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			1

			The Lady of Last Chances

			The tavern was called the Pathfinder’s Gambit, though its patrons referred to it as ‘the Armpit’, or simply just ‘the Pit’, on account of its stale odour and the fact its interior rarely saw sunlight. The Pit had a particular reputation for violence and tonight had proven no exception. The evening’s current tally stood at three assaults (two stabbings and an attempted strangulation), two brawls, and – so far, at least – just the one death. Still, the night was young, the drink was flowing, and half the card games taking place in the tavern’s smoke-­filled common room were rigged. It was only a matter of time before someone else took a blade between the ribs.

			Could be me if I’m not careful, Lukan Gardova mused, eyeing the small pile of coins he’d won over the past half-­hour. The Pit’s one saving grace was that it was an excellent place to win a bit of silver, and it was for this reason that Lukan found himself sitting at a table with several companions of dubious virtue, drinking gin of dubious quality, and holding two cards of dubious value. Peasant of Crowns and a Priest of Blades, he thought, studying the faded illustrations. Bloody hells. It was a miserable hand, but that didn’t matter. In rummijake you played your opponents first and your cards second.

			‘I’ll raise,’ the sharp-­featured man to Lukan’s left finally declared, after squinting at his cards for what seemed like an eternity. ‘Three coppers.’ He scratched at his straggly beard. ‘No, four coppers.’ He nudged the coins towards the centre of the table, only to pause and glance at his cards again. ‘No, wait . . .’

			

			‘You know,’ Lukan said amiably, ‘entire wars have been fought in the time you’ve been staring at those cards.’

			The man glared at him, dark eyes glinting with a base cunning that hadn’t yet manifested in his cardplay. ‘I’m trying to think.’

			‘I suspect that’s the problem.’

			The man muttered an insult under his breath as he turned back to his cards. Lukan took a swallow of gin to hide his smile. He’d seen this man’s type many times before: the small-­time rogue who owed too much money to the wrong people and thought that gambling would be a good way to raise the necessary funds. It might have been, had he been a good player. But he wasn’t.

			‘Five coppers,’ the rogue grunted, pushing his coins into the growing pile at the centre of the table.

			Lukan studied his own cards again, just for show. The only question in his mind was by how much to raise the bet. Eight coppers should do it. Hells, may as well make it a silver—

			Shouting interrupted his thoughts and he glanced towards the bar, where a familiar scene was playing out: two adventuring companies squaring up to each other, the crews trading insults while their captains exchanged glares. Steel glinted in the candlelight as blades were drawn, a hush falling across the tavern as games and conversations were abandoned. The taller of the two captains, a woman who wore a wide-­brimmed hat tilted at a jaunty angle, said something that Lukan didn’t catch. Her opposite number blinked in surprise, his face – already flushed with drink – reddening even further. Then he bellowed a laugh and held out his hand, which the woman gripped in her own. Blades were returned to their sheaths as the two crews exchanged smiles instead of blows, and a cheer rose to the rafters as the red-­faced captain called for a round of drinks.

			

			Lukan wasn’t surprised by how quickly the threat of violence had faded; he’d seen this sort of scene play out a dozen times in the three weeks he’d been in Torlaine. Tensions ran high among the adventuring crews who made a living scavenging Phaeron relics from the Grey Lands, a couple of leagues to the north. This sort of behaviour was just their way of blowing off steam after surviving the dangers of that shadow-­haunted landscape. For those who returned, at least.

			How did it come to this? he asked himself, his gaze passing over the adventurers and opportunists who packed the tavern. How did I end up in this den of rogues at the edge of the world?

			He knew the answer all too well.

			Agreeing to a duel with the heir of one of the most powerful families in the Old Empire had been a bad mistake. But not nearly so much as winning it. Memories pressed in – a cry of rage, the flash of steel, and blood spilling across pink cherry blossom . . .

			No, he thought, forcing the images aside. Not here. Not now. Such thoughts would only spark the old anger, and then he would think of her, and—

			‘Who’s taking their time now?’

			It was the woman sitting to his right who had spoken. Another adventurer, judging by the sword strapped to her back and the old leather armour she wore. By Lukan’s reckoning she had so far made at least three bluffs and had downed twice that many shots of vodka. She sank another one now, mouth curling in what might have been amusement. The scar that split her lips made it hard to tell.

			Lukan glanced at his own cards again but found his enthusiasm for the game had faded. He almost folded his hand there and then, only for the rogue’s coins to glint seductively. Might as well see this through.

			

			‘I raise,’ he said, plucking a silver coin from his pouch and dropping it onto the coppers in the centre of the table. The rogue hissed through his teeth and threw down his cards even though it wasn’t his turn. The adventurer did likewise, albeit with more dignity. That just left the well-­dressed stranger sitting opposite Lukan, whose subtle plays had revealed him as a cut above the others. His clothes were more refined too. Dust clung to his velvet jacket and his silken shirt was badly creased, but there was no mistaking the fine tailoring. Nor was it possible to ignore the way his emerald ring flashed when it caught the candlelight. In the gloom of the tavern, the man might have been mistaken for one of the few treasure-­hunters lucky enough to find their fortune out in the Grey Lands, or even one of the moneylenders who financed the adventuring companies.

			Lukan knew better.

			‘Well, isn’t this a conundrum,’ the man said with a smirk that carried more than a hint of the aristocracy. ‘What’s a fellow to do . . .’

			‘A fellow could lay down his cards.’

			‘Oh, I think not,’ the man replied, drumming his fingers on the table. ‘That would be so dreadfully dull. Besides’ – his ring gleamed as he gestured at the pile of coins – ‘there’s too much of my money in there for me to walk away.’

			Too much of your family’s money, you mean. Lukan could see the man for who he was: a child of privilege, a spoilt dandy, who had taken it upon himself to gamble away a sliver of his family’s fortune. And why not, Lukan thought, his gaze flitting to the two heavyset men watching from a nearby table, when you can just have your hired muscle retrieve it for you afterwards. They were the only reason the dandy wasn’t lying dead in a gutter, his corpse stripped of valuables. What he was even doing in Torlaine Lukan could only guess. Perhaps he was intending to take a short trip into the Grey Lands and poke around some of the ruins, or try to catch a glimpse of a gloomfiend. Something to boast about to his friends over a brandy or two in the smoking rooms of Amberlé, or Seldarine, or wherever the hells he was from. Well, whatever his plans are, I’ll ensure his purse is that little bit lighter.

			

			‘What say we liven things up a little?’ the dandy said, producing a gold ducat and sliding it into the middle of the table with deliberate slowness. Lukan heard the rogue’s sharp intake of breath to his left; no doubt that coin alone was more than enough to pay off his debts. Its value far exceeded the assembled pile of copper and silver. Which makes it more trouble than it’s worth. Lukan made to toss his cards away, only to pause as the dandy reached for his glass of wine.

			A flash of white.

