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Praise for

THIS IS WHERE
THE FUTURE BLEEDS

“Sharp, inventive, and fast-paced, this epic fantasy quest with a ragtag band of unlikely heroes features exciting new twists. Nonstop fun!”

CAITLIN ROZAKIS, New York Times bestselling author of Startup Hell and Dreadful

“Fast-paced, fun and full of fascinating ideas.”

ADRIAN TCHAIKOVSKY, Arthur C. Clarke Award-winning author of Children of Time

“This is Where the Future Bleeds features everything I love about fantasy: adventure, found family, and truly unique magic. This is a fun, fast-paced tale filled with humour and sharp dialogue, and I loved every moment!”

M. H. AYINDE, Sunday Times bestselling author of A Song of Legends Lost

“The most dysfunctional, chaotic and stabby found family you'll ever read. This is Where the Future Bleeds is a joyful and irreverent action adventure about upending destinies and the status quo. Ridiculously good fun.”

ELIZA CHAN, Sunday Times bestselling author of Fathomfolk

“Mereport feels like it exists, which is a wild thing to say about a city built on the bones of a dead god where destinies can be sold like pearls. I was locked in from page one. And then the twist came, and I locked in even harder.”

GREER STOTHERS, USA Today bestselling author of Apparently, Sir Cameron Needs to Die
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This book is for anyone who's ever felt like they're no good
at being a person. Derna knows how you feel.

Maybe don't stab as many people as her, though.
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THIS IS WHERE the future bleeds.

On the high moors, the sky is frozen in time. It is not the flat black of the deepest night, but holds the faintest tint of colour if you look at it sideways. It is a permanent pre-dawn, the first hint that the sun has not been swallowed forever, and that light greater than those of the stationary, non-twinkling stars may soon return. That is a lie, because the sun no longer kisses these moors. The heather flowers may be purple in truth, but in this place they are always a deep grey, and the sandy soil nothing but pale patches. A particularly sane god tried to kill the future here, with a star forged from the embers of a dying sword.

Not even a god can kill the future, but it can be wounded. So it bleeds, and what used to flow into the world invisibly and naturally now crystallises out of nothing, forming like pearls or amber: a protective response to an intrusion or attack. They are futures; individual destinies, which would once have either sought out their intended subject or fallen by the dictates of chance, depending on which god, if any, you believe. Now they lie here and there under a frozen sky, in the deeper darkness beneath the stems of the colourless heather.

The high moors are a coldly beautiful place, and utterly silent, for even the wind is—

‘Kitt?’

Even the wind is froz—

‘Kitt!’

And utterly silent, for—

‘KITT, IT’S COMING!’

For fuck’s sake.

People cannot live here, because people cannot live where time does not flow, but people rarely pay attention to what they can and cannot do. Where common sense or even reality itself throws up obstacles, people will find solutions through ingenuity and sheer bloody-mindedness. In a world where the future is wounded, time is a little more… malleable. A good chronomancer can do amazing things, so long as you can afford their price. A bubble of portable time for you to use when the need arises – such as when you have ventured into the high moors north of Mereport – is certainly within the realms of possibility. Although of course, you do need to be sure that you have engaged a good chronomancer, since those frozen in time can rarely come back to demand a refund.

Overall, braving the timeless spaces of the high moors should really be more trouble than it’s worth, but it can be worth a great deal. There is always a market for destinies, and they are free for the taking up here, assuming you can get around the time problem.

And the slydewasps.

Kitt Carver held the two thin rods of moonstruck iron out in front of her again, arms bent at the elbows, and tried to clear her thoughts. This was not an easy thing to do, even for a five-year veteran of the moors like her, mainly because one of her crew was already screaming his head off. The prospect of impending death had a tendency to concentrate the mind, but usually on the death itself rather than anything useful.

Breathe in. Breathe out. Focus. Don’t look up. Don’t try to listen, because slydewasps didn’t make any noise, despite their immense size. They should make noise; there should be a thundering, their wings should tear the air up and leave it shredded, but they were silent all the same. No one knew exactly what sense they used to home in on their prey, but shouting didn’t seem to make them find you any faster. It just put your diviner off.

Focus.

Kitt said a quick prayer; not to a god she believed in, or indeed to any god in particular. It was just a prayer, because the structure of syllables helped her mind to get a grip on things, and she was far too practical to ignore a decent tool once she’d found it.

There. The rods began to twitch again, and she had the trail once more. She stepped forward cautiously, fighting the urge to rush. Moonstruck iron was sensitive, which made excellent divining tools for those with a gift like hers, but it was easy to stumble on a dark moor where the deep shadows of the heather hid hazards as effectively as a politician’s smile.

Three steps forward. One to the right as the iron started to swing in her hands, a subtle shift of pressure on her skin. Then the rods split, moving apart from each other.

‘Godsdamn it!’ Kitt spat. ‘Solly! Rods out, now! Help me get a bearing!’

Solly Doonam pulled his own rods of moonstruck iron from their sheath on his thigh, although Kitt could practically smell the sweat coming off him. Solly was a good diviner, but he got shaken easily, which effectively bumped him back down to mediocre when there was any pressure involved.

‘C’mon, boss, you can do this,’ Mizzik said nervously, from just above and behind Kitt’s left shoulder. Mizzik was often nervous, but then the world was exponentially more dangerous for wellyn, who were approximately two feet tall, winged, and blue: a vivid cobalt, in Mizzik’s case. His nervousness was an improvement on usual. Normally, Mizzik would already be wanting to abandon the job and flee.

Kitt tried to put Mizzik out of her mind. The problem was not that the pull was weak. If anything, it was too strong, and swamping her. She was half-tempted to abandon her moonstrikers altogether and go hunting by hand, but there was a reason skilled diviners could make a good living from the high moors. There were plenty of fortunes up here, to be sure, but there were many more stems of heather, thick and close-set, and almost malicious in the way they obscured the ground beneath.

Solly’s moonstrikers were tuned in now, and were swaying back and forth. Kitt retuned herself, and they both started to move haltingly, converging on the same patch of ground from different directions. The slydewasp was still coming, but crews that ran as soon as things got dangerous might as well not venture up onto the moors at all. It was all about knowing how fine to cut it.

‘KI—’

That half-scream was abruptly truncated. Kitt didn’t look around. Chase Farson was a newbie, fresh out of the poorholes down Tannock’s Lane in Mereport, desperate enough for coin that he signed up to a trip onto the high moors in search of a fortune, in more ways than one. He knew the risks. Well, he didn’t, but he’d had them explained to him, and it wasn’t Kitt’s fault if he was unable to square the equation between ‘high mortality rates’ and ‘Chase Farson’. If the work was safe, it wouldn’t pay so well.

