
[image: cover]


For Pippa Livia Wright


PRINCESS
OF BLOOD

TOM LLOYD

GOLLANCZ
LONDON


Contents

Dedication

Title Page

Soldiers of Anatin’s Mercenary Deck

What Has Gone Before

Interlude 1

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Interlude 2

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Interlude 3

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Preview of The Man with One Name

About the Author

Also by Tom Lloyd

Copyright


[image: image]


What Has Gone Before

Stranger of Tempest – Book 1 of the God Fragments

Once, Lynx was a soldier – an idealistic young man in the warrior state of So Han. As a commando lieutenant he was at the spearhead of So Han’s war of conquest, but refused to engage in the atrocities being committed. After killing his commanding officer in a duel he was sent to the brutal To Lort prison and forced to labour in the mines there.

Eventually the Hanese conquest imploded and To Lort prison was taken over by a foreign governor called Lorfen, who saw something of himself in Lynx. He taught the damaged young man the philosophy of the Vagrim brotherhood – a nebulous group of war veterans who had found renewed purpose in helping and protecting others – and released him.

Years later, an older, wiser and slightly more rotund Lynx arrives in the town of Jangarai. Hoping to find more work as a bodyguard, he meets Kas, a woman of Anatin’s Mercenary Deck, and with his welcome in town fast running out Lynx agrees to join her company for a rescue mission.

On the way the company encounters a group of Knights-Charnel of the Long Dusk – one of the most powerful of the militant religious orders on the continent. They are escorting a young half-Hanese woman who appeals to Lynx for help and when he confronts them, Lynx learns she is a mage. The power of the Militant Orders stems from their control of mages and fragments of the five shattered gods, which they use to create magical cartridges that every gun across the known world uses.

When the smoke clears, the Knights-Charnel lie dead and Lynx has a new ward, Sitain. Matters become further complicated when the rescue mission turns out to be covering the escape of an assassin called Toil from the city of Grasiel. Their flight turns into a street battle after Lynx and Sitain are betrayed to the Knights-Charnel by one of the Cards, Deern, and they are pursued from the city by the Knights-Charnel’s elite Torquen regiment.

Toil persuades Anatin to leave the road and head across the wilds surrounding Shadows Deep, an ancient Duegar city-ruin where elementals and monsters reign. Forced underground, the outnumbered Cards are beaten to the only bridges that cross a miles-deep canyon blocking their path. To even up the odds Toil awakens a huge dragon-like creature and in the ensuing chaos Lynx ends up luring the monster out on to the main bridge where he and his comrades manage to bring it down. Leaving any surviving Charnelers lost in the darkness, the Cards escape to the surface and don’t look back.

Honour Under Moonlight – a novella of the God Fragments

Midwinter in Su Dregir brings a festival of costumed revelry and Lynx arrives at Toil’s apartments to escort her to the Archelect’s ball. There he discovers two corpses in strange costumes instead of one living Toil. Before he can work out what’s going on, a watchman appears and an assassin attacks. The watchman dies and Lynx flees.

Following a clue left by Toil, Lynx goes in search of her. More costumed assassins ambush him and despite the efforts of his comrades, he is captured by Toil’s enemies. Toil meanwhile has discovered a plot to upturn the balance of power in the criminal gangs of Su Dregir. After preventing a massacre she goes to rescue Lynx and, with the assistance of her employer’s bodyguard, turns the tables on the remaining assassins before killing the traitor.


Interlude 1

(Now)

‘So a pederast, an assassin and a convict walk into a palace.’

‘Shut up.’

Lynx sighed. ‘What? I’m bored.’

‘I don’t care.’

‘No one’s listening.’

Toil’s voice lowered to the whisper of a razor being sharpened. ‘What part of “I don’t care” confuses you?’

‘What’s the harm in passing the time with a joke?’

‘Because if you don’t shut up I’ll rip your kneecaps off and use them for earmuffs to block out your bloody whining. You’re not standing here for your health, we’ve got a job to do, remember?’

Lynx shut up and looked around at the grand hall of Jarrazir’s Bridge Palace once more. It was magnificent, he had to admit. Jewelled light shone through a long bank of stained glass windows running almost the entire length of the hall. Dancing motes of emerald, blazing orange and glittering sapphire washed over the assembled crowd of Jarrazir’s nobility. A spray of red carpet surrounded the pair of thrones at one end, all canopied by pristine white cloth bearing the symbols of the city and prayers stitched in red. Flanking them was a battered pair of stone urns that bore only fragments of faded glazing. They looked strangely out of place there until Lynx realised they were Duegar artefacts.

After an hour of the sight Lynx felt it was all very pretty, but lunch was fast intruding on his thoughts as the scents of spices and roasted meats hung thick in the air. As a portly and tattooed ex-soldier of a nation everyone hated, he was very aware how noticeable he was at the best of times and right then the great and the good were out in their finery to notice and be noticed. Unobtrusively sidling over to the buffet probably wasn’t an option.

Swan-necked maidens with bare shoulders stood like serene statues, or perhaps well-behaved cattle, while watchful matrons in silk headscarves fussed at their side. Prowling around the girls displayed like goods were knots of young noblemen, searching out both marriageable flesh and offence. Several had more than one glove tucked into their belt that did not match their clothes, proof of a duel to come.

Official delegations studded the throng, obvious by their matching clothing and uniforms, while members of the priesthood stood out even more clearly. Just ahead of Lynx were the starkly austere priests of Insar, in plain white robes with heads cleanly shaved, while red and grey figures displaying the intricate braiding and geometric patterns of Catrac’s cult loitered near the far wall. Lynx looked down at his own clothes. Fortunately the grey and green of Su Dregir’s Lighthouse Guard was as understated as he could have reasonably hoped for. The fact he was in any form of uniform was a detail he remained unhappy about, but now wasn’t the time for that discussion so he contented himself with not looking like an utter tit. This was Toil’s business and he was just window-dressing for the hour.

Lynx felt a nudge from the man beside him.

‘Tell me the joke instead,’ Teshen said. ‘Distract me from the urge to fire a burner into the roof.’

Lynx glanced up at the huge pale beams, so high the grain of the wood was invisible. Flags of every colour fluttered in the slight breeze, representing each of the city-state’s several hundred noble families, while the beast emblems of Jarrazir hung over the empty thrones.

‘It’d stop the boredom,’ he conceded. ‘Maybe even cook a dove or two if one is lurking up in the rafters.’

‘You’re not still bloody hungry are you?’

‘I could eat.’

Toil turned around, eyes flashing with anger. Ahead of her stood the Su Dregir Envoy himself, chatting to a doughy old lady wrapped in purple silk like a child’s sweet. The captain of his personal guard stood just behind them, but if either man had heard the conversation over the general hubbub they chose to ignore it. Lynx doubted it, given the pederast comment was aimed at one of them.

‘Both of you, shut your traps right now,’ she hissed. ‘At least try to look like real guards.’