			Well, well. That changes things. Lukan considered his options. He could still back out and walk away, but what he’d just seen now made that option harder to bear. Sometimes you owed it to yourself to do what was necessary, not what was easy.

			Especially when some arsehole was cheating you at cards.

			‘So what’s it to be?’ the dandy asked, smirking as he toyed with his ring.

			Lukan lay his cards down on the table.

			‘Pity,’ the man said, reaching out to gather his winnings. ‘I was hoping the two of us might go another round—’

			‘The three of us, you mean.’

			The dandy hesitated, hand outstretched. ‘I beg your pardon?’

			‘The three of us,’ Lukan repeated. ‘You, me . . . and the Lady of Last Chances you’ve got tucked up your right sleeve.’

			

			The words hung in the air between them.

			‘You dare accuse me?’ the dandy said, with an edge to his voice that might have sounded threatening if used by someone else. ‘Do you have any idea who I am?’

			‘A dead man if you’ve cheated us,’ the adventurer replied.

			‘Enough!’ the dandy snapped, rising from his chair. ‘I don’t answer to gutter scum like you—’ He gasped as the rogue hauled him back down. ‘Get off me, you filth—’ He fell silent as the man pressed a dagger against his throat.

			‘You don’t have to answer to them,’ the rogue said, nodding at Lukan and the adventurer, ‘but you’ll damned well answer to me.’

			He’s not much of a card player, Lukan thought, but he knows how to handle a blade. And make a threat.

			As the dandy squealed for help, his guards decided they should probably intervene – after all, neither of them were going to get paid if their employer was busy choking on his own blood. They rose from their table, hands reaching for their weapons.

			‘One more step and I’ll open his throat,’ the rogue announced, the cold gleam in his eyes more convincing than any bluff he’d made at cards.

			‘Do as he says,’ the dandy squeaked.

			The two guards traded glances and remained still.

			‘Now,’ the rogue said to the dandy, ‘let’s see about this lady friend of yours, shall we?’ He nodded at the adventurer, who slid her fingers under the man’s lacy cuff and withdrew a dog-­eared card that bore a depiction of a woman with her arms spread wide, a wry smile on her lips.

			‘Well, would you look at that,’ the rogue said, applying more pressure with his blade.

			

			‘P-­please,’ the dandy stuttered, his earlier bravado leaking out of him along with the blood now trickling down his neck. ‘I-­I can explain—’

			‘Not without a tongue you can’t,’ the rogue snarled. He rose to his feet, dragging the dandy up with him, and glanced around the tavern, clearly sensing the opportunity to make a statement. ‘No one crosses Galthan Adris and lives,’ he said loudly, drawing nothing more than a handful of stares and a snigger.

			‘Idiot,’ the adventurer muttered.

			‘The hells did you say?’ the rogue demanded, clearly ruffled that his grand announcement hadn’t had the effect he’d desired. Sensing his captor’s attention was elsewhere, the dandy chose that moment to try to struggle free.

			‘Stay still, you dog,’ the rogue hissed, a rather unfair request to put to someone whose tongue you’d threatened to remove. As the two men struggled, the rogue’s foot slipped in a puddle of stale beer, and he fell, dragging his opponent down with him. A ragged cheer rose from the handful of patrons who had been watching the little drama unfold, causing others to turn and stare.

			‘A fight!’ someone shouted, quite unnecessarily, and suddenly everyone in the tavern was crowding around the two figures flailing at each other on the floor. The dandy’s two guards strode over to the struggling pair and tried to separate them, while the crowd shouted insults. Someone hurled a bowl of soup, which struck one of the guards on the shoulder and exploded all over the side of his face. The guard spun round, eyes blazing as he wiped the soup from his beard. ‘Who the hells did that?’ he bellowed. The crowd’s laughter quietened as the guard drew his sword.

			

			Time to get out of here.

			Lukan opened his money pouch and swept the pile of coins – including the dandy’s gold ducat – inside. As he pulled the drawstrings he caught the adventurer looking at him, one eyebrow raised. ‘I won the hand,’ Lukan said. ‘The pot’s mine.’

			‘You folded.’

			‘So did you.’

			‘He cheated us both.’

			True enough. Lukan dug a silver coin out of his pouch and flicked it to the adventurer. ‘If we’re being fair,’ he said, ‘we ought to give our friend down there his share.’

			‘I don’t think he’s in a position to accept it,’ the adventurer replied, pocketing the coin. ‘Do you?’

			‘No,’ Lukan replied, watching as the rogue snarled in his frustrated attempts at opening the dandy’s throat. ‘I don’t think he is.’ While the soup-­drenched guard continued to bellow at the increasingly unruly crowd, his comrade was trying his best to stop their young charge from meeting a messy end on the tavern floor. He grabbed hold of the rogue’s jerkin, only to lose his footing and fall back against a table, spilling beer everywhere.

			Another cheer rose to the rafters.

			‘Good luck,’ the mercenary said, lips curling in what might have been a smile.

			‘You too.’

			With those words Lukan slipped through the crowd and out of the tavern.

			 

			Cold air slapped him as he stepped outside.

			For a moment he stood still, savouring the sudden quiet, the coolness of the night against his skin. Seems autumn comes early this far north. He would have to purchase a new coat; the one he wore was a patched-­up relic from his days at the Academy of Parva, and its sentimental value did little to keep out the chill. Still, he thought, resting his hand on the coin purse at his belt, at least I can afford something decent. Shouting sounded from the tavern behind him, and he wondered whether the rogue had managed to open the dandy’s throat, or whether the young man’s guards had succeeded in beating him into submission. He couldn’t say he cared either way. The world wouldn’t miss either of them.

			

			Lukan set off down the street, the breeze tugging at his collar and ruffling his blond hair. His father claimed the winds that blew in from the Grey Lands weren’t natural, that they were the result of powerful sorcery that had obliterated the Phaeron civilisation a thousand years ago – distant echoes of an event lost to history. Whatever the truth, there was certainly nothing natural about the scent the wind carried, which was vaguely sulphurous, yet ultimately unfamiliar. The dying breath of a lost empire, his father had once called it. He winced at the memory. It was going to be one of those nights, when the past wouldn’t stay where it belonged. At least he still had that bottle of gin back at his room in the flophouse. If it hasn’t already been stolen.

			Even at this time of night, Torlaine’s main thoroughfare was busy. Adventurers smoked cigarillos on street corners, courtesans prowled beneath the red glow of bawdyhouse lanterns, and dealers hawked illegal narcotics from shadowed doorways. Burning torches did little to drive back the darkness, which was probably for the best, since the gloom did much to conceal the worst of the town’s blemishes – the crumbling stonework, rotting timbers and cracked paving stones. Plenty of fortunes had been made in Torlaine, but little of that money stayed for long. The lenders who financed the expeditions into the Grey Lands all kept their wealth in Amberlé, many leagues to the south, while the few adventurers who managed to make some coin tended to blow their money in classier surroundings. In the sort of refined places where Lukan once drank and dined.

