

ONE

Maral sat in the gleaming anteroom, her head in her hands, assailed by the serving girls’ shrieking laughter echoing from the exquisite carved marble of the hallway, and wondered when she had last felt joy.

She half-turned her head towards Kuzari, who lounged against the cool wall beside her, picking seeds from his teeth with a dirty fingernail. His fingernails were always dirty. It was like he simply didn’t care.

‘Zari.’

‘What?’ His mouth was still gummed with a dark crescent of nail.

‘What makes you laugh like that?’

‘Like what?’

Maral cocked her head, letting the coarse scrub of her hair fall to one side, to indicate the irrepressible giggles that pealed from the direction of the palazzo’s upper kitchens. ‘Like the laughter we are currently hearing, Zari. That laughter.’

‘Hm.’ He inspected the tip of his nail, and, satisfied, wiped it on the faded embroidery of his coat. His clothes were a shambles as ever, their fine stitching worn and fraying, their colours bleached and half obscured by an overlapping patchwork of murky stains. Yet still he received more. He didn’t wear most of them – there wouldn’t be time to weather each outfit to such a rancid degree if they were in constant rotation. Maral imagined he pawned the spares, although she had no idea what he did with the proceeds; they had little enough expenditure even when on assignment. And somehow, infuriatingly, to her he remained elegant, despite the grime: long-limbed and sleek, the reflected glow of the fierce sun beyond the colonnade lighting the planes of his cheeks, adding sheen to the glossy tumble of his hair.

Beralas never gave Maral fine clothes; he had daughters already. And what would be the point, anyway? Maral was not to be seen.

A chamberlain came hurrying down the hallway, robes bright, a palimpsest under one arm, and diverted towards them on catching sight of two grubby figures very much doing nothing to aid in the palazzo’s grand preparations. It took him a stride and a half before he realised who they were, and, face blanched and sweating despite the hallway’s shaded cool, he diverted back away from them, wobbling in his soft slippers, and padded away as fast as his bowed legs would carry him. She saw it though, as he passed. The look. The distaste. The revulsion.

At least she kept herself cleaner than Kuzari, for all the good it did her.

The distant laughter from the kitchens quelled abruptly at the presumed arrival of the unseen chamberlain, leaving only the buoyant melodies of birdsong and rattle of nervous activity drifting from the terraces beyond the fine-wrought columns at the hall’s end. A new sound came with them, a harsh braying, a rhythmic jingle, the whinny of skittish horses.

‘Hm,’ Kuzari said again, pushing himself up from the cool marble with a languid flex and sauntering to the columns. ‘He’s arrived. Twenty camels at least, quite a show.’ He wafted a leisurely hand. ‘Can smell them from here.’

‘Which one?’

‘Behzad. Raad isn’t coming. Sent a delegate in his place.’

‘You’re joking.’

Kuzari tilted his head, seemingly puzzled. ‘No,’ he replied slowly.

‘Is he mad?’

‘I imagine one of us will shortly find out.’

Guildmaster Behzad entered in a flourish of fuss, preceded by heralds, flanked by retainers, trailed by functionaries. His robes were silk, ostentatiously tailored and embossed and shining golden in the mellow light, and his great swollen face barked orders to the palazzo’s cringing staff from the moment they came into view. Maral noted the humourless chamberlain nestled among those scraping before him.

One of the great polished blackwood doors beside Maral swung open, and the hallway fell quiet in expectation, even Guildmaster Behzad momentarily stilling his demands. One of the private attendants who ran the inner palazzo slipped through the gap before easing the vast door closed on oiled hinges. She padded past Maral and Kuzari to the guildmaster at the end of the hall, head bowed, and exchanged a few inaudible words. The guildmaster folded his arms in a show of impatience as she padded back towards the doors, then paused before Maral and Kuzari.

‘You may join now. The Chairman has asked for you,’ she said to them, eyes lowered, then slipped back through the doors as noiselessly as she had come.

Maral stood, brushing dust from her stubby robes, resisting the urge to do the same to Kuzari. He sloped over to join her, one finger back working at his teeth.

‘Thrice-damned seeds,’ he muttered. Then, ‘My work, I think.’

‘What?’

‘I enjoy my work. It gives me a …’ He glanced up at the fluted ceiling, the swirling, interlocking tiles in rainbow shades, the gilded drapes that hung from each arch. ‘A sense of satisfaction. When I do a good job.’

‘But does it make you laugh? Do you feel … joy?’

He pondered as they shuffled, side by side, over to the magnificent doors, where the burnished guard motioned for them to stop and pressed an ear to the wood, awaiting a signal from beyond.

‘I have smiled sometimes,’ Kuzari said slowly. ‘When I have overcome a challenge. When I have achieved my goal in a way that others couldn’t.’

‘That’s hardly joy, Zari.’

‘I did laugh when I took that one agitator’s head off by mistake. I’d only meant to slit his throat, but by the gods, he had bones like butter.’ Kuzari’s face lit at the recollection. ‘His head went spinning off into the air, I didn’t even see it land, but I was chuckling the whole ride home. The noise it made!’

Maral nodded in acknowledgement, but she was not convinced. She enjoyed a good dismemberment as much as the next person – who in this case was Kuzari – but she wouldn’t have described one as joyous. Amusing, at most.

The guard at the door stiffened and turned back to them, one hand on the pearl-inlaid handle, then his eyes narrowed. ‘Are you carrying weapons? No weapons beyond the doors.’

Maral gave him a level stare. ‘Are you new?’

The guard’s eyes went wide. ‘You’re the ratcatchers.’ He swallowed. ‘You’re still not allowed weapons—’

Kuzari pushed past the man with a seeded smile. ‘My friend, if the mood took us, it would make little difference either way.’

They were in the western audience chamber, and it was even fuller than Maral’s last visit. Slanted light entered the vaulted ceiling through panels of coloured glass, casting a slow, shifting pattern of dazzling shafts against the far wall. Two new statues of the brothers, yet to be painted, adorned fresh plinths, while low tables in the room’s sunken centre groaned with a glistening array of seasonal fruits from the gardens and candied treats, evidently untouched. Attendants lurked in the periphery, several wafting enormous peacock feathers, sending a cooling breeze across the chamber towards the dais at the tables’ far end. Music drifted from behind the ornate screens at one flank, a soft dulcimer and sympathetic drum pair.

A clutch of neat but modest-looking figures huddled before the tables, their backs to the door and the new arrivals, one of their number standing forward, mid-supplication. A couple turned at Maral and Kuzari’s arrival, and immediately turned back, their gazes frozen.

