time. And all because of an empty room.

I climbed the stairs to the top floor, to look for the hundredth time at the Telemarch’s inner sanctum. Or rather, the space that had contained his inner sanctum.

There wasn’t a precise line where the room ended. Take the ugly, skull-shaped door, for example. The exterior of the door was as solid, and tasteless, as it had ever been. The interior of the door, however, no longer existed. Or at least the interior surface was as gone as gone gets.

It did not cease to exist at a precise point. The interior surface of the door, and the entire room, just faded. The nearest analogy I could manage was that of someone dipping a brush in ink and dragging it across a sheet of parchment. At first the line would be a solid black, but as the ink was used up, the line would become fainter, patchier, until it disappeared entirely.

In this case, the ink was reality itself. What the brush had been, and whose hand had guided it, I could only speculate. In all probability I had the metaphor reversed, and reality had been erased rather than applied. It made no difference, really, since all I had at this point was speculation.

I entered the room, wishing for at least the fiftieth time that I’d known what it had looked like before it had gone missing.

Keel had been following me. I hadn’t really noticed until he failed to follow me into the room. He didn’t like the room. Said it gave him the mimis, whatever those were.

“Hurvus will be around this afternoon to check your eye, Magus,” he said to my back.

“What’s to check? It’s not there anymore.” I’d burned it myself. Mages couldn’t afford to leave body parts lying around. Too many nasty things could be done with them.

“You know what I mean,” Keel said, discomfort plain in his voice.

I sighed, and nodded. “I do.”

“We’ve nearly finished off the Telemarch’s larder. Down to dried beans and ham bones. I have a little coin, enough for a few days’ groceries, but I don’t know what’s available now.”

“Why?”

“Because of the riots and the barricades.”

I turned around. “No, Keel, I mean why are you still here? This last week I have not been the pleasantest person to be around. Why are you still here, telling me about appointments and provisions?”

His face got a little pale, and a little angry. “Did you want me to leave?”

“No. I just want to know why you’re here instead of out there. You told me you were one of the Just Man’s followers, before.”

He nodded. “I was. But Ansen’s dead. He doesn’t need any help. And I don’t much like the direction the Just Men have taken these past few days, if I’m being honest.”

“What do you mean?”

He looked down at the floor and frowned. “They’ve brought back impalement. For captured gentry, and for Blacksleeves. For people labeled informants and collaborators. There’s a lot of people sitting on spikes, down on the wharves.” He shook his head. “Even the Syndic didn’t do that.”

“That’s barbaric. I understand your reluctance to be associated with it.”

He shrugged. “Anyway, they don’t need me. And Amra’s alive, somewhere. I owe her.”

“I’m doing everything I can to get her back, Keel.”

“I know, magus. And I know I can’t really help with that. But I can remind you your wound needs checked, and I can make sure there’s food ready when you remember to eat.” He shrugged again, clearly uncomfortable being forthcoming and mature. He was still young.

“I want to do what I can,” he continued, “even if it isn’t much.” His narrow face broke into a grin. “Plus, I’m supposed to be gone from Bellarius. Since I’m still here, I’d rather be holed up in a fortress with a magus than out on the street where Moc Mien’s crew can get hold of me.”

I smiled. It hurt. “Ah. Amra’s friend. I’d forgotten about him. All right. If you’re going to be my representative in the city below, I can’t have you dodging his crew all the time. Best to deal with him now rather than later.” I left the inner sanctum, dug into a pocket and came up with a few marks. I passed them to Keel. “After you buy us something in the way of provender, I want you to invite Moc Mien up for dinner tonight. I want to talk to him.”

“Uh, magus–”

“Don’t tell me you don’t know where to find him.”

“It’s not that. If he sees me again he’s going to do very bad things to me. Permanent things.”

“He won’t.” I dug out another mark, pulled a whisper of power from my well, and scribed the Hardic rune for ‘parley’ just above it. The rune floated and turned slow circles, as buttery gold as the gold mark it drew its reality from. I gave it enough power to last the day, and hardened it so that it wouldn’t fade once I turned my attention away from it.

I flicked the coin to Keel. “Give him that. You’ll be fine. He’ll respect the parley.”

“Not so sure about that,” Keel said.