			

			Before I threw everything away.

			There it was again; the old anger stirring inside him. He breathed deeply, forced it back down. Only alcohol would temper its bite and soften its claws. It would probably take all the gin he had left, and no doubt he’d be good for nothing the next morning. Still, there was little in this dismal place worth waking up for anyway. Perhaps I should join one of the companies, head out into the Grey Lands. Try and find my own fortune—

			Lukan snapped into awareness, suddenly alert.

			Someone’s following me.

			He couldn’t say how he knew. It was a vague feeling, a sense that he’d honed during his years on the road. When you slept in the kind of places that Lukan did, bedding down every night half-­expecting to be woken by a blade pressing against your throat, you gained a feel for these sorts of things. He swore under his breath, resisting the urge to glance over his shoulder.

			‘Gloomfiend talons!’ a hustler cried, stepping into Lukan’s path as she waved what looked like a stuffed dog’s paw bound with leather.

			’Out of my way,’ he replied, stepping round her.

			‘Just three coppers for a claw from the fearsome beast!’

			Lukan turned back. ‘Let me see that.’

			The woman grinned with stained teeth as she waved the fake at him. He ignored it as he stared over her shoulder.

			There.

			

			A cloaked figure ducked into the shadows, about twenty yards away. One of the dandy’s guards? No, they were both big men, and the glimpse he’d had of his pursuer suggested that this person was smaller. Maybe someone from the tavern who saw me leave with a bag of coin and fancied taking it for themselves. They’re welcome to try.

			‘Well?’ the hustler demanded.

			‘Looks like things are about to get interesting,’ Lukan replied, leaving her cursing after him as he walked away. He considered his options as he carried on down the thoroughfare, careful to keep a casual pace. His instinct was to confront his pursuer, but he couldn’t be sure if they were alone. Lukan fancied himself against any opponent when it came to blades, but if he faced multiple adversaries it would be a short fight, and likely one that wouldn’t end in his favour. Ducking into a tavern or bawdyhouse might buy him a little time but could also leave him cornered. His room at the flophouse offered no sanctuary – he doubted the door would stand up to a strong sneeze, never mind an intruder’s shoulder. Which leaves just one option . . .

			Lukan ducked into the nearest alley and broke into a run, one arm stretched before him as if to ward off the darkness. A half-­shuttered lantern glowed ahead of him, revealing a tangle of pathways. He veered right, leaping over a slumped body that might have been a corpse. The path split again and this time he went left, turning almost sideways to squeeze through a narrow walkway so dark he could barely see his own hand before his face. Something snagged his foot but he managed to kick it loose. Lukan listened for sounds of pursuit but all he could hear was his own ragged breathing. He twisted into another passage and grinned when he saw light up ahead. With a little luck he’d emerge onto a side street that led back to the thoroughfare, where he could blend into the crowds. He’d be back at the flophouse in no time, toasting his escape with that bottle of gin while his pursuer blundered around in the dark.

			

			Smiling at the thought, Lukan burst out of the alley . . . and froze.

			Three men glanced up from where they sat around a brazier, flames throwing their shadows against the walls of the small yard.

			A dead end.

			‘Apologies,’ Lukan managed, noting the hostility in their eyes. ‘Wrong turn.’

			The men exchanged grins and rose to their feet, hefting an assortment of weapons. Lukan spun round, only to find a fourth figure blocking his retreat. The man leered as he slapped a cudgel against his palm.

			Oh, wonderful . . .

			Lukan turned back to the three men, regretting his decision to leave his sword under the floorboards at the flophouse. He only had his dirk, while the bearded man he took to be the leader of this sorry band wielded an old sword. Its blade was notched and spotted with rust, but the tip looked sharp.

			‘Hand it over,’ the leader said, pointing at Lukan’s coin pouch.

			‘Someone’s following me,’ Lukan replied, glancing over his shoulder to check the position of the thug behind him. ‘Help me scare them off and half of this’ – he patted his coin pouch – ‘is yours.’

			‘Piss on that. Easier to kill you and take the whole lot.’

			A fair point. ‘And get between a Bloodless and their prize?’ Lukan asked, thinking quickly. ‘I’d be careful about that if I were you.’

			The leader’s eyes widened at the mention of the Old Empire’s most feared assassin cabal.

			‘Drem,’ one of the other men whispered, a note of anxiety in his voice. ‘I heard tales o’ them. They say that they don’t bleed, that when you cut them only ash spills out—’

			

			‘Quiet,’ Drem snapped. ‘We’ve all heard the stories, you idiot. Nothing but tavern talk.’ He snapped his fingers at Lukan. ‘Hand it over.’

			‘Fine,’ Lukan replied, untying the pouch. ‘Have it your way.’

			Drem grinned and held out his hand. He was still smiling as Lukan hurled the pouch into his face. The man gave a choked cry and stumbled backwards. Lukan drew his dirk and spun round, thrusting instinctively as the thug behind him raised his cudgel to strike. The man blinked in surprise as Lukan’s blade punched into his throat, his weapon falling from nerveless fingers. Lukan pulled his dirk free in a spray of blood and shoved the man away. He whirled round, teeth bared, blade raised . . .

			And was sent reeling by a vicious blow to his jaw.

			He staggered, the world pitching around him, the brazier’s flames streaking across his blurred vision. Somehow he kept his balance, and lashed out with his dirk as he backed away. Forget the pouch. There was little choice now but to make a run for it—

			His feet tangled with those of the dying thug, who lay gurgling behind him.

			Lukan fell and hit the ground hard, blade tumbling from his grip. Blood roared in his ears, the coppery taste of it on his tongue. He gritted his teeth, tried to rise – only for a booted foot to force him back down, crushing the air from his lungs. Strong hands clamped round his arms, pinning him down. He snarled, tried to struggle free.

			Cold steel pressed against his throat.

			Lukan blinked to clear his vision.

			Drem stood over him. The man’s sword arm trembled with suppressed rage, each little twitch causing the tip of his blade to rasp against Lukan’s skin.

			

			‘That,’ Drem hissed through split lips, ‘was a mistake.’

			Lukan felt inclined to agree. He spat blood, wincing at the pain in his jaw – not broken at least, but that was little comfort. To think it ends like this, dying in some back alley at the hands of a second-­rate cutpurse. Still, perhaps it’s the least I deserve.

			‘Get him up,’ Drem barked, withdrawing his sword.

			The two men hauled Lukan to his feet. The world seemed to tilt around him.

			‘You killed Rass,’ Drem continued, gesturing at the dead man, whose wet, ragged breathing had now ceased. ‘For that, I’ll make sure your own death is slow and—’ He jolted, eyes widening. Slowly he sank to one knee.

			‘Drem?’ one of the other men said, frowning. ‘You all right?’

