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A long time ago now, I played in a LARP entitled Maelstrom, as part of a group of expatriates driven to other shores by a revolution at home. It was a remarkably immersive experience, not for battles for great heroic deeds, but for small moments of everyday living. I played an architect and spent most of the time engaging in petty ambitions, socialising and just generally being an ordinary man in a different world. Amongst my companions of the tankard and the fire was one Stefan, chancer, wheeler-dealer and minor noble, whose fellowship contributed a great deal to the fun I had. It seems particularly appropriate, therefore, to dedicate this book to the memory of Stefan’s player, my friend James Coote.
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


THE PALLESEEN

Sage-Invigilator ‘Gil’ Angilly – Palleseen Resident in Usmai

Sage-Broker Berkely – Valuations

Sage-Invigilator Palinet – Palleseen Resident in Peor

Sage-Inquirer Dalry – scholar

Fellow-Archivist Annet – scholar

Fellow-Archivist Drathel – Decanter

Fellow-Monitor ‘Flint’ Postry – Ventures

Fellow-Invigilator Wattery – Demonist

Companion-Invigilator Galversty – Demonist, deceased

Companion-Monitor Steggers – Ventures, Flint’s second

Companion-Invigilator Samellers – Diplomatic aide

Cohort-Invigilator Loret – Aide to the Resident

Cohort-Monitor Croskin – Unnatural



THE USMIAT ROYAL FAMILY AND COURT

His Tranquillity Oparan – Alkhand of Usmai

Kaleithi – his absent wife

Gorbudan – the First Son

Dekamran – the Second Son, the Heir

Premath – the Third Son

Enshili – the Daughter

Sorthist, the ‘Serpent’s Fang’ – brother of the Alkhand, deceased

Follo – Preceptor of the Usrani monks

His Quietude the Grand Moerend Arkanith

Lhisamena – Preceptor of the Tesemer

Coregan – custodian and functionary

Hakoran – Emorandi officer

Dolethi – poet

Teerasla – Tesemer Louse Speaker



OTHERS IN ALKHALEND

Kakrops – the frog god, a divine being

Tarcomir – Loruthi envoy to Usmai

Hullseer Orhuhst – leader of the Cotto pirates

The Warden of the House of Hard Angles

The Under-warden of the House of Hard Angles

Oathan – Palleseen alchemist at the Fever Lodge

Tally – Jarokiri Surgeon at the Fever Lodge

The Reckoner – Miracle Worker at the Fever Lodge

Happy Jack – of the Fever Lodge, Maric

Kilbery – of the Fever Lodge, Palleseen

Caecelian ‘the Viper’ – of the Fever Lodge

Kass – Ibaleth queen



NATIONS AND PEOPLE

Cotto – a coastal, piratical people

Goshumai – a state of the Successor Coast

Janni Despotate – a long-fallen empire reliant on demons

Lor – a powerful mercantile state recently humbled by the Palleseen

Lucibi – a state of the Successor Coast

Moeribandi Empire – a necromantic dominion, now fallen, that once controlled the Successor States

Pallesand – expansionist state exporting perfection

Peor – a state of the Successor Coast aided by Pallesand

Usmai – greatest of the states of the Successor Coast



PLACES

Alkhalend – the capital and greatest city of Usmai

Constellar Gardens – the gleaming gardens about the House of Tranquillity

The Emora – the wealthy cliffside districts of Alkhalend

The Fever House – the expatriate hospital in the Sand Lanes

The House of Hard Angles – prison in the Sand Lanes of Alkhalend

House of Tranquillity – the Alkhand’s Palace

Mantekor – Gorbudan’s fortified stronghold

Sand Lanes – the poor districts of Alkhalend

Slate House – the Palleseen consulate building in Alkhalend

The Successor Coast – the region of the former Moeribandi Empire south of the Garmoers

