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			PROLOGUE

			
			‘Woe betide the invisible tyranny of belief!’

			Purported lament of Destriant Heboric
at his divestiture

			

			None of the hills rising from the plains of the Imperial Warren were natural. The gathering into mounds of shattered bone was a singular deed of … something. Was it respect, or obsession? A bit of both?

			From where Hasten Thenu stood, such hills rumpled every horizon in an otherwise featureless, level landscape. A dozen perhaps, with more distant hazes suggesting an unending procession.

			Although that, of course, was not true. Not an infinity of hills, just as this scoured continent was not without end. Yet, for all the known travels of this place, no shoreline was ever found. And these places, where the hills gathered like archipelagos in a dead sea, why, walk in any direction long enough, and another would come into view. Few things about this realm made sense, beyond the grim observation that the death of a civilization at its height left something of a mess.

			As he stood, waiting, Hasten Thenu considered stirring awake a long-lost warren. Or, if not lost, then fallen into disuse. Why, then, was it on his mind? A distant ripple, perhaps, a brief convulsion of time’s illimitable laws. Something undone, then done again.

			Another moment of indecision, then he gestured with one long-fingered hand, and the scene before him transformed.

			The sky the hue of lead was gone. In its place were twisting columns of grey and black smoke spiralling upward, and churning clouds limned in red, from which ash came down like flakes of snow. Upon the land, remnants of buildings made geometric patterns, but even these lingering foundation stones were visibly sagging, baked white by terrible heat and brittle enough to crumble to the whispering wind.

			Three Elder Gods had come and gone. A lone figure remained, tall and gaunt, his steps trailing a wake of suspended dust. Burdened beneath the weight of a heavy burlap sack, he walked bent over, his attention fixed upon the ground before him.

			When at last he reached the small heap of human bones at the trail’s end, he set down the sack, tugging at the neck-ropes to enlarge its ragged mouth. Then he began withdrawing more bones.

			Hasten Thenu set out, pulling his half-cloak about his shoulders as the dust spun awake beneath his feet. 

			It took twenty-three paces to reach the man.

			Proximity added details to the figure. He was coated in the dust and crusted fragments of burnt bones, giving him a spectral hue from his long, grey hair down to his battered grey boots.

			‘I was wondering,’ said Hasten.

			The figure glanced over. The lined, haggard face twisted in irritation. ‘You shouldn’t be here, spectre.’

			‘You’re always saying that.’

			‘How far ahead?’

			‘More centuries than I care to count, and before you ask, you wear well the millennia. Or if not “well”, then passably.’

			‘The curse holds, then.’

			‘Whose is now the question,’ Hasten said. ‘Yours or theirs? Though I’m not sure it makes a difference.’

			The man grunted. ‘No, I suppose not. What do you want?’

			Hasten shrugged. ‘My latest visit had me mulling on this particular moment. I wondered at the impulse—’

			The man’s snort interrupted him. ‘You call this an impulse?’

			‘Considering that you’re just starting,’ Hasten said, ‘then yes, this may well have begun as an impulse. For what it’s worth, you continued with this. Until you were done.’ He paused, but the man before him did not react to that. ‘I guess I’d like to know. Respect? Honouring – and wearing – what’s left of your subjects? Or is it guilt? Even remorse? Tell me, High King Kallor, what impels you to gather every last bone of your empire’s slaughtered subjects, to build upon this dead land hundreds, if not thousands of barrows? To inter with the dead every damned one of them?’

			The High King had drawn out a few more bones from the sack, which he tossed onto the pile before him, raising small puffs of dust and ash. ‘Every barrow an island,’ he muttered. ‘Every island a world of past lives, past loves.’ He faced Hasten. ‘I do not answer to you; nor you in your myriad forms, your endless iterations. Something has surely cursed you as well, to see you endlessly repeating the madness of life.’

			Hasten smiled, offering a faint nod to acknowledge the observation. ‘We are more of a kind than either of us would care to think.’ 

			Kallor picked up the sack and upended it, shaking out the last fragments of bone. Tucking it under one arm, he turned to retrace his route. ‘Here and there,’ he said, ‘they ran, huddled against walls or some such. Nobody, it seems, likes to die alone.’ He was silent for a moment, then he said, ‘Makes collecting up the bones easier.’

			‘Penance, High King?’ Hasten asked, as the man set out back along his trail.

			At that Kallor halted and spun round. ‘You think the guilt is mine?’ Without awaiting a reply, he resumed his walk.

			Hasten felt the warren’s hold slipping away. Before him, the scene blurred, melting into time’s interminable passage since that moment in the company of the High King. Once more the leaden sky, almost all the dust long since settled, and every barrow in sight reduced now to mere mounds of gritty soil clothed in yellow grasses.

			Another man stood before him, a quizzical expression on his face. ‘You’re back?’

			Hasten frowned. ‘I haven’t gone anywhere. I’ve been waiting for you, Cotillion.’

			‘Maybe not anywhere,’ the Patron of Assassins said, eyes narrowing. ‘Perhaps more like anywhen. Though I’m not sure what you’d call that.’

			Hasten smiled. ‘How about “killing time”? Now, be honest with me, is Shadowthrone really interested in the tale I have to tell?’

			‘Surprisingly, he is, Hasten.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Karsa Orlong.’

			‘What about him?’

			‘Well, that’s kind of the point,’ said Cotillion, ‘isn’t it? What about him?’

			‘Most of what I have to tell took place in Seven Cities.’

			‘You’re saying it’s unrelated?’

			‘Of course not,’ Hasten snapped. ‘It couldn’t be more … related, if you tried.’ Then he shook his head, exasperated. ‘No, listen, I admit to being … disjointed. Stories piled together, here and there, like islands, with maybe nothing between them. Islands of lives, loves lost. Yet, no matter how I try, I can’t think of any other way to tell this tale. Fragments, and no, I wasn’t everywhere. A lot of it I’ve had to piece together, perhaps even invent – I don’t know, it’s not my particular talent, you know. I’m too focused on the immediate, the stuff within reach—’

			‘Gods below,’ Cotillion cut in, ‘just how many qualifiers do you need for this? We want to know what dragged an Elder God into this mess, to begin with—’

			‘Not directly related to Karsa, that one,’ said Hasten. ‘Anyway, that was all Shadowthrone’s doing, so why does he even need to ask me about it?’

			Cotillion glanced away. ‘That part of things is a bit delicate.’

			‘Fine. Here’s my chaotic tale, then, Cotillion. And don’t think my motivations have anything to do with remorse, regret or even guilt. Not even to honour the fallen, though that’s always part of it. No, I’ll tell it for the same reason someone once built barrows in this wretched wasteland.’

			‘And that is?’

			‘Sometimes you’ll find grief in the least expected places.’

			Cotillion tilted his head but said nothing as Hasten Thenu then began telling his tale. ‘This is about beginnings. In fact, the whole thing is about beginnings. Oh, I won’t leave them all hanging, Cotillion. I’m not quite that cruel, despite opinions to the contrary. A few proper endings, I promise. Enough to satisfy? Well, not everyone. No matter. The longer you live, the more faded this thing we call optimism.

