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Chapter One
No Witnesses
Not so long ago, Ardana Sul might have taken a perverse thrill in holding pure death in the palm of his hand. Now, the package he’d borne across mountains, oceans, and deserts burned in his grasp, and he yearned finally to rid himself of it in exchange for cold platinum.
He leaned a bit too casually against the tower chamber wall, wondering not for the first time how his clients always seemed to have more money than taste. Afternoon sunlight poured through the tall, stained-glass windows overlooking the city of Tramontio and the river below. The manor tower’s exterior bore the scars of a dozen sieges, but the room inside had been garishly paneled and furnished, not quite to Sul’s liking.
If only she’d show up, he thought with a grunt. Keeping him waiting just to show she could.
When Sul’s patience finally wore thin enough that he considered making inquiries of the statue-silent attendants, the door creaked open. The servants, who would fetch tea or run a stiletto through his gut with equal dispassion, stood at attention when Sul’s employer stepped through, preceded by a colorfully uniformed bodyguard.
“Baroness Foncesca,” Sul said with a sardonic bow, “I was starting to think I’d gotten the day wrong.”
“No, you weren’t,” the middle-aged woman replied, her voice acid-sharp. “Nor taught not to speak to your betters until spoken to, I see.”
“I was. But I’ve found professional success often relies on unlearning most of what I was taught.”
“Clever.” The woman who effectively ruled Tramontio in her husband’s dotage waved a jeweled hand toward Sul. “Check him.”
The bravo took two long steps toward Sul and began running hands over his travel-worn clothes. Sul fought the instinct to pull away and lunge for the man’s sword, dagger, flintlock pistol or any of the hidden weapons the bodyguard certainly carried. They’d already searched him once at the manor’s discreet little postern gate he’d entered as instructed, and he knew this was just to put him in his place one more time.
“Humph,” he said, “usually I have to pay extra for this kind of treatment.”
“I only allow weapons that I control in my home,” the Baroness replied, “I’m sure you understand.”
The bravo nodded at the Baroness. “He’s clean, M’Lady.”
“I’ve been called many things in my time,” Sul quipped, “but never that.”
“Very well, Captain. You are dismissed.” The Baroness turned to the attendants behind her. “Clear the room.”
They all snapped a smart salute and retired into an adjacent room through another door.
After it rumbled shut, Sul waited until the echo of their heavy boots died away completely before speaking further, “Charming help you keep.”
“I don’t pay them for their charm. Or you. You’ve been gone a whole season, I was beginning to lose hope. Almost forgot what you looked like. Signor Nondescript. So unlike what the stories imply.”
“In my line of work, Baroness, it pays to be nondescript.”
“But as I hear it, your skill with a blade is anything but. You’re also accounted a master of disguises, not to mention blackmail, kidnapping, extortion, and… getting in and out of tight spots. So many talents.” Foncesca stepped toward him with anticipation in her eyes. The danger their business carried, it seemed, excited her.  “Do you have it?” Her expensive perfume filled his nostrils as her mouth hung open just a bit.
Sul held up the package, a circle of thorns design branded upon its outermost layer. Paper folded around leather, stitched over lead, over who knew what else, like a set of nesting dolls, down and down until… “Right here. The last phial of plague dust known to exist. A goodbye kiss from the blasted Oldens, may they rot in the nineteen hells.”
The Baroness reached for the package, then drew back. “You’re sure it’s genuine?”
“The alchemist I took it from was, enough to throw his life away over it.”
Foncesca sneered. “Did he beg?”
“No, but his daughter did. You really want to know the bloody details of the job?”
“No.” She turned to a chest set on a table. Sul had briefly considered trying to pick its locks while he was waiting before deciding it wasn’t worth the risk. A few clicks and the iron lid opened. The Baroness took out a small box, its weight evident as she carried it to him. “As promised. Two hundred platinum crowns. I had to borrow from my own company to withdraw so much at once. Enough to buy a title of your own, lands of your own.”
“Both of which I’d lose, along with my head, the next time one of you nobles decided to declare a blood feud.”
“Only if you picked the wrong side.”
“I’ll keep the platinum, if it’s all the same to you.” He held out the package.
The Baroness hesitated once again before taking it and handing over the box at the same time. Their hands touched for the briefest electric instant, and it was done. Sul opened the lid, smiled at the neat little rows of white metal painted a hundred colors by stained-glass sunlight.
As Sul cradled his prize the Baroness put her own in the chest, shut and locked it again. She paused. “Aren’t you at all curious what I plan to do with it?”
“It’s nothing to me,” he said with practiced disinterest. “You know my reputation. I can get you anything, anyone, anywhere for the right price. When the job’s done, I get paid and move on. Course, this is more than enough to retire on. Might be my last job!” He tucked the box more firmly under his arm.  “And with that…” He turned toward the door to the tower stairwell.
“One moment,” Foncesca insisted. “I’ll not have it said I lack hospitality.” She motioned to a side table upon which was set a decanter of rosé wine and two crystal goblets. She poured a small measure into each and offered Sul one. “You’ve traveled long and far for this task. Let’s at least drink a salute to a successful expedition.”