“Would you disrespect a mage’s offer of parley? Trust me.”

“All right,” he said, both morosely and dubiously. “Anything else?”

I was going to need much more hard currency than I’d brought along with me on my voyage from Lucernis. If bad turned to worse, I’d need it in immediately spendable form. And I could not count on being able to pop down to the bank to make a withdrawal. Or that if I did, the bank wouldn’t be razed to the ground. By all the dead gods, I disliked being stuck in the middle of a civil war.

“Do you know where the banking house of Vulkin and Bint is?” I asked him.

“All the banks are on the same street, so yes.”

“I’ll need you to carry a letter there for me. I’ll write it out in a moment.”

“They’re not going to let me in the door. Especially not since the rioting.”

“You don’t have to go in. Just deliver the letter to the doorman. And on your way back invite Greytooth to dinner.”

“So we’re having a dinner party.”

“It would appear so. Better buy some decent wine.”

“Magus?”

“Keel, if you don’t start calling me Holgren I’m going to write it on a stick and beat you with it until you remember.”

He smiled. “That sounds like something she would say.” No need to explain who ‘she’ was.

“Where do you think I got it from?”

“All right, Holgren. One more question?”

“Yes?”

“Why the change? For the last week you’ve barely spoken, or slept, or eaten. Everything has been about the magic. Now you’re making plans like you’re going to be here a while.”

It was a good question. The boy was perceptive, if annoyingly young. “The change is because I’ve exhausted all my quick, relatively sane options for finding her.”

“So? What now?”

“From this point forward, haste is a liability. She lives, that much I know, not hope. While that remains true, I must walk a knife edge regarding what I can and should attempt, to find her and get her back. I have to walk that edge. No more sprinting. The consequences could be dire.”

He shook his head. “I don’t really know what you mean.”

“I’ll explain all you’re likely to understand, and probably much more. But tonight at dinner, not now.”

~ ~ ~
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WHEN KEEL LEFT I WENT exploring. I’d seen something in the Telemarch’s weave of wards that had intrigued me. I wanted to see if my suspicions were correct.

I knew that, below the four visible floors of the tower, there was a basement that served as larder and kitchen. But the weave suggested there was more to the Citadel, possibly much more.

I didn’t bother to take a lantern. The weave of wards and other, still unknown magics was so dense and bright to my magesight that mundane light wasn’t necessary. If I needed to see something with my physical eyes—eye—I could always summon magelight in any case.

It was in the great hearth of the kitchen. What looked like a solid, soot-blackened back wall was just illusion. Behind it was a corridor. Where it led to, I couldn’t tell from the outside.

I stepped through the wall.

Dust and soot, thick and dry and kicked up by my feet, assaulted my nostrils. I sneezed. It was loud in that cold, silent place. I walked forward, and within a few feet came to a T intersection. Stairs led down in either direction. I chose the left-hand path and descended a short way. The stairs led to a corridor but soon enough that came to an abrupt dead end. I summoned a ball of magelight and took a look.

The passageway had collapsed, and the weave of wards was torn and dead where the rubble began. I did a little mental calculation and came to the conclusion that I was just about where the Riail must have stood, before Amra made it fall down on top of the Syndic.

Retracing my route, I took the right-hand stairs. Soon enough the stairs began to spiral, with a landing here and there, seemingly at random. The stairs went down a long, long way, with the occasional off-shooting corridor, which I ignored for the time being.

Eventually I came to a rough-hewn cavern, featureless and empty except for a massive iron disc set flush into the floor. It was at least four feet in diameter and five inches thick, and had hundreds of sigils carved into its face, all of them whispering of containment and quiescence, torpidity and compliance.

It was the sorcerous equivalent of a prison door.

I traced the weave, found the command, and forced the door. The iron disk floated up and out of the way, revealing a black shaft drilled into the floor. A faint sorcerous whiff of power rose up from it, turning my stomach. It was unmistakably a residue of the same poisonous power that had poisoned my well the night Amra had disappeared.

At first glance I thought the shaft was featureless, but closer inspection revealed more of the same sigils carved into the shaft’s smooth wall. They were barely visible to the human eye, so small were they etched. I hadn’t noticed them at first because every iota of magic had been leeched out of them, unlike the sigils on the shaft’s lid. Closer inspection revealed that they were nearly all still sound, just bereft of power. If it were necessary, they could be renewed.