The Successor States – the region formerly under the Moeribandi Sway

Tesemera – the sanctum and chapterhouse of the Tesemer

Water Lanes – the dockside district of Alkhalend

Waygrove – a portal to other worlds near Alkhalend



THINGS

Alborandi – order of masked monks who tend to the Waygrove

Alkhand – the ruler of Usmai

Clavamachy – a duel with clavars

Clavar – cutting blade used by male Usmiat duellists

Emorandi – noble inhabitants of Alkhalend’s Emora

Falx – the two-handed Tesemer sword

Hookloper – Tesemer steed

Hus – strong Cotto liquor

Ibaleth – reptilian creatures from beyond the Waygrove

Kepishi – Usmiat slang for foreigners from overseas

Louse Speaker – a Tesemer elite warrior-monk

Mirror Throne – the throne of Usmai

Moerend – a priest of the old Imperial death cult

Ogrodon – enormous Ibaleth war-beast

Pel – the utilitarian language of Pallesand

Ramaht – the traditional drink of Usmai

Seraphi – troops swearing loyalty to a nation not their own

Skia – the rapier used by female Usmiat duellists

Skiamachy – a duel with skias

Spiribandi – order of monks

Taumachy – the game of pitting animated wooden animals against one another

Tesemer – the Louse Monks, a militant order from beyond the Grove

Usmiri – the language of Usmai

Usrani – order of monks worshipping Kakrops and performing civic duties

White Petal Crown – the crown of Usmai

Windsaw – Tesemer fighting beast






A map of the Successor Coast
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A map of the City of Alkhalend
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Fresh Off the Boat


On the ship, as it tacked in past the sea wall, she was in her coffin of a cabin trying, by stub of candle and sequin of mirror, to make herself presentable. Clean shirt, clean face, uniform darned and done up. What does the mirror show her? By the time she’s done, and the drum of feet overhead has the character of unloading and disembarking, not just seamanship, all that’s visible is a bobbing phantom, a paleness like the face of a drowned woman sinking into dark water. When she makes the deck, evening is shading into night. Of the wonders of Alkhalend – “Oh you must view it from the sea, the waters, the palaces!” – there is nothing. Even the moon has taken the night off. She steps off the gangplank into darkness. And now this.



 

Loret had spent the voyage braced for pirates. The war with the Loruthi was done but all the boats and fleets and whole pillage-happy coastal fiefdoms were still out there, and hungry as ever. She’d thought she’d be past the threat of them when she stepped onto shore, except what she stepped onto wasn’t even the shore. Someone had put a shifting maze of jetties and rafts and boats between her ship and dry land, and then hung it with an inadequate quantity of lanterns that made every step a flirtation with drowning. And she could swim, as even the meanest child of the Archipelago could, but not in a space where great floating weights of wood clashed together like nautical teeth.

The city was only in evidence from its own lamps, and these were strung upwards as though the whole of Alkhalend had been arrested in the midst of being lifted into the heavens by divine fiat. Not an image that should come readily to a good, god-denying Palleseen girl, but desperation was the prybar that opened foolish minds to divinity, as they’d said back in the phalanstery.

They’d said a lot of things in the phalanstery, in the classes she’d sat through with her mind on her belly, or anything else. Now she wished she’d listened rather better because this place wasn’t anywhere she’d wanted to end up.

Alkhalend, the Jewel of the Waters, capital of Usmai, greatest of the Successor States that had once been part of the… she couldn’t even remember the name of whatever dead empire had once claimed this part of the world, and then petrified into a little kernel of tombs centuries ago, a receding tide that had left places like Usmai to grapple with their neighbours over who got to wield the big stick. Usmai, Alkhalend; yes, such beauty, yes, so exotic. She’d never wanted to be here. If she’d been curious she could have read a book or something.

And dark, so the beauty and exoticism just became a lot of unfamiliar and unpleasant noises that sounded terrifying.

Then the man, appearing at her elbow. The enormous, tattooed, scarred, terrifying man. Was this what an Usmiat looked like? She rather thought it wasn’t. He was seven feet tall and bare chested except for a leather harness. He addressed her in a language she didn’t know – one she didn’t even know anything like – and then in Usmiri, bringing his face down close to hers and making the words slowly. Not like a man who wasn’t happy with the language but like a man who thought she was very stupid. And she did speak Usmiri. Or she spoke some Usmiri. And had not been practising from her primer on the voyage because someone had assured her that Pel and Usmiri shared a lot of vocabulary and so ‘you’ll pick it up really quickly’. The man spoke to her now, and she caught only a word that sounded a lot like ‘lost’.