Now it was Sul’s turn to hesitate. He glanced toward the far door behind which the guards had disappeared. Finding no excuse to refuse he reached out to accept, but slowly while the hairs on the back of his neck bristled.
Foncesca must have read the uncertainty on his face and laughed. “Oh, really Mister Sul, you are too suspicious!”
“No such thing in my experience, Baroness.”
She laughed again, then offered Sul the other glass instead. “There, satisfied?”
Sul took it, thinking perhaps he was just being paranoid after all. They clinked glasses together and Sul sipped just the smallest bit. He didn’t taste any obvious poison, but that was no proof. “A fine vintage,” he said with a nod.
“Indeed? Would you be the type to know?”
“No, not really.”
“No. If you were, you wouldn’t be the man for this job. Well, let me indulge my predilection for intrigue and tell you something anyway. The plague dust is a little gift for my dear cousin, Camero.”
“The Duke of Oltrini,” Sul said, reflexively glancing out the window and downriver.
“Very good.”
“It doesn’t usually pay to know fine wines, but nobles and their vendettas are another matter.” His right foot instinctively moved an inch toward the chamber door, and his muscles tensed. Why was she telling him this?
“Indeed. He’s a wily one, but as the true heir to House Dolcati, Oltrini is rightfully mine, and I need a port for my shipping concern. The seeress I’ve engaged predicts I could very well take the city if I act before the year’s out.”
Sul snorted. “Seers. Charlatans, I say.”
“You may be right. In any event, if I attack while the Duke’s away on his latest interminable pilgrimage to Artamera, the other cities of the Sardicchie League will be bound by honor and treaty to rally against me. But an outbreak of plague, well, that’d force him home quickly enough.”
“And by the time he arrived the city’d be in such shambles you could take it in a fair fight. Or at least the appearance of one. My compliments to your ingenuity. Just so long as your own troops don’t bring the plague back to Tramontio themselves.”
Foncesca shrugged. “Acceptable losses. They’re pledged to fight for me and die if needs be. I’ll plan a quarantine ahead of time.”
“Of course, a city full of corpses isn’t much of a prize.”
“That’s the wonderful thing about peasants, isn’t it? There are always plenty more.”
Sul laughed out loud, perhaps too nervously. “I suppose you’re right about that. As I said, it’s no concern of mine. Though I’d appreciate if you waited until I’m far from here before releasing that awful stuff.”
“See, there’s the problem,” Foncesca said with just a touch of regret. “My seeress also warned me about you, the Bastard of Falisci himself. Understand, this is a terrible atrocity I’m committing. I could never be forgiven for it. So, I’m sure you’ll appreciate that, well, I simply can’t afford to leave any witnesses. Guards, help!”
In a flash Sul understood the treachery. He made a mad dash for tower stair but found the door locked. At the same time two guards burst through the other one, flintlocks raised. All planned in advance, of course. Ten years ago, Sul would never have been so sloppy.
“He’s attacking me! Kill him!” Foncesca screamed, thrusting a painted fingernail at Sul as she backed away in a pretense of terror. For half a heartbeat, Sul stared down two pistol barrels, and in the next they flashed.
The only thing that saved him was the box of platinum crowns he threw out before him. The stacks of coin went flying, and the lead balls that would’ve torn into his heart were deflected just enough to let him turn and fling himself through the window. Glass shattered, sunlight glinted through powder smoke, and in the next moment he was flying through the air. No, not flying, falling.
Ardana Sul hit the rocks piled against the tower, cracking his head on sharp stone and kept falling, down and down toward the river leaving red smears behind him. Above, the Baroness still screeched orders. His last sensation was a wet chill as the river welcomed him into its drowning embrace. Then oblivion.
Chapter Two
Undrowned
The river Éla supplied Tramontio with most of its water and also carried away most of its waste. This was unfortunate for the downriver citizens of Oltrini. It would have been more unfortunate had that city not also been supplied via aqueduct by another river called Adreste which flowed down from the mountains with force. The churning rapids where the two converged just north of the city had become well-known as dangerous to the unwary bather or laundress. It was also an excellent spot for fishing.
Here, the man who had been Ardana Sul came back into the world with an explosion of pain and confusion as filthy water poured from him. The womb of suffocating blackness gave way to blinding bright and deafening shouts too chaotic to discern. Something hit him, forcing a spasm of fluid expulsion. He struggled for breath as air and water battled over his lungs and neither could displace the other. He spewed more brackish fluid than it seemed a human body could contain, his brain pierced by a million needles as it was wrenched back from nothingness, screaming all the way. Another strike. Finally. the fluid fled his airway, and he drew hard, cold, desperate breaths.
The pain in his lungs faded only to be replaced by greater pains in his head, his limbs, his side, his everything. He forced his eyes open the barest slits, and through bright blurs watched blood drip from his brow and onto the gravel of the riverbank. He retched again, bile mixed with the blood. Then all strength left him, and his face slammed down into the mess, sending up a filthy splatter.