I summoned a glowing bead of light, gave it weight and enough power to last perhaps a quarter of an hour, and dropped it down the shaft. It fell and fell, and was lost to sight long before its power sputtered out.

This then was what Greytooth called the rift, where Aither had stored his unrefined magic, his unleavened chaos. It was empty now; a very deep, very dark hole in the ground rather than a flawed reservoir of power. I would have given much to know where that power had gone. I had a feeling that, wherever it had disappeared to, Amra wasn’t far from it. Which gave me a ghost of a hope.

If I had need of it, I had the world’s deepest, most secure oubliette at my disposal. I preferred not to have need.

I’d feared, since I first forced the door to the Telemarch’s inner sanctum, that any reasonable approach to locating Amra would be met with disappointment. Slowly, over the course of the last week, as spell after spell failed, I began considering more extreme plans to get her back.

The first that came to mind was finding yet another of the Eightfold’s Blades, and using it to find her. I’d put it aside, considering just how powerful, unpredictable and dangerous those Blades had so far proven to be. Put aside, but not discarded. I would do it if I had to. Even if it earned me Greytooth’s enmity. Even if it meant I would end up like Aither.

Before I went down that road, however, there was another I could travel. It was equally deadly and equally terrifying, but it was a route that I had much greater knowledge of. The rift, bereft of power as it now was, might still prove useful on that journey. Or at least the residue of the power it had contained.

“Where did you go?” I whispered, and the rift ate my words and gave nothing back.

I sat down on the dusty stone floor, put my elbows on my knees and my head in my hands. Truly alone for the first time in a week, I let my frustration and physical pain and fear for Amra out in a burning shriek. When it was done, my throat was raw. I don’t know that it made me feel any better, but at least I felt no worse. Slowly, patiently, I pieced together my self-control and calm reserve, and strapped myself into it, like an armsman his armor.

The frantic worry clawed at my stomach, as it had since Amra entered the Telemarch’s sanctum. I made sure no sign of it touched my face.

I replaced the lid and began the long climb back up to the tower.
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“ANY UNUSUAL PAIN?” Hurvus asked me as he applied some milky solution to the empty socket. It was cold, numbing and uncomfortable.

“Define unusual, in the context of losing an eye,” I replied.

“Sudden headaches? Persistent irritation?”

“No. The pain has lessened, though it still hurts if I glance somewhere quickly.”

“The muscles are tied into each other, trying to move an eye that isn’t there anymore. The pain will fade. Sit up, lean forward, let it drain into the basin. Have you considered a false eye or sewing the lids shut?”

“I have not.”

“Good. Don’t. That’s just begging for infection.”

“Really? I’ve seen a fair few false eyes in my time.”

He grunted. “Vanity always comes at a cost, magus. Why anyone would want to put a foreign object into their head is beyond me. Gods only know what sort of contagion you’re likely to stick in there along with it.”

He handed me a clean cloth and began packing up his things in a worn leather satchel. I wiped the solution off my cheek and eyelids.

“Don’t sleep with the patch on. Disease loves close, damp, dark places. It don’t need any more attention from me. I won’t miss the walks up the Mount. If you need anything else, you can come see me. I won’t be back here.”

“Trouble getting through the Girdle?”

“No. The boys on the barricades know me, and the Blacksleeves as well. They make sure the sell-swords leave off. Physicking has its benefits.”

“Keel says the Just Men are impaling people down there.”

He paused. “Aye. They are. Some of them even deserve it.”

“You think anyone actually deserves that sort of death?”

“Sadly, yes. I suspect you know as well as I that some of the worst monsters wear suits of human flesh. But I’ll tell you what I told that new leader, Gammond—you can kill a hundred guilty, and it won’t bring back one innocent.” He shook his head once, picked up his satchel and turned to go.

“What about Keel?” I asked him.

“What about Keel?”

“Anything more to do about that arm of his?”

“I unbound it this morning and re-splinted it. Or hadn’t you noticed?”

“I hadn’t. I’ve been rather distracted.”