Beyond them, the Verdanisi brothers were arrayed: Beralas stood proud on the dais, draped in shimmering silk, beard neatly combed, one arm raised in a pose of triumph, while one of his client artists sketched furiously onto parchment at his feet; Gurbun lounged on a longchair beside the tables, a silver pitcher cradled against his gut, glossy beads of liquid in his stubble, his fine-cut robes rumpled but irrepressibly glorious.

Maral felt squat and lumpen. Beside her, Kuzari folded himself into a posture of perfect relaxation against the wall. He always seemed so at ease in their presence, as if he felt he belonged. Not for the first time, Maral envied him. She shrank back into the shadow of the swirling pillar beside them.

The attendant who’d fetched them slid from behind a partition. ‘He wanted you here for the dismissal,’ she murmured to Maral and Kuzari, her head bowed. She still refused to look at them. ‘It will not be long.’ With that she faded once more into the architecture.

Beralas noticed their arrival, and nodded acknowledgement before returning his attention to the delegation before him. ‘Please, friends,’ he called out, sonorous words bouncing from the marble walls. ‘Continue. Despite appearances, my attention is yours. As the great General Diin always said: “my eyes are my own, but my ears are for the world.”’

Maral’s eyebrow twitched. She had not heard that one, and she’d read all of the great general’s works the palazzo library contained.

The foremost supplicant cleared his throat. ‘As I was saying, gracious Chairmen, all we’re asking is something closer to the original spirit of our agreement …’ He tailed off, the hunch of his shoulders suggesting he already feared he’d overstepped. The shoulders were well-tailored and neatly stitched, Maral noted; clearly the man had some means, if nothing on the scale of his current surroundings. Beralas made no move from his victorious posture, and Gurbun seemed more interested in the jellied tangerine on the end of his finger than in what the man was saying. One of his companions nudged him to continue, which he managed at the second attempt.

‘It’s just,’ the man went on, his voice thin in the capacious chamber, almost swallowed by the gentle music from behind the screen, ‘when we made the agreement, at the start, there were lots of outfits we could sell to, and the Guild offered competitive terms.’ He tried a smile. ‘We were all doing business, making a good living. But then, well, one or two places joined the Guild themselves, or had, uh, difficulties.’ He cleared his throat again. ‘Until, you know, today, there’s only the Guild left, and – and I’m not saying it’s happened with your knowledge – the terms we’re being offered, it’s just not … it’s not sustainable.’

The man swallowed, his hands knotted before him. The other members of his delegation were huddled behind him as if using him as a shield. ‘We’re not asking for the original terms, we understand … business realities … but, well, with what the Guild are paying now … people can’t make enough to survive, you see? Never mind good business, there’s people going hungry, not even scraping by, and, you know, the work suffers. We all want the work done, don’t we? But it has to be … it has to be … viable.’ He almost choked on the last word.

Beralas glanced down at the frantic artist at his feet. ‘Have we finished for today, Toran?’

‘Um, beloved Chairman, concerning our sessions—’

Beralas dropped his arm and stepped over the artist. ‘We have finished for today, Toran.’

‘—because I still haven’t been paid for—’

‘Leave.’ The little man dodged Beralas’s trailing leg and scuttled backwards and away, his unfinished parchment bundled against his chest. An attendant ushered him towards a side door.

‘Jallal, Jallal,’ Beralas said, stepping down from the dais to the sunken floor. ‘Do you think when our father was a humble mine foreman, he was concerned about … viability?’ He walked slowly along the length of the first table, stooping to inspect a bowl of gleaming plums and ripe, untouched cherries. ‘He was one of the first traders of mined goods to make a name for himself in the expanse, but when he approached the great organs of commerce, the wheels of state …’ Beralas shook his head with a sigh.

‘They laughed at him,’ barked Gurbun from his longchair.

‘Laughed at him,’ Beralas echoed. ‘Laughed him from the palace, from the city itself. But he would not be dissuaded, Jallal. He had a vision of what could be. A great Guild, an aggregation of the working man, not hidebound in tradition or beholden to weak-chinned nobility.’ He swept his arms around the chamber. ‘And look at us now! We are our father’s vision made flesh, made stone. And it’s incumbent upon us to stay true to that vision.’

Jallal, the lead supplicant, had one finger half-raised to his mouth. ‘Does that mean …’

Beralas placed a heavy hand on the man’s shoulder, and he flinched. ‘It means we must stay the course, Jallal. In the words of the Immortal Pislik: “when the gods open a door, we must march through it, and never look back.”’

The woman to Jallal’s right had more fight than he did. ‘You mean you won’t change the terms? People are going to starve! The townships will be up in arms!’

‘Oh no,’ chuckled Gurbun into his pitcher.

Bolstered by his companion’s gumption, Jallal spoke up again. ‘The townships’ support may waver,’ he chanced, voice querulous, ‘if word spreads that the Guild is not keeping its side of agreements …’

Beralas was still smiling, his hand on Jallal’s shoulder. ‘You think so? And where do you imagine them realigning their support?’

A third supplicant, a thick-shouldered man, younger than the others, burst out, ‘Arowan, of course! The Swan will welcome them back with open arms. All it would take is a nod from us and—’

‘Arowan?’ The bellow echoed around the chamber. The gentle music immediately ceased. Gurbun was on his feet, pitcher discarded, fists flexing. The room was silent but for the rattle of the pitcher coming to rest.

‘Where was Arowan fifteen years ago?’ Gurbun brayed, taking slow, heavy steps towards the cringing supplicants. ‘Where was Arowan when the bridges fell? Coiled back in on itself like a fucking snail!’ One thick-fingered hand came up. His earrings glittered rainbows as he crossed the patch of coloured light. ‘You dunces, you clods. Who protected you when they ditched the forts? Who kept raiders and Mawn from butchering every last body on the expanse?’

He came to a halt before the supplicants, face flushed. ‘Who brought trade, peace and stability?’ he went on, leaning too far forward. ‘Who’s still providing it? Who keeps the slavers to the wild places? You simpletons! We fund your bureaucrats, we collect your taxes – and let you keep more of them than we should – we keep your farmers and citizens safe. We’re the ones keeping the expanse viable. By all means, go running to the crone in her empty ruin and her scuttling conclave. See what happens when we withdraw our indulgence.’

Beralas still held his smile, but there was little mirth in it. ‘I don’t think we need to make threats. Our friends here understand, don’t you?’ The edges of his beard tweaked upwards. ‘Arowan was decadent and deservedly cleansed, and we rose from the ashes. We are the now, we are the future: the Guild is eternal. My brother and I carry our father’s legacy; we are remaking the world as it should always have been, with us all at its heart. We can all agree that’s a good thing, yes? But we’re not unreasonable. We’ll take another look at those terms. In the name of friendship.’

Jallal nodded weakly as he and the supplicants were escorted from the room. Kuzari watched them go with a blank-eyed smile. ‘Want me to follow them, boss? Make an example of one or two? Or three?’