‘Sounds like someone’s a little on edge,’ Teshen whispered primly once Toil had turned back. The tone didn’t exactly match the man’s dead-eyed killer look, but joining a mercenary company had forced Teshen to develop a light-hearted side, even if he remained firmly in the alarmingly lethal category.

‘It’s the dress,’ Lynx said. ‘Maybe the heels. They don’t look comfy.’

‘Oh, I like the heels,’ joined in Payl from the other side of Teshen. ‘The poor bugger who had to buff her feet to make them presentable, however – now they have cause for complaint.’

Lynx smirked over at Payl. The woman was usually calm and professional – as second-in-command to a lazy, roguish drunk she had to be. That she’d joined in was a testament to the sheer boredom of standing amid that crowd and waiting for the city’s ruler to finish whatever was taking so long.

‘Was it you, Lynx?’ Teshen asked. He was a burly man with long pale hair and under normal circumstances wore the Knight of Tempest as his badge – Lynx’s direct superior – but today he was just another Su Dregir guardsman.

‘Well, I don’t like to brag,’ Lynx said. ‘But I reckon I’ve a certain deftness with a pumice stone.’

It was just possible he could see the tips of Toil’s ears turning scarlet with fury, but he knew she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of turning around again. Toil – ruin-raider, assassin, agent of Su Dregir, plus half a dozen other unsavoury things – had scrubbed up remarkably well, he had to admit. A layered silk dress of the Archelect’s green and grey ran from calf to neck, following the Jarraziran form of leaving arms and feet on show, with her dark red hair in a complex triple braid down her back.

‘Almost fell over with shock when I saw her,’ Teshen said. ‘Who’d have thought under those hobnailed boots was a pair of feet like that? Probably best Anatin didn’t come with us; man’s got a thing for a well-turned ankle. I know I’m new to this, but I’m guessing elite guardsmen shouldn’t have a hard-on.’

Lynx had to agree, the feet really had been a surprise. Toil wore thin sandals – straps of grey silk exposing neat, uncallused heels and pristinely groomed, painted toenails.

‘Are all you fighting women like this?’ he whispered to Payl. ‘All with your little beauty secrets?’

Payl snorted. ‘My feet look like they got chewed on by feral dogs. Just as well I’m tall. No man ever bothers to look that far down.’

‘I’ll tell Fashail to report back next time he’s hard at work down there,’ Teshen said.

‘The boy knows he’ll get his nuts cut off,’ Payl said confidently. ‘As scary as you are, Teshen, he ain’t that stupid.’

‘It’s the arms that get me, I reckon,’ Lynx said after a moment’s reflection. ‘So she’s secretly a delicate little princess when it comes to her feet, now we all know, but it takes real skill to pull off the arms.’

‘Not so much,’ Teshen said dismissively. ‘I’ve seen Reft do it easy enough.’

‘I meant, pull off that concealment.’

‘Ah.’

While almost every woman not in fighting dress had bare arms, none sported the number of scars Toil did. A lifetime of fighting and clambering about the pitch-black caverns of Duegar city-ruins had done little to support today’s role of bookish secretary to Su Dregir’s official Envoy.

It had required a complex variety of ribbons, torcs, bracelets, painted charms and rings to distract from the battering Toil’s arms had received over the years. Close scrutiny would catch her out still, but with luck few would be getting that close. Toil was a distractingly beautiful woman for those who would be distracted and physically imposing for those who wouldn’t.

‘How about you, Aben?’ Teshen asked the last of the group serving as guards to the Envoy. ‘Anything you’d like to add?’

Aben was new to their number, a bigger man even than Lynx, with tanned skin, an easy smile and neat black curls spilling out from under his official cap. Currently his face was scarlet and he seemed to be having some sort of silent shaking episode, possibly a coronary.

‘You okay there, friend?’ Lynx said with a nudge. ‘Looks like something in your head just burst. Was it the feet? Does a well-turned ankle do it for you too?’

Aben’s eyes swivelled in their sockets as though seeking an escape. He’d worked for Toil for several years now. She was the boss to him, a ruthless and remorseless figure within the Su Dregir underworld. She wasn’t a person to be joked about in her earshot and was someone with a long and enthusiastically vengeful memory.

‘Hey, look, more people come to join the vigil,’ Payl commented. ‘And of fucking course it’s the last bastards we want to see here, there or anywhere else.’

Lynx turned as Teshen voiced the words they were all thinking.

‘Bastard shitting Charnelers.’

‘Least all those who chased us will be dead by now,’ Payl added quietly. ‘Don’t fancy getting recognised by anyone after Grasiel.’

‘So – an assassin, a convict and a whole boatload of pederast shites walk into a palace,’ Lynx muttered.

Toil spun right round, cheeks now spotted pink with anger. ‘If they’re here, you lot keep your mouths shut, understand? No jokes, no witty asides, no …’ Her eyes narrowed as she focused on the Charnelers and Lynx saw anger turn to murder in her eyes. ‘Godspit and the shitting deepest black!’

Without warning she started off, shoving Payl out of her way. In his surprise Lynx barely noticed her slip a dagger from Payl’s belt as she stalked forward.

‘What? So it’s all right for her to swear?’ Teshen commented in a mock-hurt voice.

‘I’m going to fucking gut you like a fish!’ Toil roared across the great hall.

Lynx and Teshen exchanged looks while Payl and Aben started off after the spirit of vengeance. Ahead of Toil the crowd erupted into chaos.

‘Well, that’s the boredom part sorted out,’ Lynx said.

‘Should we …?’ Teshen nodded after the others.

‘If you like, but they can handle it I’m sure. And I’m damn sure Toil can handle herself. Not like I’m keen for her to win friends here anyway, given what she wants to volunteer us for. More importantly I’ve just spotted a roast pheasant that no one’s watching. Reckon it’s near enough lunchtime.’

‘Is there beer?’

‘Round here? Fat chance.’

Teshen shrugged as shouts filled the air. ‘The sacrifices we must make … Lead on, my friend.’


Chapter 1

(Three Weeks Earlier)

A dusting of snow lay on the ancient city of Jarrazir as five figures hurried through the still hours of night. Every stone and tile sparkled in the silver glow of the Skyriver, every curl and twist of the bay’s waters was limned in white moonlight. Statues of heroes and rulers watched from the great arc of the Senate wall, beneath which the Deep Market nestled. The market itself was a sweeping warren of walkways and arches, arcades and canopies, spread over three storeys in parts and bewildering in the detail and intricacy of its design.

The five figures kept silent as they wound their way towards the market’s heart, the three who led moving with the confidence of familiarity. Jarrazir was a city of old names and older customs, one of which was a prohibition on alcohol so the night-time streets were empty and silent. The Deep Market in particular was deserted – the cold of winter and its unsettling, unearthly design of both Duegar and human magery meaning even vagrants kept clear at night.

Had she been alone, Lastani would have been apprehensive at best. She had lived her whole life in Jarrazir; a childhood of tales and superstitions not so long left behind for more academic pursuits. Only the reassuring purpose of Mistress Ishienne ahead kept her focused on the task in hand.