			‘In any case, enough preambling …’

			On the shores of Raraku Sea, near Imiskmon, Malazan Empire, Seven Cities Continent

			Three pots that were more tempered grit than clay sat in the dust on the side of the track, narrow upthrust necks above squat bellies, elongated ears high on one side’s shoulder. Banded red alternating with yellow glaze encircled the necks just beneath the flared rims. Upon the shoulder of each pot, opposite the ear, was stamped an impression, a rough circle with two faces in profile facing away from one another, both women, seemingly identical. A painted vine ran round the pots at the base, somewhat obscured by windblown sand and orange dust.

			The mule, lathered in sweat and swarmed by desert flies, stood staring down at these pots with a disconsolate air, hide rippling and twitching and tail whipping back and forth amidst all the buzzing. A few moments later, both ears flicked towards the grunting, gasping figure at the top of the rise a little way off the track, taking note of but not heeding the small man’s incessant swearing.

			Was there wine in the pots? They were sealed tight in resin-soaked muslin over which wax had been generously smeared. The mule, in its vague equine fashion, dreamed of wine in the way of all drunks standing parched and possibly hungover in the ferocious heat, cursing the blunt clumsiness of hoofs and bristled nose, the god-cursed absence of hands or nimble tongue, the sheer injustice of the universe.

			The man at the cliff edge left off his swearing tirade against the same universe to replace it with a succession of grunts as he pushed the huge, heavy iron hook into the bloated flesh of a horse even the mule knew was dead. High-pitched whistling filled the air with a staggering stench as the gases of decomposition suddenly rushed out to engulf the man.

			Gagging, he fell back onto his backside, knobbly knees wavering as nausea rolled through him in shuddering waves. ‘Madness!’ he gasped, wiping the tears from his eyes. ‘What dark, twisted mind conceived of this? Aaagh! Now even my hands stink! My hair – have I any hair? – here, twin handfuls above the ears, aye, this hair I now grip, it too stinks! My nose, which I now pull – stinks! My grizzled chin, my cheeks, all stinks! Horrid horse, what have you done?’

			Alas, the language of decay lacked the nuance for a proper answer. Groaning, the man righted himself and began working the hook’s buried point back up under the ribs, making the hide bulge, and then split as the point emerged, gory and glistening and crawling with maggots. ‘Hah! Genius!’ He scrambled to his feet. ‘Mule! Where’s the rope?’

			At that, the mule brayed in alarm and stepped back, since one end of the rope was affixed to its harness.

			‘Foolish beast! If I kill you, who will I ride? Do you have any idea how far we have to go? My sweetness – no, not that sweetness, the other sweetness – my sweetness awaits, pining and longing and longing and pining, the longest of long pines – and yes I will need a bath first. A deep, sultry, sumptuous, indolent, languid bath! Stand still, damn you, whilst I untie this.’

			Which he did, to the mule’s begrudging relief, upon which it returned its attention to the three clay pots, while the man scrabbled back up the slope to the cliff’s edge and tied one end of the rope to the eye of the hook and then stood, holding the other end and looking around.

			No hands, no nimble tongue to manage a quick hidden loop of that rope about one bony ankle. The mule nearly wept, one eye now watching the man tying the rope around a massive boulder perched precariously on the cliff’s edge a few paces off to one side of the dead horse. Opportunities lost could be crushing, even for a mule.

			‘Aha! See the brilliance, you bumbling fool of a beast?’ Not awaiting an answer, the man crept to the edge and looked down. Below, at a drop of six or seven man-heights, the turquoise waters of the Raraku Sea sparkled to the gentle breeze tickling the slow rise and ebb of the surface, as the waves crept and slipped into the cracks and folds in the bleached limestone rock-face. Depths were hinted at by the darkening hue plunging ever deeper beneath the placid surface.

			Did he not recall this very cliff, after all? In the days before the sea’s birth? Thrice more the man-heights reached down to the eventual sandy, silty, pebble-scattered bottom. Was this not perfect?

			Why, it was.

			He turned to glare at the mule. ‘Fishing, you hopeless fool, is an art. Your complaints were obscene, by the way. I’ve seen you drag worse than a dead horse and never mind where I found the dead horse. The world is full of them! Poor, benighted beasts of unreasoning servitude to witless masters blithely disregarding the misery of their many needs, delivered upon hapless, undeserving beasts of burden.’ He paused his tirade, small eyes narrowing upon the mule.

			‘Those pots are offerings, wretched creature. That wine’s not for you! Do you hear?’ He lifted his face and squinted sunward. ‘Oh Lord of Mules, Donkeys and Other Wastes of Flesh and Bone, why oh why did you send me this one? A drunk mule! What did I do to you to earn such opprobrium? Such vicious spite?’

			He paused, waiting for an answer.

			When none seemed forthcoming, he turned once again to the horse carcass on the cliff’s edge. ‘Now, one minor task remains.’ He set both hands upon the flank of the horse and began pushing. Feet scraped through gravel, scrabbling, the scrabbling getting faster, clouds of dust rising, pebbles spraying in scattershot, legs pumping faster, ever faster. Managing not even a nudge.

			Eventually, he collapsed to the ground, gasping, sweat-lathered. ‘So near,’ he moaned, ‘and yet so far!’

			What sudden, reeling spasm of consideration impelled the mule then, as it clambered up the slope, swung round and hammered a back-kick into the horse, sending it lurching over the edge, the rope whipping wildly as the carcass plunged to slap heavily upon the waves below?

			Squealing in alarm, the man rolled away from the frenzied coil of rope as it played out, and out, then sprang taut as the sinking horse reached its greatest depth, the huge boulder seeming to grunt under the strain.

			Leaping to his feet, the man danced a circle, hands in the air. ‘My genius prevails!’ he sang, more than once, while the mule eyed him with an unreadable expression.

			The rope’s new thrumming sound finally caught the man’s attention, and he ceased his dance, staggering slightly in dizzy consequence. He squinted at the rope, and only now did other sounds reach him, coming from below, from the sea’s surface. Hurrying to the edge, he looked down.

			To see the water foaming and churning, red froth gathering, the rope vibrating like a fiddle string.

			‘Aaagh! What are they? Sharks? Pike? Perch? Voracious minnows?’ He clutched his tufts of wiry hair. ‘Impossible! All the fish I put into this sea were friendly fish! Buckets and buckets of friendly, happy, cheery fish! Who has done this to me? Who has— gods, horrid wife! Now at last I understand her crooked smile as she set the plate down in front of me, fish after fish, endless meals of fish! Nerve-racking smile! Uncanny smile, eyes aglint! Miserable, pultrudinous perfidy! She’ll pay, this I swear!’

			The rope went limp.

			‘Gods!’ he cried in horror and disbelief. ‘My beautiful sea! My bright pellucid pearl of Lady Raraku, my dream world of azure blue and emerald, my sweet nectar of life-giving glory, she who dances with the wind, the sultry breeze, the faint whisper and honeyed murmur! Warm embracer of withered member! Evil wife, what have you done to me?’

			The rope snapped tight, thrumming again, biting deep into the soft limestone of the cliff edge.

			Spinning round, the man froze in place, breath held.

			He saw gripping the rope a wide, ugly hand, and then another. A water-beaded bald pate rose into view, and then broad shoulders with the huge hook slung over one of them. Sun-bronzed body streaming with crooked rivulets that dazzled in the sunlight, the god Mael arrived to stand on the precipice, sea-green eyes fixing upon the man.