She had nodded before realising that, as a lone foreign woman in a shifting maze of docks, admitting to being lost wasn’t the wisest thing in the world.

In about nine heartbeats she was on his ship. Or on a ship that he felt comfortable just strolling onto. In a room with about a dozen men and women who all looked similarly terrifying. They wore too few clothes and were all of them leanly muscled as though they spent each spare moment cracking nuts with every part of their anatomy. The man who’d found her told everyone who she was in that first language, that seemed gesture as much as word; the language that wasn’t even the language she had failed at honing over the voyage. They all laughed, probably at her. One woman had teeth that were filed sharp. Some of them were wearing even sharper teeth around their necks. They had great wild mops of hair, unlike the man who’d found her whose head was shaved bald and intricately inked. Then a woman with a dense interweaving of abstract piscine forms tattooed all over her cleavage came in, and she had a tatty Palleseen uniform coat over her shoulders. Which did not, Loret understood, suggest any kind of national sympathy, but instead meant they certainly killed and probably even ate Palleseen nationals. And then wore their clothing and possibly their skins.

The pirates were very real, she understood. These were just very lazy pirates who didn’t even go to sea to do their raiding. They waited for stupid foreigners to get off the boat, and grabbed them.

“I have,” she said – in Pel because every word of Usmiri had gone from her head, “diplomatic credentials. I am the new aide. For the Palleseen Resident. It is very – very important I reach the Residence.” The Residence had a name and she couldn’t remember it. “There will be a reward.” Making large with money she didn’t have.

The man who had found her leaned forwards over the little round table, that was scattered with wooden cups. The woman with the jacket poured something nasty into most of them, and put one in Loret’s hands.

“Drink,” she said. Usmiri, but Loret knew that word.

She hadn’t enjoyed being on the ship, on the ocean. She got sick, and everything smelled, and she’d been terrified that someone on board would know too much or get too curious. But she understood now that being on that ship was the zenith of her later life. Because it had been better than being on the Archipelago and waiting for the jaws to close on her, better than the camps. And it had been better than being in a cabin crowded with ferocious pirates about to kill, strip and devour her.

She knocked back the cup, all of it in one go. It was… on one level it was horrible. Unlike anything she’d ever drunk and simultaneously horrible in a way she’d never even imagined. Not taste-horrible but actually existential. On the other hand it set her brain on fire in a way that burned away all the fear and uncertainty and apparently even uncovered the rough foundations of her Usmiri because suddenly she remembered how to say, “Show me the way to the embassy if you please,” and said it quite loud and without much gap in between any of the words. For a second and a half, something was lit in her, as though she was one of those fish from the deep depths, that set itself on cold fire to stave off the dark.

The pirates found this hilarious. And, she realised, quite impressive. Whatever she’d just drunk didn’t normally get knocked back in such a cavalier way by visiting foreigners straight off the boat. The man grinned at her. He had a terrifying grin. Three of his teeth were made of greenstone, intricately carved and then varnished over with some kind of clear lacquer, presumably so they didn’t just start to fester with ingrained bits of all the people he ate. She realised she was staring.

He put a hand on her shoulder, and all the way around her shoulder because her shoulders were slender and his hands were enormous.

“Islerwoman,” he said, like it was a title of honour, “I shall take you to Slate House. If that is where you need to be.”

And that was the name of the Residence, and he had spoken in Pel. Not good Pel, and the accent was horrible, but the thing about Pel was that it had been constructed to be easy to learn, and so it tended to turn up everywhere any people of two different lands needed to make a deal. Even the Loruthi, Pallesand’s great rivals across the world, had used Pel to give orders to their mercenary legions when fighting against Pallesand.

They gave her another cup of the sharp, savage stuff. It tasted of fish, but it seemed to her that they’d used better fish to make the second shot, because it wasn’t as objectionable as the first. By then a small part of her wondered whether she shouldn’t just stick around and see if the third cup would be squeezed from an almost passable grade of fish, and where else the pirates had tattoos. That kind of go-with-the-flow thinking was why she’d had to get off the Archipelago, though. Easily led, that was her. When the bald man was lifting her up by her elbow to lead her out, it was probably a good thing.