Beralas waved a hand. ‘No, no, that won’t be needed for a while yet. Although … Magallu!’ Beralas’s simpering secretary slid from behind the musicians’ screen. ‘That young lad, talking of Arowan. Who was he?’

‘Javad, Chairman. Nephew of Jallal. No doubt owes his position to nepotism.’

Beralas nodded, one hand stroking the curls of his beard. ‘I thought as much. Once this hiccup is resolved, see that he suffers an unfortunate accident, ideally involving something … very hot. His immediate family, too.’ He smoothed the front of his robe. ‘To speak to me like that, in my own house, no less …’

‘Noted, Chairman.’

‘Has my wife returned? We were due to—’

‘The lady Yzra has sent her apologies, Chairman. She has been unavoidably detained.’

Beralas’s mouth became tight and thin. ‘My daughters?’

‘Not yet back from—’

Beralas threw up a jewelled hand, cutting him short. ‘Who is here?’

‘Guildmaster Behzad has arrived, Chairman, and is waiting in the east wing. Shall I send him in?’

Beralas and Gurbun exchanged a look. ‘No,’ Beralas replied, his humour returning, ‘let’s take him for a stroll. Kuzari … Ah, Maral, there you are – follow along. Not too close.’




TWO

Guildmaster Behzad was not permitted his entourage in the central gardens. Chastened and isolated, he trailed the brothers as they walked the shaded promenade between the terraces, his formerly spectacular robes looking tawdry and unrefined beside theirs. Explosions of coloured foliage lay to either side, dazzling in the baking sun, countless ranks of luscious orange, apricot and cherry trees gleaming in the haze, interspersed with plums and pistachios, while beyond the artful fountains, legions of white-robed gardeners toiled in studious silence, each mindful enough to move away at the procession’s approach. The birdsong and insect hum were near deafening. Maral did not care for it, but it could cover the sound of a great many things, she supposed.

‘Guildmaster Raad isn’t joining us?’ Behzad enquired, the hope in his voice disgusting.

‘He sent a delegate,’ Beralas replied over his shoulder.

‘You’ll be meeting him very shortly,’ Gurbun added. He diverted a pace to deliver an idle shove to the back of a slow-moving gardener working at a fountain’s edge, dunking the man into the pool below. He might have stayed to watch the man flail and gasp had his brother not summoned him back.

They came to a halt in a small courtyard in one of the less ornate hedge mazes, a refuge of cool and spectacular tiling. The brothers arranged themselves on a marble bench, beside a small gurgling wellspring fashioned into the form of one of the household gods. They directed Behzad to the facing bench, which sat in the full glare of the overhead sun.

He sat, and began to sweat.

‘Most honoured Chairmen—’ he began.

‘Guildmaster Behzad,’ Beralas said, ‘how are things?’

‘Things are … they are … all is well, my lords.’

‘All?’ Gurbun inclined his head meaningfully.

‘Well, the rebellion—’

‘Don’t call it that,’ Gurbun barked.

‘The unrest has been … challenging, but we have the situation completely under control.’

Beralas leaned back on the bench. ‘Ziba,’ he called towards an archway at the courtyard’s far side, ‘is the situation in the east completely under control?’

A silver-haired woman walked stiffly out from the archway and into the courtyard, coming to rest in the shade just beyond the perspiring guildmaster. Maral knew her by gait and reputation, the scars on her lip and the milky cast of one eye – Ziba Rahdat, one of the Guild’s top intercessors.

If Behzad had been sweating before, now he gushed.

‘I would say,’ the newcomer pronounced, ‘it is not. Far from it.’

‘Gods damn it all,’ Beralas cried, throwing his hands up in the air. ‘It has been two years. Two years, Behzad! More if you include that fuck-up in the mountains that started it all. And still you lie to our faces?’

‘The situation is fluid,’ the guildmaster protested, ‘but we are taking steps to—’

‘Shut up, you twerp.’ Gurbun didn’t raise his voice or move from the bench, but the guildmaster fell immediately silent.

Beralas tipped his head back and sighed. ‘The state of matters please, Ziba.’

Rahdat removed a palimpsest from her long coat. Despite being hard-wearing travel fabric, it was formal in its cut and secured with a ladder of fine-worked silver buttons. Maral eyed the thrice-strung silver chain at her neck with admiration that fell just short of envy. ‘The raids started in the south-west of the expanse two springs ago, before spreading north and east, but we believe the original incident was the third-phase expansion into the Ashadi the previous winter, which uncovered a number of unregistered settlements, some of which refused to pay their dues in a … most aggressive manner. The perpetrators appear to be a motley mix of ex-mercenaries, ex-Guild riders and motivated citizenry, with perhaps a few nomads mixed in as well.’

‘Boring!’ Gurbun lowed. ‘We know all this. Why isn’t it finished already? Why haven’t you spread these insolent grass-munchers across the plains?’

‘You can speak now, Behzad,’ Beralas added wearily when the guildmaster said nothing.

‘We can’t find them,’ Behzad offered weakly, his hands spread. ‘They keep running away.’

Gurbun’s eyes were showing white around the irises. ‘Go to their hideouts! Burn them to ash! Why are you so useless?’

‘B – but they don’t have hideouts! They just …’ He swallowed. ‘… melt into the plains.’

Beralas was pinching the bridge of his nose. ‘Are you telling me our caravans and supply trains are being raided by ghosts, Behzad? This is what puts the renewal at risk? I hope that is not what you’re telling me.’

‘Get some trackers together, for the sake of the gods,’ Gurbun snarled, ‘and fucking follow them! Why do I have to do your thinking for you?’

‘We’ve tried!’ the guildmaster cried, and the courtyard was suddenly quiet as the echoes bounced around it. Behzad swallowed again, blinking rivers of sweat from his eyes, one hand dragging instinctively at the collar of his robes. ‘We’ve tried,’ he repeated softly as the eyes of the brothers bored into him. ‘We just … we don’t have the people, or the resources. We’ve never had to deal with anything like this before, nothing this … organised.’

Gurbun’s fists were folded over one another as he leaned forwards, elbows on knees. ‘The Guild equips you and your riders with the best horseflesh and steel this side of the gorge. There are armies who gaze at our forces in naked envy, and one of them sits in Arowan. What in hells do you mean you’ – he adopted a mewling mimic of the guildmaster – ‘don’t have the resources?’

‘And those delightful little hand-bows,’ Beralas added, miming a shot with his finger. ‘Such innovation, such precision. No one else on the continent has them. Not to mention our most recent imports from … overseas.’

Behzad’s palms rubbed up and down the sides of his head, fingers grasping at his scalp. ‘They steal,’ he whimpered. ‘They steal so much. They’re so well informed …’

‘Someone in the Swan’s circle is slipping them tips?’ Gurbun seemed to tremble with anticipatory outrage.