			The god then lifted the hook and held it out. ‘Are you fucking kidding me?’

			‘Blame my wife!’ the man shrieked. Then he ducked and looked to one side, a secretive smile stretching his wide mouth. ‘Now I’ve got him! He thinks me a worshipper, a Jhistal even! Hah! Idiot god of cesspools, puddles and potholes! Senseless seas and orificial oceans!’

			Mael crossed his arms. ‘What does Shadowthrone want now?’

			The man cackled. ‘Who? Never heard of him! Shadow-what?’ He swung round to smile beatifically at the ancient god. ‘Throne-hoarder, shadow-spitter, neither here nor there! I know of no such god of shadows, no god of Meanas and friend to Hounds – did I say friend? Hah hah, how he runs from them and who wouldn’t? Horrible beasts!’ Then he held out his hands, palms exposed. ‘I am but a humble fisher – fisher of gods, hah! – with offerings made, oh blessed barnacled master of molluscs and wimples, salty bubbler in the mudflats, inconstant of tides, forever coming or going or halfway between the two, which is to say, here you are.’ He stretched out his arms as would any reasonable supplicant before said supplicant’s immortal lord. ‘Glorious Mael, Elder God of the Seas! Father of Nerruse – uh, you are her father, right? If wife, gods, that’s sick! Or are you one of those? You know, gods marrying their daughter and sister and mother and all of them one person! Insanity! Where’s my knife—’

			‘Stop your babbling!’ Mael bellowed.

			Staggering back, hands dropping, the man gaped. ‘Well,’ he said quietly, ‘fine, then. Have it your way.’ Although the snort that followed did much to undermine his sincerity.

			Nonetheless, Iskaral Pust then explained what his god wanted of Mael. In very nearly accurate fashion, but not quite, while the mule listened half-heartedly and continued eyeing the jugs of wine, left by persons unknown in offering to Va’Shaik here on the desolate shore of Raraku Sea.

			A single sudden kick neatly clipped off the first of the pots just below the neck, a bit of red wine spilling before settling. The new hole above the pot’s belly was perfectly sized, it turned out, to accommodate the mule’s greedy muzzle. Fortuitous happenstance, one can be sure.

			And thus was promised to Iskaral Pust a wobbling, weaving journey home.

		
	
		
			BOOK ONE
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			THE UNEASY HEARTS OF LAND AND SELF

		
	
		
			
			Faith is not the problem. Imagine it standing alone, a coalesced essence of belief to which nothing beyond itself is attached. No names, no faces, no sermons, no rules. Imagine faith as pure recognition. That which lies between the self and all else. This recognition asserts no specific path among many, no narrow trail skirted by prohibitions, blasphemies, proprieties.

			What lies at the heart of such recognition? Perhaps, if distilled down, it is humility. The self is found to be dwelling within something greater, something more profound, something mysterious in its grand design. And from humility is born trust.

			Together, humility and trust beget faith. If this is held to be sacred, then all need for rules and prohibitions ceases to be relevant. There is but one path, and to traverse it is an exercise in comportment.

			We build religions to divide the indivisible.

			That is the problem.

			Ponderings Nessen-Drai

			

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			
			‘Even a god has regrets.’

			A quote attributed to Shadowthrone (denied)

			

			The walnut tree surmounting Bastran Hill in the city of G’danisban was closing in on two thousand years since it first cracked its shell. If the mound beneath it had once been a barrow, the tree’s massive roots had long since ruptured its stone-lined chambers and passageways, devouring all it might have contained. Surrounding this was the rumpled hilltop of an abandoned cemetery, its stone-pillar grave-markers resembling a skewed, squat forest of dusty stumps spreading out from the living tree at the centre, the pillars mostly broken off below the plinths, leaving little more than the clawed feet of the statuary that had once adorned each grave-marker.

			None of this was of any interest to the hulking, slope-shouldered bhokaral crouching high in the tree’s leafy canopy, black-marble eyes scanning the sprawl of rooftops and gloom-swallowed alleys and streets of the city as the day’s light slowly faded.

			It had been years since the last upstart had dared challenge Nub’s supremacy among G’danisban’s feral bhokarala. Still, vigilance was power’s ulcerous companion. Among bhokarala, the absence of stress indicated a high likelihood that the blissful individual was, in fact, dead. Although some prodding was often required to confirm the detail. For Nub’s kind, society was fraught, a melange of silent rules and tottering, volatile hierarchies.

			So Nub watched, as he did most evenings, from his high perch on a thick, twisting branch of the walnut tree, his every available sense fiercely attuned to paranoia. While language was a confused mystery drifting along the very edges of comprehension, if asked, Nub would pronounce his life as very nearly perfect, despite the bleeding ulcers. If not in actual words, then at least a fang-baring yawn.

			Was Nub the king of the bhokarala? Not in any royal sense, since bloodlines were not relevant. Brutal violence, the occasional bout of berserk rage and the generous sowing of fear, constituted the only royal charter required. 

			As for the infestation of humans in his demesne, well, one pretty much looked like the other. Sources of constant irritation, subjects of suspicion, and the repository of all kinds of free food, shiny baubles, and hilarious antics. They also made, Nub grudgingly acknowledged, good servants.

			Now, as the sun’s heartless eye began to slip down beneath the horizon’s red lid, Nub watched, with guarded satisfaction, as his vast clan of subjects began emerging from the crevices, cracks and holes of Bastran Hill’s pocked, unruly surface. There had been a time, deep in Nub’s dim memory, when the humans had been dangerous to the bhokarala in the city. An age when the humans and his kind had engaged in a protracted war of attrition. The sudden cessation of hostilities was more or less inexplicable as far as Nub was concerned, though he suspected that he was, perhaps, responsible. But such memory was in the long-ago time, a bit murky beneath the usual ricocheting cascade of surface thoughts. In any case, now, at last, the domestication of humans was complete.

			In a swarm of dark, wraith-like motion, the bhokarala of G’danisban emerged from the Under Quarter of Bastran Hill, slipping out into the city to begin yet another night of foraging, hunting, gathering, and looting. 

			A certain agitation began in Nub’s mind, and he huffed in annoyance. Too often, these nights, a strange urge took hold, a compelling restlessness tugging him away from his high wooden throne. He fought against it, employing his most formidable mental weapons. Namely, his short attention span and flashes of unreasoning rage. But nothing scratched this particular itch. Growling deep in his chest, he thrashed his branch for a few moments, bouncing up and down until it creaked, and then began a rapid descent that looked out of control until the very last moment, when, with a lithe twist and dip, he landed evenly on all four hands at the base of the tree.

			This base was a jumble of broken stone from the uprooted crypt below, as well as innumerable shattered fragments of the small statues that had once adorned every pillar. Alas, it was not one of Nub’s many talents to take note of the peculiar similarity between the statues and the bhokarala themselves, hinting at a most unlikely assignation.

			After all, the dubious attribution of a cemetery with graves, carved pillars of stone and statuary being the creation of small-brained, squat, bandy-legged, pointy-eared simians honouring their dead, was simply absurd. 

			Such assessments were beyond Nub, thus avoiding any additional source of anxiety. Once on the ground, he straightened as much as physiology allowed – knees angled outward, hips flared and long arms held out almost horizontal – and quickly set off northward. Pulled, lightly, but so insistingly pulled, down into the city, and all its streets crowded with squawking, chittering, chattering humans.