She remembered very little of the trek through Alkhalend. The dark kept its secrets, and she had a disjointed, fish-beer-smeared impression of a lot of boats, and then a lot of plain buildings, big and small, and then after a while she was labouring up a path far too steep. By then the fish had worn off, and the heat had begun to work on her. Even with the sun down, her shirt was clinging to her like a drowner, and her uniform jacket must be a mess of spreading stains. The idea of just swanning about with nothing but a few leather straps above the waist seemed entirely appropriate.

“There,” he told her. There still weren’t enough lamps, but they seemed to be in a street of tall, ornately carved buildings. Obviously fancy, yet crammed in together without gaps or gardens, speaking eloquently of some intermediate social stratum. “Slate House. Good weather, Islerwoman.”

She felt she’d received rather more help than the ability to down a cup of fish should really have earned her. The fact that, straight off the boat, she looked like someone pirates should offer hospitality was alarming, and something of that must have communicated itself to him. He laughed at her and jabbed the pad of his thumb into her forehead hard enough to rock her back on her heels. “You are my niece,” he said, in clear Pel. She was not under any circumstances his niece. She was a child of the orphanages, no living family and, in any event, none of them had been a huge bald pirate. For a brief, fish-tainted moment she thought it might have been nice if one of them had.

On another level she knew exactly what he meant and she’d fled here to get away from that and somehow found it waiting for her. A saying, bobbing unwelcome to the surface of her mind. All seas are the same sea. Meaning, as far as she was concerned, run as far as you want, you can’t escape the trouble that is you.

Then he was gone. She barely saw him go. The night ate him, and there was just an echo of his laugh left over.

She knocked at the door, waiting for the neatly buttoned Palleseen functionary to open up and look down his nose at her. A return to normalcy. An opportunity to proffer her papers and get settled in. To sleep in a bed that wasn’t slung between two walls and got rolled up every morning. Except the woman who answered, after a pause, wasn’t neat or buttoned or Palleseen. Loret recognised Usmiat clothes, sure enough. A woman with a floaty shawl over her shoulders, with a tight vest fastened to the side, with baggy trousers and pointy little boots. And a hostile, foreign expression.

“Slate House,” said Loret, in Pel and then Usmiri. “This is Slate House.” Because she’d been trusting some random pirate to know where the Palleseen Residence was and that suddenly seemed foolish. She’d been proffering her papers and the woman snatched them from her. Loret was suddenly terrified she’d never get them back.

She got as far as “Please,” when the woman hissed annoyance between her teeth and then said, “You’d better come in. Your timing’s immaculate.” She had vanished inside even as she spoke. Loret dithered at the threshold for a second and then followed her.

There was one lit chamber inside, the shadow of the Usmiat woman occluding the lamps briefly as she ducked inside. Loret scurried after, finding a well-appointed room. Well- and Pal-appointed, she noted. The furniture and some of the wall hangings were local, but there was the Charter of the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means up on one wall; the thing they made everyone learn by rote at the phal even before you knew what most of it meant. There was a map of the Archipelago, and a copy of that famous picture of the Liberation of Jarokir. Slate House, then, but instead of courteous and efficient Pal staff there was this woman – this woman even now buckling a sword about her waist, Loret noticed. And there was a man, an Usmiat man with a big cloak thrown over the back of his chair. A bearded man with a high forehead and a crystal goblet in his hand, looking at her quizzically.

“Excuse me,” Loret said, “may I speak to the Resident please?” She was acutely aware that the woman still had her papers.

“Cohort-Invigilator Loret,” the woman read there.

“Yes, I am. I am a Cohort-Invigilator of Correct Appreciation, Outreach department, sent here as aide to the Resident. It is very important that I present those credentials to the Resident. To Sage-Invigilator Angilly. She is a very important woman, and she will be very displeased if I am prevented from seeing her.”

The Usmiat woman gave her a long, arch stare, and then settled the sword about her hip. “Do you know duelling etiquette?” she asked.