Rahdat’s nose twitched as if scenting something brief and curdled. Maral was no stranger to the expression. ‘No evidence of it. Yet. She knows we’re watching.’

‘We’ll put the notion about anyway,’ Beralas murmured. ‘This close to renewal, it seems more likely than not.’ He pursed his lips. ‘Do we have a turncoat in our directorate? Ziba?’

She shook her head. ‘My investigations have found nothing so far, but I can … dig harder.’

‘Delegate. We need a fresh approach. We are bare weeks from the eastward opening now, and everything rides upon it. I don’t need to tell you how much this matters. It’s time to make some changes.’

Behzad looked up, hands still pressed to his head. His robes were darkened with great rings of sweat. ‘Will Guildmaster Raad’s delegate be joining us?’

Beralas shot back a brilliant smile. ‘No. You will be joining him. Kuzari!’

Kuzari sprang forward, a huge grin on his face, and made for the wall behind the guildmaster’s bench. He knew, after all, exactly what was behind the discreetly hinged marble panel, and so did Maral. From the look on his face, Behzad did not, but he was beginning to guess.

‘Beloved Chairmen, please!’ he squealed, ‘I want only to—’

Beralas flicked a finger. ‘Kuzari.’

The gag went on over the guildmaster’s head, Kuzari’s arm around his neck, and he was dragged backwards and out of sight. Into darkness he would go, down slick steps into the cool chambers below the terraces, the network of corridors and small rooms buried in the rock where screams echoed from every direction at all hours no matter the season.

‘Ziba, we want you leading on this,’ Beralas went on as Behzad’s silken slipper-clad feet disappeared kicking into the dark of the hatch. ‘What arrangements do you need to make?’

Rahdat sucked at her teeth a moment, stretching the long scars across her lip. ‘My man in the north will keep things in hand. I am free to move.’

‘Guvuli? Good. Competence is in short supply, it seems. The renewal is in sight, and we can’t have this rolling shambles putting doubts where they do not belong. It’s time to try new things. Maral!’

She didn’t jump at his word, but part of her wanted to. She moved carefully across the courtyard, mindful of their gazes on her, their evident distaste. Beralas did his best to cover it – he always did – but that twitch at the corners of his mouth gave him away every time.

‘Maral, my star, my sharpest blade,’ he said in a low voice, steeling himself to put a hand on her shoulder. She knew Beralas loved beautiful things. His daughters were swathed in lace and gold tissue, his latest wife a vision of multicoloured silks when she deigned to appear at the palazzo. But Maral knew that to even touch her must take a tremendous effort of will.

‘Chairman.’

‘I have a job for you, my first.’ He swallowed, mouth dry. He was so close to disguising his revulsion. ‘Let us discuss the details …’

A short time later she greeted Kuzari as he emerged from the darkness and pulled the marble panel into place behind him. He was damp.

He grinned, a seed still stuck between his teeth. ‘Arrived through the front door with twenty camels, exits through the hole, not a camel in sight, and shitting his robes all the way down.’ He chuckled. ‘You’ve got to admit, Maral, that’s pretty funny.’

She smiled. It was. But was it joy?

Siavash Sarosh, self-declared greatest merchant ever to travel the length of the north road and return with all his fingers, was on the verge of losing everything, and he could not have been happier. Not since his daring, unprecedented and near-ruinous expedition into mining country nearly three years before had he felt such a frisson of excitement. His stake on the glossy table before him was all but gone, it was true, but ample coin was no longer a source of concern. His investments elsewhere were on the cusp of bearing fruit, and in a few short weeks’ time he would be deluged in enough silver to fill the great lake of Astrum. He had allowed himself to gamble a ‘modest’ sum by way of reward, and gamble he had, with the derisory stack that gleamed before him in the amber light of the chandelier the result. The next sweep of the tiles would be his last, he was in no doubt, but he would not have had it any other way. The price of admission, and the coin played and lost along with it – enough to have run a caravan three stops along the fort-line – had been worth it to be seated at the top tile table of the Illustrious Den.

He marvelled once again at the surroundings, as the players gathered themselves for the next hand, slurping at drinks and rolling ossified shoulders. Siavash had already dispatched his clerk to bring him another of the Den’s fine brandies, and was content merely to observe the other players as they made stilted conversation and contemplated their futures in the coin stacks that sat neatly at each of the faces of the hexagonal table. Fine, rich men – for women were not permitted at the Den’s top table, for reasons Siavash had never clearly understood but felt it not his place to question – in fine, rich clothes, matching the opulence of the wide chamber at the Den’s heart.

The top table was aptly named, sitting as it did on a raised dais at the end of the long, vault-ceilinged hall that contained the Den’s teeming tile tables; the walls were panelled blackwood, so finely polished it seemed to suck the light from the oil lamps and chandeliers that glimmered at regular intervals. The place had a cosy, intimate feel – shutters barred what windows the chamber possessed along its side walls, and Siavash had long since lost track of the hour. Conversation was muted, muffled by the velvet coverings on the furniture, the silk banners and hangings, only the occasional distant clink of coin carrying over the background murmur. The place fairly reeked of wealth, and Siavash had to sit on his hands to stop himself clapping with delight.

‘Your drink, master.’ Ulfat had returned with the brandy, served in a vessel both outrageously tiny and exquisitely carved. The man hovered at his elbow as Siavash sniffed and sipped, a fraction too close.

‘What is it, Ulfat?’

‘Might we think about departure soon, master?’

Siavash gestured at his diminished holdings with a sigh. ‘I’d say our departure was imminent.’ He leaned back, taking in the older man’s evident discomfort. ‘Is our situation not to your liking, Ulfat?’

The clerk shuffled and looked at the floor. ‘It is a fine place, no doubt, master. Very fine.’

‘Very fine,’ Siavash confirmed, smiling beatifically at the players on the table’s far side, who were beginning to take an interest. He fixed Ulfat with a meaningful stare and communicated with his eyebrows that he was to stop embarrassing them both.

‘Very fine,’ Ulfat repeated, his attention fixed on the smooth boards between his less-than-perfectly polished boots. ‘Perhaps, master, too fine?’

Siavash affected a broad grin and leaned over in his chair. ‘Ulfat, in the name of the heavens, what ails you?’ he hissed.

‘There are rumours, master,’ the man mumbled.

‘Rumours?’ Siavash was trying to keep his voice down, but the player to his right, a jowly fellow in a sweeping robe of yellow silk brocade, seemed to take his exclamation as a conversational invitation.

‘You mean the rebels?’ He chuckled, his thick moustache, which might have been in fashion a decade before, spreading around a toothy mouth. ‘Your man thinks we’re in danger of attack, here in the Den?’