			His leader’s only response was a hiss of breath as he toppled forward, revealing the hilt of a throwing knife lodged in his back. Lukan glanced up to see a shadowed figure crouched on the far wall. Firelight gleamed on steel as they drew another blade.

			‘Lady’s blood,’ one of the men swore, letting go of Lukan’s arm. The other followed suit.

			The figure dropped silently from the wall.

			‘Run!’ one of the thugs blurted.

			Lukan couldn’t have said it better himself – with his head still swimming, he was in no condition for a fight. As the two men fled into the alley, he snatched up his coin pouch and made to follow, only to pause as he glanced at the knife protruding from Drem’s back. It can’t be. His eyes widened as his vision cleared, revealing a carved ivory hilt. I know that weapon . . .

			‘You held that knife once,’ the newcomer said as they approached. ‘Do you remember?’

			That voice. Rich and throaty, with the hint of a Talassian accent. A voice he hadn’t heard in years and hadn’t thought he’d ever hear again. A voice that by turns used to praise and scold him, though mostly the latter as childhood years gave way to adolescence.

			

			‘I remember,’ he replied, recalling the feel of the ivory against his palm, the gleam of the blade in the sunlight. ‘My hands were smaller then.’

			‘And mine had fewer wrinkles.’ The figure pulled the blade from Drem’s back and wiped it on the dead man’s shirt.

			‘They still know how to throw a knife, though.’

			‘Fortunately for you.’

			‘I thought I had a thief or two after me. If I’d known it was you, then none of this would have happened.’ He gestured at the body of the man he’d killed. ‘I wouldn’t have had to do . . . that.’

			‘If you’d remembered half the things I taught you,’ the hooded figure replied, picking up Lukan’s dirk and tossing it to him, ‘you wouldn’t have needed me to rescue you.’

			Lukan caught the blade. ‘If you had greeted me like a normal person, you wouldn’t have had to.’ He wiped the dirk on Drem’s shirt. ‘What’s with the literal cloak and dagger, anyway?’

			‘I wanted to see how you’d react.’ The hood tilted. ‘To see how you handled yourself. To see whether you were still the young man I remembered.’

			‘And?’

			‘Well, you still have a knack for getting into trouble.’ The figure pulled back their hood, revealing a woman’s face with sharp lines and olive skin. Her dark eyes narrowed as she regarded him. Time’s passage had left its mark on her features – the crinkles around her eyes, the strands of silver in her raven-­black hair, tied back as always – yet her frown was just the same. ‘And your footwork seems rusty.’

			

			Lukan smiled. ‘Always the hard taskmaster.’

			The woman returned the smile and the years fell away from her face. ‘It’s so good to see you, Lukan.’

			‘You too, Shafia. I never thought I’d see you again, not after . . .’ He made a vague gesture. ‘Well, after what happened. What are you doing here, anyway? You’re not working for my father any more? I told you that your talents were wasted on him. Pretty sure I told him that too . . .’

			He trailed off at the look of pain that flashed across the woman’s face.

			‘Shafia? Is something—’

			‘Not here,’ she replied, glancing around. ‘Do you know somewhere we can talk?’

			‘I’ve got a room at a flophouse.’

			‘Perfect.’

			‘Trust me, it’s not. It smells like something died under the floorboards, and—’

			‘Lukan,’ Shafia said, wearily raising a hand. ‘This is urgent. Just lead the way.’

		

	
		
			

			2

			A Cheaper Kind of Promise 

			‘Well,’ Shafia said, standing in the doorway and glancing around the room. ‘This is . . .’

			‘A shithole?’ Lukan suggested, placing a lighted candle into the lantern that hung from a cross-­beam. The lantern swung as he let go, casting a wan light over the cracked plaster of the walls.

			‘I was going to be charitable . . .’

			‘That’s most unlike you.’

			‘. . . and say cosy.’

			‘Seems you’ve become more generous with age.’ Lukan lit two more candles on the table at the centre of the room, the flames flickering in the draught that whistled through the broken window. ‘I’d offer to take your coat,’ he added, blowing out the taper and setting it down, ‘but you probably want to keep it on. I can, however, offer you a drink.’

			‘How kind,’ Shafia replied, closing the door behind her. ‘I’ll have a glass of Parvan Red, ’17 vintage.’

			‘Will a ’19 do if I can’t find the ’17?’ Lukan retrieved the bottle that stood on a nightstand by the bed, along with two dirty glasses. ‘All I’ve got is gin. It’s not Parvan Silver, but it’ll warm you up.’

			‘That’ll do.’

			He poured two measures and handed one to Shafia. They regarded each other in the dim light. Lukan raised his glass.

			‘To . . .’

			

			‘Finding you alive,’ Shafia said with a half-­smile. ‘And as trouble-­prone as ever.’

			‘To trouble, and to your tongue,’ Lukan replied, grinning in return. ‘Sharp as always.’

			They clinked glasses and drank.

			‘You’re right,’ Shafia said, grimacing as she swallowed. ‘That’s nothing like Parvan Silver.’

			‘It becomes bearable around the fourth or fifth glass.’ Lukan raised the bottle. ‘Another?’

			‘Lady’s mercy, yes.’

			He refilled their glasses and they sat at the table.

			‘So how did you find me?’ Lukan asked.

			‘With some difficulty. You’re not an easy man to find.’

			‘I tend to keep moving, don’t stay in any one place too long. Figured that way I could keep outrunning the past.’ He managed a smile as he tipped his glass towards Shafia. ‘Guess I was wrong.’

			‘You can’t escape the past, Lukan. It’s our lifelong companion, always at our side.’

			‘You and your Talassian sayings. Some things never change.’

			‘No,’ Shafia replied, giving him an appraising look. ‘They don’t.’

			‘You’ve not answered my question.’

			‘I still have contacts in every city across the Old Empire.’

			‘Ah, of course. Your old intelligence network. So you’ve been keeping tabs on me?’

			‘As best I could, ever since you left the Academy.’

			‘You mean after the Academy expelled me for killing Giorgio Castori.’

			‘I see the years haven’t lessened your anger.’

			‘Damn right they haven’t,’ Lukan replied, his voice hardening. ‘It was an accident. I won the duel. He attacked me when my back was turned, and . . .’ He sighed, waved his own words away. ‘Never mind. You know what happened. And you know I’m right.’

			

			‘I know,’ Shafia said, ‘but I was hoping that—’

			‘I’d got over it? That I’d made peace with having my whole life ruined?’

			‘Something like that, yes.’ The woman was silent for a moment. ‘I thought that . . . how many years has it been since we last saw each other – six?’

			‘More than seven.’

			‘I had hoped that maybe you’d been able to move on.’ She paused again, as if choosing her words carefully. ‘And that maybe you’d managed to forgive your father—’

			‘Forgive him? After he accepted the Academy’s decision without challenging it?’