			If challenged, Nub would without question have asserted the singular proof of intellectual superiority as the ability to just … shut up. All this human babbling, like birds in a thicket, surely belonged to the careless phantasms of barely functioning brains. That said, most challenges made to Nub resulted in deadly violence, so there was that.

			Few humans would stand in the way of a bull bhokaral, and so a path down the steamy street miraculously appeared before him as he knuckle-loped along Old Wall Market Street, angling sharply left between the high garden walls of two temples, then out onto the wider concourse surrounding the Temple of Va’Shaik. Around this domed edifice, thence to Wide Round and finally to the soot-stained facade of a temple that had seen better days.

			Instead of entering this temple through its twin, but narrow, front doors, Nub vaulted onto the garden wall to the left of the entranceway, clambered over, and dropped down into the riotous greenery, scattering a covey of roosting doves. Plunging through the thicket amidst drifting feathers, he emerged into a small round with a fountain in the centre.

			Where lingered a shadow cast by nothing.

			*  *  *

			G’danisban was a faded study in dun tones and weary paint in the waning afternoon light. Built of sandstone and mortar, blockish and chaotic as befitted a settlement born before the era of carts, much less carriages, almost every street was an alley and every alley a tortured, winding maze between buildings. Barring the cemetery mound of Bastran, a bird wheeling overhead would see little more than clotheslines on flat roofs, seemingly festooned with flags, every nation a home, every army a household, all in rich dyes and flapping in the hot wind.

			The open concourse known as Blue Sky occupied the nominal centre of the city, flanked to the east by the Old Temple, its walled compound conjoined with the old Falah’d palace, dating back to pre-imperial times when the entire continent was under the complicated rule of a theocracy. The palace was thick-walled, as much a fortress as an administrative centre, a bastion of those priest-kings who eventually climbed to power, generation layered upon generation, addition upon addition, enforcing the illusion of continuity which, should the bird fly ever higher, was not an illusion at all. But some things were too bitter to contemplate.

			The Old Temple was now the barracks for the 14th Company of Malazan Marines, virtually empty at present, while the company’s headquarters occupied the old palace.

			Upon the flat roof of Imperium House, a little over two hundred paces to the southwest of the company headquarters, High Fist Jalan Arenfall sighed, his thick, scarred forearms resting on the low adobe wall, his slate-eyed gaze scanning the maze of drying clothes, stone and shadows of the city below.

			What made this such a knot in the heart of Seven Cities? Barely thirty thousand souls dwelt here, every one of them besieged by seething acolytes of a score or more competing temples, with hands held out and dire warnings on their tongues. Extortion extending into the realm of souls, no less. What manner of beast is man and woman?

			Most days, he bore his second name with just enough wry acknowledgement to fashion something like equanimity in the company of his staff, city and provincial officials, officers and clerks and all the rest of his daily entourage. Arenfall. Aren’s fall to the Malazans was not, however, the origin of his name. His attribution referred to a later event. Namely, the day that Aren did not fall. When it held fast against the Rebellion, an island of life surrounded by death.

			The fall, that time, occurred outside the city’s walls. A detail of such significance that the great city had suffered a fatal shift in the regard and sensibilities of an entire empire. No longer Aren, but now Aren Outside the Fall. A mouthful to be sure.

			So, how was it that one man’s death could change the world? Or give a rebel’s son his second name in the manner of an empty promise?

			Over the city, almost level with where the High Fist stood, swallows spun and wheeled through the turgid, dusty air. Their presence, flying out from nests in holes built into Imperium House’s high walls, made an eternal paint of guano down every side of the building, and occasionally, when the winds fell away, a fetid reek as well. Yet he did not begrudge them – was anything more glorious than their aerial dance and piercing song? And now that a freshwater sea occupied what had once been a desert basin, not too far away, malaria had returned to the area. Bats and swallows were welcome to eat their fill of mosquitoes, to the benefit of all.

			He heard footsteps approaching and stifled a second sigh. Moments of contemplation were getting rare. Straightening, he turned to study the two men with whom he now shared the rooftop. The captain, Hadalin Bhilad, remained close to the hatch leading into the rooms below, thumbs tucked into his weapon belt, his off-white telaba’s hood raised to hide his head and face. There was enough in his stance to tell Jalan that not all was well between the captain and the other man, who was now joining the High Fist close to the wall.

			Jalan dipped his head. ‘Adjunct.’

			‘I have unwittingly shattered your sanctuary,’ Adjunct Inkaras Sollit said. ‘Forgive me.’

			‘Pondering the city below yields little sanctuary,’ Jalan replied, ‘although this view is removed enough to offer some relief.’

			‘And, I would think, perspective?’ Inkaras moved to lean on the wall, matching Jalan’s pose of only a few moments ago. The dusky blue of his hands and bared forearms delivered a stark contrast to the magenta-dyed telaba he wore. While many foreigners struggled with the telaba as a garment, given its peculiar folds and bias cut, the Adjunct might well have been born in one, such was his apparent comfort wearing the traditional desert garb. And yet, he was no native of this land.

			‘Are you settled in your chambers, Adjunct? Given no announcement as to your pending arrival—’

			‘You did very well indeed, High Fist. The rooms are most satisfactory.’ He paused, and a half-smile flitted across his blunt, battered features. ‘The heat, on the other hand …’

			‘I would think the Napan Isles—’

			‘I was born on Malaz Island,’ Inkaras interrupted. ‘The city of Jakata, to be more precise, which began as a Napan colony. Or so it is said and given the predominance of blue-skinned inhabitants on that side of the island, it seems likely. In any case,’ he went on, ‘my family were fishers, living on Break Island facing the Inside Passage, where the winds from the south were icy year-round.’

			Jalan Arenfall considered, and then said, ‘Icy no longer, I would think.’

			‘True enough,’ Inkaras agreed. ‘The world of my childhood is not the world around me now. But then, can we not all say that? After all,’ he continued, gaze still on the city roofs below, ‘you were a child-soldier in the rebel army of Korbolo Dom, your father one of his most trusted commanders. I am curious – what does your father think of your life now? A High Fist serving the empire. Poet and musician. And utterly godless.’

			Jalan was silent for a moment, wondering why the Adjunct had neglected to mention Jalan’s most notorious trait: namely, his infamous propensity for violence. If baiting, then a dangerous game indeed, especially with the man within reach, and seemingly intent upon the scene below. Arrogance? Confidence? If both, then twice misplaced.

			If he chose to kill this man, here and now, none could stop him. Not the captain ten paces behind them. Nor the Adjunct himself, since no magic need be called upon.

			‘“Arenfall”,’ Inkaras went on, still oblivious, ‘is therefore a peculiar appellation. Then, of course, there is your other name, the one barely whispered in shadows, which I find … fascinating. What meaning, then, is “Blinker”?’

			The question faltered on the last word, as the Adjunct now found himself staring at the point of a knife, hovering in front of his right eye.

			‘Ah,’ Inkaras said shakily. ‘In the blink of an eye, then. I comprehend.’

			‘Less than you imagine,’ Jalan replied, slowly withdrawing the blued blade and taking a single step back – whereupon he felt the broad tip of the captain’s sword poking through the cloth of his telaba between his shoulder-blades.

			‘We share the flaw,’ the Adjunct murmured.