Siavash’s brows lowered. ‘Is that your concern, Ulfat?’

‘In the kitchens, they were saying,’ the hapless clerk muttered. ‘Rebels been seen in the region. They think they’re camped nearby.’

‘Are they, now?’

‘And this place, well …’ Ulfat gestured to their surroundings, his gaze still fixed on the polished floor.

The man beside Siavash’s neighbour laughed too loud, slapping a hand on the table and setting the coin stacks jingling. Alphan Qadib’s was the largest stack by some measure, and when he laughed, the two liveried guards behind him, Guild breastplates glittering with the light of six dozen lamps, chuckled along. ‘The rebels would never come for this place! Can you imagine?’ He turned his head towards the guards who flanked him and screened the strongbox that lay on a table behind him, pressed against the chamber’s back wall. ‘Guards at the perimeter. Guards at the ingress. Guards above, guards below.’ He swept a hand around the chamber, encompassing the armed heavies in their bright sashes who stood watching at each doorway. ‘They couldn’t get within a thousand strides of this place undetected, and they’d certainly never make it inside. Tell your man there is nothing to fear.’

A quiet voice came from Siavash’s left, directly opposite the laughing man.

‘You don’t fear the rebels?’

The man who’d spoken was young, almost comically so – he played with a wide-brimmed hat pulled down over his face, and Siavash had been tickled to note that the stubble shading the young man’s cheeks and jaw appeared to be carefully applied charcoal. He was certainly deepening his voice when he spoke, which Siavash put down to nerves. He could hardly blame the young fellow, given the opulence of the surroundings and the magnitude of the occasion – was a little dressing in borrowed finery and acting up that much different from Siavash’s own pretensions at the table?

His eyes slipped to the neat stacks that sat before the boy, second only to the bullish Qadib with his strongbox and Guild minders. The young man could play, that was in no doubt, and unlike every other player at the table, he had not been allowing Qadib to win. Siavash did not know the Guild man’s particulars beyond his name, recognising only the air of deference paid to him by not just the Den’s staff but the other players too, the armoured men at his elbows and the intriguing-looking strongbox pressed into the chamber’s corner.

Now the man placed both hands onto the table’s smooth wood, fingers luminous with rings, and leaned forward. ‘No,’ he said to the boy. ‘These rebels are little more than bandits and deserters. They can call themselves whatever names they choose, call their leader “the General” and claim a mandate from the masses, but they are thieves and cowards and pose no threat to anyone who matters.’

At the mention of the General, the young man’s charcoal-shaded jaw flexed and Siavash wondered if he might retort, but after a moment he gestured to the table with slim fingers. ‘Shall we play?’

Qadib smile-sneered, an impressive feat in Siavash’s eyes, and he sat back and signalled to the dealer. A hush fell immediately, no sound but the clicking and scraping of the tiles, and Siavash steeled himself to lose the rest of his coin.




THREE

Only three players were left in the game, Siavash’s final coins long since swallowed by the central pot, when the man approached the table. He struck Siavash as an oddly shabby figure for the location, despite what appeared to be a fairly well-made robe of finespun wool, dyed an impressively deep indigo. But his hair was unkempt and his beard, if it could be called such, was wild and bristly, and he seemed to have sawdust on his fingers and down his front. He shuffled up beside the young man, who was debating whether to risk half his stack to stay in the hand, and coughed. At once Siavash took the newcomer to be the young man’s attendant, which made him feel a bit better about Ulfat’s less than dignified appearance.

The boy ignored the newcomer, who coughed again.

‘What is it?’ came the gruff, near-whispered response.

‘Time to go, isn’t it,’ the shabby man muttered, close to the boy’s ear, just loud enough for Siavash to eavesdrop. His accent was unvarnished Hindmarch; Siavash would have known it anywhere. Siavash wondered if the young man’s attendant had been listening to the same kitchen gossip as Ulfat, and felt a little better once more.

‘I am playing.’

‘Can see that, can’t I. But it is time to go.’ The shabby man leaned in closer. ‘Our bags are packed,’ he said slowly, and with what seemed unnecessary emphasis.

Still the young man didn’t look up, or around. Instead he pushed forward half of his coin, his eyes never leaving Qadib opposite. ‘Sweep them,’ he said in his gruff whisper.

The dealer swept the tiles, then each player laid out his hand, to groans and gasps from those around the table, Siavash among them. Siavash’s yellow-clad neighbour threw out his tiles in disgust – his bluff had failed, and the last of his coin was gone. Now only the Guild worthy and the boy to Siavash’s left remained in the game, and all of a sudden it was the young man who had the bigger stack.

The shabby fellow leaned in again. ‘Strikes me as an opportune time for departure, it does. Shall I retrieve our coats, then?’

Qadib, who had been chewing at his lip with unaccustomed dissatisfaction at the way the game had turned, turned his gaze to the newcomer with hunger in his eyes. ‘Retiring, are you, boy? I believe the terms of the game were winner takes all.’ He glanced to the dealer, who offered a sweaty nod.

‘Deal,’ the young man grunted, and the dealer obliged.

The shabby fellow leaned in again. ‘Not making myself clear, was I? We are in danger of outstaying our welcome,’ he hissed. ‘If we leave now, we’ll beat the rush.’

The young man had barely lifted his gaze from his Guild counterpart across the table, but Siavash realised he wasn’t staring the man down, so much as gazing at part of his outfit.

‘Your brooch,’ the young man growled. ‘Fine-looking thing. Where did you get it?’

Qadib looked down, affecting surprise at finding the jewelled clasp at his shoulder. ‘Would you believe,’ he replied with a slow-moving grin, ‘that I won it at the tables?’ He ran a finger over the magnificent blue stone shining at the brooch’s centre. ‘A rider from the north, down on her luck. My own luck was in that night.’

‘For fuck’s sake—’ the shabby man began, and at last the boy turned.

‘Get our luggage on the wagon and make ready,’ he snapped in his gruff whisper. ‘I’ll be right down.’

‘Your funeral,’ the man muttered, and sauntered away, leaving a gentle rain of sawdust in his wake.

The Guild man looked up from his tiles, his expression fixed in private mirth. ‘Still with us, boy?’

The young man returned his attention to the table. He said nothing for a moment, then slid his entire treasury towards the centre.

‘All in.’

‘But you haven’t even looked at your tiles!’

The boy folded his arms, lost in baggy sleeves.

‘Then you’ll probably win.’

Qadib’s throat moved up and down, his eyes flicking to the men around him. Nobody spoke.

‘You have the advantage in funds, should I choose to play, I would—’

The young man’s voice was quiet, but it felt like the entire Den had fallen silent. ‘Wager the stone, then. Shall we see if your luck still holds?’