			‘Lukan, let’s not—’

			‘After he grovelled at the feet of the Castoris and gave away what was left of our family fortune as compensation? Compensation, for pity’s sake. Giorgio Castori attacked me, and yet I’m the one who’s branded a murderer and disowned by my own father—’

			‘Lukan.’

			He flinched as Shafia’s voice cracked like a whip, her fierce glare rendering him silent, as it had so many times in his younger years. ‘Enough,’ she said firmly, her expression softening. ‘I’m on your side. I always have been.’

			‘I know. I’m . . . I’m sorry.’ He ground his teeth, feeling foolish – no wiser than the man he’d been when last they’d met. ‘It’s just . . .’

			‘Those events still cut deeply.’

			‘Exactly. And try as I might, I just can’t . . .’ He shook his head, waved as if to dismiss the thought. If only it was that easy. ‘Forget it. You were saying?’

			

			‘I was saying that after you left the Academy I did my best to follow your movements. You disappeared from time to time, of course, but generally I had a reasonable idea of where you might be.’

			‘And you did all this at my father’s request?’

			‘I acted on my own volition.’

			‘Of course you did,’ Lukan replied sourly, knocking back his gin. ‘Silly of me to think the honourable Lord Gardova would care about whether his only child was still breathing.’ He refilled his glass. ‘How is the old man, anyway? Still busy with all his scrolls and Phaeron relics, no doubt—’

			‘He’s dead, Lukan.’

			The words stole the breath from Lukan’s lungs, a strange numbness spreading through him as his mind reeled. Dead. ‘I . . .’ he began, then fell silent, his lips trying to form words even though he had no idea what he was trying to say. Lady’s mercy. ‘How . . . how did it happen?’

			Shafia glanced away, and Lukan felt a stab of unease. He’d never known her to hesitate or show reluctance. In his mind, she was still his father’s stern-­faced steward, the woman who had first taught him how to hold a blade, who had practically raised him after his mother had died when he was still a child. When she looked back at him now, her expression was pained.

			‘Your father was murdered.’

			‘Murdered?’ he echoed. ‘But . . .’ He took a breath, tried to compose himself. Murdered. Lady’s blood . . . He reached for his glass, vaguely aware that his hand was shaking. Shafia caught his wrist and gently pushed his hand back down.

			‘You need to hear what I have to say,’ she said firmly. ‘With a clear head.’

			‘Then tell me what happened,’ he replied, clenching his fist until his knuckles turned white. ‘Tell me everything.’

			

			‘I wasn’t there when it happened.’ A flicker of anger passed across Shafia’s face. ‘This was a little over a month ago now—’

			‘A month?’ He’s been dead all this time and I didn’t even know.

			‘I wish I could have reached you sooner but, as I said, you’re not an easy man to find.’

			Lukan barely heard her. ‘Go on,’ he murmured.

			‘I was returning from an errand,’ Shafia continued. ‘I arrived back at the estate not long after midnight. Everything seemed normal – the guards were on duty, there was no sense of anything out of place. I left my horse in the stables, entered the house and . . .’ She trailed off, her jaw tightening. ‘I went upstairs. At the top of the staircase I found Jhosem, one of the guards, lying on the landing. He was dead. Someone had opened his throat – from behind, far as I could tell. He hadn’t even drawn his sword. I ran to your father’s bedroom, but he wasn’t there.’

			‘Of course he wasn’t,’ Lukan said, managing a bitter laugh. ‘He lived in his damned study.’

			‘Which is where I looked next. I found him’ – Shafia paused, swallowing – ‘on the floor, covered in blood.’

			Lukan’s stomach lurched. ‘Dead?’

			She nodded. ‘He . . . had been stabbed several times. There was nothing I could do.’

			Lukan sat back, scarcely able to believe what he’d heard. But he knew Shafia spoke the truth – she’d served his father for twenty years; her loyalty was unquestionable. Besides, her anger – and the guilt she felt at not having been there – were etched into every line of her face. ‘Who did this, Shafia?’ he asked eventually. ‘Hells, do you think the Castoris—’

			‘No,’ she said firmly, shaking her head. ‘This has nothing to do with them. Nothing to do with you, or what you did to Giorgio Castori.’

			

			‘How can you be sure?’

			‘Well, I can’t . . . It’s just a feeling. I think they would have left a sign – something subtle just to let us know it was them. But we found nothing. Besides, they’ve never shown much interest in your father – their grudge was always with you.’

			‘Thanks for reminding me.’ The bitterness of his tone masked the relief he felt. As wide as the chasm between him and his father had grown, he would never have forgiven himself if his past actions had led to his father’s death. ‘If the Castoris didn’t murder my father,’ he said, ‘then who did?’

			‘I have no idea,’ Shafia admitted. ‘But whoever did it was looking for something – they’d turned your father’s study upside down. There were papers and documents everywhere, though whether they found what they were looking for I couldn’t say.’

			‘But there was nothing in his study,’ Lukan replied. ‘Nothing worth stealing, anyway. It was just a mess of old antiques and books and scrolls about whatever he was currently obsessed with. You know how he was – myths and legends, the Phaeron and the Faceless, all that nonsense. No wonder the rest of the aristocracy looked down on us. First my grandfather gambles away our fortune, then his son becomes a recluse obsessed with dead civilisations and demons out of children’s stories.’ He shook his head. ‘Just as well I turned out all right, isn’t it?’

			‘Lukan.’

			‘Don’t Lukan me,’ he replied, but without conviction. His mind was spinning, though whether from the drink or from Shafia’s revelations he couldn’t say. Both, probably. Still, if ever there was a time for a clear head, it was now. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, raising a hand. ‘That was . . . unbecoming of me, as Father would say.’

			

			‘It was.’ Shafia gave him a hint of a smile.

			‘Tell me I’m wrong, though.’

			Her smile faded. ‘You’re not. Your father’s study was as you remember.’

			‘So it was an opportunist then? A thief hunting for anything valuable.’

			‘That’s what I thought at first, but nothing of value was taken. You know your mother’s sapphire necklace, the one your father always kept on the marble bust on the landing? That was untouched, though the killer must have walked right past it to get to your father’s study.’ Shafia shook her head. ‘This was no common thief.’

			‘So what were they looking for?’

			‘I was wondering whether your father may have stumbled across something in his research. His interest in the Phaeron—’

			‘Obsession, you mean,’ Lukan said bitterly. ‘Phaeron this, Phaeron that . . . Honestly, it’s all he ever talked about. He was more interested in them than his own family.’

			‘I won’t defend your father’s flaws as a parent,’ Shafia replied, ‘but it was this obsession that made him such an expert.’

			‘Try telling that to the Academy – they rejected his papers about a dozen times—’

			‘Lukan, please.’

			‘Sorry. You were saying . . .’

			‘I’m just wondering whether your father uncovered information – a secret, perhaps – that his murderer wanted to protect.’