He grunted. “It’s properly set and healing well. The splints can come off in a month. No more, no less. Then he’ll need to build his strength back up in the arm, but slowly. The muscles will have atrophied. I’ve told him all this, but Isin only knows if he was paying attention.”

I stood and shook his hand. Passed him a few marks. “My thanks, and your payment. Have you eaten? Greytooth will be supping with me in an hour or so.”

“I can’t. I have a committee meeting.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“The Just Men. I’ve been keeping busy sewing them up after their clashes with the Councilors’ troops.”

“Have you become a revolutionary, then?”

“I take no part in politics. But their organization regarding casualties is a sad fucking shambles. I decided to give them a little advice, if only to make my life easier and keep people from dying unnecessarily.”

“Enlightened self-interest, then.”

“Too fucking right.”

“A drink before you go?”

His eyes said ‘hells yes’ but his mouth said ‘no thanks.’

I saw him to the door. As he was going down the steep street, he passed another gentleman coming up it. I waited at the door, since anyone who had climbed this far could only be coming to the Citadel. The fellow didn’t look like much, but I activated the wards nonetheless. Appearances, deceiving, etc. The man was a mage, that much I could tell with my magesight. How powerful he might be I had no idea.

He was a relatively young fellow, fit enough that the climb hadn’t winded him too badly. He was dressed in white hose, black shoes with silver buckles, and a suit that was silk and pale, pale blue. He wore a tri-cornered hat, Isinglas-style. I looked down at my own clothes, and realized I was sorely in need of a laundress. Well. At least black was forgiving of grime.

He stopped a few feet away from the threshold and said “Magister Angrado?”

I nodded.

He doffed his hat and gave me a shallow bow. “Perrick Leed, of Vulkin and Bint.”

“Well met, Magister Leed. Would you care to come inside?”

“Your pardon, but no. I was sent to verify your claim, as is necessary before the bank can accede to your request. It will only take a moment, and then I will return to the bank directly to begin fulfillment of your instructions.”

“Well enough,” I said. I’d set in place the precautions Leed was now following, so it wouldn’t have been very fair of me to complain. Being both a thief and a mage, I’d imagined far too many ways to make child’s play of a banking house’s mundane security procedures.

“Do you submit to the Compulsion, magus?”

“I do.”

He summoned up his power, and I felt the Compulsion settle on my mind like a soft cloth. I would notice no further effects, as long as I did not try to lie.

“Are you in fact the mage Holgren Angrado?”

“I am.”

“Do you wish to withdraw a sum of forty thousand Lucernan gold marks based on the letter of credit on file with the Bellarian chapter of the bank?”

“I do.”

“Does the Lucernan chapter of the bank in fact hold sufficient monies on deposit in your name to cover in full the sum you have requested, including the applicable five per cent accommodation fee?”

“It does, as far as I know and last I checked.”

“Are you in any way trying to deceive the bank into giving you monies that you do not in fact possess, or are otherwise spoken for?”

“I am not.”

The Compulsion dissipated and Leed bowed once again. “I thank you for your time, magister. Your request will be fulfilled in the morning.”

“Why the delay?”

“The current situation in the city is such that we feel it necessary take extra precautions, to ensure that your funds are delivered.”

“In other words, the city is a battlefield and you need to gather a small army to make sure I get my gold.”

“Precisely, Magister Angrado.”

“Well. I apologize for putting the bank out in this fashion.”

“Apologies are wasted on banks, magus,” he said with a small smile, “as they do not fit in any ledger. But I appreciate the sentiment. Good day.”

~ ~ ~
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KEEL WAS A DISMAL COOK.

He’d prepared what he said were marsh eels in heartroot sauce, but looked like discs of gristle half-submerged in gray, cold, paste. He’d mistaken pepper for a vegetable, rather than a seasoning. The bread at least was bought from a bakery and palatable, if stupendously expensive, costing nearly as much as the wine. The rebels controlled the docks, but Councilor Steyner and Councilor When controlled the routes into the Bellarian countryside, where virtually all the produce and fresh meat for the city came from. Imported wine was dirt cheap. The price of loaf of black bread was ruinous.

Greytooth, Keel and I ate in virtual silence. Greytooth, I had discovered, enjoyed talking about as much as I enjoyed having one eye. He spooned food into his mouth, chewed mechanically, and swallowed regularly enough to mark time by. The sorcerous tattoos that covered his scalp writhed and tried to lift themselves up from his flesh, as if they were attempting to escape.