Siavash was holding his breath, and his cheeks were getting hot, his heart thundering in his chest. He’d not even put down his empty brandy cup. Unsighted, he waved it towards where he suspected Ulfat still was, and felt it lifted from his hand. Blessed Ulfat.

The Guild man’s brows were low. ‘You haven’t looked at your tiles.’

The boy lifted his shoulders. ‘Win or lose, it’s time I was off. Past my bedtime.’ A few chuckles around the table at that, but they were nervous. ‘Thought I’d make things interesting.’

‘Are you cheating? Is this a rig?’

‘What kind of question is that?’

‘Because if you’re cheating—’

The young man leant back in his velvety seat. ‘You certainly talk a lot when you’re afraid.’

The colour left Qadib’s face. For a moment, Siavash thought he might try to strike the boy, or have his minders do it. It would be terribly bad form, of course, and he’d likely be barred from the Den for a goodly period, but it might restore some measure of the man’s self-regard. Instead he reached a slow hand up to his shoulder and worked the brooch free, before tossing it into the middle of the table with a magnificent thud. His cloak slid quietly, as if ashamed, to the floor behind him.

The boy tilted his head, peering from beneath the brim of his hat. ‘And the coin.’

‘That stone is worth—’

‘You’re short.’ A flash of grin from beneath the hat. ‘What do you really have to lose?’

With a growl the man shunted his treasury into the brass circle at the table’s centre. ‘Sweep them,’ he snapped at the dealer.

One by one, the tiles turned. Those around the table craned forward as the boy, his eyes still fixed on the man opposite, flipped his hand, one by one.

‘You cheated!’ Qadib was on his feet, cheeks dark, sweat plastering his hair to his brow, his heavy chair spinning away behind him. ‘You fucking cheated!’

The boy remained seated, merely leaning forward to scoop up his winnings.

‘There is no way under the gods you could have known …’ the Guild man burbled. ‘Get your hands off my stone, you thief!’ He lunged forward and the young man slapped his hand away.

‘This is mine, now.’

‘He cheated! You all saw him!’ Qadib turned to the dealer, then wheeled on his guards who stood sweaty and awkward in their Guild finery. ‘Arrest him!’

A number of the house guards had made their way over, drawn by the commotion, their sashes reflected vividly in the breastplates of Guild minders. It was at once rather busy on the top table’s dais, and Siavash felt a little hemmed in. He hoped Ulfat would soon be returning with another drink.

One of the house guards addressed the dealer. ‘Is there a problem?’

‘This little wretch, this piss-licking swindler, has attempted to rob me through treachery and deceit!’ Qadib bellowed.

‘Prove it.’ The young man had tucked the brooch into his robe, and was making the mound of coins into neat piles. ‘You think I ran a rig – how did I do it?’

‘I don’t know!’ the Guild man shrieked. ‘You bribed the dealer, you hid tiles in your sleeves, you … you …’

The young man stood, adjusting his robe. He seemed small and slight before all the burly, looming heavies. ‘Never met the dealer,’ he said, ‘and nothing up my sleeves.’ He rolled up the capacious arms of his robe, revealing slim forearms that were nonetheless corded with muscle, and featured a number of interesting scars. Siavash was impressed. ‘A box for my coin, please?’

‘Your hat,’ Qadib crowed. ‘You had something under it.’

‘What could I possibly—’

‘Look under his hat!’

‘That is—’

‘If it please you, sir,’ said one of the be-sashed heavies, leaning forward, ‘house rules do require players to submit outfits to inspection.’ 

He plucked the wide-brimmed hat from the boy’s head, and revealed …

Nothing. Nothing but a cascade of thick, dark hair, that fell either side of a suddenly unshaded face. A face that, despite the charcoal bearding, looked at once unmistakably female. Siavash had been blessed with many nieces, and would confidently place her in her middle teens, with an outraged expression to match.

‘He’s a girl!’ Qadib screeched. ‘I told you he was cheating! Girls aren’t allowed!’

‘Shit,’ said Javani.

The man holding her hat moved first. ‘Rules are rules, young lady,’ he began, reaching for her with his other hand. ‘The game is forfeit, and you’ll be returning all items to—’

‘Will I fuck,’ Javani snapped, and bolted for the end door, ducking under the man’s grasping hand. She was past the next guard before he’d even registered her movement, sweeping around the table and the stunned players with her head low and shoulders hunched. Qadib’s shrieks followed her, his triumph turned to fury at her escape.

She was within a few paces of the door when it swung open towards her, revealing the lumbering form of an onrushing house guard with more of his colleagues at his back.

‘Shit,’ said Javani, and threw herself feet first at the opening door. Her boots collided with its edge and smashed it back against the astonished guard, who clattered howling into the men following, blocking the hallway beyond in a bellowing heap of sash-clad indignation. They were large men, with large hands, and she would not pass them, especially not when supine on the smooth-polished floor with a thudding pain in her backside from her landing.

‘Grab her!’

‘Shit,’ said Javani. She pressed her hands down and swivelled, kicking the legs from the guard bearing down on her and hopping into a crouch, then leapt past his bewildered colleague, who was still holding her hat, planting one boot on her now empty chair and up onto the gaming table. One wild foot sent her once neat coin stacks spraying like a silver fountain, the shocking noise and shimmering flight drawing the attention of every grasping chancer in the chamber who had otherwise been able to ignore the commotion thus far. Which had to include every house guard in the Den – they were pouring from the other doorways like striped ants.

She had no time to do much more than wince at the complaint from her silver-stung toes – her options were narrowing, and the two men in Guild breastplates were trying to get close enough to grab her legs from the table’s edge. One even looked like trying to jump up himself, if he could lever the slack-jawed man in yellow brocade out of the way.

‘Shit,’ said Javani, and leapt for the chandelier. She grabbed and swung, hauling her legs up and out from the lunging grasp of the Guild minder, then at the apex of the swing she let go, arms flailing, dropping from above the dais towards the main chamber, where the chandeliers were just that little bit lower.

Her fingers snatched the rim of the lower chandelier and the swing continued, her shoulders screaming almost as much as the furious Qadib and the astonished gamblers combined. From behind her came a terrible crash, and the shrieks stepped up a notch, but she had eyes on one thing only: the high, shuttered window directly ahead. It opened outwards, and, gods willing, would not be barred. She was due a little luck.

As the chandelier reached the peak of its swing, and the screams peaked likewise, Javani hurled herself at the window.

Her luck was out when it came to the barring, but the force of her impact splintered the hinges and threw one shutter half off its fitting. Mercifully not every part of the Illustrious Den was kept in pristine condition. As the ruined shutter drooped, the only marginally less ruined form of Javani rolled from the thick sill and dropped to a heap on the wooden decking outside. She tried to say ‘shit’, but all that came out was a groan.