At last, he was flipped over onto his back by powerful hands, and he perceived the searing light above eclipsed by a shape looming over him.  “By Kalimo, you do live! I thought not you to be my last catch of the day. Who are you?”
“Aughhh… hurargh… egh…”
“I hope that not to be your native tongue, my undrowned friend, else we have little to say to each other!” The figure above laughed.
Sul turned to the side, vomited one last time, and again descended into nothingness.
***
When the undrowned man woke again it was dark. No, it was darker, but there was some light though not so cosmically blinding as before. He came to consciousness in parts. First came the notion that he was, that he existed. The feeling was new, though that didn’t make any sense. Then came the sensation of breathing, water-logged though it was, and painful. Next, more pain, then the concept of having a body with different parts that hurt to differing degrees. His lungs burned afire, swollen to bursting.
Then at last came other physical senses: sight that resolved the universe into a flickering lamp not far away and the relative dark surrounding it. The sounds of the rivers rushing at some greater distance, the shrieking of insects and frogs, the muted mutterings of more than one person nearby. Person? What was that? Was he a person? Were other persons persons? Where was he? Who was he? The questions and the absence of answers, or even the meaning of the questions, all flooded him at once, like the river that had tried its damnedest to drown him, and the stench of fish in varying states of decay that permeated the air. The only reaction he could manage was a wordless, mournful groan which would’ve been a howl had he any strength.
This seemed sufficient to attract the attention of those nebulous other persons who flitted about him in the surrounding gloom. One came to rest nearby, next to whatever surface he now lay upon. “So,” said the basso voice, “you grace us with your survival a second time. I am honored. You have been gone the entire light of day. I had thought you so enjoyed your journey to the sands of the dead that you might stay. I am pleased to see this is not so. You are fortunate, for river water in the lungs is far deadlier than seawater. I had to force it out of you.”
He struggled to form his chapped lips into some semblance of words. “W-what…?”
“Sorry friend, I have learned your tongue well enough in my time among the Sardicchie, but you must try further if you wish to inquire of me. Son! Come!”
The shape resolved into a dark bearded man, who sat nearby and a bit above him. He was Ghreshi, but how the undrowned man knew that or what it meant he could not say.
He was joined by another, a lanky boy of fifteen or sixteen. “Is he speaking, father?”
“He is trying. He is not doing well.”
The son leaned over him. “Hey! What happened to you?”
The undrowned man licked his lips, took a wet breath and tried again, “I… was asking… you.”
Father and son looked at each other with mirrored concern.
“We found you,” the elder said haltingly, “floating down the river when I came to check the nets. I thought you dead. Then I saw you bleeding into the water. While you still bleed, you still live. The current flowed strong, but my son and I managed to fish you out.”
“...why?”
The Ghreshi took on a puzzled expression, as though the question would never have occurred to him. “Why? To save your life, of course.”
“But, why?”
The father laughed, incredulous. “Say, I suppose, to earn my soul a white mark from Kalimo. But how did you come to such a state?”
“I don’t… remember. My head…” Sul made his first movement, reflexively putting a hand to his temple where a rough bandage covered a wound that sizzled with pain when he touched it. “Ah, gods!”
The Ghreshi fisherman frowned. “This is not good. What of your name? Do you remember that?”
The undrowned man sat silent for a moment, then twisted his lip in frustration. “My name? I can’t… I think it’s, Ar… Ar… agh!” His head wound smarted again.
The fishermen smiled. “Arragh? I had an uncle by that name, but you do not look like him.”
“I suppose… that’ll have to do. For now.”
“Very well. I am Kesh, and my son is Darino.”
“Darino… a Sardicchie name.” Again, how he knew that he could not say, but he knew it nonetheless. It seemed knowledge of certain general facts had not been taken from his mind. Only the important ones.
“Yes. I am determined to raise him to be a man of Oltrini, a man of business and not of fishnets like his poor father.” Father and son both laughed at this apparent witticism.
“Oltrini?”
“Yeah, we’re just outside the city,” said Darino. “The north gate’s a quarter-mile along the river road.”
Oltrini. Something about that name tickled in his mind. A memory? He had a brief flash of himself holding something, of a woman taking the thing he held, then it was gone. “And this is your home?”
“It is not much to look at, but it serves us,” said Kesh. Opening his eyes wider, he took in his surroundings more fully. It was a cottage that could only generously be called a house. There seemed to be three rooms divided by hanging cloths dyed scarlet, with the main room sporting a tiny hearth and bubbling cookpot, jugs of water and barrels stacked high. It was a sparse but clean home, and well-organized.
He breathed, turned on his side and spat out some more water. “Ugh…”
“Rest, my new friend—Arragh-for-now. You have wounds of the head, side, arm and leg at the very least. You need the healing sleep of living men, not the dreamless sleep of the dead. In the morning I will visit for you the apo… apotha…”
“Apothecary,” Darino completed.