Keel could talk all night, but he kept silent, sitting at a table with two mages. As for me, I’d been raised to save conversation for after a meal. Besides, I needed all my concentration to finish the dish without letting on what a chore it was to chew and swallow.

Moc Mien had not yet made his appearance.

I had no idea where Keel had gotten the table. Or the chairs. Or the dishes, or the cutlery. I hadn’t seen anything remotely like them when Amra and I had first entered the Citadel, and in the week that followed, I hadn’t been paying attention to anything other than trying to find her. Well, that and my eye. I would have been happy to ignore that as well, but the pain, especially at first, had been unignorable.

I finished the last bite and, with a sigh that I hoped sounded like satisfaction, pushed the empty pewter dish away from me.

“Many thanks, Keel. That was...” I searched for a description that wouldn’t be an outright lie.

“Horrific,” Greytooth supplied.

“...filling,” I finally managed.

“I’ve seen my ma make it a hundred times,” the boy muttered. “Not sure what went wrong.”

“Cooking is as much an art as the Art,” I said. “Perhaps we should hire a professional.” I looked around the virtually empty ground floor. “Maybe somebody to dust. Do you know anyone?”

“That would haul themselves up to the Citadel every day, past the barricades? How much are you paying?”

“Whatever you think is fair, Keel. Perhaps a live-in servant I leave it to you. They can do the marketing as well.”

He nodded. “I’ll find somebody tomorrow.” He rose to collect the dishes.

“No, leave them. We need to talk, we three.”

Greytooth raised an eyebrow at that, but said nothing.

I filled everyone’s glasses and sat back down. “First, I want to thank both of you for all you have done this last week, and for the assistance, and friendship, you tendered Amra before that.”

Keel looked down at his lap, embarrassed. Greytooth swirled his wine.

“I have not been able to discover Amra’s whereabouts, despite all our efforts. We have done all that can reasonably be done, I believe.”

“Does that mean you’re giving up the search?” Greytooth asked, voice mild.

“It does not. It means I am preparing to resort to unreasonable means to find her.”

“Such as?”

“Well, that depends in part on what you can tell me about the Philosophers’ connection to the Eightfold, and Her Blades.”

He put his glass down. “I can tell you nothing, Holgren.”

“Can’t, or won’t?”

He avoided my question by asking his own.

“What do you hope to gain by such knowledge? What would it have to do with finding Mistress Thetys?”

“An Arhat was mixed up in the whole sordid affair with the Blade that Whispers Hate. Here in Bellarius, Amra encountered the Knife that Parts the Night—and you, Magister Greytooth, another Arhat, another Philosopher. I have learned one thing in the years I have spent with Amra Thetys: Where she goes there is no coincidence, only cause and effect.

“That the Philosophers are connected to the Eightfold’s Blades I have zero doubt. That Amra is connected to the Blades, likewise. Therefore you Philosophers are, in some form or fashion, connected to Amra, even if only tangentially. I want to know what that connection is, Fallon.”

“Why?”

“Because anything connected to her might be something I can use to pull her back from wherever she has gone, or guide me to where she is.”

“Holgren. I am sorry, truly. This connection does not offer hope of that sort.”

“Tell me, and let me judge.”

He took some time to collect his thoughts. “Very well,” he said at last. “The Cataclysm was caused by a splinter faction of the Philosophers; this much I suspect you know.”

“I do.”

“That faction used one of the Eightfold’s Blades to... do what they did. The rest of us have been dedicated to collecting Her Blades ever since, to finding them and keeping them out of the reach of anyone who would seek to use them, so that nothing like the Cataclysm might ever happen again.”

“Noble,” I said, “but not, you’ll pardon my saying, terribly effective, judging by the state of Bellarius.” Hundreds had died when the power of the rift had begun to breach its containment. Buildings had melted like wax, dark things had been birthed and still roamed the night streets, killing and worse. The Knife that Parts the Night had made it all possible.

“We are few and the Blades are extremely powerful. Until Amra destroyed the Blade that Whispers Hate, we had devoted ourselves for centuries to tracking the Blades down and containing them, believing them indestructible.” He tossed back the remains of his wine and set the empty glass carefully on the table.