No, not quite. Not just that. She suppressed a nervous giggle. There was something more bringing her here, to the oldest part of an ancient city where even the light of the Skyriver struggled to reach. There is the possibility of something quite wonderful too – a place in history perhaps, should we be successful.

Lastani bit her lip and kept on walking. She would not be the one to draw Ishienne Matarin’s ire this night, not at the culmination of all her teacher’s work.

Let Castiere do that. He’s incapable of keeping his mouth shut. Let him be the fool who sullies this night with some idiocy, I will be the perfect pupil at least this once.

As they rounded a corner and entered a small square cut through with jagged shadows, she glanced once at Castiere as the slender young man drew level in his haste to get to the market’s heart. He saw her looking and flashed Lastani a grin, his excitement bubbling close to the surface.

‘Almost there,’ whispered Mistress Ishienne, her voice carrying clearly in the hush despite the scarf across her face.

The words were unnecessary, perhaps an indication of Ishienne’s own anticipation. This might prove a breakthrough in her work, the fruits of years of translating and deciphering a script thousands of years old. Lastani could not fault this one crack in the detached calm that had been a constant of Lastani’s four years tutelage.

She looked around as they neared the Fountain, as it was called, though in truth it was the entrance to a labyrinth built before human civilisation. A mystery lurking beneath the city streets that had never been opened in recorded history, but was mentioned in texts from across the continent. Lastani had spent so many days here amid the bustle of humanity as wares were sold and all manner of services offered from dawn until dusk. Day after day of transcribing and sketching, measuring and dreaming – losing her purse twice, her heart once and her maidenhood along with it. But now it was alien and frightening here, scoured of life and the things of men. The stone mages who had built the Deep Market, hundreds of years before, had chosen the fountain itself as inspiration for their otherworldly craft and, by custom, only stone remained here at night.

There, where the stall of kind Uslien normally stood, only bare and empty stone. Here, dear Lefaqe’s tent of silks would be strung each morning – to see the space empty was to feel a curious hole in her heart though their affair had ended months ago. But no one would leave their belongings here, certainly not so close to the Fountain that was at the heart of it all. The Fountain which was no fountain and no crafting of a stone mage – at least, no human one.

They turned the corner and stopped, Lastani almost running into Mistress Ishienne as the Fountain itself came into view. It was a forbidding, squat lump of stone almost invisible in the darkness of shadow, but somehow all the more chilling for it. In the light of day she found it fascinating – the intricacy and otherworldly beauty of the ancient artefact breathtaking to behold – but now it was profoundly disquieting.

A nine-sided stone block the height of a man was set within a trio of fat, sinuous serpents of some unknown metal. The Fountain was Duegar-made and the finest example of that race’s artistry within a hundred miles. Every flat surface was covered with wind-scoured carvings of remarkable intricacy and complexity – a puzzle of knots and patterns that incorporated every face and facet of the Fountain into one vast mathematical pattern. A domed stone canopy stood over it, perhaps twelve feet above, and it was this that restored Lastani’s courage.

The Duegar script that covered the inner face of the dome was just as intricate as the decoration below, worked into a three-branched spiral that wound into the centre. And now, amid the blackness of night, the curling metal script was faintly glowing.

Lastani had always half-believed that to be nothing more than embellishment – a lie told in the assumption that no sensible person would visit at night to refute it. But there it was; the star-script of the Duegar now shining bright, almost as perfect and complete as the day that long-dead race had set it there. Two small pieces were missing. She had read the accounts of the enterprising thieves a dozen times or more, and the gruesome deaths that had found them before they could escape the market. Lastani was still staring when a figure stepped out from behind the Fountain and gave her such a fright that she squeaked in terror, breaking the reverential hush.

Mistresss Ishienne turned and fixed her with a stern look, unperturbed by the stranger’s sudden appearance. Lastani covered her mouth and ducked her head, cheeks flushed with embarrassment. They were there on an errand of momentous and grave scholarly import, not to jump at ghosts. Lastani felt Castiere’s patronising hand on her shoulder, the youth suppressing a laugh before he followed their mistress’s lead and bowed to the newcomer.

‘Master Atienolentra,’ Ishienne called through the still night, ‘you are well met again.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ the man replied in a deep, rumbling voice. ‘You, Mistress, continue to be a delight on the eyes.’ He paused. ‘Your pronunciation less so, however. Perhaps best just call me Atieno.’

‘My apologies,’ Ishienne said, inclining her head. ‘It seems I have spent too much time favouring dead languages over existing ones.’

With a start, Lastani realised she had seen this man before, or glimpsed him at any rate. At a meeting Ishienne had taken, just a week before. Lastani had been returning to the house when she saw Master Atieno leaving. Hidden from the faint shine of the Skyriver by his hood, she had only glimpsed the white threads of his neat, pointed beard, but it was enough.

With piercing light brown eyes against a dark face of crow’s feet and prominent cheekbones, Atieno would have been a handsome man but for the glowering severity he wore. His greying black hair was long and tied back, his worn clothes kept clean and neat. In his fifth decade at least, he remained tall and strong-looking – a marked improvement on the handful of suitors who had attempted to woo Mistress Ishienne during the time Lastani had lived in her house. Judging by Atieno’s words, the idea had crossed his mind too.

The last two figures of Ishienne’s group stepped out from behind Castiere and eyed the man suspiciously.

‘Who’s he?’ Bokrel demanded.

The mercenary fingered the rounded butt of his holstered mage-pistol as he stared at Master Atieno. Bokrel was a monkey-faced wretch with grubby cheeks, a scrappy beard and wandering hands. Right now there was a livid pink frost-burn down the back of his left hand, a testament to how slow the mercenary was to take a hint, but he was the brains of the operation compared to his rotund comrade, Ybryl.

‘He, Master Bokrel, is a key component of what we attempt tonight,’ Ishienne said sharply. ‘Try not to shoot him please. I doubt it would end well for you.’

Atieno pushed back his hood and gave the two mercenaries a stern look then seemed to mentally dismiss them. He carried a large walking staff that looked like a weapon in his hands, but like the mercenaries he also had a mage-pistol in his belt. With stiff movements that spoke of a lame leg, he walked around to the face of the Fountain that was, by common agreement, the front.

‘You believe you can do this?’ Master Atieno called.

Ishienne gestured to the swirls of script glowing above them. ‘I have seen it in the stars,’ she said with a small smile.

‘That, I have heard before. Rarely has it inspired confidence.’

‘The difference, I suspect, is that I’ve had to understand enough to teach my pupils.’

Lastani took a step forward. ‘Mistress Ishienne translated the Duegar script, but the riddle within has been something we have all devoted our lives to unpicking.’

‘The young say such things so easily,’ Atieno said with gentle mocking. ‘They’ve had less to devote thus far.’

‘I have given it enough years for all three of us,’ Ishienne declared, ‘and my assistants contributed several of their own on top. The sacrifice has been shared, and now we must see if it was in vain or not.’

‘Where do you want us?’ Bokrel asked abruptly.