The time to cut and run despite the potential rewards was fast approaching, but Kitt was so close now, so close, she could practically taste that destiny…

‘Boss?’ Solly asked urgently.

‘Hold still!’ Kitt snapped. He stopped moving and she pressed on, triangulating between her own moonstrikers and the direction of his, until she finally felt an insistent tug downwards. Now she crouched, fingers groping frantically through the woody stems, searching with touch when sight would be useless. Her skin scraped across scratchy bark, and skimmed over soft earth.

Then her fingertips brushed something small, and cold, and hard. The slydewasp was close, so there was no time for reverent gazing at her treasure, no time to hold it up in front of her eyes and marvel at its strange, asymmetric perfection while the rest of her crew looked on in awe.

Kitt did it anyway.

It was a small, irregularly shaped lump of colourless… something. The future, Kitt supposed. It looked a bit like rock, it looked a bit like metal, it looked a bit like water, if water was somehow solid without being ice. It was weightier than it looked, and smaller than it felt. Now, wakened by the life of Kitt’s fingers, it began to glow softly: a warm light, the colour of honey, and utterly alien to this landscape. Kitt was no soothsayer, to caress a destiny between her hands and get a read on the nature of it, but she could feel the not-heat of it on her skin, and she knew it was a big one. This was the one they’d come to find: this was the one the Swallowmage had seen in her vision, falling from the sky like a single flake of particularly heavy snow.

Even when entranced by the destiny’s strange, heavy beauty, Kitt didn’t completely lose her sense of her surroundings. She studied her find for two breaths, eyes locked on its amber glow, then stuffed it into her belt pouch and straightened up. A big score was useless if they got eaten by the wasps.

‘Mizzik!’ she snapped. The wellyn’s eyes went white for a moment while he looked through time. It was a strange ability, at least to Kitt, but it was crucial up here. From the vantage point of the timeless lands, the rest of the world was frozen too, so you couldn’t see what was waiting for you when you left. Mizzik could find a way down that avoided unpleasant surprises.

It was always the way. Some people made a living by working hard, and others made a living by hanging around to take the proceeds off them. Pirates, bandits, landlords; call them what you would, the outcome was the same.

‘That way!’ Mizzik yelped, pointing as his eyes shivered back into normality. He flapped away, leathery wings beating frantically, his job done. Mizzik might have been able to see through time, but he couldn’t see the future, and he didn’t want to play ‘dodge the slydewasp’.

No one wanted to play ‘dodge the slydewasp’.

‘Go!’ Kitt yelled. She took off after Mizzik, sprinting as best she could across the moorland, and the rest of her crew went with her. Aside from Solly, there was the muscle: Gallows Jayne, the Hamley brothers – Dick Hamley and Definitely Human Dirk Hamley, whose nickname tended to prompt questions already answered by his nickname – and Falzine Halfshade, who always walked in shadow no matter how bright the lights were, which was what happened when you tangled with a draksnipe and were lucky enough to live. Those four didn’t do anything up on the moors, unless another crew started a fight beneath the frozen sky, which would be reckless indeed, because it was all too easy for a chronocharm to be damaged in a scuffle, and then you were a living statue. There were a few such unfortunates dotted here and there across the moors, victims of violence or shoddy chronomancy, but the muscle were mainly there to protect the crew’s score from anyone waiting below.

Finally, there were the spotters: Tamyll Nevers, Pigtail Vem – the source of whose name rested at the base of his spine, not at the back of his bald head – and Sorra Marsh, all of whom were old hands, and either lucky or skilled enough to avoid death so far. The two remaining newbies were Olukan… something, and… well, quite frankly, Kitt couldn’t remember the other girl’s name right now. Gallows had hired them both. If they made it off the moor alive and wanted to come back for a second run, she’d make the effort.

A scream behind her, abruptly truncated, as the slydewasp claimed another victim. Learning the mystery girl’s name wasn’t going to be an issue after all.

Kitt cut right, heading for a narrow clough carved by water long ago, back when rain still fell on these moors, which stood out as a slightly darker rent in the landscape. Altitude was the key: she had to get lower, back to where time flowed more naturally and the sun illuminated the land, and – most importantly – where the slydewasps didn’t follow. They were creatures of frozen time, predators that hunted in the gaps between seconds, and they couldn’t survive away from the moors. Kitt had never been cornered by one before, and she had no intention of starting now. She pushed herself harder, each footfall a desperate, fleeting gamble as she trusted to her balance and her instincts against the wiles of the heather and the uneven ground beneath it.

No one could gamble and win forever. Kitt’s left foot came down and kept going down, finding a hollow in the ground that she never saw. The impact jarred her hip and threw her stride off, her right foot tangled on something, and she faceplanted into the foliage. It was a relatively soft and springy landing, as such tumbles go, but it slowed her drastically, perhaps fatally. She pushed herself up again, spitting out tiny leaves and curses in equal measure.

The slydewasp shimmered out of the frozen seconds and descended in front of her. Its massive, segmented, blue-and-black striped body sizzled slightly as the ooze it excreted to allow it to slither between the moments was eaten away by temporal friction. There was no way something that big should stay airborne, let alone hover in place as it did, but slydewasps paid as little attention to gravity and air resistance as they did to time.

It was the first time Kitt had seen one up close. The head bulged with muscle, sufficient to power the two sets of serrated jaws which snagged prey and stuffed it, still quivering, down the thing’s throat. Its sting was short and rapier-thin compared to its abdomen, but easily long enough to pierce Kitt’s body and reach her heart, and still smeared in blood from its last victim. It had no eyes, but the twitching antennae were clearly sufficient for it to locate prey. After all, it had located her.

Kitt was suddenly aware of the chronocharm around her neck. If she ripped it off then, to the best of her knowledge, the slydewasp would ignore her. She would become another statue on the high moors, forever frozen unless one of her crew returned with more time to free her. Except they were all running for the moor edge, and they wouldn’t stop to see what happened to her, any more than she would stop for them. They would probably assume she got eaten, and curse her name for taking the destiny down with her.

The destiny.