“No,” Loret said. “Why would I know duelling etiquette?”

“They didn’t teach you that in the phal?”

Loret blinked, but presumably this woman was on the Resident’s staff somehow, and so had learned about Pal things. Certainly her Pel was very good, barely a trace of an Usmiat accent. But impudent. “They had more important subjects to teach us there,” Loret said, trying for haughty but aware she was coming off more as petulant. And honestly she hadn’t gone to the sort of place where duelling was on the curriculum. A bad start to life that she’d backed with a whole load of bad decisions.

“Well you’ll do,” the woman decided, and then turned to the man. “I suppose I have my second.”

He stared at her. He hadn’t really looked anywhere else, certainly not at Loret. “I am asking you, once more, not to do this.”

“I don’t see he’s left me any choice,” the woman said, with a shrug. “I don’t want to. But… he wants it. Because he’s got nothing left, otherwise. He’s ruined. I ruined him.”

“Not just you,” said the man. He had more of an accent but, as appropriate for a servant here, his Pel was also very good.

The woman said nothing for a moment. Shrugged again. “Mostly me,” she decided. “So he goes home with my blood on his blade, or he doesn’t go home. It’s not an ideal situation, but you know how they are, with personal honour and duty and all that. He’s in a corner and, the way he sees it, he cuts his way out or not at all.”

“Excuse me,” Loret put in. “I’d really like to speak to the Resident now.” Have they killed her? she thought suddenly. Maybe these two well-spoken Usmiats were not servants at all. Maybe they were villains who’d broken into Slate House. Maybe the Resident’s corpse was cooling on the floor of an upstairs room. And right about now she should back away, except she didn’t have anywhere she could go. A foreign city, at night. Even the pirates were somewhere back through a maze of twists and turns she could never have replicated. Duels. Swords. What have I got myself into?

“Come on,” the woman decided, and grabbed her arm. The man stood. A moment of stillness.

“Not you,” said the woman.

“I’m supposed to just return to the House of Tranquillity? Return to my bed. Wake refreshed in the morning and wait for them to bring news of whether you live or die?”

“Yes,” she said. “Because I am about to do something both spectacularly illegal, culturally offensive and diplomatically inadvisable, and of all the people who cannot possibly be there to see it, you head the list. Also, you wound me. I thought you had more confidence in my form.” She flashed her teeth in something between grin and grimace. A predator’s look.

“I would make an offering in your name, but all the gods hate your people,” the man said, gathering his cloak about him.

“With good reason,” the woman admitted.

“Gil. Live.” He put a hand where her neck and shoulder met, thumb on her cheek. Loret saw the woman bite her lip, all that insouciance falling from her for a moment. The man’s hand trembled. Between them was a whole skein of tugging emotions that she felt she shouldn’t be a witness to. Private things only exposed because the pair were being pulled away from one another.

“Excuse me,” she said, her voice dry. “I do not wish to be a second in a duel. I am a Cohort-Invigilator of the Palleseen Sway and I must speak to the Resident. Please will you take me to the Resident. It is very important.”

“You can let yourself out,” the woman said to her friend. “Just don’t get yourself stopped within three streets of here. Whoever’s blood gets shed tonight, you can’t let it get on you.”

The man withdrew his hand. The woman turned to Loret. “Come on, then. If you’re coming.”

“I’m—No, I’m not coming,” Loret said. She felt as though the words she was speaking and those the woman was hearing didn’t line up. “I’m—”

“Cohort-Invigilator Loret, reporting for duty,” the woman agreed. “Good for you. Welcome to the staff.” And something shifted in the way Loret saw her, as though the light of the lamps hit the woman’s face differently. So that she saw not an Usmiat woman, but a fellow Pal with the pallor of the Archipelago scorched off her by years in a hot land. “I’m Sage-Invigilator Angilly. Consider this your first formal duty. I need a second and you’re it. Commendation for arriving in the nick of time.”