			‘We do not,’ Jalan replied. ‘Had I taken your life in that instant, Adjunct, your captain would have followed in the next. The point made here, Inkaras Sollit, had already been delivered.’

			‘And how do you imagine the Emperor would feel about you killing his Adjunct?’

			‘Upset, I’m sure.’

			‘Not enough for tears,’ Inkaras said, apparently amused. ‘But your grave would be unmarked.’

			Jalan loosed a heavy sigh. ‘Do you not think, Adjunct, we already have too many revered tombs? Too many venerated barrows? Why are you here, if not to address this seething cauldron of dead martyrs? No, I welcome a nameless hole for my bones.’

			‘Just not today,’ the Adjunct said.

			Jalan shrugged, slowly turning to stare down the captain.

			‘Return to our quarters, beloved,’ murmured Inkaras to Hadalin Bhilad. ‘For the discussion to follow, it must be the High Fist and myself and no other.’

			The captain’s cold gaze held for a moment longer on Jalan’s eyes, and then he lowered and sheathed his otataral longsword, stepped back, wheeled and walked towards the hatch, down which he noiselessly went.

			‘Yes, he is fast indeed,’ the High Fist allowed.

			‘But not fast enough.’

			‘At ten paces, no one is.’

			‘I am surprised the Claw did not pay you a visit long ago, with skills such as you have just displayed.’

			Jalan Arenfall frowned across at the Adjunct. ‘Well, the Claw are not likely to record their failures, are they?’

			‘At recruiting you?’

			‘No, Adjunct, at surviving the encounter. Did you not know? I used to hunt down and kill Claw for a living.’

			Now it was the Adjunct’s turn to stare. ‘The Emperor was somewhat terse, it seems. How is it you are now a Fist? This makes no sense.’

			‘There is a perennial problem with the imperial secret assassins, enough to send cold sweat down the back of any emperor. Accordingly, periodically, a cull is required.’

			Now the Adjunct’s eyes were wide. ‘The Emperor hired you to clean house?’

			Jalan shrugged. ‘There was precedent.’

			‘There was?’

			‘Kalam Mekhar did much the same for Empress Laseen. In Malaz City, in fact. After that bloody night, she could breathe easy for a time.’

			‘Hardly at all!’

			‘Well, other matters intervened.’

			‘What other matters?’

			‘The Crimson Guard’s untimely return, I suppose.’ Jalan then shrugged. ‘Is this what we are to discuss, Adjunct?’

			‘No, but finding my feet is taking longer than expected.’

			That was an honest enough admission. Jalan decided to ease out a notch. ‘My father disapproves of all that I am, Adjunct. We do not speak and haven’t in years. Accordingly, he knows less of me than he thinks.’

			‘And you are certain of that?’

			‘No, but in truth, it hardly matters. Leoman of the Flails’ betrayal broke him. My father hasn’t faced a day sober in many years. Not an uncommon fate for the broken-hearted.’

			‘You sound almost forgiving.’

			‘A preferred outcome to obsessive, murderous rage, Adjunct.’ He paused, and then said, ‘A world of broken-hearted people sounds … peaceful.’

			Breath gusted from Inkaras. ‘Blessed Laseen, you leave me rattled at every turn!’

			‘Apologies, Adjunct. Of all the titles given me, it is “poet” that cuts deepest.’

			‘Why is that?’

			‘It is the only curse among them.’

			It seemed that the Adjunct had little to say regarding that, and a short time later he made his excuses and, with a distracted air, left the rooftop.

			Arenfall returned to his contemplation of the city as dusk slowly arrived. With familiarity, he shifted his attention to the gloaming mass of Bastran Hill, watching the scores of bhokarala emerging from the holes, pits and fissures in the hillside’s looted tombs. But it was not the sight of the feral apes that made him frown, this being a nightly occurrence. The source of his unease was a lingering one. Beneath that pocked surface with its odd gravestones was the Under Quarter, an occupied subterranean maze of crooked streets, sunken houses and chaotic passages.

			The Under Quarter was ungovernable, utterly lawless. Thus far, all past efforts to cleanse it had failed, such failures going back to pre-imperial times. By default, toleration of its presence seemed to establish a kind of stability, but one based on the assumption that this hidden world was essentially changeless.

			And so it would have remained, if not for the rise of the Raraku Sea. Now, the Under Quarter was slowly flooding. The subterranean realm was knee-deep with black, silty water in every passageway, treacherously deeper in the pits and old cellars. In a neighbourhood with a rough roof in place of sky, with that roof often being barely a man’s height – or less – the rising water table posed a problem.

			The bhokarala, after all, were not the only feral population down there.

			Many settlements across Seven Cities were built upon older ruins. The sheer weight of new buildings usually crushed everything underneath, although not always. Some of the exceptions had become legendary.

			This was a haunted land, the modern little more than thin skin over the bones of the past. Every city a clenched fist. Here, in G’danisban, the water flowing among the buried bones of Bastran was unwelcome blood, and it was on the rise.

			Perhaps it took a poet to appreciate such notions on the cusp of an impending rebellion, with Bastran the singular symbol of an entire continent’s bubbling cauldron of discontent. Or perhaps not. Some symbols arrived like a fist to the face.

*  *  *

			When the Adjunct entered the room, Captain Hadalin Bhilad did not rise from the bed where he lounged. His sword was across his thighs and his hands rested lightly upon the blade. He did not lift his gaze when he said, ‘He was right. I could not have reached him in time to save your life.’

			‘I know,’ Inkaras replied as he strode to a side table and poured himself some wine.

			Now Hadalin glanced over. ‘The red is Tanno,’ he said.

			The Adjunct studied the wine in the goblet he held. ‘Your point?’

			‘Hallucinogenic.’

			After a moment, Inkaras set the cup down, untasted. ‘The High Fist plays with us?’

			‘Not deliberately,’ Hadalin replied. ‘It is here for … ritualistic options.’

			‘For two men infused with the dust of otataral?’

			‘The brew is not magical, Inkaras. It is a mix of ergot, mushrooms and wine. Thus, a natural path into the Warrens. Consider Tanno Spiritwalkers. As children they take their first journeys with this wine. Facilitating the necessary comfort to devote their lives to spiritwalking.’

			Inkaras removed his telaba and let it fall to the floor, a gesture clearly intended to irritate, since the robe was almost priceless, and a gift. Smiling to himself, Hadalin said nothing. He knew what this was about.

			‘I underestimated him,’ Inkaras said, selecting another goblet and this time pouring out white wine. Holding it up, he shot Hadalin a look.

			‘Just wine,’ he said.

			Inkaras sipped. ‘Musician. Poet. That dreamy expression.’

			Hadalin studied his lover. ‘Prefers women, I’m told. But you knew that.’

			‘A man who contemplates the scenery, blighted as it happens to be in this instance. Eyes tracking the dip and diving of birds. He moved uncommonly fast.’

			‘He is a killer. You’ll not underestimate him again. Nor will I.’

			‘He tells me he has the matter in hand.’

			‘Are you satisfied that he has?’

			‘Well now, that is one of the reasons we are here. To ascertain his … management. Of the situation.’

			Hadalin studied Inkaras, the pose held in contemplation, yet pensive nonetheless. ‘And should he prove to manage too well?’