What if Kitt claimed it as her own? Even she could tell it was something that would shake the world, and potentially worth a fortune. All the religions were in the market for destinies to feed to their gods and avatars, although they tended to use middlemen rather than sully themselves by dealing directly with the moorhands. Then there were the rich families who wanted glory for their children, not to mention the royals seeking to ensure that destinies of ruling stayed firmly where they belonged, thank you very much. If Kitt claimed the destiny, surely that meant the slydewasp couldn’t eat her?

But reading the details of a destiny was a fine art, and Kitt had no idea what this one was. Cautious moorhands sold their destinies on to brokers cheap, before they were read, and let the buyers gamble on what they bought for a bargain price. A great destiny did not mean a good destiny, and Kitt had no desire to lead armies in conquest, reddening her hands with the blood of thousands, or gain martyrdom that led to the overthrow of a nation. That could very well be what was in her grasp right now, and it was possibly better to let the slydewasp eat its fill than take the chance of ending up as some power-drunk overlord.

Besides, destinies weren’t fireproof, as the saying went. They might give you an edge in staying alive, but they wouldn’t do all the work for you. Thammeus Scalebane famously paid a small fortune for a twice-verified dragon-slaying fortune, only to find out – briefly – that he was merely a choking hazard.

The slydewasp drew back its sting. Kitt’s indecision melted into desperate adrenaline, and she threw herself to one side into the heather as the creature thrust its abdomen towards her. The displaced air carried with it the salty smell of its last victim’s blood and the acrid stink of the venom itself. The slydewasp swung around, wings beating frantically; a chitinous leg brushed over Kitt’s back, but it failed to grasp her as she scrambled away.

This wasn’t going to work. She couldn’t just flee, not unless she wanted to feel the slydewasp’s sting in her spine as it pounced on her from behind, but she hardly had the capacity to fight the thing and kill it. Nor could she dodge it from here to the moor’s edge. She had options, true enough, they just all sucked.

By rights, Kitt should have drawn her short sword as she turned: maybe tried to fence with the beast’s sting, parry it, even cut it off; slice at its grasping legs, hack through the chitin, at least make it think there were easier meals elsewhere. That would be the sensible thing to do.

Instead, she found herself slipping one of her rods of moonstruck iron into her hands. It wasn’t even the length of her forearm, and slenderer than her smallest finger. Not a weapon, by any stretch of the imagination. Nonetheless, that was what she had, and that was what she threw at the slydewasp’s head.

The wasp’s jaws, wide open, easily accommodated the rod as it sailed between them. However, when the iron hit the back of its throat, the massive predator came to a halt in midair and started making distressed wheezing noises, its mandibles opening and closing futilely. The rod had lodged somewhere in its gullet; not enough to choke or kill the beast, but sufficient to distract it.

Kitt ran for the clough. Never look a gift miracle in the mouth.

*   *   *

SOMETIMES, WHEN COMING down off the moors, it was hard to tell at exactly what point time started to behave more normally again. Warning posts were erected centuries ago to make sure people didn’t stray unknowingly into endless stillness, but they were old and sparse now. If you were returning from on high at night, there might not be a sufficient change in the light levels to make it obvious. You had to rely on more subtle clues, like the sound of wind, the chitter or chirrup of a bird disturbed by your passing, or the fact that the stars were suddenly in a different position.

Sometimes, of course, you emerged into blustery afternoon sunshine and caught a wet leaf in the eye, which was what happened to Kitt. She stumbled slightly and swore again, but there was no real force behind it.

She scrambled down the clough, her feet skidding on loose pebbles, until the sides of the little ravine became less pronounced. Then she clambered up out of it, pushing stems of bracken aside, and looked around for the rest of her crew. They had made it out – most of them, anyway – and were now picking their way down the steep ground, finding purchase for their boots in the little runnels where water flowed when it rained, or where generations of small animals had criss-crossed the slope. Kitt hurried towards them, absent-mindedly patting her belt pouch to make sure the destiny was still there. They wouldn’t make it back to Mereport before nightfall, judging by the sun, but once there it would be a case of hauling Sulian the Swallowmage out of whatever tavern in which she was numbing her brain this time and getting her to verify that this was the future, the one about which she’d babbled broken-rhyme poetry on the mezzanine of the Golden Anchor, before spinning around three times and vomiting. That last part might have been part of the foretelling, or just a reaction to how much alcohol the Swallowmage had consumed prior: the sparkling threads of fate burned strange and painful pathways through the mind, and the afflicted tried many methods of dampening the sensation.

Kitt skirted a lumpy gorse bush and headed for Gallows Jayne, but paused between one step and the next. Did that gorse bush look a bit… odd?

Time was a strange thing, even here. Kitt’s mind snagged on the sensation that something was wrong and clung to it, exploring the uneasy feeling and spreading it through her body like sewer water through her veins, all in the space between one breath and the next. However, her reactions occurred at nowhere near the same speed, so despite the fact that every part of herself was already tensed and prickling, she wasn’t able to actually do anything before the concealing spell dropped away. A dozen figures at least, all rising into view from where they had been crouching or laying with bits of undergrowth affixed. The camouflage would be very unlikely to deceive on its own, but it provided just enough to anchor a spell which led the eye to believe it saw nothing out of place.

Jayne’s hand went to her axe, but it was a useless reflex. Kitt’s party had four professional fighters, and good ones at that, which would be enough to warn off other crews or desperate bandits on the road between here and Mereport. They couldn’t take a dozen mercenaries, which was surely what these were. Kitt turned and found that the gorse bush was in fact a tall, stern-faced man aiming a wrist-mounted spine thrower at her face. The branches of his disguise should have made him look ridiculous, but instead they simply concentrated the mind on how unlikely it was that a man who had spent hours pretending to be a bush would be willing to let all that effort and discomfort be for nothing.

But how had they even known where to hide? A hideous suspicion crystallised in Kitt’s chest, and she turned her head.

‘Mizzik?’

The wellyn cringed away from her, despite already being well out of her reach, and able to fly to boot; as good an admission of guilt as if he’d thrown himself to the ground begging her forgiveness. He fluttered a bit higher before any of the others could take their anger or frustration out on him, and Kitt tasted bile in her throat. You do everything right, you hire someone to get you down off the moors away from where anyone might be waiting in ambush, and the little shit leads you right into one when you’ve just managed to claim your biggest payday in years?

‘Don’t blame him, Kitt,’ a voice said, interrupting her thoughts of rage and revenge. ‘Not too much, anyway. I threatened him.’

Kitt swallowed. She knew that voice.

‘Hello, Derna.’