			‘About the Phaeron?’ Lukan shook his head. ‘They disappeared a thousand years ago, what could he have possibly learned about them that would give someone reason to kill him? No, there must have been another motive.’

			‘Perhaps you’re right,’ Shafia said, drumming her fingers on the table. ‘Regardless, we do have one lead.’ She reached into a pocket and withdrew a folded piece of paper. ‘I found this with your father’s body.’ She held it out. ‘He must have still been alive when his attacker left.’

			

			Lukan took the paper, his throat suddenly dry. It was creased and worn, presumably from the weeks it had spent nestled in Shafia’s pocket. He unfolded it, trepidation gnawing at him as he stared at the bloodstains on the lower half of the page. His eyes moved to the three words scrawled in the centre in red ink. No, he realised, his eyes widening. Written in blood. My father’s blood. He took a breath, glanced at Shafia, who remained silent, her expression grim. Lukan looked back at the page, tried to concentrate on the words.

			 

			Lukan      Saphrona      Zandrusa

			 

			He lowered the paper, the sight of his father’s handwriting and the weight of the revelations conspiring to make him feel dizzy.

			‘Take your time,’ Shafia said gently.

			Lukan nodded and took a swallow of gin, looking at the paper again as the liquid burned the back of his throat. He stared at the words, his father’s final desperate act, written even as his life slipped away. He read them once, twice, three times, mouthing the words silently.

			The meaning of the first word, his own name, was clear enough – obviously his father had intended this message for him. The second word, Saphrona, could only mean the city of the same name that stood at the southern tip of the Old Empire, a city that he’d heard much about but never seen with his own eyes. The last word – Zandrusa – was unfamiliar. He murmured the word as he racked his mind, trying to recall any mention of it. Nothing, not even the faintest glimmer of recognition. He looked up, met Shafia’s eyes. ‘You have any idea what Zandrusa is?’

			

			The woman smiled faintly. ‘I was hoping you might be able to tell me.’

			‘It doesn’t mean anything to you?’

			‘Never heard it before. My initial thought was that it might be the identity of your father’s murderer, or some sort of clue, but . . .’ She shrugged. ‘If it’s a name, it’s not one I’m familiar with.’

			Lukan glanced back at the paper. ‘What about Saphrona? Did my father have some sort of interests there?’

			‘None that I’m aware of.’

			‘This doesn’t make any sense.’ Lukan set the paper down.

			‘One thing is clear,’ Shafia said. ‘Your father used his final moments to write that message. He wanted you to have it. So, it must be important.’

			‘But we don’t even know what in the hells it means.’

			‘Then you must go to Saphrona and find out.’

			‘Go to . . .’ Lukan stared at her, incredulous. ‘I can’t just . . . Saphrona is hundreds of leagues to the south.’ He shook his head. ‘No, I need to get back to Parva. With my father dead . . .’ He trailed off, eyes widening as a realisation struck him. With my father dead, I’m now Lord Gardova. The thought left a bitter taste. ‘I need to go home,’ he continued. ‘There must be affairs that need attention. The estate—’

			‘Is all taken care of,’ Shafia cut in smoothly. ‘Your father’s will named me as custodian until such a time as you can return and take up your new responsibilities. Let me take care of things for the time being.’

			‘But . . . are you sure?’

			‘Lukan, you know how little interest your father took in domestic matters. He may have been lord of the manor, but we both know who looked after the estate’s affairs.’

			

			‘I know, but . . . I mean, after all these years, isn’t there somewhere else you’d rather be, something else you’d rather be doing? Because I wouldn’t hold it against you if you wanted to leave—’

			‘Lukan . . .’

			‘You don’t owe me anything, Shafia, you know that? If anything I owe you for all the times you put up with my bullsh—’

			‘Lukan,’ she repeated, her voice snapping the way it used to whenever she chastised him during his swordplay lessons. ‘Believe me when I say that there’s nothing I would rather be doing than helping you.’ She raised a finger. ‘And if you ask me if I’m sure one more time, I’ll throw that gin in your face.’

			‘You wouldn’t,’ he replied, but picked up his glass just in case. ‘Seriously though, Shafia, I’m grateful for everything you’ve done for my family. Both now and over the years. My father should’ve given you a damned medal.’

			‘He gave me something far more valuable than that.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘Purpose.’ Shafia leaned forward, hands clasped. ‘When your father took me into his service, I was lost. I’d dedicated my entire life to the Parvan Crown. Spycraft was all I knew. So when that ended . . . I didn’t know what to do. I had nothing. No friends, no family. No future. I was left wondering if the sacrifices I’d made had been worth it. But then your father made me his steward and invited me into his family. He gave me fresh purpose and for that I will always be grateful. Now that Conrad— now that your father’s gone, I can no longer help him.’ Her jaw tightened. ‘But I can help his son.’ She met his gaze. ‘If he’ll have me.’

			Lukan could only stare back at her. He’d never heard Shafia talk at such length and with such vulnerability. She needs this, he realised. And I need her if I’m going to make any sense of this mess. ‘He will,’ he replied, raising his glass. ‘Always.’

			

			Shafia smiled, the tension melting from her face as she raised her own glass and clinked it against his. ‘In that case,’ she said, taking a sip of her drink, ‘my first piece of advice to you, as your steward, is to heed your father’s words.’ She indicated the paper with its bloody scrawl. ‘I don’t know what Conrad was thinking in his final moments, but it was clearly important to him that you go to Saphrona and seek out this Zandrusa, whoever – or whatever – that is. So, honour his dying wish. I know you and your father weren’t on good terms these last few years, but you owe him this. For the love he bore you and the love I know you still bear him. Despite everything.’

			‘Despite everything,’ Lukan echoed softly, as grief, anger and regret warred in his head. ‘I wanted to go home,’ he continued, staring at his glass. It helped to have something to focus on. ‘I thought of it so many times. Seeing the old house, seeing my father, apologising for . . .’ He met Shafia’s gaze. ‘I wanted to apologise. For what I did, for what I said. I hated the rift that had grown between us.’

			‘I know your father felt the same.’

			‘I always told myself the time wasn’t right. I always found an excuse . . .’ He shook his head. ‘And now it’s too late.’

			‘No it isn’t,’ Shafia replied firmly. ‘This is how you can make things up to him. Carry out his final wish.’

			Lukan picked up the piece of paper, scanned the words again. Zandrusa. Perhaps the word was a clue that would reveal his father’s killer, or maybe it was something else entirely. Either way, the answer to the mystery was in Saphrona. He folded the paper up, slipped it into a pocket. So be it.

			‘I’ll go,’ Lukan said, meeting Shafia’s eyes.

			

			‘Swear it. Make a goldenblood promise.’

			‘I only have silver,’ he replied, sliding a ring off his finger and holding it up to the candlelight.

			Shafia curled her lip. ‘A cheaper metal cheapens the oath.’

			‘This was my mother’s ring. My father gave it to me after she passed.’