			A faint twist of irritation in the Adjunct’s features. ‘The Claw has entered the city.’

			‘I’d wondered at that necessity,’ Hadalin said. ‘You’ve said nothing of your meeting with the Emperor.’

			‘Popularity is a dangerous thing,’ Inkaras said. ‘When combined with competence, more so. Add to that ambition …’

			‘I saw nothing so overt, if indeed he is ambitious.’

			‘Everyone is ambitious,’ snapped Inkaras. ‘And no one is more dangerous than one who hides it well.’

			‘The Emperor fears Arenfall?’

			‘Seven Cities has a habit of raising high its own.’

			‘Including Emperor Mallick Rel himself,’ observed Hadalin. ‘He would ensure the door remains closed behind him.’

			‘And barred.’

			‘So, should Arenfall fail in quelling this unrest, we are to intervene. And should he succeed, we are to intervene. Is this by the Emperor’s own command? Or that of a faction?’

			Inkaras shrugged. ‘The Emperor holds a strange court.’

			Grunting, Hadalin said, ‘I was unaware he held any court at all.’

			‘Just so. Diffused, scattered. Disconnected. Neither hand knows what the other hand holds, or indeed, even where it is to be found. We are forever measured against unseen interests, not even knowing who our rivals might be. Enemies, friends, allies or not? All is flux.’

			‘Seems … clever.’

			Head snapping round, Inkaras glared at Hadalin. ‘You would think so, wouldn’t you?’

			And now at last the matter was exposed. ‘You did not come in ignorance. At high tide you will find me a lover of men. At low tide, women. The tide, it seems, is low.’

			‘Still?’

			‘Still.’

			‘And have you found a woman to play with?’

			‘I have not. Perhaps that is the problem, an itch yet to be scratched.’

			Not, it turned out, a particularly wise thing to say, as Inkaras’s face darkened and then paled. He set the goblet down, kicked through the telaba at his feet on his way to the door. ‘Scratched enough with me, then. Fine.’ He left, closing the door behind him.

			‘Yet,’ Hadalin whispered to the empty room, ‘I remain privileged. Such largesse is ever seen as a curse by those who do not share it.’

			Sighing, he rose, sliding the sword back into its scabbard and then shrugging into the belted harness. G’danisban was a sordid city, but no more sordid than the city he had been born in, which, by coincidence, was only thirty or so leagues away. Familiarity was not unwelcome, a world of streets, alleys, taverns and bars to slip into with a native’s ease. Crawling with cultists to be sure, but even that was nothing new.

			No, tonight he would wander.

			Throwing on his telaba, he made his way out, pausing only briefly to take care of one detail before leaving the room.

*  *  *

			‘All the gods are destined to die! Upon their bones we shall stride, chained no longer, bowed never again, into a world of true freedom!’

			‘Freedom,’ sneered the man seated opposite. ‘Guiltless, you mean.’ He jabbed with a finger. ‘I know what you want, Boort! I’ve seen your snivelling, cowed self, but was no god bashed you about the head, was it? No, only your long-suffering wife!’

			The others at the table laughed. More wine was poured.

			Hadalin sat at the next table, his back against the gritty, sandy wall. This tavern was more pit than building, half carved out with brickwork doing little more than filling gaps in the walls. The smoke of rustleaf and durhang hung thick in the air, swirling beneath the ceiling and lit lurid by wick light. The stone floor underfoot was swimming in spilled wine the hue of blood.

			‘Sha’ik was the first to die. Then Poliel and then Fener. The gods toppling like dead trees in the wind! Their last dying breaths add to that wind, Xam! And more shall fall – they all will, you’ll see!’

			‘No I won’t, nor will you, Boort. You’re only sore cos she stopped throwing you on the altar, stopped gettin’ what she wants from you. Your usefulness as a husband, Boort, is at an end!’

			‘My wife is not a goddess!’

			‘And you said that out loud? To her face? No wonder she tossed you out into the street!’

			Boort was waving his hands as if to dispel the laughter, without much success. ‘I come and go as I please, damn you! Slave to no one, that’s me!’

			Hadalin’s attention drifted away, to find a table on the other side of the pit. Crowded with women and almost obscured by the smoke coming from hookahs, mouths and nostrils. A table on fire, it seemed. Women with their faces in clouds, the flash of white teeth between glistening lips, powdered cheeks and gesticulating hands tipped with painted nails. For the moment, he had no desire beyond simply watching them, no pleasure beyond seeing their lively celebration of life.

			A thing Inkaras simply did not – could not – understand. On another night, it might be a table such as the one at his side, crowded with men, and he would feel the same, luxuriating at a distance, the receiver of unintended gifts. Who needed gods when all the glory of living was right here, right now?

			Did it even matter who mapped out the world, who set out all that existed and perhaps would ever exist? Clearly such a being wasn’t interested in blessings and sacrifices, beseechings and prohibitions. Its joy was precisely what Hadalin was experiencing at this very moment. And if joy at this moment, then sorrow the next. If striving in one breath, then surrender with the one that followed. Running, dancing, leaping into the air in one moment. Stumbling, crawling, dying the next. All to be received, clear-eyed and unblinking, heartfelt in each and every instance. Such a being played no favourites, granted no boon, no pity, no punishment. No, all of that belonged down here, where mortals flirted with pleasures forbidden and costly, the tide ever rolling out and back again.

			If time itself was doomed to end, so be it. In that final instant, not only the gods would fall.

			Poor Boort dreamed of an end and called it freedom, as if the gods had any say in who was and who was not a slave. Only people made other people slaves, after all.

			Now he caught a glancing gaze, kohl-wrapped eyes locking with his own behind a smoky veil, lingering, cheeks crinkling in the beginnings of a smile. Hadalin collected his clay cup, stood and made his way to her, the other women looking up or twisting to watch his approach. Strangely, it was at moments like these that Hadalin felt the most fearless.

			Boort was a fool wanting this to ever end.

*  *  *

			Inkaras paced the room, knowing his inconstant lover would not return this night, caring nothing for the bite of loneliness that left Inkaras bleeding, suffering – no, Hadalin was cruel in his indifference. Better to end it and cast him aside. Was not solitude an Adjunct’s fate in the end? Look at those who had held the title before him. Doomed to dying alone, or simply vanishing into obscurity and who could say that death did not find them as well, in some colourless, unwitnessed fate?

			To be the Will of the Emperor made unwholesome demands to be sure. He paused in his pacing, remembering once more the tip of the knife hovering before his right eye, so close that a blink brushed lashes upon the steel. The memory made him shiver … deliciously. Oh, to take such a man to his bed!

			But even the universe felt cruel this night, to offer such luscious fruit yet deny the plucking, the tasting thereof. Perhaps there was some wisdom in Hadalin’s open revelry in simply watching, seeing; in mere proximity to all that he desired, despite the ache of such impossible longing. Not impossible for him, though!

			The High Fist would have a shadow in all that was coming, as the Emperor demanded. Was that enough to leave Inkaras satisfied? Assuredly not. Longing was torture, after all.

			He had wandered the corridors after leaving the chamber, long enough for Hadalin to take his leave. Returning to his room confirmed his assessment, as the man was indeed gone, although Inkaras’s telaba now sat carefully folded on the bed.

			Would he spend the entire night pacing? No, he would not.