Two Tongue Derna Towbright sauntered into view from behind one of her hirelings – probably the gutter-mage who’d cast the concealment spell, judging by his lack of notable weapons and the way Derna patted him on the shoulder in a congratulatory manner, but Kitt wasn’t looking at him.

Two Tongue Derna was Queen of the Streets and the Duchess of Death; pretty like a knife was pretty, in that she was aesthetically pleasing and seemed perfectly formed for her place in the world, but you wouldn’t want her approaching your face at high speed. Derna had made her reputation as a street duellist in Mereport, if you stretched the word ‘reputation’ upwards, downwards, and sideways to accommodate her. She was a legend in other people’s lifetimes, often involving them coming to an abrupt end.

She poked the two halves of her tongue out at Kitt, playfully. She’d split it with a knife for a bet when she was thirteen, which was coincidentally the moment Kitt learned never to make a bet with Derna. She always found a way to win, always, regardless of the cost or consequences.

‘You don’t tend to follow through on threats like that,’ Kitt said, trying to keep her tone light. The bile hadn’t gone, its nature had just changed slightly. Being ambushed by heavily armed strangers? Terrifying, but always a risk. Being ambushed by Derna? Who in all the planes of the world knew how that was going to go? Derna had saved Kitt’s life before. She’d also endangered it, many times.

‘No one’s ever given me cause to,’ Derna replied cheerily. ‘Can’t think why.’

Her warm, dark brown eyes were the same colour as her skin, and unblinkingly steady. Kitt couldn’t find it in herself to hate Mizzik for what he’d done. Two Tongue Derna might have harmed him if Mizzik hadn’t done what she wanted, or she might not, but no one, including – in Kitt’s very private opinion – Derna herself, knew which way that would go until the moment in question.

‘Hand it over, please,’ Derna said. It actually sounded like a request. ‘And don’t pretend you didn’t find anything. You weren’t the only one who heard the Swallowmage, but you were the only diviner anyone saw within earshot. I knew you’d be up here as soon as you could gather your crew, and I know you’re too good and too bloody stubborn not to succeed. It’s why I like you.’

Kitt’s stomach twisted. Derna didn’t bother with flattery, she just said what was on her mind.

‘Is that the only reason you like me?’ she asked, shifting her weight onto one hip and raising an eyebrow.

‘Nope.’ Derna grinned at her. ‘But I really do want that destiny, Kitt, so I’d suggest you give it to me.’

‘What the hell use do you have for it?’ Kitt demanded. ‘You’ve got money. You’d have power and influence, if you ever paid attention to anything for long enough to use them.’

Something ugly lurked in the back of Kitt’s mind. Two Tongue Derna had carved – quite literally – a space out for herself in the world. The thought of what she might do if she got her hands on a destiny, a powerful destiny like this one… A destiny was not completely immutable: it took energy and shape from the person who held it. If person and destiny were poor fits for each other then you got unlikely heroes, or people raised up far beyond their ability to function. If they were compatible, you got people who said things like ‘This is what I was born to do’; although of course, plenty of people also said that about themselves even when it was not at all true.

Derna was great already, in her own special, sharp way. It was hard to imagine a great destiny at which she would not excel, but it was also hard to imagine a way in which that greatness would manifest that would not involve a lot of blood.

‘Come on, Kitt,’ Derna said. ‘It’s me. You can trust me.’

Kitt sighed. Was it better to be complicit in changing the fortune of the world, potentially for the worse, or was it better to get yourself and your crew killed and have the world changed anyway when a mercenary pulled the destiny from your corpse? Symbolic gestures had limited appeal under such circumstances.

She removed the destiny from her belt pouch. A small spark of rebellion made her throw it casually underarm, instead of placing it carefully into Derna’s hand. Kitt wanted the petty victory of seeing the Duchess of Death scramble to catch the precious thing she was stealing.

Derna didn’t move. She waited until the destiny hit the ground, bounced once in the sandy soil, and came to rest. Then she stamped on it, the impact sending her black curls wavering as though caught in the aftershock of an earthquake.

Kitt’s jaw dropped.

‘What did you just—’

‘I don’t hold with it,’ Derna said firmly. ‘Great futures going to those with money, bought and sold on demand? It’s not how the world should work. Let that future find the person it should have always found, not be presented to some spoiled rich kid as a coming-of-age gift, or fed to a god to shore up a temple.’

‘But that’s literally how the world works!’ Kitt found herself shouting. ‘The future is damaged, it doesn’t work properly! You can’t change that!’

‘Fucking watch me!’

Kitt stared at that face. She’d known it since they were both kids. It had been the source of some of her greatest joys, and also some of her basest terror.

If Two Tongue Derna decided she was going to change the world, you had limited options. You could get out of her way, you could help her, or you could die. Or, admittedly, you could wait and hope she lost interest, but that was more of a long-term plan.

‘Okay, Derna,’ Kitt said. ‘If anyone can, I guess it’s you.’

Derna’s face split into a grin again. ‘Thanks, Kitt. That means a lot.’ The Queen of the Streets untied a purse from her belt and threw it to Kitt, who caught it. It jingled with coins.

Kitt looked up. ‘You could have just offered me this for it. I might’ve haggled, but—’

‘No buying the big destinies!’ Derna snapped. ‘Not me, not anyone.’

Kitt shrugged. Derna’s logic sometimes gave the exact same outcome very different weightings depending on how things unfolded to get there, and Kitt had never been sure if that was admirable or aggravating. This wasn’t the big score she’d hoped for, but it was more than nothing, and considerably more than death.

‘We’re done here,’ Derna announced, and the mercenaries relaxed. Derna looked back over her shoulder as they moved away, and stuck her tongues out again. ‘See you later, Kitt!’

Kitt stared after her, feeling the familiar sense of loss tinged with anger. Derna was infuriating, and undoubtedly dangerous, but she was also like a campfire that attracted you with brightness and warmth, even though it might burn you if you got too close. She wasn’t malicious, any more than fire was malicious, but she also had fire’s pitilessness. Kitt had been burned before, but every new absence made her feel a little colder again, and she resented that.

Fine, let Derna go off on her wrong-brained quest to change the future, or whatever she’d set her sights on now. Kitt wished her good luck, but it wasn’t like she was going to start following her, or—

‘Hey, isn’t that the way we’re going?’ Pigtail Vem asked, looking at the receding mercenaries. Well-armed and well-equipped mercenaries, so numerous that your average band of robbers wouldn’t even think of trying their luck, and although being held at the wrong end of assorted pointed items wasn’t pleasant, that was over and done with now. No hard feelings, unless anyone was foolish enough to hold onto them.