Gil’s Best Diplomacy


The Louse Monks had their sword rituals into which none might intrude and live, but the Usmiat took their own duelling traditions just as seriously. Two traditions, as it happened. Clavamachy was the clash of great curved falchions, full of sound and fury. Skiamachy was the poise and angle of long straight blades. Two schools of the fight, the man’s duel and the woman’s. By ancient tradition, they did not mix. But then, when you were a foreigner, inherently transgressive in a thousand ways, shedding blood in a forbidden manner was just one more.



 

As well as not knowing anything about duels, the new girl turned out not to be very good at long uphill walks. Or at least her breath was rasping before they’d ascended three turns up the cliffside path. Sage-Invigilator Angilly – Gil to her friends – didn’t think she’d work out. Pack her off on the next boat home. Ask for someone who isn’t still wet from the phal. She’d always thought there were two types who got into Outreach and ended up as a Resident’s aide. The sort who were overly keen, as she’d once been; the sort who were overly embarrassing to have back home but whose family meant they couldn’t just be busted down to trooper and sent to the front lines.

“New girl,” she called back.

An interrogative wheeze suggested Loret was listening.

“Who’re your people? Got an uncle who’s a sage or something? Got an aunt who’s a secretary to the Commission?”

“What?” Loret asked blankly. “No.”

Which, given that she patently wasn’t over-keen, suggested a third class of candidate, the all-round fuck-up who got shoved on the boat because nobody wanted the job.

“So, Usmai,” Gil tried. “Plum post. Lots of candidates.”

“What?” Loret said, as though comprehension of her native language was heavy baggage she’d had to leave behind on the trail. “I mean yes.”

“And you angled for it because…?”

Loret slipped on the loose slab that Gil had just pointedly stepped round.

“Because…?” Gil repeated, in case that had been misdirection trying to kill off the topic.

“Plum post. Like you say. Can we stop a bit?”

Gil did in fact stop, turned on her heel and looked back at her. Looked at her properly. A somewhat gangly woman – girl, really. Hair hacked about just off the shoulder, too short to tie back in a regulation bun, too long to look soldier-neat. A proper Archipelago pallor; interesting to see whether she was the type to go brown or just boiled-ham in the Usmiat sun. A round, unhappy-looking face. No kitbag, no luggage, her entire travelling world in a single satchel slung over one shoulder. “You sure you don’t have some really senior types in your immediates?” Gil asked.

Loret just looked miserable. Gil’s previous aide, now invalided out, had also had a face that showed just about every thought and emotion in his head, but he’d also been very good at the rest of his job. This kid’s entire recommendation was that she’d been able to find the Residence without getting knocked on the head and thrown in the harbour.

“No,” the girl said. “Is that a problem?” The surliest kid in the phal talking back to teacher.

Gil smiled. She was about to go and die under the edge of someone’s sword, or else kill someone, for preference. She didn’t really need this. Specifically, she didn’t want to become this person again, because it had been a while and the jacket didn’t fit.

“I understand ‘magister’ is customary,” was about the most she could cushion the blow.

The girl choked like someone had force-fed her lemons. Gil fully expected her to insist that Magister was earned, rather than just coming with the superior rank. Which was literally untrue. As proof of which, Gil had magistered a great many people who hadn’t earned it, over her career.

“Magister,” Loret said, apparently as an all-purpose bandage to every missed opportunity to date. It was so bald-facedly disrespectful that Gil laughed.

“Fine,” she said, recommencing the climb. “Look, I appreciate you made the trip out here, but the situation in Usmai is a bit knife-edge at the moment. No pun intended. I need someone who can actually do, you know. Initiative, local knowledge, tradecraft.”

“What?” Loret said it the same way every time, as though the world around her was a font of lunacy and only she was being reasonable. “Magister,” she added, too late.

“I’m just saying I don’t think you’re a fit for this post,” Gil told her. “Assuming I don’t end up with my head and my shoulders pursuing separate careers in about an hour, I’ll write you some sort of an excuse and you can go home.”

“What?” Loret said again, and then, “No! No, wait, magister! I can do… Initiative. I have initiative. And for – it’s hardly fair to ask for…” Losing her breath on words already so that she had to run to catch up with Gil’s heels. “I mean I’ve only just got here. How could I have local knowledge?”

“I mean in my day we read the dossier on the boat,” Gil drawled. “I understand it’s still the done thing.”