She pushed herself tenderly to her feet, blinking in the sudden and unwelcome light of the midday sun. It had been cool – and a little moist – inside the tiles chamber, but on the other side of the walls lurked the full heat of day. Sweat popped instantly on her back and forehead. It was enough to give her a headache to go with her grumbling toes and whatever it was she’d done to her shoulder. For a moment, she thought of Ree, but it was not the time for that. Not with an escape to make.

She put an unsteady hand on the railing before her. She was on the middle deck of the Illustrious Den, the protectorate’s tallest and most fabulous leisure barge, and on the port side. The wrong side. The clear blue water of the River Dairis stretched before her, its gentle current lapping at the vessel, towering red rock pillars on the distant far bank shimmering in the haze, age-weathered and striped in rosy shades. The gangway was on the starboard, as, presumably, were Anri and the wagon. She needed to get to the lower deck, and the other side. That meant going around the bow, around the stern, or chancing it back through the tiles chamber.

From the dark of the window behind her came another crash and a bevy of screams, then the smell of smoke tickled her nostrils. Uh-oh. Not that way.

‘She’s up here!’

Shit. Two guards at the stern end of the narrow deck, thick batons in their hands. Sharp edges and weapons in general were forbidden on the Den, and she could quite understand why, but she had some first-hand experience of the effectiveness of a heavy stick in getting opinions across and had no desire to be on the receiving end. Bow side it was.

She ran, limping, towards the prow of the boat, throwing over barrels and crates in her wake, speeding past shuttered windows from which smoke was beginning to creep. A bell was ringing, possibly more than one. It was no good, the two guards at her heels were closing.

‘You’re fucking this up, Javani,’ she admonished herself as she scatter-ran. ‘Stop fucking this up, Javani.’

She rounded the fore cabins and nearly went head first into a guard coming the other way. The shock of it sent her skidding to a halt, scudding back on failing boots, then flopping to her bruised backside on the polished wood of the deck. The two chasing guards were on her immediately, crying triumph. Thick gauntlets seized her shoulders, giving her a sharp reminder of the bruising she’d already achieved, and the growing dread that it was just the beginning.

‘Where do you think you’re going, you little shit?’

‘Know what we do to thieves and chancers on the Den? We’ll fucking keelhaul you.’

Overhead, gulls wheeled. They sounded hungry.

The third guard, the man who’d spooked her at the corner, had caught up, slowing his jog to a walk as he approached. Something about the sway of the walk seemed familiar.

‘Say, friends,’ the third guard said. ‘Would either of you happen to know what kind of bird that is?’

‘What?’

‘Where?’

The sweep of the baton caught the first guard under the chin, and he crumpled. The second man managed to get an arm up, but a kick caught his knee and then he was over the rail, screaming as he tumbled.

Javani looked up, blinking against the sun’s glare, as the new man dusted his palms and extended a hand.

‘Captain Manatas? What the fuck are you doing here?’

‘I should be asking you the very same question. Up, young lady, and away we go.’ He hauled her to her feet, and did not release his grip on her palm. ‘And I do not care for your language.’

‘Why are you dressed as a guard?’

‘Perhaps we will save the questions for a more opportune occasion?’

He dragged her through a doorway and into a lavish cabin, kicked through the far door, then again through a hallway, another cabin, and at last out onto the shaded starboard deck. They passed at least one punter in a bath, and more in states of confusion and alarm besides.

‘We need to get to the lower deck,’ Javani urged, trying unsuccessfully to wrest her hand from his grip. ‘The gang—’

‘It is,’ he replied, breath coming hard, ‘a little late for such.’

She looked over the rail. The barge had cast off. They were already moving down the river, and at some pace.

‘Shit,’ said Javani.

‘Language,’ said Inaï Manatas.




FOUR

‘When did we cast off?’

‘Some time ago! You were not aware the vessel was underway?’

‘My attention was a little occupied! What do we do?’

‘In truth, I had aspired to locate you before the cast-off was complete. We are fortunate that this unexpected fire has delayed much of this enterprise’s attentions.’

‘Why aren’t we stopping, then? We can’t be the only ones who want out, given the … you know.’ The smell of smoke was getting stronger, even at the front of the vessel.

Manatas shook his head. ‘There’s no jetty in this next stretch of river, too many rocks – the vessel’s draught is too deep to get us close enough to the bank. There may yet be smaller vessels below, if we—’

‘It’s swarming with guards and displaced punters down there, we’d never beat the press.’ Javani was leaning over the rail, eyes scanning the barge and the drifting water beneath. It shone crystal beneath the brilliant sun, lapping white against the tall red earth of the bank. ‘The bank’s high here, at least for the next stretch. And we’re not yet that far away …’

Manatas was looking at her sidelong, lips tight with growing unease. ‘What dark scheme gestates in your febrile cranium, young lady?’

She pointed. ‘Cargo hoist. We can swing on it, should be able to make the bank if we release the locking wheel first and let it spool out.’

His mouth hung open for a moment. ‘I … I foresee many dangers to this endeavour …’

‘Beats getting stuck on a burning boat then getting beaten to death by the goons, doesn’t it?’

‘What if the spool is too fast?’

‘Then we get wet. Fond of your little guard outfit?’

‘I have minimal affection for this attire, and it has served its purpose.’

‘Then let’s get a fucking move on, eh?’

‘Language.’ He followed her limping run towards the hoist. ‘You are far too like your mother,’ he muttered.

‘Don’t know what you mean,’ she snapped as she hauled back the lever locking the pulleys. ‘We’ll need to go together; once this thing reels out it may not stop.’

‘While hardly replete with confidence already, I somehow feel it ebb.’

‘Hold tight, on three we go.’ The shouts and bells were everywhere now, black smoke thick in the barge’s wake, the rush of footsteps thumping around them. They needed to hurry. ‘Run up?’

‘Run up.’ He went to wrap the rope around him, then paused. ‘We must be sharp on release, or we will simply swing back against the vessel’s flank.’

‘Well, yeah. Ready? One, two—’

‘Hey now, I am still— Very well, proceed.’

‘Three!’

They ran, side by side, their arms locked around the heavy rope of the hoist, and leapt for the rail. She planted her leading boot squarely on the brightly painted wood and launched herself, just as something snagged her trailing foot and yanked her back.

‘Fff–aargh!’

Her foot slipped back off the rail and she slammed chest first into it, the rope ripped from her hands, then bounced breathless and gasping to the deck, her vision blurring. Through the ornate scrollwork beneath the rail, she made out the hazy form of Manatas spinning on the rope as he swung out over the water, the pulleys hissing away as he dropped. Her fall had pulled him sideways, and in the moment before he plunged from sight he did not look like he’d reach the bank. His expression looked hurt.