“Yes, that.”
The undrowned man nodded weakly. “I guess that means I’m in your debt.” For some reason, uttering those words filled him with loathing, and more than a little fear.
Kesh smiled broadly. “Yes, you are! This creates between us bonds of soul and sinew, as Kalimo has ordained. But we will discuss that later.”
***
The man now called Arragh woke early in the gray predawn to find Kesh already at work. He couldn’t move much, but could see that he now lay outdoors, on a cot in a shanty covered by fishing net and leaves, built next to the house against the outer wall. He had been stripped to his linen breechclouts, stained with mud and blood and ugly bruises all over. Bandages covered his head, left arm and right leg. The leg had also been crudely lashed to a stretch of driftwood, immobilized.
Kesh sat atop a barrel, mending worn netting. He looked up with a grin when he saw his guest awake. “Ah, my friend, you have survived a day and a night. That is good.”
“I—” Arragh coughed, more strongly than he thought he’d be able to. “Oh…”
“Do not try to move too soon. How are you feeling?”
“Everything hurts.”
“Good,” said Kesh, “that is how you know you’re still alive. I must set out my nets early, then I will go to the city and fetch Trennia, the a-po-the-cary. You see, I have been practicing this word. Normally she would not make visits, but she owes me.”
“I see. Kesh…”
“Yes?”
Arragh struggled to sit up straighter. It hurt, but it felt good to do something under his own power. He winced as his head throbbed. “Ah. Kesh, you’re a good man. But I think I might not be. I don’t even remember who I am. Was. I don’t know when, or if I can repay you for all this.”
“If the man you were is dead, let him stay dead. You are whoever you choose to be from this day on. No other creature under Kalimo has this gift. As for repayment, it seems to me a man with no past is free to craft his own future and profits. I confess it is more than once I have wished for that.”
As Kesh walked the short distance to the river to set his nets, Darino came out of the cottage to give him spoonfuls of broth, salty and fishy with some green bits added.
Arragh swallowed weakly at first, then with more gusto. A newfound hunger gripped him. “Oh,” Arragh moaned, “that’s good.”
Darino grinned. “More?”
“Yes, please. But, uh…”
“Yeah?”
“I kind of need to, well…”
“Ah.” Darino went to a corner of the hovel and fetched a small jug. “Do you need me to help you…?”
“Just give me the damn thing!”
The lad held out the jug with a pained expression, and Arragh’s flash of temper evaporated as instantly as it had struck.
“Sorry. I don’t know where that came from.” He took the jug and looked away. “I get the feeling I’m not used to relying on anyone, for anything.”
“I understand,” said Darino. “But perhaps you will have to get used to it, for now at least.”
“Yeah. Could, um, I have a minute?”
“Hmm?”
“Alone?”
“Oh! Yes, excuse me.” Darino went back into their little house while Arragh relieved his bladder into the jug. It was a galling experience, even alone, and he couldn’t say where the anger had come from. Had he been some kind of frontiersman, all on his own and proud of self-sufficiency? Somehow, he doubted that.
He made a mess of things and spilled half his own piss on himself as he gingerly maneuvered his working limbs. A red wave of embarrassment washed over him again when Darino came to retrieve the jug. “Sorry you have to do this,” Arragh said.
“No, no. Every bit goes to the phosphorus pit. See, you are already contributing!”
Arragh knew nothing of alchemy, but he somehow knew from the minuscule amount of phosphorus that could be extracted from human urine that the youth was humoring him. There was something about the gentle deception that revolted rather than comforted him. “Fish, phosphorus, what other trades do you two practice here?”
“Any possible,” Darino replied. “Father says that economy is like a fishing net, many pieces all connected to each other, especially in the cities where everything is for sale. A clever man of business learns how one piece affects another, and another and so on.” He deepened his voice in mimicry of Kesh. “The bigger patch of the net he can see, the more successful.”
“A wise man, your father. And your mother?”
Darino’s face darkened. He shook his head, suddenly downcast. “We lost mama long ago. I don’t like to talk about that.”
“Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.” Arragh said the words out of some vague sense that it was the correct thing to say in that moment, but he felt no actual sorrow. That bothered him.
“It’s all right.”
Kesh returned just long enough to bid farewell again, bound for Oltrini on errands. He would’ve taken Darino along, but now bade him stay and look after Arragh. That caused another flash of angry shame in him, but he kept it hidden.
Arragh felt need for little, invalid as he was, and asked for nothing but the piss jar once or twice more. He took more broth and bits of bread Darino fed him and worked his un-wounded limbs while keeping the wounded ones as still as possible. He looked down into the bowl at his own reflection. The visage felt familiar, and for a fleeting moment the whisper of a name came to him, then disappeared again. It was like grasping at a wisp of smoke, and just as frustrating.