			‘Then it is more than enough.’ She drew the diamond-­shaped throwing knife and handed it to him hilt-­first. ‘Swear a silverblood promise, then.’

			Lukan took the blade, placed the tip against his palm. He hesitated, feeling suddenly dizzy, light-­headed from the rush of emotions that still coursed through him. Anger, regret, both wrapped around a thorny knot of grief whose barbs he was only now starting to feel. My father’s dead and I don’t know who killed him, or why. He sucked in a breath, feeling a sudden pressure settling over him. But I need to find out. I have to. With that admission the pressure eased, to be replaced with something he hadn’t felt in years.

			Purpose.

			Seven years of running from the past, but no more. He grimaced as he drew the blade lightly across his left palm, drawing blood. He placed his ring in the middle of his palm and closed his hand into a fist. ‘I swear a silverblood promise,’ he intoned, holding Shafia’s gaze, ‘to carry out my father’s final wish. I’ll go to Saphrona. I’ll find his murderer and bring them to justice. So be it.’

			‘So be it,’ Shafia echoed.

			Lukan handed the blade back and stared at his bloody palm. Might have cut that a little too deep. ‘I don’t suppose you have a—’

			The woman tossed a clean handkerchief at him.

			‘The quickest way to Saphrona is by sea,’ she said. ‘Take a horse south to Deladrin – it should only take you a few days. There you can find a ship.’

			

			‘A ship? That’ll be expensive.’

			‘Which is why you’ll need this.’

			Shafia reached into a pocket and withdrew an envelope sealed by a stamp of green wax bearing two stylised Bs. ‘A letter of credit from the Brandt and Balinor Banking House in Parva,’ she said, in response to his enquiring look. ‘Signed by me in my role as custodian and executor of your estate. If you visit their branch in Deladrin you can exchange it for two ducats from your father’s — from your account. It’ll be enough to cover the cost of your passage, and whatever supplies you might need. I wish I could have given you more, but . . . well, your family’s fortune isn’t what it was.’

			Don’t I just know it. ‘Thank you,’ Lukan replied as he took the envelope. ‘For this and everything else.’

			‘Always.’ Shafia rose from the table.

			‘You’re leaving?’

			‘I have lodgings on the other side of town that are a little more . . . refined.’ She smiled. ‘I can hear a glass of decent red wine calling my name, and I fully intend to drink it while taking a hot bath.’

			‘But we’ve got so much to catch up on,’ Lukan said, wincing as he pressed the handkerchief to his bloody palm. ‘And you need to tell me what you know of Saphrona—’ He was cut short by Shafia producing a tattered, dog-­eared booklet and tossing it onto the table. ‘What’s this?’ he asked, peering at the faded title on the cover.

			‘A Gentleman’s Guide to Saphrona,’ Shafia intoned, ‘by Velleras Gellame: traveller, philosopher and poet.’

			‘Sounds like a buffoon.’

			‘Oh, he is. Happy reading.’

			‘Wait, there must be more you can tell me. Didn’t you visit Saphrona in your spying days?’

			

			‘Sadly not. Though the sun would have made a nice change from the endless rain in Seldarine.’ She cocked an eyebrow. ‘Anyway, you’re the one with the Academy education. Surely there were lessons in the Old Empire’s history and geography.’

			‘I’m sure there were.’

			‘But you didn’t attend any of them?’

			‘Of course not. What do you take me for? Anyway, if it’s any consolation, I did put your lessons in unarmed combat to good use in several tavern brawls.’

			‘It isn’t,’ Shafia replied, though not without the hint of a smile. She nodded at the booklet. ‘I can’t tell you anything more than what’s in there, so be sure to read it. Gellame will give you a good sense of Saphrona, if you can stand his flowery language.’ She frowned. ‘There was one thing . . . No, never mind.’

			‘Tell me.’

			‘No, it . . . it was a story a fellow agent told me many years ago. But we were drinking and I was as sure then as I am now that he was pulling my leg. Something about a gigantic . . .’ She waved her words away. ‘It was a jest, as I said, and he’d die laughing if he knew I’d taken it seriously. Forget it. Gellame doesn’t mention it, so it’s almost certainly nonsense.’

			‘And if it’s not?’

			‘You can tell me all about it.’ Shafia moved towards the door.

			‘Perhaps tomorrow we could . . .’

			‘I’ll be gone with the dawn, whereas you, I suspect, will not be awake before noon.’

			Lukan grinned. ‘You know me too well.’

			‘I have to,’ she replied dryly. ‘After all, you’re my employer now.’

			‘I hope I’m paying you enough.’

			

			‘Oh, I’d say there’s room for improvement.’ She smiled, a glint in her dark eyes, before her expression became serious again. ‘Good luck, Lukan. And be careful – you’re a threat to whoever murdered your father, and that makes you a target if they discover your purpose in Saphrona. Travel under a false name, trust no one and keep your wits about you. I’ll see you in Parva when you return.’

			‘If I return.’ Lukan rose and embraced his former tutor – something that, years ago, he would never have imagined doing, yet now it felt entirely natural. Shafia tensed, as if caught off-­guard, then folded her arms round him.

			‘Your father did love you, Lukan,’ she said as they stepped apart. ‘Despite everything that happened between you. Never forget that.’

			‘I’ll try not to.’

			‘Get some rest. You’ve got a long trip ahead of you.’

			With those words she was gone, the door creaking as it shut behind her. Lukan sat back down at the table and studied the piece of paper again, imagining his father’s hand pressed against it as he scribbled these final desperate words, his last act an attempt to communicate with the son he’d been estranged from for so long. What mystery have you left for me, Father? He let the paper fall from his fingers and reached for the bottle, pouring the last of the gin into his glass. I should say something. Toast the old man on his way. Yet no words would come.

			He drank anyway, his thoughts turning to the journey that lay ahead, and to the destination that awaited at the end of it. Saphrona. While he knew precious little about the city, he knew its location well enough from the hours he’d spent staring at the map pinned to his father’s study wall. Saphrona perched on the most southerly tip of the Old Empire, looking across the Sceptre Sea to Zar-­Ghosa, the northernmost of the Southern Queendoms. Didn’t they fight a war or two against each other? Perhaps he should have bothered to attend more of those history lectures. He’d seen an oil painting once – Dusk Falls Upon Saphrona, goodness knows why the title had lodged in his mind – and retained a vague impression of the sun sinking below bronze domes and red-­tiled roofs, and of lengthening shadows cast across courtyards filled with fountains and orange trees. How true to life it had been he could only guess; those old masters had certainly been known to exaggerate beauty and grandeur. No doubt I’ll find out soon enough.