Groaning and sucking air, she tried to roll and found her foot still held tight. It was gripped by the prone form of the guard from the front of the boat, the man Manatas had cracked around the jaw. One of his hands grasped her ankle, the other was pressed to the side of his face, which already looked swollen and discoloured.

‘Got you,’ he spat through his broken mouth.

‘Disagree,’ she growled and with her free boot kicked him hard in the face. She kicked twice more, driving the heel of her boot right into the most painful parts, and he released her with a tearful wail. Cursing and huffing, she jumped to her feet, feeling every tender bruise, then kicked the cowering guard again.

‘Dick. Look what you did.’

The hoist had wound out, the rope now trailing in the churning water below. No sign of Manatas on the bank, but a rising plume of dust from the road that ran along it. The barge was moving fast now, carried by the current, but catching it was an open-topped wagon, pulled by a pair of stout ponies, and driven by an enormous, muscular man with colourful hair and a lot of piercings.

‘Attaboy, Tauras!’ she called, waving her arms and wincing from the movement. ‘Up here!’

To her consternation, the wagon slowed for a moment, then Tauras reached down with a thick arm and hauled something up from the roadside. It was, from the look of it, Manatas, who despite appearing unharmed seemed most agitated. A shaggy figure in the back of the wagon now stood upright amongst the crates and bundles packed within, a bow over one shoulder and hands on his hips: Anri, in full critical flow.

‘Come on, you daft old bastards, this is not the time for an argument,’ Javani muttered.

A volume of pointing and gesticulation followed, the two elder men on the wagon in visible agreement that it was precisely the time for remonstrations.

‘Gods above, not again!’

The guard on the deck had stilled his whimpering, and despite both hands being clamped to his jaw, had the look of someone plotting something. Javani would know, after all. Without warning she smashed a kick between his outstretched legs, then punched his jaw as he doubled over. It really hurt her knuckles, but it made her feel better.

‘You really buggered up my getaway, dickhead.’ She turned back to the wagon on the roadside, which was now running parallel to the barge, about twenty strides across from where she stood and a further ten below. The old men had finished their argument, or at least postponed it, and had returned their attention to her predicament.

‘Javani!’ Manatas’s voice was faint. ‘The rope! Can you retrieve it?’

She strained at the hoist, but it was impossible to raise – the trailing rope was sodden and pulling away through the water, and she lacked the strength to haul it up. She cast around the deck and saw a spool of thin silken cord hanging beside a doorway, possibly intended for tying back heavy curtains. It would have to serve. She grabbed the cord and ran back to the rail, then considered her options. Her throat was dry and almost every part of her hurt. She did not know what to do.

‘Throw us one end!’

Twenty strides to throw a loop of rope to a moving wagon. She could do it.

Six attempts later, she was no longer convinced. She was sweating through the robes, her body battered and exhausted, fingers and palms raw from hauling the cord back up from each failed attempt. Her heart was beating far too fast, the guard behind her might come after her again at any moment, and there was a hot feeling in her chest that told her tears were not far away.

I will not cry on a burning boat. I will not.

Her tears were reserved for private reflection, for mourning lost friends and lost futures, not for being a fucking idiot. She sniffed, hard.

Manatas was still waving. ‘Like I taught you,’ came his voice over the barge’s commotion. ‘Like we practised.’

One more attempt. Feel the weight in her hands, feel the flex, the heft. Lift and swing, swirl and sway. Get the rhythm, get the pace, and release—

The cord flew from her open hand, arcing over the gap like a swallow in flight, stretching over the water, over the drifting scrub and russet earth of the bank, almost to the lip of the wagon-side, then it dropped away, lost in a curtain of dust. Manatas lunged, Manatas grabbed, and only Tauras’s restraining hand kept him from tumbling from the wagon, but when he stood he held the loop of cord triumphant in his hand.

‘Yes!’ Javani squealed, clapping her hands together with glee. Then a cold feeling began at the base of her ribcage and began to spread, the hairs on her arms and the back of her neck standing up as realisation dawned.

I let go of the other end.

The men on the wagon had realised it too, and she watched with her throat locked as Manatas swept up the rest of the cord and piled it onto the wagon, his face ashen. He was probably wondering what he was going to say to Ree about her daughter’s loss. Had Ree sent him? How much did she know? She always seemed to know more than she should, yet it was never enough.

Anri shunted Manatas towards the bench and snatched the rope from his hands. He bent for a moment, rummaging, then stood, his bow in his hands. ‘Duck,’ he might have muttered, but there was no way Javani could hear it from there. An instant later, an arrow whistled past her head and thunked into the lacquered panelling behind her, quivering and producing a hilarious noise, at which she would definitely have laughed at any other time.

‘Go on,’ Anri bellowed, ‘get to it, then!’

The cord was tied to the arrow, and now stretched out across the water and down to the wagon. Manatas had been ordered to the reins, and the cord’s far end now rested in Tauras’s sturdy grip.

She didn’t hesitate. She threw off her oversized, sweaty robe, spun it twisted in her hands, then threw it over the cord. She took a shaky breath, gripped as hard as she could and once again leapt for the rail.

She lurched downwards immediately, the cord sagging with her weight, and for a heart-stopping moment she thought the arrow had sprung loose. Then her shoulders shrieked as they took her weight and she slid, the twisted robe squeaking along with her. She began to pick up speed across the gap, now seeing the wagon clearly as she approached, Manatas’s desperate concern on the wagon bench, Tauras’s quizzical expression, the cord wrapped tight in his fists, the look of absolute horror on Anri’s face …

Wait, what—

The side of the wagon was approaching at speed, and every knot and seam in its bleached boards was suddenly available in extraordinary detail.

‘Higher, meat-boy!’

Tauras lifted the cord and she slowed, her trajectory no longer quite so doomed beneath the wheels.

‘Grab her!’

He only needed one hand for the cord; the other arm enveloped her, plucking her from the air and cushioning her landing onto the rattling, shuddering wagon. The feeling brought back way too many memories.

‘Th-thanks,’ she murmured to them all in general, grateful at last to be off the smouldering barge.

Anri cuffed her around the head. ‘The fuck was that?’

‘Hey! What? I thought I did that pretty well.’

‘Supposed to re-tie the cord, weren’t you, you salted lamb’s cock! To something with some fucking heft!’

‘Oh.’ That explained the look of horror. She felt giddy and sick and very, very sore.

‘Big man, let go the other end now, eh?’

‘Right you are, Anri.’ Tauras released the cord, and it vanished from view into their trailing dust. ‘Nice to have you back with us, Javani. Did it go well?’

Javani pushed herself shakily to her knees. Across the narrow stretch of pristine river, the Illustrious Den burned. Sections of the upper deck were fully aflame, and thick black smoke roared in columns into the morning sky. The lower
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