In the distance, the walls of Oltrini loomed, with cannon towers at every corner and tall spires peeking over the top. Wind whipped at black flags festooned with gold stars and brought him the sounds of the city, the scents of smoke and salt of the sea harbor just beyond. On the road across the Éla, carts and wagons streamed in and out of the city gate, and pedestrians from boats docked just upriver of the rapids. The day passed slowly, peacefully, the rush of the river and the lazy course of the sun marking the hours, and he fell in and out of a doze. It was that flavor of light sleep where the waking world intrudes easily into the dreaming one, but Arragh’s dreams left him not at all rested. Screams of pain and terror not his own. Laughter that was his, the flash of flints, steel and blood. And always, the clinking of coins. Once he awakened with a start, irritating his wounds and sending pain searing through his body. Darino gave him a spoonful of willow bark syrup which tasted awful and seemed to help, though not much.
“Don’t you have any opiphine?” he blurted out with annoyance, knowing but not remembering what opiphine was.
“No, certainly not!” Darino answered incredulously. “Only doctors and nobles are allowed to keep that. And criminals.”
“Hmph,” Arragh grunted. “You could start a poppy garden.”
“They won’t grow in this soil, this climate. I read that in a book once.”
Arragh raised an a eyebrow, surprised. “You can read?”
“And write, and figure numbers. Every man of business must have these skills. I’m trying to learn angles, but that’s harder.”
When the sun began casting longer shadows, Kesh returned. He’d gone on foot but now rode a mule-drawn cart, next to a young woman dressed in the blue and yellow woolens particular to the apothecary trade. She wore an embroidered band about her brow and a serious expression that said she was doing her job but wasn’t particularly thrilled about it. The cart pulled right up to the shanty Arragh lay in, and she unloaded sacks and bottles from the back. Without a word of greeting or preamble, she poked and prodded Arragh’s various hurts, scowling at each one like it was a hated enemy. When she pulled back the bandage on Arragh’s splinted leg, she leaned down to sniff at it, then made a sour face.
“Nice to make your acquaintance too,” said Arragh bitterly.
“No need for pleasantries,” she said, speaking to him for the first time. “Kesh has advised me of your injuries. I’m here to do what I can.”
“But you’re not happy to, I can tell.”
“I don’t normally make house calls, especially outside the city. I had to shutter my shop the whole afternoon for this.”
“But,” Kesh interjected with a grin, “no one else knows how to extract the hellfish toxin Trenni so needs for her medicines.”
“And you never let me forget it.”
Arragh drew a sharp breath. “Hellfish! That’s a dangerous harvest. One net’s worth could poison a whole city.”
“Yes,” said Kesh with a proud nod, “it takes knowledge and a steady hand to survive the work. Fortunately, I am blessed with these things, on occasion.”
“You missed your calling. You should’ve been an assassin.”
“Delightful fellow you rescued,” the apothecary remarked while peeling back the bandage over the wound in his side. “This is a pistol shot! A hair’s breadth closer and it would’ve shattered your rib. Gods what are you, a soldier? A bandit?”
“Can’t say,” Arragh replied haltingly. “I have a feeling maybe a little of both. If there’s any difference.”
“Anyway, I can clean and poultice the wounds, leave pain medicines, but he needs a real doctor.”
Kesh shook his head. “A doctor who would not be in my debt. Little could I afford one.”
“Well, I don’t know what to tell you. Trennia Foltaro’s just a humble potion-pusher; there’s a limit to what I can do.”
An uncomfortable silence settled upon the gathering. Kesh and Darino looked away, unwilling or unable to meet Arragh’s gaze. Then, from that black oblivion of which he’d so nearly become a permanent resident, a thought assaulted him. “My clothes. Where are they?”
Kesh looked up, bemused. “Your clothes? Inside, I think.”
“Fetch them. Just my breeches.”
Darino ran into the house and quickly returned with a soaked, sodden pair of black breeches. Lines of silk ribbon had once been woven throughout but now hung limp and wrinkled, the silver buttons caked with mud. The youth held the soiled garment out before him between two fingers.
“Give here,” said Arragh, snatching the clothes. He fumbled though the cloth with his one good hand, tearing the seams at places. Again knowing without knowing how he knew, he ripped a patch of cloth near the waist, and where the thread came away, he shoved his fingers into a fold. He felt through the fabric until they gripped something round and hard, then came out holding a big, bright, shining disc. A platinum crown. One side was struck with the arms of Tramontio, the other the profile of a wizened old man. “Will this be enough?” he inquired of the trio standing over him, their mouths hung open in wonderment.
After a stunned moment, Trennia managed a weak nod. “Yes, yes I… think that should do it.”
Chapter Three
Broken and Built
“Come in, Lieutenant.”
Avarro Colonna stepped haltingly into the bedchamber. The stench of impending death hung heavy in the air. This death in particular would spell trouble for the city; the veteran bravo felt that in his bones. His boots thudded hollowly on the floorboards as he approached the canopied bed that held the ailing Baron Corsico in its embrace while his wife hovered over it like a hawk. Or a vulture.
He bowed slightly. “My Lady.” He turned to the shell of a man dying a little bit at a time as dementia gnawed at his mind and body. “My Lord Baron.”