‘At the edge of the dome,’ she replied, pointing to the arched gaps between the dome’s stone supports.

‘And then what?’

‘Keep guard,’ Ishienne said simply. ‘We must not be disturbed. Most likely you need do nothing to earn your pay, gods grant. I require you only to be awake and ready in case anything … unexpected occurs.’

‘Like what?’

‘If I knew that, it would hardly be unexpected. Come now, Master Bokrel, you led me to believe you were an experienced soldier and had explored Duegar city-ruins.’

Ybryl snorted at Bokrel’s side, causing the man to glare at her. ‘We ain’t explored the damn things.’ Ybryl chuckled, not noticing the look Bokrel gave her. ‘We ain’t that stupid.’

‘What then?’

‘Guard duty, escort,’ Bokrel explained reluctantly. ‘Let the other damn fools go underground an’ play with monsters.’

Ishienne hissed in irritation. ‘You have combat experience at least?’

‘Yeah, we’ve been in a few fights.’

‘Good – in that case keep your eyes open and your guns loaded, your mouths shut and your wits primed.’

Before Bokrel had a chance to object, Ishienne turned away and gestured to her two charges. ‘Come, take your places.’

Lastani and Castiere ducked their heads in acknowledgement and went to stand beneath the nearest two snake mouths, peering up into the dark, toothless maws that looked down on them.

‘And I?’

‘Just as you are, Master Atieno,’ Ishienne said, making her way around to the last of the snake mouths. ‘Yours is the most complicated of tasks I’m afraid.’

‘It always is,’ he said. ‘Firstly, your powers, though. What are they?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘It does.’

Ishienne frowned. ‘Very well, but I will be doing the sculpting of magic – you need but be the key around which I will fit the lock. I am a stone mage, Lastani an ice mage, and Castiere fire. Does that meet with your approval?’

‘It does,’ Atieno said with a nod. ‘There are powers that my kind will not work with. The risk is too great.’

‘And those are?’

‘Not stone, fire or ice.’

After a moment it was clear he would say no more on the subject so Ishienne gave a cluck of the tongue and went back about her task.

‘For the first stage, you are not required, Master Atieno,’ she informed him. ‘The job is ours alone.’

At her nod, Lastani stretched up to the mouth of the metal serpent above her and opened herself to her magic. A faint white haze appeared around her hand then she felt the bite of cold on her skin – not painful to her, just different, for all that it would freeze the skin off any other human in a matter of seconds.

A soft crackle from the far side told her that Castiere was doing the same, sending magic up into the mouth of the serpent with all the control he could muster. Ishienne was silent, but Lastani could just see her out of the corner of her eye and the woman was reaching up also. She concentrated on the task at hand, allowing the magic inside her to flow out through her fingers and coil up into the snake.

All this they had expected. The months of deciphering and research meant she could quote the words above by rote, but still Lastani felt a thrill at it working. The Fountain was drawing her magic, not greedily leeching off her but gathering all that she released to flow down the bodies of the serpents. Mistress Ishienne had described it as a votive offering, something that had made poor pious Castiere wince, but Lastani saw now how right she was. They were giving the Fountain something of themselves, a trace of their power, to prepare the way for what would come next – what they would ask of it.

The flow of magic steadily grew and Lastani began to be able to sense the others, the heat of Castiere’s magic and the cool weight of Ishienne’s. There was a balance in what they were offering and Lastani knew not to overtax herself in this initial stage, but still she freed a little more of the clean, cold bite in her bones to more closely match Castiere.

Their powers were to be most obviously in balance, as they often had been in Ishienne’s library while debating the grand puzzle of the Fountain, the labyrinth beneath and whatever was hidden at the heart of that. Whether by chance or consequence of their magic, the two thought in entirely different ways. Sometimes Castiere’s dancing focus would alight on the path, sometimes Lastani’s careful method would instead.

‘Enough,’ Ishienne called and the trio cut the flow of their magic.

Lastani stepped back so she could see her teacher’s face. Though the woman’s expression was hidden in the shadows, years in her company told Lastani that Ishienne was satisfied with the first step.

‘Now we wait,’ Ishienne added for the benefit of Atieno. ‘There is a precise order to this ritual that must be followed.’

‘You are confident in your interpretation?’ Atieno replied in a voice that betrayed neither scepticism nor belief. ‘Many have attempted to best this puzzle over the centuries.’

‘And many have got this far,’ Ishienne said. ‘This pause is the first test, your presence another, the details of the crafting a third. A plain translation of the text above your head will get you no further than this.’

‘And a mistranslation would see Lastani dead,’ Castiere added drily.

‘Now it is your confidence that concerns me,’ Atieno declared. The man leaned heavily on his staff as he spoke, but made no effort to move away from the Fountain.

‘Our confidence is well founded,’ Lastani found herself saying. ‘Otherwise I would not be so willing! The work is a puzzle, understanding that is the crux of Mistress Ishienne’s breakthrough. By mirroring the decoration on the Fountain—’

‘I’m sure Master Atieno isn’t interested in the details of our research,’ Ishienne broke in. Lastani couldn’t tell whether that was through a desire to preserve her secrets or impatience to be getting on, but she shut her mouth with a snap and tried not to picture Castiere’s smirk.

‘Research is not where I excel,’ Atieno agreed sombrely, ‘so I will take your word as though it were scripture.’

‘Would that the Book of the First Sun could stand up to such rigour,’ Castiere muttered.

‘This is not the time, Castiere,’ Ishienne reminded him. ‘Now, are you both ready for the second phase?’

Lastani nodded and stepped forward, opening herself again as Castiere did the same. This time they let their magic only gently bleed out and Ishienne, controlling something within the Fountain itself, regulated the magic in a precise pattern before both assistants threw one long, sustained burst of raw power in. When Lastani stepped back again, she was light-headed and suddenly weary, but there had been no apparent effect on the Fountain.

‘Now you, Master Atieno,’ Ishienne said, stepping to the side until she could see the man. ‘Palm against the middle panel, please. Let the stone draw your hand in and take your magic. I will guide you, a core of tempest magic that will ensure the stone is responsive to me.’

‘Have a care,’ Atieno warned her as he stepped forward and placed a hand against the stone. ‘Tempest is unlike your magic. There is cost and wildness other mages do not know.’

Despite everything, Lastani felt a shiver down her spine as he said the word. The mages of tempest were so rare most considered them a myth, their magic not of elements but of change. The Militant Orders had no use for them and struggled to control them, so they demonised Atieno’s kind and killed them when they could. It had taken Ishienne’s extensive contacts and several bribes before she had found Atieno and convinced him to come.

‘I understand,’ Ishienne said calmly. ‘A trace of tempest is required, nothing more. It is the key, not the shoulder to the door, and I know you pay for every drawing.’

‘Not only me,’ he said. ‘It would twist every strand of magic it touched, if you tried to draw much, and turn your power against you. It cannot be controlled – refusing to accept that has killed more of my brethren than the Militant Orders ever managed.’

‘Your warning is appreciated, then,’ she replied. ‘Should anything more than the tiniest amount prove inadequate, we will break off and reassess.’