Kitt gritted her teeth, but pride could get you killed.

‘Hoi, Derna!’

‘Yeah?’

Kitt sighed. ‘Which way are you going?’

‘Mereport! Why?’

Kitt closed her eyes and groaned, but…

‘Wait up.’
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OFFICIAL CITY LEGEND had it that Mereport was founded when Merevast, an ancient god of the sea, was slain by his children and cast upon the shore. The impact of his mighty body shattered the ground and created Mereport Bay, and his flesh was scavenged by the local beasts, which in turn led to the great variety of overlarge and strangely-formed wildlife that populated the area. Indeed, his bones could still be found in the depths of the city, forming the structure of ancient buildings and the foundations of new ones built atop them.

(Another legend, popular with Mereporters themselves, was that Merevast vomited up the contents of his stomach onto the shore after a particularly heavy night of drinking, before sinking back into the depths in a hungover stupor from which he’d still not yet emerged. The mighty bones were, in this version, the remnants of whatever he’d eaten before the event, which was why the local phrase of ‘you look like a god’s supper’ was not the compliment some outsiders assume it to be.)

Regardless of its true origin, the city had grown and expanded both back up the valley of the Great Song, the mighty river which the city straddled, and out into the bay itself on pilings and pontoons. Kitt was now sitting on a stool at one end of the bar in the Dubious Gecko – a tavern of moderate respectability and higher-than-average cleanliness that sat above the waves in the New Docks quarter – idly swilling her drink around its earthenware mug and thinking about nothing in particular, when her reverie was interrupted by the appearance of two hairy-knuckled hands on the counter. She looked up, and then further up, until her gaze met that of Timony Picknett, owner and proprietor not only of the tavern, but also a shock of coarse, curly blond hair that breezed through such adjectives as ‘sizeable’, ricocheted off ‘impressive’, and landed firmly in ‘downright threatening’.

‘Evening, Kitt.’

‘Tim,’ Kitt replied in greeting, raising her mug in a half-salute.

‘How goes the divining business?’ Timony asked, wiping half-heartedly at the bar top with a cloth from which any good pestilentia would have been able to pluck the sources for at least half a dozen plagues.

‘Currently?’ Kitt said. She raised her mug again. ‘I’m trying to find the alcohol in this piss.’

Kitt heard a cautious intake of breath on either side of her, as other patrons became aware of what she’d said in the same way your hair standing on end gave you an early indication of a forthcoming lightning strike. There was a subtle shuffling of feet and scraping of stool legs on the wooden floor, as people cleared out of the blast area. It was generally unwise to speak to Timony Picknett in such a manner, for he was a large man, and not inclined to humour those who frivolously impugned his business.

Timony snorted a laugh, reached behind him to seize a dark green bottle, pulled the cork out with his teeth, then poured a generous slug into Kitt’s mug. ‘There you go.’

‘Cheers, Tim,’ Kitt said. She took a sip of her revitalised beverage and nodded approvingly as her eyes began to water. ‘So, what gives?’

‘Don’t follow you,’ Timony said cheerfully. The other patrons, having concluded that violence was apparently not in the offing, began to drift casually back into whatever they’d been doing before.

‘Oh, come on,’ Kitt said wearily. ‘You gave me a free shot. Do I really look that bad?’

‘Kitt!’ Timony protested. He leant a little lower. ‘It was a genuine question, is all. You used to be running up to the moors every few weeks with a crew in tow, and bring most of ’em back along with whatever fortune you found while you were up there. Haven’t heard about anything like that for what, four months now? And the Swallowmage hasn’t stopped her foretelling, I know that much. They say a fight started in the Anchor two nights ago over people trying to get close enough to hear her.’

‘Sulian does tend to mumble,’ Kitt muttered, scrubbing a hand through her hair. It was getting long again; she’d have to take a knife to it.

‘So what happened?’ Timony asked. ‘Slydewasp get too close? Never seen one of the bastards, but I’ve heard tell, and they sound pretty terrifying. Couldn’t blame someone for knocking the moors on the head after a close encounter.’

‘No,’ Kitt said, shaking her head, then paused. ‘Well, actually, yes, one did get too close, but that’s not why I’ve stopped going up there.’

‘So?’ Timony prompted. ‘Come on, girl, don’t leave me hanging.’

Kitt sighed and downed the rest of her drink in one aggressive movement, then replaced the mug on the bar. ‘It’s Derna.’

Timony’s eyebrows raised in surprise, then lowered again in brief understanding, before diverging in confusion. ‘Okay. So, are you two dating again, or…?’

Kitt stared at him, aghast. ‘Dating? Gods, no! She threatened to kill me!’

‘That was my second guess.’

‘And what do you mean, “again”?’ Kitt demanded, as her brain caught up with her ears.

Timony frowned. ‘Weren’t you two together when you were younger?’

‘No! We were friends! We were best friends! And then she got obsessed with swords, and duelling, and suddenly she didn’t have time for me anymore!’

Kitt became aware that she’d been speaking slightly louder than she’d intended. She cast a foul glance at her mug, and composed herself a little.

‘Look, the last time I went up we got a big score, but Derna was waiting for us when we came down,’ she confided more quietly, rubbing at her temple. ‘She took it off us – paid us for it after, but that’s not the point – and just crushed it. She’s got it into her head that selling futures is wrong, and it’s kind of hard to psych yourself up to go onto the moors when you know there’s every possibility Derna’s just going to ambush you again afterwards. It’s been easier to take different types of divining jobs. Well, sort of easier.’ Some weirdos thought diviners could find anything. Kitt grimaced in memory of the last contract she’d tried to take, for someone who’d ended up instructing her to find him love, of all things. She’d scribbled down the address of Laeron’s Singleton’s Paradise Lovematch Emporium – often misconstrued as a brothel by those who only heard the name, but in actuality a well-stocked bookshop and coffee shop with an emphasis on conversation and reading groups – and charged him ten keshels for wasting her time, which at least helped cover the cost of replacing the moonstriker she’d thrown at the slydewasp.

‘She might not be wrong, at that,’ Timony said, causing Kitt to look up in surprise. ‘Not the ambushing, the other thing. There was a break-in over at the Combined Futures auction house last week. A big destiny got swiped the night before it was due to go up for the toffs to bid on, and three guards got killed. Some people will do anything to get their hands on one. Can’t be healthy.’