Obscured behind a stretch of sheer silk the man mumbled a bit of nonsense, then stilled again. He wasn’t young by any means, but the disease had aged him badly, and even through the screen Colonna could see the spots, sores and wrinkles the man’s last bedridden year had carved into him. A terrible way to die, Colonna thought with a shiver.
“No point in that, Lieutenant,” Foncesca said, every word a needly icicle, “the poor fellow no longer even knows who he is.”
“Even so, My Lady.”
“Yes. Now we can only hope the Sundered God of Man takes pity and calls the Baron’s mote of divinity back to It soon.”
“Shouldn’t your son be sent for, ma’am?”
Foncesca shrugged. “I don’t see the need. He’s too young to rule, and anyway, his studies take him half a world away. Not that it’s any concern of yours.”
“Erm, no. My apologies, Lady.”
She shook her head, as though clearing these thoughts from her mind and turning to more pleasant matters. “I suppose you’ve heard of my recent incident?”
Colonna cleared his throat nervously. “Well, I heard bits and pieces…”
“Then let me fill in the gaps. The mercenary Ardana Sul attacked me in my private tower chamber. The coward escaped only by jumping through the window, if you can believe it. Ruined a perfectly good window, tumbled all the way down into the Éla.”
“A fitting end for such a rogue, My Lady.”
“Indeed. However, I prefer not to account a man dead until I’ve seen his body. Even then one can make a mistake. I want to be absolutely sure. And I want you to accomplish it.”
Colonna started, taken aback. “M-me, Baroness?”
“You. That the bastard was able to escape at all is unpardonable, and my previous captain has, well, let’s just say he’s taken a less than voluntary early retirement. You’ve been a lieutenant for some years, have you not? You’ve not been promoted as quickly as your comrades of similar family standing.”
Colonna bristled at the prodding, made as much of a sour face as allowed in his Baroness’ presence. In point of fact he was fast approaching his pension years, and had found no reason to regret it beyond the occasional arthritis. “No, My Lady. I find I have little appetite for the political games required for further advancement. I serve Tramontio. I am content in my role.”
“Hmm. Well, I’m not. It’s exactly your lack of political entanglements that makes you useful to me. You are now my captain of the bravos.”
Colonna’s mouth hung open, only slowly processing the meaning of Foncesca’s words. “Captain… me?”
“Captain. You. I suggest you get used to that quickly, because your first task begins at once. Which is to locate Ardana Sul. Or his body, preferably. I’d start with Oltrini, since the river likely carried him that way, alive or not.”
“I, um, yes. Yes, thank you My Lady! I will. Right away.”
“Good. You may promote whomever you believe useful to you; I detest managing minutiae. But many of the present bravos are of good family, so I don’t wish to annoy them by replacing the ranks too much.”
“Yes, Lady. I, erm, I’ve been on second shift for years, I’m afraid I don’t know the senior bravos at all—”
“Don’t worry about stepping on toes, leave that to me. You just worry about Sul. Things are going to start happening quickly now, and I’ll be recruiting new troops. My secretaries have taken care of the paperwork. You’ll find your credentials, orders, all that on your desk.”
“My desk?”
“Of course, in your new office. Now, look lively and step to it!”
Colonna bowed, more deeply this time. “Yes, Lady!” He turned to leave, then paused. “One question, if I may. It might help in my task.”
“Yes?”
“Exactly what was Ardana Sul doing in your chamber to begin with? Why did he attack you?”
Foncesca glared at him, eyes narrowed. After a long pause, she affected her false smile again. “Of course, Captain. You understand, the business of ruling sometimes requires the use of, shall we say, unsavory tools. One can’t always be picky when the selection is limited. I had a thought to him leading some hired swords against our enemies. But he proved unreliable in that regard. As for why he attacked… who can know the motives of such scoundrels? They’re like rabid dogs when they don’t get their way. Does that satisfy your curiosity?”
Colonna took a shallow breath. She was lying, and badly. He could tell that from his early years in the Tramontio City Watch busting opiphine dealers and cutthroats. But little he could do about it. At once he understood the significance of her summoning him to this room. To remind him of who was the past, who was the future, who would rule it and whom he would obey if he knew what was good for him. The Baroness was not a subtle creature. “Yes, completely, Lady.” He turned once more to the Baron’s bed and nodded. “My Lord.”
He went to go find his new office and desk. But despite his sudden promotion, he left the chamber with even more foreboding than when he’d entered.
***
Trennia Foltaro recommended a doctor with a reputation for discretion, and within a day Arragh had his broken bones set and bound properly, his pistol wound stitched shut where the ball had passed clean through. He could scream to his heart’s content without raising notice, since Kesh’s house lay far enough from the city walls.
When it was over, the platinum coin had been handed over, and the wide-eyed doctor made change with gold nobles, perhaps wondering how he would deposit such a notable sum all at once. By way of explanation they’d claimed that Arragh was a wealthy merchant traveling for business who’d been beaten and robbed of all but one hidden coin. For all they knew, that might be the truth.