A grunt was all Atieno replied with, but he set to work without hesitation. Lastani resumed her place, hand stretched up to offer a steady, modest flow of power. The mingling she had sensed within the Fountain remained, but she could not feel any of the tempest magic within that blend. Only by the sound could she tell the carved surface under Atieno’s hand had opened under Ishienne’s stone magery and closed again around it.

At first there was nothing, no indication that the magic was affecting the Fountain at all, but eventually she began to feel the ground faintly tremble. Carefully regulating herself to match Castiere, she touched one finger to the metal snake. It was doing the same, a tiny shudder running through the entire Fountain and deep underground.

Off to her right there was a slight gasp from Ishienne, then a sound of satisfaction. Lastani could not tell that anything had changed until she heard a telltale grind and the whisper of stone on stone – Ishienne forming and shaping the very structure of the Fountain. It was a Duegar construction, designed with magic in mind and made to respond, but still Ishienne moved slowly.

Lastani saw the brief flourish of surprise on Atieno’s reserved face as the stone abruptly split and opened like a double door, freeing his arm and allowing the man to take a laboured step back. That face of the Fountain continued to open, petals of stone peeling organically back under Ishienne’s deft touch until the stone had folded right back to the metal snake-shapes on either side.

‘There,’ Ishienne declared, releasing her magic and stepping back. ‘It is done.’

Lastani smiled and moved to do the same when with a jolt she realised she couldn’t cut the flow of magic.

‘Ah, mistress?’ called Castiere from the other side. ‘I’ve got a—’

Either he didn’t get any further or Lastani didn’t hear him. The mouth of the snake snapped shut on her fingertips and for a moment there was only the white-hot pain of crushing. From the howl that broke through it, Castiere had experienced the same. Lastani had time for one brief flash of fear before the snake began to feed savagely on her magic and all rational thought vanished from her mind.

She wailed and hauled at her trapped fingers but her muscles had turned to jelly, her mind a cold void as the trickle of magic was turned to a raging torrent. The air whitened before her eyes as her ice magic turned the chill night freezing. Within moments she couldn’t feel her body except the unremitting pressure on her fingers, everything else subordinate to the wild plunder of magic.

Her eyes blurred and a veil of darkness started to descend. Lastani barely noticed hands on her body, the shouting voices. Even when the hands began to pull then frantically haul at her, it was distant and unreal. The pain receded, the world around her darkened and contracted to a single, diminishing point of light before everything snapped back with terrible force.

Lastani took one ragged breath then screamed with all her might as something popped in her fingers and she was dragged away. Shrieking, she curled over her injury but strong hands unpeeled her fingers and roughly stretched them out.

‘The other one! Go!’ roared a man above her, just a dark blur through her tumbling tears.

She fought him but could do nothing against the man’s strength and with perfunctory jerks he yanked one finger then the next straight. Each movement sparked another shriek from Lastani, but afterwards the pain dampened and her wits returned. Her vision cleared a fraction to see Atieno and Mistress Ishienne staring down at her bleeding, pinched but no longer dislocated fingers.

‘He’s on fire!’ Bokrel yelled, prompting Atieno to turn with a snarl on his face.

‘Cut the hand!’ he bellowed, rising. ‘Get him away or he’ll die!’

An orange corona lit the inscribed canopy above and haloed the Fountain. Lastani couldn’t see Castiere from where she lay, but she knew how the fire mage would be looking if he was trapped as she had been – surrounded by the unchecked ferocity of his magic.

There was a grunt and a wet crunch. The light vanished and she heard a weight fall to the ground, but not the screams of a man whose limb had just been severed.

‘Castiere!’ Ishienne yelled, running past the open face of the fountain towards her pupil, but never reaching him.

A flash of pale grey light darted out towards her, as fast as a striking snake, and snatched the woman up like she was a toy. Lastani screamed in terror, Ishienne’s cry cut off in the same instant it began. Impaled on blades of shining mist, she hung helpless – her mouth open in a silent scream – as an indistinct nightmare hauled itself out of the darkness inside the Fountain.

Long, slender limbs unfolded, two, six, eight – the ghostly creature seemed all limbs and no body, just a knot where the joints met, but it moved with fearsome purpose and speed.

A great detonation crashed against Lastani’s ears. She reeled, eyes watering and barely registering the taste of ice magic in the air. Atieno had fired his mage-pistol, but though the horror flinched there was no damage Lastani could see.

Wailing in terror, the two mercenaries backed away. Bokrel had his gun out, wavering uncertainly in the apparition’s direction, but when he fired the white trail went high and out into the night beyond. Ybryl hadn’t even got her gun out, the woman just quivered and wailed quietly as the horror turned their way. It dropped Ishienne and she fell limp, a dead thing on the floor. That was enough to make the mercenaries turn tail, but before they could get a step or two it slashed forward and tore furrows down their backs.

The mercenaries fell, their cries cut short as the horror stabbed forward to dispatch them with perfunctory savagery. Lastani was paralysed with fear as she watched them die, unable to run while she had the chance. When it turned towards them she still couldn’t move, a leaden chill filling her body.

Atieno growled a curse and pulled something from his waist – small, just the size of a hazelnut. Lastani barely saw anything of the dark object as Atieno hurled it towards the ghostly spider-thing. The small shape landed at its feet. The ground seemed to shudder and twist, the horror somehow tangled as Atieno dragged Lastani upright and started hauling her away.

‘Come on!’ he roared in her ear, slapping her face to jerk her back to her senses. Lastani gasped at the impact, her head rocking back, but then some trace of her strength returned and she found her feet again.

‘Move!’ Atieno roared again, leaning heavily on his staff with one hand and the other gripping Lastani’s arm so tight it hurt. His bad leg dragged heavily underneath him, but still Lastani would have fallen behind without his hold on her.

Together they fled as fast as they could, not daring to look behind in case the creature was right there. Only at the edge of the Deep Market where they were surrounded by dark empty silence did they pause and check behind. There was nothing there – all was still and silent. No screams of the dying, no darting movements of whatever had attacked them.

‘Ishienne,’ Lastani gasped. ‘Castiere?’

‘They’re dead,’ Atieno said gruffly, ‘and we’re not out of danger yet.’

‘What? How do you know?’

‘I don’t,’ he snapped. ‘But I ain’t a man to gamble on his own safety. I don’t know what we just unleashed, but I for one won’t hang around to see how far the danger goes.’

‘But … what do I …?’

His face softened. ‘Come, girl, we need to keep moving.’

‘Where?’

‘Your teacher’s house. Your home. You need to pack your belongings.’

Lastani stared up at him with incomprehension. ‘But …’

‘Come on,’ he urged, pulling her along with him as they headed for the coiling ramp that led up to the inhabited part of the city. ‘Folk will have heard the gunshots, they’ll fetch the watch.’

‘I should stay.’

‘Not a good idea. At best they’ll find some brutally murdered people, at worst … Well, you don’t want to be anywhere near the fallout and I need to get paid.’