			

			How soon was another question entirely. Even by ship it would surely take weeks to reach Saphrona. Then again, he knew nothing about ships; the only nautical experience he had was rowing a boat around the lake in Parva’s Ducal Park, swigging wine and trying to topple his equally drunk friends into the placid waters. He smiled at the memory, which flitted away as other questions crowded in. How hot will it be that far south? After all, Saphrona wasn’t far from the Southern Queendoms and their great deserts. But it’ll be nearly autumn, won’t it, so perhaps not so warm. He downed the rest of his drink. The questions could wait. Right now, the night was still young, and – he patted his coin purse, which tinkled reassuringly – he had plenty of coin to get into some trouble with. Not the sort of blades-­stabbing-­at-­your-­face kind of trouble, but something – anything – to distract him from the guilt and grief that had lodged next to his heart.

			Tomorrow would take care of itself.

		

	
		
			

			3

			The Mother of Cities

			A sharp rap at his cabin door jolted Lukan from sleep.

			‘Go away,’ he said – or tried to say. His tongue was gummed to the top of his mouth. He worked it free, grimacing at the sour aftertaste. Another rum-­filled night. There had been plenty of those during the second week of his voyage. The ship’s captain – a jovial bear of a man by the name of Graziano Grabulli – had taken to inviting Lukan to his cabin each night for a glass or two (or several) of rum. Like most men from the Talassian Isles, he liked to talk, mostly about himself and his various exploits and escapades – of which there were many. Lukan felt inclined to believe some of them (such as the captain’s encounter with a black shark; the man had the teethmarks on his forearm to prove it) but was sure that others (like his claim to have seen the fabled ghost ship the Pride of Prince Relair) were little more than tall tales. Still, a lack of truthfulness was to be expected from a man who had – courtesy of the Tamberlin Trading Company – a brand on his left wrist that marked him out as a former pirate. Fortunately Grabulli was even more generous with his rum than he was with his lies.

			A second knock at the door, slower and more deliberate.

			‘Piss off,’ Lukan shouted. He shifted in his hammock, not enjoying the way his stomach lurched. An ache was slowly building at his temples.

			The door creaked open.

			

			Lady’s mercy.

			He opened his eyes, squinting against the sunlight that poured in through the solitary porthole, illuminating the tiny cabin that had been his home for the past two weeks. Grabulli had promised him quarters fit for a king, but the cabin was barely fit for the rats that lurked in its corners. Lukan had seen bigger broom cupboards. Cleaner ones too.

			He blinked at the figure standing in the doorway, recognising the slight figure of the ship’s cabin girl.

			‘Thought I told you to get lost,’ he said.

			The girl shrugged and made an I didn’t hear you gesture.

			‘Yeah, you did. You might be mute, but I know you’re not deaf.’

			The girl ignored him and moved to his dresser, which along with a stool was the cabin’s only furniture. She picked up a dagger that Lukan had won from one of the crew, in the early days of the voyage before they had started refusing to play with him, and turned it over in her hands, staring at the garnet set in its pommel.

			‘Put that down.’

			The girl obliged, placing the dagger back down on the dresser with exaggerated care.

			‘You’ve got some nerve, kid, I’ll give you that. What the hells do you want?’

			The girl made a shape with her hands: thumbs pressed together, fingers steepled. Captain.

			‘Grabulli? What about him?’

			She pointed at Lukan – you – and formed a beak with her right hand, opening and closing it. Talk.

			‘What, now?’ Lukan winced as he rubbed a thumb against his right temple; his headache was growing worse, and the girl wasn’t helping. ‘Tell him I’ll be up in a bit . . . it’s too damned early.’

			

			The girl traced a circle in the air, then held up nine fingers. Ninth hour of the day.

			‘Yeah, well that’s early for me.’

			She made a cutting gesture. Now.

			Lukan swore under his breath. ‘Fine, have it your way. Tell the bastard – uh, tell the captain – that I’ll be up shortly.’

			The girl nodded and turned back to the dresser, a smile playing across her lips.

			Lukan raised a finger. ‘Don’t you even think about—’

			She snatched the dagger and darted through the door.

			‘You cheeky little . . .’ Lukan managed to get one foot out of the hammock, only for his left leg to get tangled up as he tried to lunge forward. The room flipped and suddenly he was lying on his back, the hammock swinging above him as the patter of the girl’s feet disappeared down the passage. He tried to rise, only to abandon the attempt when the rum in his stomach gurgled a warning that it was considering making a swift, explosive exit. With a groan, Lukan sank back down to the floor and closed his eyes.

			Grabulli could wait a little longer.

			 

			‘Ah, friend Lekaan!’ Grabulli called from where he stood at the Sunfish’s prow, butchering the pronunciation of Lukan’s name in his usual fashion. The Captain was unmistakable in the red velvet coat that he claimed had been a gift from some prince or other, though which Lukan suspected – judging by the faded stains and poor quality of the lacework – he’d actually picked up at a flea market in some far-­flung port. ‘So good of you to join us. A beautiful day, no?’

			

			Perhaps, if you’re not hungover. As it was, the sun was a little too bright, the blue sky a little too vibrant. Still, the breeze that slapped at Lukan and ruffled his hair was proving effective at driving away his headache. He gave a lazy wave in response and picked his way across the deck, doing his best to avoid the crew as they hauled on ropes and called to each other in their peculiar sing-­song dialect that seemed comprised almost entirely of insults. The sailors of the Sunfish were a creative bunch when it came to invective, as they’d demonstrated when Lukan fleeced them at cards. He glanced around but didn’t see any sign of the cabin girl. No doubt she would reappear later – without the dagger, of course. Not that it matters, Lukan thought as he climbed the steps to the prow. Damned garnet was fake anyway . . .

			‘The morning’s sun to you, friend Lekaan,’ Grabulli said, grinning through his black snarl of a beard.

			‘And the evening’s stars for yourself,’ Lukan replied, completing the traditional Talassian greeting as he joined the older man at the railing. He still wasn’t sure when it was that he’d revealed his true identity to Grabulli – no doubt it had been during one of their late-­night drinking sessions, the rum loosening his tongue and lowering his guard. Perhaps that’s what Grabulli had intended all along, his own tall tales merely serving as cover while the liquor did its work. Or maybe all the liquor is making me paranoid.

			‘You seem thoughtful,’ Grabulli said, slapping the back of his left hand against Lukan’s chest. ‘And even paler than usual.’ He frowned. ‘You are well, yes?’

			‘I’m fine.’

			‘Come, tell me what’s on your mind.’

			I’ve told you too much already. ‘I’m just wondering what’s so important that you woke me up at this ungodly hour.’

			

			The Captain grinned and gestured at the horizon. ‘See for yourself.’

			Lukan shielded his eyes against the sun and squinted at the expanse of ocean. Not just ocean, he realised – in the distance were the dark shapes of mountains.

			‘Land, friend Lekaan!’ Grabulli clapped Lukan’s shoulder. ‘We’ll dock in Saphrona within the hour. And we’ve arrived two days ahead of schedule, just as I promised you.’

			‘You said three days.’

			‘I must beg your forgiveness, but I said two.’

			‘You said three and then banged the bottle of rum on the
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