“Amra Thetys gave us hope that we might accomplish what we all had believed was impossible. She gave us reason to think we could fully discharge the debt that the Philosophers owed the world, for bringing on the Cataclysm. Her destroying Abanon’s Blade gave us reason to hope that we need not spend an eternity hunting and imprisoning the mad weapons of a mad goddess, that our quest and our watch might have some end. That is the connection between Amra and my order, Holgren. That, and no other. I swear it. I’m sorry that it does not offer you any means to bring her back.”

It was the most I’d heard him say at any one time. He looked drained. I poured him another glass.

“How do the Philosophers track the Blades?”

“We do not, as such. We merely look and listen for certain signs that one might be loose, and in the hands of a mortal. We have no direct way of finding them using the Art, or the Philosophy. I do not know where Kalara’s Knife is any more than I know where Amra is, nor do I have any special means of finding out.”

“What if—” My question was interrupted by a knock at the door. Theiner, I presumed. Or Moc Mien. Whichever. Keel obviously presumed the same, because he was suddenly very busy clearing the table and disappearing.

I went and opened the door.

“Magus,” Theiner said with a nod. “Got your invite.” He was standing with his arms folded, coat-less despite the cold.

I nodded in return and stepped aside to allow him entry. He didn’t move.

“Where’s Amra?” he asked.

“That’s one of the things I’d like to discuss with you.”

“She obviously did what she said she would, or we wouldn’t be standing here talking. And I wouldn’t be meeting you in the Citadel if the Telemarch still had a pulse.”

“Please, Moc Mien, come in.” He was Theiner to Amra, not me. I was meeting with a crew chief, not an old friend.

Finally, he did, with what seemed to me a strange reluctance. He wandered around the big, empty room for a moment, sparing a glance for Greytooth, who in turn ignored him completely.

“Where’s Keel?” he asked.

“Washing up after dinner.”

“Staying out of my sight, you mean.”

“I mean he’s washing up after dinner.” Moc Mien snorted, but let it rest. To my mind, Keel had nothing to prove to anyone. He could have fled the city at any point, knowing his former crew wouldn’t be kind at all if they caught him. He’d stayed to help rescue Amra. Moc Mien’s opinion of the boy meant nothing to me.

“Care for some wine?” I asked him, and he nodded. I poured him a glass.

“Are you going to answer my question, mage?” he asked as he took the glass from me and leaned up against a pillar.

“As to where Amra is, I don’t know. Not here. Not anywhere in the word. But not dead.”

“You’re going to have to explain that one to me, mage. I’m just a street rat grown up.”

I snorted. “So is Amra, as far as that goes. Please don’t play the fool, Moc Mien. It doesn’t suit you.”

“All right, if she isn’t dead and isn’t in the world, where the fuck is she?”

“That’s exactly what I’ve been trying to find out ever since she disappeared.”

“Well. Thanks for enlightening me. Is that all you wanted to discuss?”

“No,” I said. “But let’s leave the other topics until Keel rejoins us. Amra told me that you were her oldest living friend. How did you meet?”

“I needed someone small enough and with the balls to climb up the inside of a drainpipe. It was a pretty wide drainpipe, but it was long, and as crooked as Kerf’s staff.”

“What in the world did you need someone to do that for?”

“It was the only way I could find into a place I wanted to get into.”

“Did she do it?”

“No. She asked if I was born a moron or became one later, and then picked the lock on a coal chute I hadn’t even noticed.” He smiled at the memory, briefly. The smile disappeared when Keel came up the stairs from the kitchen, replaced by the stony mask of a crime lord. For his part, Keel ignored his former boss, sat down at the table and sipped at his wine.

I went to the table and sat as well, looking at Moc Mien. After a brief hesitation he peeled his back off the pillar and sat, splay-legged, in the last empty chair.

“Gentlemen. Sitting around this table are the four people in Bellarius who know Amra, know that she saved this city from annihilation, and who have a stake in bringing her back from wherever she has gone.”

“Yeah, you might want to explain that part a bit more clearly,” Moc Mien drawled. “Where did she go?”

“Very well. Here are the bare facts. She entered the Telemarch
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