Kitt eyed him, but he didn’t seem to have made the immediate connection that she had, so she kept quiet. Timony heard a lot of gossip, and if he hadn’t learned of anything that linked the robbery to Two Tongue Derna then far be it from Kitt Carver to suggest it.

‘You talking about the break-in?’ a new voice said from beside Kitt. It was warm and male, with a slight upriver accent. ‘Heard about that. The bastards’ll cut their payouts and blame it on additional security requirements, just you wait.’

Kitt glanced sideways, then straightened and swivelled on her stool with as much insouciant grace as she could manage, although she took care to keep her short sword clear for a draw. ‘A fair face can hide a hollow heart’, as her mother always said, a phrase inevitably followed by Kitt’s father’s tired joke of how that must mean his heart was as fine and full as any in the land.

Said fair face in this instance was situated above simple but clean clothes: brown jerkin, loose-sleeved shirt of undyed cotton, and dark leg wraps tucked into calf-high boots. Not exactly fancy duds, but then divining often took you to – or at least through – places that would make a mockery of silk or fine linen.

‘You’re in the trade?’ she said casually.

‘Donal Klae.’ He was perhaps a few years older than her, enough to have a couple of lines on his face to give it character. His shaggy hair was ash-grey – too smooth and solid a colour to be the result of anything other than a sorcerous comb – and reached to his jawline, or thereabouts.

‘Kitt Carver.’

He smiled ruefully. ‘I keep hoping someone will recognise my name, but they never do. Pretty sure I’ve heard of you, though.’

‘Whatever they say I’ve done, I didn’t,’ Kitt blurted, then winced internally as Donal flinched. Hot people approaching her in bars was not something she wanted to be discouraging with flippant self-deprecation. ‘You been in Mereport long?’ she asked, trying to angle the conversation back on track.

‘A few moons.’ He took a sip of his drink. ‘I was trying my luck in the future mines out in the mountains past Uppersong, but it got really cutthroat. It used to be everyone for themselves, you took a lightstone and your divining rods and found what you could, but now the cartels have claimed entire branches. They take your finds off you when you come back up, and you’re lucky if they pay you a tenth of the worth.’ He shrugged. ‘The moors are no picnic, but at least you can shop around for a buyer afterwards. Besides, everyone knows it’s the motherlode for destinies.’

‘You didn’t fancy trying other sorts of work?’ Kitt asked, trying not to be too obvious about her perusal of him. He had a solid build, muscle with a bit of fat over it, and she considered it a crying shame that his shirtsleeves were, in fact, quite so loose.

‘The gods gave me divining magic. It seems a waste not to use it. Besides,’ he continued, eyeing her slyly. ‘It’s sort of addictive, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah,’ Kitt agreed. It wasn’t a problem, but she certainly got a small rush of satisfaction when she coaxed her magic into successfully guiding her to something.

‘What are you drinking?’ she asked Donal, who peered into his mug dubiously.

‘That’s… I honestly don’t know. I told the big guy to give me whatever was – excuse me?’

Kitt had snatched the mug off him, peered into it, and sniffed. A familiar sour, malty smell met her nose, and she wrinkled it in response.

‘Wrack’s Tapjuice?’ She looked up at Timony. ‘Seriously?’

‘He wanted cheap, he got cheap,’ Timony replied, unabashed, from farther down the bar. ‘If you want to upgrade, you know better than most how much everything costs.’

‘He is not implying that I have a drinking problem,’ Kitt told Donal firmly. ‘Tim’s an old friend of my parents, and I used to help him load the barrels in before I was old enough to go up onto the moors.’

‘That’s true,’ Timony agreed. ‘And you have—’

‘We’ll have a flagon of Old Barley’s,’ Kitt snapped, putting two keshels down on the bar. She’d caught sight of an unoccupied nook in the corner of the Gecko and had decided it needed company in the form of two diviners, one with a shirt that was a little tight around the shoulders. ‘C’mon,’ she said to Donal. ‘Let’s get you something decent to drink.’

*   *   *

‘SERIOUSLY?!’ KITT SPLUTTERED, only narrowly managing to avoid spraying ale across the table. ‘The whole thing?’

‘Down in one!’ Donal replied gleefully, waving his mug for emphasis. ‘I swear to you, I thought he was going to die!’ He wiped tears from his eyes at the memory. ‘Oh man, that was a good time, but we never went there again.’

‘Sounds like Uppersong wasn’t quite as bad as you made out,’ Kitt said, nudging him. She was feeling pleasantly warm and fuzzy, which was partly down to the flagons of Old Barley that Timony had been providing, and also definitely partly down to the fact that she had a funny and attractive guy jammed in next to her.

‘Uppersong wasn’t a problem, it was the work,’ Donal said. ‘Well, it wasn’t even the work, it was the fact I couldn’t get a fair price for it.’ He took another swig. ‘Who do you go to around here, anyway? I’ve sold to Marrowright since I got here, but I don’t think I like him much.’

‘Old Marrowbone? He’s not the stingiest, but he’s got a face like a slapped arse, and he doesn’t smell much better. I go to Mazen Rauk, up on Dendryn’s Holloway. He’s a bit odd, but so’s every broker I’ve ever met, and he gives a decent price.’

‘Can you imagine what it would be like, surrounded by all those destinies?’ Donal said, staring off into space with the disconnection of the slightly drunk. ‘No wonder they’re all odd. You’d think they’d just take the best for themselves.’

‘Most brokers are destiny-proof,’ Kitt said. ‘That’s what Mazen told me, anyway. You know, a destiny just doesn’t take, whether you want it to or not. Must be sort of nice, knowing your life can’t get twisted out of shape, good or bad. Besides,’ she added, ‘why haven’t you taken the best destiny you’ve found?’

‘Because I don’t know what they are when I find them,’ Donal said with a laugh, ‘and I can’t afford to get them soothsayered myself in case they turn out to be bad and then I can’t sell them! Hey, how do you experience them?’ he added, taking another swig. ‘I get, like, a smell. Big ones usually have a really strong lemon scent, but I’ve had cherry blossom before. Fresh-cut grass a few times, too.’

‘It’s heat, for me,’ Kitt said. ‘Little ones are barely warm, right, but the big ones… They don’t actually burn me, but they feel like they could burn me, know what I mean?’

‘Oh wow,’ Donal said, looking at her with wide eyes. ‘That’s wild. Never heard that one before. So is that an actual corre… corral… thing, y’know, where the hotter it is, the bigger it is?’

‘Seems to be, based on what Mazen pays,’ Kitt said smugly.

‘What’s the biggest one you’ve ever had?’