She gaped at him. ‘Paid?’

‘Aye.’ His face hardened again. ‘My fee. I ain’t so rich I can afford to go without that. I did as your mistress asked and I need to pay for food somehow. Compassion doesn’t help there. And you – you don’t want to be at her house when some angry watchmen come looking for answers. Asking why some monstrous ghost just got set loose in the city. Take what you can without it looking like you’ve killed and robbed her.’

They started up the slope, Atieno’s face taut with apprehension. Lastani followed without willing it, her body just obeying even if her mind couldn’t comprehend his instructions.

‘What then?’

‘That is anyone’s guess.’ He paused and frowned at her for a moment before seeming to make up his mind. ‘Come with me if you want, lie low a few days and let the worst pass. After that …’ He shrugged and started walking again, labouring up the slope until they were at the top and he could peer suspiciously around. There was no one in sight so he waved Lastani onward and pressed on to the cover of the nearest side street.

‘After that, let’s just hope what we did doesn’t come back to haunt us.’


Chapter 2

Wrapped in the snug embrace of his blankets, tucked into the corner of his bed with his back pressed against the wall, Lynx fought the wakefulness stealing over him. The bed shuddered faintly underneath as the stamp of boots on a bare wooden floor reverberated through the building. He winced as a fist pounded on the door just a few yards from his head and a voice roared out to echo through the building.

‘Company muster!’

Lynx growled and rolled his generous frame over. Distantly he heard a creak as another of the room’s occupants did the same, but the pounding didn’t stop. The stamp of boots grew heavier and the voice took on the unmistakably gleeful tone of their commander, Anatin.

‘Up, you bastards! I told you not to drink so much, reckon some of you lot have a bloody problem with the sauce!’

Anatin started hitting doors along the corridor with his one remaining hand so hard the walls shook. Lynx heard one crash open under his efforts and that only increased the man’s mirth.

‘Morning sunshi—Wisps and shadows, Reft, put him down! Shit, that’s more o’ Deern than most gun-addled veterans could stand to see this early. Clothes, you bastards – put some on! There are women and children hereabouts!’

Blearily, Lynx scratched his belly and sat up. In the bed opposite another man emerged from his blankets – Safir, the Knight of Snow.

‘Do you think it counts as mutiny,’ Safir wondered idly, ‘if we shoot Anatin for being maliciously cheerful?’

The easterner stretched, his lean body hidden by a long shapeless robe that the more foolish members of the company said looked like a girl’s smock.

Lynx rubbed the sleep from his face and nodded. ‘I’ll back you up. We’ll call it the morning coup. Folk will be singing your praises for years to come.’

In the corridor, Anatin continued, no doubt well aware half his company were idly considering murder of one fashion or another. Another door was battered open as he yelled out his good mornings.

‘Speaking o’ women and children, get yourselves – shitting gods, Sitain! What’re you doing to the poor girl? That can’t be hygienic!’

From elsewhere there was laughter, thin and mocking, that told Lynx the rat-faced wretch Deern, naked or not, was enjoying the embarrassment of others.

‘Sitain?’ Lynx asked muzzily.

He recoiled as a face hoved unexpectedly into view from the bunk above. ‘Oh yes!’ Llaith grinned. ‘Some merchant’s clerk with blue eyes, pretty little thing. I could stand to be hearing that through the wall, let me tell you.’

‘Gods, man, don’t sneak up on me like that,’ Lynx groaned.

‘Sneak up on you?’ Llaith cackled, plague-scarred cheeks crinkling in his mirth. ‘We’ve shared this room for bloody weeks now, where did you think I was going to appear from?’

‘First time I saw Lynx,’ Safir said with a sniff of disdain, ‘I knew he’d be an ungrateful wretch. We go out of our way to save that ample backside of his at the Skyriver Festival – risked our lives in the face of mad killers no less – and does he show any appreciation?’

‘Mad killers?’ Lynx shook his head. ‘Bunch of costumed goat-fuckers more like. And you didn’t save me for long, did you? About one minute in total, half of which was taken up by Llaith trying to get his sword-stick to work properly. Toil did most of the work.’

He rubbed his arm absent-mindedly, the livid red of a newly forming scar. The Skyriver Festival was meant to be a night of wild abandon in Su Dregir as the city descended into one extended, hugely drunken, costumed ball. With his usual talent for attracting trouble magnified by Toil’s own, Lynx hadn’t had quite as much fun that night. The bruises had mostly faded, the sliced flesh mostly knitted, but it was another scar on the surface of a soul that was now just a patchwork of repairs.

‘Aye, she did.’ Llaith gave him a sly smile. ‘Question is, did you get to thank her properly? It’s only polite you know. I could pass on a message if you needed some help?’

Lynx shoved the man’s face away. ‘Rein it in, you filthy old man. You want to thank her for doing what you couldn’t, the risk’s all yours.’

‘He doesn’t even give us our due recognition,’ Llaith sighed dramatically, swinging his bare feet over the edge of the bed and dropping down to the ground. ‘Filthy foreigners, eh, Safir?’

‘Bastards,’ agreed Safir, pulling his not-a-smock off to reveal a smooth, lean nut-brown figure in complete contrast to Llaith’s puckered white flesh. ‘Coming over here, killing our torture-loving assassins …’

Even after a hard night of drinking, the former nobleman looked neat and composed, his dark beard never less than perfectly trimmed. With characteristic grace Safir slipped into his cotton leggings and kilt almost in one deft movement, while Llaith scratched his backside distinctly too close to Lynx’s face for comfort and bent over to work out which boot was which.

‘One hour!’ yelled Anatin as a parting message, sounding like he’d finally tired of his game and was halfway back downstairs. ‘Muster in one hour! Breakfast, shit, shine and shave – anyone not ready gets left behind after Reft’s had his way with ’em and if you’d just seen what I have, you’d all be fucking running by now!’

Lynx jumped to it. One to the gut – assuming Anatin was joking about what he’d just walked in on between Reft and Deern – was standard punishment for being late to muster. Given the pale, hairless Reft appeared more ice-giant than soldier, he could punch a man into next week’s hangover. Still, it was more the suggestion of breakfast that got Lynx going. Pain might have been an old friend of his, but breakfast would always be a delicious new friend.

‘Aye, boy, you go get the coffee brewing,’ Llaith said approvingly as Lynx hauled his clothes on. ‘Bat yer eyelids at that cook’s maid and have the grub waiting for us.’ He eased open the window shutter and a thin shaft of sunlight spilled across the room. ‘Looks like a fine morning. We’ll be on the morning tide I reckon.’

Lynx nodded. After a quiet winter in Su Dregir under retainer, Anatin’s Mercenary Deck had orders to move out again. Their employer hadn’t changed, the Archelect’s agent, Toil, having apparently adopted the company as her own. But other than knowing she’d hired a ship, they had no idea where she would be taking them next.

Sure it’ll be a fun surprise, Lynx thought bleakly, Toil’s full of those.