“You’ll have to lay still for six weeks at least,” Darino ordered, repeating the doctor’s instructions as though they were his own.
The thought of staying in one place for so long, of being immobile and vulnerable sent anxiety surging through Arragh. “I can’t do that. Can’t someone in the city fashion a, a crutch or something? Seems I can afford it after all.”
“We’ll see,” Kesh answered. “For now—”
“Yeah, yeah. Just rest. I need a rest from resting! Don’t you have, I don’t know, something to read?”
Kesh laughed. “Yes yes, just let me go to my library and fetch you something. Perhaps a full set of Rigobert’s Decline and Fall of the Bhasan Empire? The Twenty-Thousand Lustful Nights of Camilla, bound in human skin?”
“All right! Sorry I asked.”
Darino said, “I’ve spent hours reading in the civic library in Oltrini, but they won’t lend books out to just anyone, certainly not the son of a Ghreshi fisherman. But sometimes they give away old worn papers, for wrapping fish. Sometimes I keep them.” He dashed into the house, and returned a moment later holding a folded sheet, stained and torn.
“What is it?”
“A map.”
Arragh scowled. “Well, that’s not very interesting…”
“Maybe the places written on it will awaken some memory,” Kesh offered.
“See?” Darino unfolded the sheet and laid it across Arragh’s lap. “Here’s the Sardicchie League, where we are. The Seven Cities.” He placed a finger on the small dot indicating Oltrini. “Here’s the Endless Ocean that learned men say is also the Western Ocean from the other side, because the world’s a ball. Though I don’t know if I believe that.”
“Believe it,” said Arragh, newly interested in the map. It was basic, and general, but the lad’s curiosity had kindled his own. “I can’t explain how, but it’s true.” The map showed the uttermost extents of the lands of Ghresh and Fei-An, and the comparatively tiny peninsula of Sardicchi wedged in between.
“They say the League was founded long ago by refugees from the Marimines Isles,” Darino continued, keen to show his knowledge, “when they sank into the Ocean.” He pointed to some imaginary place far off the right edge of the map.
“Nonsense,” Arragh said, “the Isles are still there. It was just the manor houses built on unstable cliffs that collapsed. The ‘refugees’ were robber barons driven out when they finally cheated the wrong people.”
“You have been there?” Kesh asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe.” Arragh traced a finger along the coastline, south and west, finally settling on a messy tangle of islets. Then he moved it sharply east, out into the Ghreshi Sea, making a circle around a spot that showed only open water. The image of him holding something and a woman taking it again flashed in his mind, then was gone. “Do you mind if I hold onto this?”
Darino shrugged. “Please. I’ll see if I can find other things for you.”
“Later,” Kesh insisted. “Now, help me bring in the nets. I’ll show you again how to handle the hellfish. But you watch, don’t try to touch this time!”
Arragh went through the rest of his tattered clothing, just in case there were other fortunes to be discovered. But he found none, and he hadn’t expected to. The feeling of certainty when he’d retrieved his platinum had not returned. Still, he now had enough to live on for a time, even after paying the doctor. That thought comforted him, not the least because he could buy his way out of whatever obligation to Kesh and Darino he ultimately accrued. The idea of being in debt to anyone filled him with distaste, disgust even, the more he thought of it. But he didn’t think of it often. Instead, he rested and read his map.
Over the next days, Darino obtained other bits of materials. Not books, those were far too costly. But pieces of discarded public board bills, pamphlets and advertisements from the city. Anything that could jog his memory or just fill his day. Though the more time went by the less he was sure he wanted his memories back. The blackness that greeted him before the day he’d been pulled from the river began feeling more and more like a protective blanket, holding back an even blacker past.
***
As Arragh healed, he was able to move more and more. Through Kesh and Darino he bought a new set of clothes; just plain linen breeches, stockings, shirt and waistcoat, but comfortable enough once he had been able to struggle into it all excepting his splinted parts. He was easy to fit, being of average height and build. Signor Nondescript. That phrase came to him unbidden and sent a chill down his spine.
Aside from the platinum coin, his belt and shoes were all of use that remained from whatever his life had been. Laying on his cot he learned to mend small bits of net, first with one hand, then with some help from his other, bound as it was. He helped separate one type of fish from another, sort them into barrels. It was slow work and menial, but it made him feel less useless, less helpless. His appetite grew, and eventually he needed a more substantial bedpan. He burned with embarrassment each time, but Kesh and Darino made nothing of it. One thing they had in abundance was privy moss, one of Kesh’s innumerable small ventures. The genuine moss, cultivated in the far west for its strength and softness, was farmed in vast tracts, then harvested in strips that were pressed flat, rolled up, and sold for use in the latrines of commoners and nobles alike. The native moss grown in Sardicchi was largely an inferior counterfeit and irritated the backside, but Kesh’s own little garden had reproduced the good stuff. A small luxury for which Arragh thanked Kesh’s revered Kalimo.