Kitt smirked. ‘Destiny?’

‘Obviously.’

‘Obviously,’ Kitt echoed. ‘No, go on, you go first.’

‘Since I got here?’ Donal scratched his slightly stubbled jaw. ‘Uh, I got seventy keshels out of Marrowright for one about three weeks ago, but I’ve not, y’know, got my eye in on the moors yet. Haven’t worked out the good places, still need to find another decent spotter, that sort of thing.’ He waved his mug again as he gesticulated, spilling a little as he did so. ‘Whoops! Come on then, what about you? What’s your biggest score?’

Kitt grinned. ‘Are you ready?’

‘I dunno,’ Donal said, raising his eyebrows. ‘Am I ready?’

Kitt leant forward, until her face was mere inches away from his. ‘Ten gold crowns.’

‘You’re shitting me!’ Donal spluttered, a wide and goofily incredulous smile spreading over his face. ‘Ten golds? What the hell did you find?’

‘Damned if I know!’ Kitt said cheerily, leaning back again and taking a slug of her ale. ‘And that was for it unsoothed, too. Mazen didn’t know what he was buying, but he still put ten golds down for it. I think his palms were prickling!’

‘Unsoothed? Honestly, I dunno if that’s encouraging or depressing,’ Donal said with a laugh. ‘I mean, it’s something to aim for, but… How long ago was that? Have you, like, cleaned the moors out now?’ He adopted a mournful expression and clutched one hand to his chest as though to nurse a broken heart. ‘Am I wasting my time here?’

‘That was a couple years back,’ Kitt said. ‘Just as summer was starting. Pretty much made my reputation. Y’know how it is: once you’ve had a big score you get better crew wanting to sign on with you for a cut, so the next jobs get easier, and so on. The old hands say fewer and fewer destinies are coming through these days, but that’s old people for you; the world is never as good as it was when they were young.’ She shrugged. ‘Still, strange stuff is happening. They say some city out east just got completely swallowed by an earthquake, nothing left. And I’ve heard some sailors say they couldn’t get through the Straits of Damarkus anymore, they just sailed into mist and then sailed back out again going the opposite direction, without moving the tiller. Maybe the old folks are right, and the world is getting worse.’

‘Unless we’re complaining about something,’ Donal said, with a mischievous smile. ‘Then we don’t know how good we’ve got it.’

‘Hah! True!’ Kitt laughed. She was already feeling more upbeat about divining again, after swapping anecdotes with Donal. Perhaps she should get back up there, and to all the hells with Two Tongue Derna and her strange beliefs.

Still, she reflected, those were thoughts for the morning. Right now, she’d already quietly slipped Timony enough to reserve one of his rooms for the night should she need it, and she intended to need it. She wasn’t in the habit of taking strays back to her own place – that was just asking to get burgled – but a night of fun under Timony’s roof might be just what the apothecary ordered.

‘So,’ she said, leaning back. ‘What are your plans for later?’

His eyes went to the ties of her shirt, and she grinned.








Struggling out of breeches

Balancing on one foot to get out of breeches

‘Oh shiiiiiit—’

*thump*

Giggles

One leg still in the damned breeches

‘This bloody belt…!’

‘C’mere.’

Lips on lips

Fingernails

Sweat on a collarbone

‘mmph…’

*gluk*

More fingernails

‘C’mon then…’

Rumpled bedsheets

Laughter

Lips everywhere

No seriously, there’s no way these bedsheets are ever going to be flat again

‘fUcK…!’

And…

sleep
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DONAL WASN’T IN the room when Kitt woke up, and that was fine by her. He hadn’t stolen what money was left in her purse, her short sword, or the piece of shell her mother had carved for her on the cord that habitually went around her neck, and it meant she had more bed to stretch out into. Mornings tended to be awkward, certainly more awkward than the nights that led up to them. Donal was welcome to his share of the memories, and if she bumped into him again then maybe they’d make some new ones.

The Dubious Gecko was already alive and bustling by the time Kitt emerged, partly since Timony appeared to need virtually no sleep and Flix the wellyn had opened up the kitchen, and partly because Kitt had allowed herself a generous lie-in. She paid three bits for a breakfast – possibly more like brunch – of two small silverfins, fresh from the Gecko’s overnight tide nets, and a piece of bread fried so hard that it shattered most satisfactorily when she bit into it. Thus fortified, she set out into the morning with a spring in her step, albeit with a bruise on her forearm from when she’d accidentally whacked the bedside table while in the throes of passion.

It was a bright day with a high blue sky, and the world looked crisp and sharp enough to draw blood with a glint of reflected sunlight; or, alternately, that the right knock in the right place might shatter the entire thing into shards. Kitt wended her way up from the docks through Old Rivergate, made a stop at Tall Alice’s in Ferryside for a swift cup of Morning-After Tea, and then on through the narrow alleys of Crafton, where Mereport’s artificers plied their trade amongst an atmosphere of permanent slight haze, the clicking and ticking of clockwork and cogs, the frequent tang of smoke, and more tiny screws than you could shake a reasonably sized stick at. In New Rivergate she eased her way past a swearing city official trying to reason with a morass of infinite shadow that had taken up residence at a crossroads, swallowed at least one carriage so far, and was stubbornly refusing to move on despite the traffic backlog it was causing. A puffing mage response team hurried past her towards the same problem a few moments later, their expressions suggesting that negotiations were about to get a little more forceful.

It was all just another day in Mereport. The city’s position straddling the Great Song, where the mighty river emptied into the sea, would have made it a hub for regular commerce in any case. Add in its location close enough to the high moors to be the natural staging post for the destinies trade, and it had become one of the largest and most thriving metropolises in the known world, complete with garish painted signs over the main gates reading FIND YOUR FUTURE IN MEREPORT. However, that kind of size and status did not come without certain side effects. Many strange things in the world had decided that civilisation had tasty byproducts, and not all of them were happy to stick to the food stalls, or even the garbage heaps.

As such, the appearance in the mid-afternoon of a plume of smoke somewhat thicker than that which would normally emerge from a chimney was not particularly unusual. Sometimes a fire got out of control, sometimes someone really pissed off a smoke sprite or found out that yes, demons did exist and yes, they were bad news; these things happened. However, the first wisps of concern began to congeal in Kitt’s chest as her feet took her away from the river and towards Dendryn’s Holloway. She’d spent the day leaving messages for her old crew to see if they’d be up for another run into the moors, and had intended to drop by Mazen’s place to make sure he hadn’t placed her on a boycott list for not bringing him any goods for a few months. Unfortunately, she got closer and closer to the smoke pillar as her route twisted and turned, and by the time she stepped onto Dendryn’s Holloway itself, she had already accepted what she was going to see.