He finished dressing and left his small pile of belongings on his bed. It still felt strange to do so, but the Cards had occupied this whole inn all winter and there wouldn’t be strangers wandering around the place. The few speculative thieves had been enthusiastically thrown out on their ears and word had got around – the words in question being ‘second storey’.

The inn remained chilly in the morning despite the late winter sun, so he pulled his jacket on. He realised distantly that he’d finally grown used to the sight of the playing card badge stitched on the breast – the Stranger of Tempest, a hooded figure with a staff in one hand, a burning torch in the other. While half the company weren’t averse to a little light theft, it made him a bad prospect to steal from. Perhaps more importantly, he shared a room with Safir, the Knight of Snow. The senior officers of the Cards took a grave opinion of theft unless they were the ones doing it.

Out in the corridor, Lynx nodded to a few faces there. Deern lounged on the bed in a room almost opposite his, the worst thief of the lot in Lynx’s opinion. Half-naked and smirking, the man looked wiry and scarred – far smaller than Lynx, but a killer to the bone who wore the Jester of Blood on his jacket.

‘Morning, fat boy,’ Deern called. ‘That’s gotta be a kick in the fork, eh?’

‘What is?’ Lynx said wearily.

He had no time for Deern, but they were both quick-tempered and it was too early for a fight. On top of that, Lynx caught a glimpse of deathly white flesh behind Deern before Reft pulled on a shirt. Any fight broken up by that huge man stayed broken up and people tangling with Deern tended to come off worse.

Deern nodded to another doorway down the corridor. ‘Your girl there, gettin’ more action than you.’

Lynx shrugged as Sitain appeared at the doorway, hair rumpled and scowl deeper than usual. ‘I ain’t his fucking girl,’ Sitain snapped, ‘so shut your mouth, Deern.’

‘Watch your tongue, girly.’

‘Get burned, you don’t outrank me, remember?’ As though to make the point Sitain slung her jacket over her shoulder, the Jester of Sun just about visible. She wasn’t an experienced soldier at all, just a half-Hanese young woman who’d fallen in with a bad crowd, but she was a night mage and that meant she had a skill none of the others could match.

And technically, Lynx reflected, she’d have the best chance of putting Reft down in a fight. Might wet herself if I suggested it o’ course, but that’s life for you.

‘Just ’cos Anatin’s got a weird sense of humour and you’ve cuddled up to some murdering convict, that don’t make you a real soldier, Sitain. Keep that mouth in check till you’ve seen a real fight. Running away from bugs underground don’t count.’

‘I’ve seen proper soldiers, Deern,’ Lynx broke in, ‘and you ain’t one. You’re the sort who leaves the field with every dead man’s purse, but never got around to firing a shot.’

‘Try me, fat boy.’

Before Lynx could reply a head poked around the corner of the end room. Payl, Knight of Sun and Anatin’s second in command.

‘Enough of that crap, the three of you. Make like Reft and keep quiet until I’ve had some coffee or someone’s getting their papers before we leave. I ain’t going to be cooped up on a boat with you lot bitching again, hear me?’

The woman didn’t bother waiting to see the reaction to her words, just stepped back into her room to allow her young lover, Fashail, to leave. The youth was another untested recruit and still faintly blushed as though he had been caught sneaking out of her room in the middle of the night, but they were old news and no one else cared.

Lynx turned his back on Deern and went to Sitain’s room. He clapped a comradely hand on her shoulder as he peered round the door and was unsurprised to have it shaken immediately off.

‘Get your nose out,’ she said, but without the venom of a few moments earlier. ‘Don’t pretend you’re not rushing to be first in the breakfast queue.’

Lynx ignored her and smiled broadly at the other women in the room – the company seer, white-haired Estal; the more beautiful of the two scouts, Kas; and a woman he didn’t recognise. A few years older than Sitain, she was indeed pretty, with deep blue eyes, but not apparently intimidated by the harsh company of mercenaries.

‘Morning, miss. I’m Lynx.’

‘That much I guessed,’ she replied, a challenging tilt to her nose.

Lynx forced himself to grin only wider. ‘Heard I was the most beautiful man in the company, eh? Sitain is prone to singing my praises of a morning.’

Just as obvious as the tattoo on his cheek was the fact he was from So Han and therefore unpopular across half the continent, but Sitain was half Hanese too. If the woman had a problem with his homeland of bastards she’d likely not be in Sitain’s bed.

‘I think I said the most something, anyway,’ Sitain replied, prodding his belly.

‘Insatiable in my appetites?’

‘Yeah, let’s go with that.’

By then Kas had finished getting ready and she drifted forward, jacket draped over one brown shoulder and fixing Lynx with a dazzling smile.

‘Come on, Lynx, don’t make me blush by getting her to repeat all the things I said about you. You know what us women are like when we get together, it’s just talking about boys all night long.’

‘Now if I believed that, I’d be sorely disappointed in these two young things.’

‘Oh the stories I could tell there …’ She winked. ‘Now leave these two to their goodbyes and take a girl to breakfast before Llaith starts asking for details, okay?’

Without waiting for a reply Kas took Lynx’s arm and swept the helpless man on down the corridor. In their wake came Estal, scowling as usual at her friend’s cheerfulness in the morning as she tied her hair back and scratched the large scar at her hairline.

‘Any idea where we’re going?’ Kas asked breezily as they filed down the narrow stair to the common room below.

‘None. Anatin likes you more’n me, why would I know?’

‘Ah, but I’ve not caught the eye of our employer,’ Kas said with an exaggerated wink. ‘Least, not in that way. I get the impression she don’t like me playing with her toys. Toil’s not mentioned anything to you?’

‘Not her toy and I’ve barely seen her,’ Lynx replied gruffly. ‘That fun at the festival left her with a few broken bones; she’s been resting when she’s not been about her business.’

‘Which is?’

‘Don’t think I really want to know, to be honest. Reckon she’s got her fingers in more pies than we’ll ever find out – some sanctioned, others not so much. Mebbe it’s a good sign she’s telling us nothing. Believing what we were told the first time round was hardly worthwhile now, was it?’

‘Maybe you could press her for some details in future,’ Kas purred. The woman’s voice was like honey when she wanted it to be, thick and rich even though Lynx couldn’t quite shake the hint of a sting too. ‘We got lucky in Shadows Deep; let’s not see how far we can stretch that, okay? Toil pays well and Anatin usually has his reasons for not sharing, but I’m a scout and I like to see what’s ahead o’ me.’

‘Like I said, I ain’t seen her much and she’s not one for straight answers anyway.’

Kas pursed her lips and glanced away. ‘You find a way to get some,’ she said in a softer voice, ‘or that girl’s gonna chew you up and spit you out.’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘Aye, that’s the sad thing about it.’

‘Eh?’

‘Never mind.’

They said no more until they reached the bottom and turned the corner out into the almost deserted common room – bar one person, but the sight of her was enough to make Lynx stop dead.

‘Ah, the very woman,’ Kas declared in a slightly forced way, rounding Lynx and giving him a hefty slap on the backside as she passed. ‘I’ve warmed him up for you. Enjoy!’