			To the roof, then, and if perchance the High Fist once more lingered there, gazing at the stars, well, so be it.

			And yet, am I not here to kill him? The blade for failure, the blade for success. Mallick Rel, this is an old imperial game. But do you heed the history? I think not. No, you imagine yourself an exception, the solitary puppet-master destined to succeed where all others failed. Such is hubris. Another lesson of history so easily discarded.

			Jalan Arenfall, do you suspect why I am here?

*  *  *

			Tholas, beloved servant of Va’Shaik, watched the tall man leave with the woman, and then slowly rose and followed. Word from Imperium House had proved accurate. The Adjunct to the Emperor had indeed arrived in the city, and while the Adjunct himself remained safely sequestered in a well-guarded wing – no doubt sleeping soundly even at this moment – the man’s bodyguard had foolishly left the building.

			And now, tonight, he would die. Another blow against the empire, a warning to the Adjunct, a reason to fear, perhaps even flee Seven Cities. And enough evidence would be left to incriminate Arenfall in this captain’s gory death, to further muddy the waters. If the rumour was true, that the Adjunct and the captain were lovers – though at the moment that seemed unlikely – then High Fist Jalan Arenfall might well die by the Adjunct’s own hand. What could be more ideal than Malazans killing Malazans?

			Tholas would do what he could to ensure that. And for those who knew him, why, Tholas was skilled enough to succeed.

			He followed the captain and the woman, whose name was Satala and known to all as both foolish and wanton, especially when deep in drink; and indeed, her death was overdue as far as Tholas was concerned. Her open indifference to whether her lovers were Malazan or native was enough to seal her fate.

			The world promised by the ascension of Va’Shaik over this land left no place for Malazans. Nor a place for the godless, for that matter. Only the faithful deserved the rewards soon to be bestowed upon the pure-born, and the sooner Seven Cities was cleansed of all but the faithful, why, the sooner would paradise descend from the heavens to embrace them all.

			Satala was leading the captain to her home, a single-room corner of a tenement deep in the heart of the Gentle Quarter. They walked a narrow, twisting alley. She was drunk, but not too drunk to walk if a wall was within reach of one outstretched hand. But it seemed that even this level of inebriation was now making the captain reluctant. He’d slowed his steps and she’d begun tugging at his arm. Distracting for the man, all this indecision, and her other arm, entwined about his waist, was now looped in the sword’s baldric. How fortuitous!

			Tholas increased his pace, drawing both knives. To such benighted unbelievers, what he was about to deliver was a mercy.

*  *  *

			All tangled by the woman, Hadalin felt himself yanked hard enough to make him lurch to one side. ‘Gods below, woman—’ But already she’d somehow managed to get one leg trapping him at the knee, forcing him into a stumble. With one arm around her hip, he felt his own weight dragging her down, but then she somehow slipped free, one hand lashing out in a strange gesture.

			Then he felt her hands under his arms, lifting him back to his feet with surprising ease. ‘Got you, lover,’ she said, somewhat breathlessly, pulling him forward once more.

			Hadalin straightened, hesitating. ‘You’re too drunk—’

			‘I’m not. I thought you wanted it that way.’

			‘You did? Why?’

			‘Well, rest of the table was pissed, wasn’t it? And I’m the prettiest, you said.’

			‘Whispered, in your ear. I would never say anything to offend your friends.’

			‘Exactly. Oh, I’m sodden enough, but not so much I won’t remember, right?’

			‘Are you sure?’

			She laughed, tugged him forward again. ‘Come on, we’re wasting time out here!’

			Relenting, Hadalin stopped resisting. He saw her glance back over her shoulder and wondered at that, so he did the same. Nothing to see in the alley, barring a mound of rubbish they must’ve stepped over, though he hadn’t noticed.

			‘It’s not far now,’ she said.

*  *  *

			It took some time, but eventually she stepped outside to light a pipe. High Fist Jalan Arenfall emerged from the shadows and walked up to her.

			‘Sleeping soundly?’

			Smoke poured in a stream from between her lips, then she said, ‘He’s a loss to women … half the time at least.’

			Jalan drew out a knife and handed it to her. ‘Quite a throw. Straight through the eye and deep into the brain. Tholas likely never even saw it.’

			‘Happy to serve, High Fist,’ Satala said, accepting the blade and sliding it back into its sheath somewhere inside her blouse.

			‘Any other news for me?’

			‘Something’s stirring among the Va’Shaik crowd. Not quite worked it through yet. When I do, I’ll let you know.’

			‘Very good.’

			‘One other thing.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘A brief flash of magic, upon Bastran Hill. Silver white, with a lingering after-plume, dull grey.’

			‘Imperial Warren,’ said Arenfall. ‘The Adjunct brought a Hand of Claw with him.’ He pondered that for a few moments, then, glancing at Satala, saw her studying him intently. It was not difficult for him to guess at her thoughts. By what measure does a commander survive? How thin the rope underfoot?

			Satala drew on her pipe, but it had gone out. She frowned down at it, then spoke in a low tone. ‘Her orders were clear, High Fist.’

			‘And they were?’

			‘You have the Talon with you in this matter. We’ll find that Hand. We’ll leave it lifeless.’

			‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ said Arenfall. ‘Find them, yes, but do not kill them. Do nothing to force the Adjunct into anything precipitous.’

			She snorted, relighting the pipe with a sparker. ‘Captain Hadalin might well do that entirely on his own.’

			‘Best leave that between them,’ Arenfall said. He paused, and then added, ‘It is unseemly in its carelessness, however. Both men are made vulnerable by their relationship. The disparity in rank doesn’t help either, I would imagine.’

			‘You will make use of it?’

			Arenfall shook his head. ‘If anything, their display of common humanity is charming. I have no interest in exploiting the gifts they offer each other. It is, I suspect, not easy being an Adjunct.’

			‘Nor his unnecessary bodyguard and part-time lover,’ Satala said. She was silent for a few moments, and then she asked, ‘So, you were close?’

			Arenfall shrugged. ‘Not so much as to undermine your confidence, Satala.’

			‘Blinker close, then.’

			He would not argue that. ‘Tholas had a reputation.’

			‘Took his measure long ago, High Fist,’ she said, pulling deep on the pipe. Smoke streamed. ‘He saw me the way I wanted him to, and that made him careless.’

			‘All right. Send another Talon to shadow the captain back to the House. When he finally wakes up. You’ve earned a sleep-in.’

			She snorted. ‘Till noon at least.’

			‘Perks of the job.’

			‘Yes, he was all of that.’

			Jalan smiled, clapped one hand on her shoulder and then left her to finish her pipe.

*  *  *

			Sleepless and miserable, Inkaras spent the night on the roof, alone. Of course the High Fist did not return. The man slept, peacefully and no doubt dreaming of women. The Adjunct had the familiar company of himself and no one else, and as the sky lightened and the first of the swallows emerged from their nests to wheel through the air, Inkaras drew his telaba closer about his shoulders.

			Hadalin was a fine swordsman, almost matching the Adjunct’s own skill, which made for ideal sparring, keeping them both well honed with the blade. As for the rest – the complicated, messy rest – he was done with it. Leave the man to his love of women, and if that meant a closed door between them the rest of the time, well, why not? Failing that, why, he could find another bodyguard. Perhaps even a woman, to keep things strictly professional.