Destiny Calling, Mazen Rauk’s shop was, by necessity, something of a many-natured beast. It had to be ostentatious enough to appeal to the really big-name clients who would send a servant rather than come to his premises themselves, but would balk at having said servant seen entering somewhere that looked disreputable. That was what the hanging lanterns of guilder fire on either side of the shop’s frontage were for, since only the rich could afford the sorcerous flame that provided constant light, but would self-extinguish as soon as it escaped its confines. However, the shop also had to be welcoming to the bulk of his customers: the merchants, traders, and local politicians whose desires for an edge over their rivals drove the majority of Mazen’s day-to-day custom. A steady stream of small destinies heading out of the door kept him solvent and allowed him to purchase the big destinies for when the nobles, royalty, and temples came calling. Too swanky a premises risked making his wares look too pricey, and the majority of his customers hesitant to step inside.

Even with all that said, you still couldn’t put a destinies parlour like Mazen’s in the middle of one of the fanciest areas, like Highmarket or Temple Cross, due to people like Kitt herself. Destiny hunters were rough and ready types, and rarely of good breeding, as the Highmarket set would view it. If Kitt walked onto a street in Highmarket then she would quickly find herself escorted off it again by private guards. Dendryn’s Holloway, on the other hand, sat in just about the right place; not the sort of area where they polished the flagstones overnight, but also not where the shadows carried knives for protection.

Unfortunately, Destiny Calling was bringing the tone of the street down somewhat now, due to being on fire.

It wasn’t a full-throated blaze, of the sort that ends plagues and has historians and architects alike reaching for pen and paper with sorrowful smiles. Instead it was sullen and workmanlike, steadfastly attempting to get on with the job of carbonisation while its more glamorous cousins flickered prettily but uselessly in their hanging lanterns. However, Mereporters had their own opinions about fire, and work was already underway to quench it. Buckets were being filled at the corner pump and passed from hand to hand, and Kitt could hear people shouting for a waterworker. She pushed closer through the gathering crowd, keeping a careful hand on her purse as she did so – pickpockets and cutpurses loved a good bit of street drama – expecting to see the tall, thin shape of Mazen clasping his hands together in horror, exhorting the bucket chain to greater efforts with his reedy voice, or possibly even throwing water into his burning premises himself.

She wasn’t prepared to see him on his back on the cobbles with one arm outstretched as though about to deliver a dramatic soliloquy, except he’d have needed someone else’s vocal cords since his throat had been well and truly slit.

Kitt had lived in Mereport all her life, and had spent the last few years of it heading up onto the high moors where danger lurked on giant wings, ready to eat the unwary. She’d seen her share of dead bodies – more than a few. She’d never killed anyone that she knew for sure, but she’d been involved in a couple of fights where blades had been drawn, and when you were trying to hack your way clear of something like that you rarely had a good idea of exactly what damage you’d done on the way out. It was a shock to see life ended in such a violent form here on Dendryn’s Holloway, though, where the upper limit of hostility was to nod politely at someone as you passed them and then comment witheringly on their attire in a low voice to your companion. Besides, Kitt had liked Mazen well enough, and even though she’d seen death before, it wasn’t as though she was as inured to it as someone like Derna—

Like Derna.

Two Tongue Derna, who had destroyed the last big find Kitt had made on the moors, because she’d got it into her head that the buying and selling of destinies was wrong. Two Tongue Derna, banned from all destiny shops in the city for attempting to smash the merchandise. Two Tongue Derna, whom Kitt privately suspected might have had something to do with the killings and theft from the Combined Futures auction house. Could Two Tongue Derna have sauntered into Destiny Calling, slit Mazen’s throat – and that of whichever of his guards had been working today; there was another, larger body over there – and set a fire?

Yes. Yes, she could have.

Kitt swallowed the bile that was rising and grabbed at the sleeve of Makema Ottemia, the old woman who ran a bakery three doors down. She looked around, and her already tear-stained lined face crumpled further.

‘Oh, bless you my dear!’ she sobbed, and collapsed onto Kitt’s shoulder.

This was not exactly what Kitt had expected. She always treated herself to one of Makema’s ridiculous sweet creations after she made a sale to Mazen, and Makema had eyed her suspiciously at first, but in time had come to greet Kitt cheerily whenever she walked in. Still, this seemed a bit… more.

‘What happened?’ Kitt asked, patting Makema on the back somewhat tentatively. ‘Did anyone see?’

‘I don’t know!’ Makema wailed. ‘Poor Mr Rauk! I didn’t hear a thing until people started shouting about the fire, but Serry from across the way went in with my Akini, and they found the bodies and pulled them out, and they said his strongbox had been smashed open!’

Kitt looked around and saw Akini, Makema’s middle granddaughter and senior shop assistant, sat on the ground and coughing heartily between swigs of water from a pitcher. She didn’t look like someone who could haul bodies out of a burning building, until you saw the muscles of her forearms and remembered exactly how hard kneading dough was.

‘You’ll find who did this, won’t you?’ Makema asked tearfully, pulling back and gripping Kitt’s shoulders with hands that had clearly not forgotten their own dough-kneading past.

‘Me?’ Kitt said, shocked. ‘I was just—’

‘You’re a diviner, aren’t you?’ Makema cut her off with a shake of her head that sent her greying locs swaying. ‘You find things! You can find who did this!’

Kitt’s first and instinctive response was No I can’t, because that’s not how divination works. Finding things was a matter of practice, and was drastically helped by knowing where to focus your search to begin with. Not everyone had the same sensitivities: some diviners would never get the knack of tracking down destinies, while Kitt herself could not reliably get her irons to point to water even if she was standing on the bank of the Great Song.

Finding people was another matter entirely, and most diviners didn’t even bother with it. To find a person you needed some sort of connection to them. Being related was the best way, but unless you had a massive and exceptionally forgetful family, that was of limited use as an income source. Otherwise, you needed something like a lock of hair, a treasured belonging, or a relative who didn’t mind trailing around with you. Even then, it was hardly reliable, and could be thrown off if the subject actively did not want to be found.

On the other hand, given Kitt had an idea of where, or at least with whom, she might start…

‘I’ll do my best,’ she said, giving Makema a smile and trying to think where in the all the hells she was likely to find Two Tongue Derna.
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