For good measure Estal gave Lynx a slap as she passed too, then headed for the kitchen, whistling loudly. Momentarily alone and subjected to Toil’s sharp scrutiny, Lynx found himself feeling unaccountably nervous as the seconds ticked silently past.

‘Ah, morning,’ he said at last, unable to stand the quiet.

‘It is,’ Toil acknowledged.

For a moment he thought she was going to say more but the woman fell into silence again. The yellowed stains of bruising were still visible on her face, along with a trace of weariness she’d not had even after days of running from maspid packs through a Duegar city-ruin.

‘Still need the stick?’ Lynx asked, nodding to the walking stick in her hand. It was made of some white wood with no decoration and Lynx couldn’t help but assume there’d be a blade concealed somewhere in it.

‘Means my leg heals faster.’

Toil was dressed in a plain tunic and trousers, high boots and a heavy sheepskin coat – not too different to most of the mercenaries she was employing, just a better cut. True to form she wore no jewellery or decorations, just her distinctive dark red hair tied back with a strip of red ribbon. She was a noticeably muscular woman, but it was the glittering, arresting smile that most people saw first.

‘You, ah, you know Kas was joking, right?’

‘Not my business what you get up to.’

Lynx hesitated. ‘Oh. Okay, right then.’

Toil shook her head and a smile appeared on her face. ‘I know she was joking,’ she admitted, ‘but I never get tired of watching you squirm. How is it you’ve seen so much of this world and still can’t work women out?’

Lynx felt a flush of relief. ‘Hardly think I’m the only one like that round here,’ he muttered.

‘True – most don’t tie themselves up in knots over it, though.’ She cocked her head to one side. ‘Don’t worry, it’s an attractive quality.’

‘Experience tells you might be in a minority there.’

The glittering smile returned like the sun breaking through clouds. ‘Oh, I didn’t mean attractive to me.’

‘Ah. Good.’

‘Toil!’ yelled a voice from the private room behind the bar, where Anatin took most of his meals with his officers. ‘Stop playing with your food, the tide doesn’t wait.’

‘It’ll do so if I bloody tell it to,’ Toil yelled back. ‘See you on the boat, Lynx.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Boat to where?’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise.’

‘Haven’t you learned I don’t like surprises?’

She laughed and headed back into the dining room. ‘But I like them. This one’s for all of you anyway. I wouldn’t want to spoil the fun of seeing your little faces.’

Given the improving weather, Lynx and Llaith didn’t have their sunny corner to themselves for long. With a plate of sweet buttery pastries inside them and good headway made through a large jug of coffee, they smoked in relative silence as the rest of the company stirred to life around them.

Safir had been called in to eat with Anatin and Toil – along with the other Knights of the company, Payl, Reft and Teshen. There were five suits in the Mercenary Deck, but the Knight of Stars, Olut, was one of those who hadn’t made it through Shadows Deep.

It wasn’t long before Himbel, the company doctor, and Sitain joined Lynx and Llaith. None of them were a ray of sunshine in the morning, so they often started the day together, Sitain ignoring the clouds of smoke in favour of the relative quiet around the table.

‘Said your goodbyes then, Sitain?’ Llaith asked after a while, stretching contentedly.

‘Yup.’

‘Fancy telling us about it in painstaking and lurid detail?’

‘Not even a little.’

Llaith smiled. ‘Fair enough. Anyone got word on where we’re heading to next? Lynx?’

‘Fuck’s sake, you too? No, I don’t know.’

‘Hmm. Anatin just laughed when I asked, which is never good, but Foren was looking pleased which normally means he’s seen what we’re gonna get paid.’

‘Deern’s offering the best odds on Militant Order-controlled cities,’ Himbel said.

‘Which means he don’t know shit and is just trying to scam folk,’ Llaith snorted. ‘Anatin knows his crew and he likes what’s left of his body – he’d not try that. So if no one knows, let’s talk about Lynx’s promotion instead.’

‘What?’ Sitain and Lynx demanded in the same breath.

He shrugged. ‘We’re a Knight down. Anatin won’t want to keep it like that.’

Lynx scowled, not at the idea of promotion, but at the memory of seeing the last Knight of Stars die. He glanced at Sitain and saw a similar expression on her face. Olut had been a big bear-like woman, fierce and fearless, but she’d hardly seen her death coming when a monster in the depths of Shadows Deep had gutted her.

‘I’m not taking Olut’s badge,’ he said slowly. ‘Or any Knight’s. Had my fill of command in the war.’

‘Well you sure as shit can’t take orders, might be you’re better suited to giving them instead.’

‘Still not going to happen.’ Lynx shook his head. ‘Why’d you even think so? I’m new to the company.’

‘Lot’s o’ reasons.’ Llaith grinned. ‘One – most everyone hates you anyway, what with you being a Hanese bastard commando, so being jumped up above them won’t change things on that front. But it also means you’ve seen enough action. Even Braqe couldn’t claim you weren’t fit for the job.’

Lynx looked over to where a woman with dark skin sat on the far side of the courtyard, the Jester of Tempest badge on her jacket. ‘Want to put money on that?’

‘Hah, mebbe not Braqe then, but the rest. Anyway, way I see it Estal’s too broken in the head to lead a suit and I’m too old. Next in the order of cards is Varain, Ulax and you—’

‘There’s me!’ protested Himbel. ‘I’m a Diviner too, remember? We’re the same rank!’

Llaith waved his hand dismissively. ‘Yeah, but you’re, well, you.’

‘Fuck’s that supposed to mean?’

‘It means you’re a crap soldier and a miserable sod most of the time,’ Llaith laughed. ‘A worse leader I can hardly imagine. You stick to sewing the rest of us up and keeping Deern in his place, my friend. Where was I? Ah yeah, Ulax ain’t cut out for command and Varain – now, Varain’s got a lovely singing voice and the man can fight, but he ain’t much with the thinky stuff.’

‘Reft’s the Knight of Blood and he can’t bloody talk!’ Himbel pointed out.

Llaith raised an eyebrow. ‘Sure, but – well in the same way that you’re you, he’s fucking Reft. Look at the man. You don’t hide a monster like that where no one can see it, let alone not pay him as well as any other merc in the company. Deern does enough talking for the two of them, Reft manages fine.’

‘So that leaves me?’ Lynx scoffed. ‘Anatin’s favourite recruit? Ulfer’s horn, he’d be better off promoting Kas.’

‘But he won’t ’less she asks him to. He likes keeping her out of command. She already does a damn good job holding this collection of fools together. Bet you she gets paid more’n the other Madmen – or you’n Varain too for that matter – but she’s worth it at twice the price to Anatin.’

Even the more recent recruits, Lynx and Sitain, nodded at that. They’d only been part of the Cards for a few months, but Kas’s effect on the rest was plain to see – not least because she had a warm heart and no sharp edges, unlike most mercenaries. She had befriended almost every man and woman there and put this to good use heading off trouble; sometimes smoothing over ruffled feathers, sometimes having a quiet word. Like most mercenary groups, the
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