“You could be a rich man you know,” Arragh mentioned once, “if you farmed more of it, sold it far and wide.”
Kesh smiled his usual enigmatic smile and shook his head. “I could try, but if it became known, without the muscle to protect it surely another would steal the strain I grow and undercut me, even run me off entire. Too much trouble. I sell a little, keep beneath the gaze of the powerful, and that is enough.”
Arragh nodded admiringly. “It’s a dangerous man who knows when he has enough of something. But what about Darino? Don’t you want to start him off as a man of business, as you said, with every advantage?”
“A good question. I have seen the sons of such men in the city. They walk up and down Via Latria in packs dressed in bright silks, carry jeweled swords they don’t know how to use and make trouble for others. Sons that learn no business sense, inherit all and earn nothing of their own. Lower in my estimation than the blood leeches that stick to your leg if you wade in the wrong part of the river. I would not have that fate for my son. Wealth is a great suit of armor, but a weak man inside it is still easily defeated. Besides, I do not think I would like to become rich from a thing the whole city wipes its ass with!” They both laughed at that, and Arragh conceded the point. The fisherman’s industriousness yet seeming indifference to money seemed alien to him, though he couldn’t find any rebuttal to his points.
Darino brought him another map, this one of Oltrini and its surroundings. It was a vaguely circular city, with a spur stretching north along the Éla, defined by its south-facing port and walls in every other direction. Streets turned and twisted seemingly at random, following what had begun as dirt tracks long ago, while individual districts made futile attempts at ordered lines. He noticed a few canals but not as many as other cities. At the center of it lay a courtyard plaza and fountain, the Polytheon temple and the palace of Duke Camero Dolcati, who was away on pilgrimage.
“Here’s the senate house,” Darino explained, pointing to little boxes along the streets, “and here’s the opera, the market square, the fountain where Via Latria crosses Via Politeone, here’s Trenni’s shop on Calle Erbe, here’s the broth—er, other places.” He ran his finger northward along the river. “Here’re the boat docks. And the road to Monti.”
“You mean Tramontio?”
“Yeah, but that’s too long to say.” His finger crossed the river where it met the Adreste. “And here’s us.” Darino had crudely drawn a little shack on the map, and trio of stick figures: one holding a net, another bowfishing in the river, and another…
Arragh let out a guffaw. “What’s this?” A third figure lay nearby, reading.
“That’s you!”
“Very artistic. I just hope you’ll be able to draw me upright before long.” He traced his own finger along the path from the house to the bridge that joined the main road. “I wish I could come with you, into the city when you go.”
“You will, just give it time.”
Time, Arragh thought, was one thing he felt he did not have in abundance. But why that would be, he didn’t know. More and more he got the feeling that he should be on the move, that staying in one place too long was somehow dangerous.
Arragh discovered he had a certain deftness with a knife and spent time each day gutting fish in preparation for smoking. From his cot, he transferred whole barrels of river bass from one to another, separating the guts for use as fertilizer in the vegetable and moss gardens behind the house.
Kesh shook his head in wonder more than once. “I’ve never seen a man not born to it that could endure the smell as you can. Perhaps you were a fisherman in your past life.”
“I doubt it. Something tells me I’ve smelled worse. In fact,” he said, realizing the double meaning of his words, “I could probably use a bath myself.”
“Yes,” Kesh agreed without hesitation. “When you can move. For now, I will have Darino pour river water over you. I have been experimenting with a kind of soap made from fish oil!”
“Ugh. On second thought… Anyway, why fish the river? The sea’s just at the other end of town; surely you’d catch more off the coast?”
“More, yes. But the city is buried in seafood. Freshwater fish is thus a luxury many will pay more for. I prefer to work smarter, and not harder.”
After several weeks of this routine, Arragh began feeling emboldened to press for his crutch. He shoved a gold noble from the doctor’s change into Darino’s hand and said quietly, while Kesh was down at the river, “Now, we don’t want you becoming a blood leech, so don’t say anything to your father. But find me a craftsman to build me what I need, and you can keep whatever’s left of this.”
The lad gave Arragh a conspiratorial smile. “You can count on me.”
“I know I can. Now go on!”
Darino surreptitiously took Arragh’s measurements, and the next time Kesh took him into Oltrini, he slipped away on the excuse of wanting to see the library’s newest additions. As the lad told it, his negotiations with the finest carpenter in the city were brief and cordial, and on the next trip they returned with the device. Darino was trying it out himself while Kesh frowned.
“You two did this behind my back, don’t deny it!” He shook a finger at Arragh.
“I don’t,” Arragh replied. “But it’s my money after all. At least, I think it is.”
“And how much did he profit from such a trivial task, eh?” He turned his gaze toward Darino, who handed the crutch over to Arragh.
“Ask no questions, you’ll hear no lies,” said Darino with a grin, echoing the cheeky witticism currently in fashion among the Oltrini youth.
“What did you say?”
“You wanted him to learn business, after all,” said Arragh with a half-shrug.
“And just what business is he learning from this?”
“That it’s
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