			Yes, that was a good idea. He’d release Hadalin, send him back to the Red Blades, at soonest opportunity.

			An Adjunct was the hand of the Emperor. Blood-splashed, hard as iron, unfeeling and uncaring. No place for weakness. No place for love or tenderness, or the heart opened to another.

			And he had indeed been weak.

			Never again.

			‘Adjunct, have you been here all night?’

			He turned. ‘You rise early, High Fist Arenfall.’

			‘To see the dawn.’

			‘How … poetic of you.’

			‘One of my many flaws, I suppose.’

			‘Oh,’ murmured Inkaras, ‘I think you have very few of those.’

			‘Will you return to report to the Emperor now?’

			Inkaras shook his head, offering a sad smile. ‘I am afraid you have my company for a little while longer. Until this is fully played out, High Fist.’

			‘Ah. Hopefully, not so close as to undermine my confidence.’

			‘Excuse me?’ Inkaras asked, since it seemed such an odd thing to say.

			‘Never mind. I value your presence.’

			Breath catching slightly, Inkaras said, ‘Indeed?’

			Jalan Arenfall nodded, gaze sliding past to take in the rising sun. ‘This could get ugly, Adjunct. Keep that sword loose in its scabbard, sir.’

			Sighing, Inkaras looked away from the man, away from the sun as well, and fixed his attention on the gloom still shrouding the west. ‘As you say, High Fist. As you say.’

			‘And your bodyguard ten paces back won’t do, either.’

			‘His carelessness begins to irk me,’ Inkaras said. ‘I may have to find another.’

			‘Hadalin judged that any threat to you could only come from the hatch leading to the roof, Adjunct.’

			‘Until you showed him otherwise.’

			‘He understands this land,’ Arenfall said. ‘That is essential. Besides, would you have him stand close enough to overhear our private exchanges?’

			Inkaras smiled, for all the wrong reasons. ‘No, leave him guessing.’

			Arenfall tilted his head, and then shrugged. ‘I will leave you to dawn’s light, Adjunct. Until later.’

			Inkaras nodded. ‘I believe I would like to break my fast here – can you have a chair and table brought, and food and drink as well?’

			‘Of course, Adjunct.’

			Inkaras watched the High Fist depart.

			There was nothing in his rooms right now, anyway.

			The cry of the birds was more screech than song, as if horrified at witnessing yet another day.

*  *  *

			It was a common game among the bhokarala to mime the gibberish of humans. Yet, as Nub and his kin well knew, not everything issuing from the pink mouths of humans was gibberish. Excessive, always, but even so. Understanding was never as elusive as was conveyed by the witless expression a bhokaral displayed when being spoken to by humans.

			It was dawn and Nub was sitting with his back against the olive tree in the garden of the old temple, his belly somewhat bloated since olives were dropping like rain on all sides, all too easily within reach. Perfectly clean pits lay all around him. While he wasn’t groaning, his stomach was.

			The whispering shadow was gone, its myriad commandments sinking into Nub’s murky memory, to be resurrected when the time was right. In the ahead-time, not in the now-time, and thus not cause for anxiety or stress. Dawn’s arrival had been relatively peaceful.

			But now the lone human denizen of the temple emerged, no doubt on his way to the small storehouse at the garden’s back wall, to gather up and pack whatever he would need for his journey. For indeed a journey awaited the High Priest. This much Nub knew. Shadowy commands always stirred things up.

			The man paused upon seeing the King of the Bhokarala. ‘I need some of your clan.’

			Nub belched, then bared his teeth. Not in threat. More like mild contempt.

			‘Listen, you fat toad, insults are most unbecoming.’

			‘Ljalabalalaullamulajabig.’ And now the witless expression.

			‘I’m hiring a wagon, and servants. Well, one servant, for the journey. And I already suspect you’ll have a mob of your ugly minions following me, so let’s just make it official, shall we? I’m to open a new temple. Far from here – which, I might add, will be something of a relief.’

			‘Yalalabalalalbababab.’

			‘Fine,’ snapped the High Priest. ‘Just take care of the place, will you?’

			Nub farted, a most satisfying fart. Until up wafted the wretched smell. The King of the Bhokarala gagged, hands fitfully clawing the ground, scattering olive pits.

			While the priest rushed past towards the storehouse.

			In truth, it wasn’t that bad, and only momentary besides. Still, Nub extended his thrashing about for a bit longer, then slumped over to lie on his back beside the tree, miming death by asphyxiation. Motionless, eyes staring up at the blue sky and its wheeling birds, he waited for the return of the human.

			When the man did reappear, it was only to hurry past, offering a short comment as he did so. ‘Melodramatic bastard.’

			Decent servants, humans. But clearly they did not understand bhokarala at all. The melodrama, after all, was the whole point.

			He held the pose of death inordinately long, seen by no one.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			
			Have you ever wondered, dear reader, which time was the worst? The rebels’ slaying of Coltaine, or the Malazan betrayal outside the walls of Aren? Was not his final moment one that saw him as courage slain by cowards on both sides? Such is the fate of the honourable and the worthy.

			Now consider the great leader for whom every claimed virtue is but a game of deception, or worse, a level of self-delusion breathless in its audacity.

			Where the coward leads, only cowards follow.

			Histories of High Thrones
Galabras

			

			Inquisitor Vest Dyan considered it a modest expression of sorcery, but it suited the moment. He stood by the trackside, watching as the last struggles died away among the eight figures lying before him, then turned to the rotund man beside the carriage. ‘It is done, Holy One.’

			High Priest Harapa Le’en drew out a silk kerchief to dab the beads of sweat from his broad forehead. He paused, as if gathering himself for an ordeal, though his eyes gleamed as his gaze fixed on the motionless bodies lying across the track. ‘There can be no forgiving false pilgrims, Inquisitor. I regret what I must do. Too many the plethora of imposter gods. That such foolish souls as these should so easily succumb is sad.’

			Vest Dyan watched as the High Priest of Va’Shaik turned to the carriage and began, with difficulty, climbing into the high seat. Grunting, slipper-clad feet slipping, his strangely short-fingered hands clutching desperately at every purchase, pulling his substantial bulk upward as the carriage tilted on its springs.

			The two horses side-stepped suddenly, almost dislodging Harapa, their heads tossing.

			At last, the man found his seat and gathered up the traces. ‘Ah, see how eager my charges, Inquisitor! They well know the justice of what is to come!’

			Vest Dyan was an Inquisitor in the faith of Va’Shaik. Until recently he had been ensconced in the First Holy City – still more a ruin than a city – of Hanar Ara, at least until the stirrings of unease and discontent across the continent provided an opportunity the High Seneschal could not ignore. Now in the company of the Seneschal’s principal agent, High Priest Harapa Le’en, they were barely a day away from G’danisban.

			If but one city could be said to possess the rotten heart of the Malazan occupiers, it was there. Residence of the Imperial High Fist, garrisoned by marines.

			And are we to be the knife aimed unerringly for that vile heart? He had been entrusted to guard this High Priest, but beyond G’danisban, what other destination awaited them? Cleansing the city they now approached could only be the beginning of things.

			In any case, Malazans weren’t the only enemies to the liberation and unification of Seven Cities. The land was rife with apostates, heretics, unbelievers and followers of false gods. Some could be saved. Most couldn’t. In this instance, the High Priest had not even offered them
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