“I didn’t – they didn’t give me a dossier,” the girl got out, which suggested something dreadful had happened to basic procedure back home. “Wait, what was the other one?”

“Tradecraft,” said Gil patiently.

She actually heard the yawning pause behind her as its own quality of sound.

“What’s that?” asked Cohort-Invigilator Loret blankly, and seriously?

“Next boat,” Gil said. “Sorry, Cohort. Things are going to get very hot in Usmai shortly and I don’t just mean the weather. I need someone who knows the business. I’ll write you an excuse.”

“Magister!” Loret gasped. “Please! I’ll do tradecraft! I’ll learn it.”

Gil sighed. “Enough. We’re here.” They’d been crossing the fringes of the palace gardens, all those secluded glades, and now she saw the handful of people ahead, the sand, the circle.

The thing about illegal honour duels in Usmai wasn’t that it was hard to find somewhere to hold one. It was that it was hard to find somewhere that someone else wasn’t already holding one. They were mad for their sword-work over here, which she actually rather liked, it being the one thing she’d come out of the phal with a real aptitude for. And, yes, the local traditions were a bit weird, but you got used to some and worked your way around others.

On any given night there would be at least half a dozen assignations like this. Usmiat nobility or the more aspiring class of merchant or even palace staff, whose differences just couldn’t be settled any other way. And in general it was a skill thing, first blood and a doctor on hand in case anyone got too accurate. In cases of more serious enmity it was to the surrender, and as much blood as anyone had stomach for until then. Mostly surrender and first blood happened simultaneously, though. Usmai wasn’t the Archipelago, but it was a civilized barbarian nation by Pal reckoning. Very few people actually got killed on the end of a sword in peacetime.

This was going to be different. Because this was a matter of foreigners, the truly civilized, and that meant that they were going to have a very serious go at killing each other.

Tarcomir, her opponent, had brought two of his own staff as seconds. His embassy had always been over-supplied with personnel, while she’d limped along with a single aide because all the Pal funding went over the border in Peor where the Sway had a proper foothold. And now she didn’t even have a proper aide to bring. Just Loret, whatever she turned out to be.

“You’re late,” the man said. He had stripped away the long vest with all the medals and braid and decorations, that she thought of as his armour. Standing there in a shirt so baggy she’d be stabbing empty cloth as much as body if she even landed a strike. They had a dozen lanterns lit around the circle, tablethi-fire behind red glass to give the arena a properly hellish aspect. The light glinted on the gold beads in Tarcomir’s elegantly forked beard, the bees and scarabs that were symbols of prosperity and luck where he came from.

“Magister,” said Loret, “they’re Loruthi.”

Gil blinked at her. Made a big show of nodding sagely. “There’s that specialist local knowledge, see?” The girl’s face darkened, knowing she was being made fun of. Gil sighed massively. I am about to probably die. I don’t need this. “Cohort-Invigilator Loret, may I introduce you to the Bashonin Tarcomir, Emissary of the Loruthi Palatine Council and my opposite number here in Alkhalend. If it isn’t too inconvenient for you on your first and last day in the job, you’re here to witness he and I do our level best to kill one another.” And she felt the kick, then. Inside her. The one she’d been putting off. Because she was bitching at the new girl, but it was because she’d been trying not to think about this. “Unless, of course,” she added, fighting a little to keep her voice steady, “there is some alternative, at this late hour?” That was what you were supposed to do, of course, with illegal duels to the death. Pal and Loruthi and Usmiat traditions all. You asked.

She waited for the haughty rebuke from him. She had, after all, ruined his career. Turned him from a man whose name had been about to deliver Usmai to his homeland on a plate, to a man who was cursed in every tea house and smoking den where the Loruthi diplomatic service met. The man who had lost Usmai to the Pals, just as his people had lost the war to the Pals. A scapegoat for how it had all gone wrong.

“You know what they demand of me,” he said. His voice was quiet, sad. She’d rather he was raging. “The next boat home. All our staff here, and in a dozen other nations. As part of the treaty.” The one that had ended the war, and that the Palleseen had written most of, being the winners. Loruthi global reach might never recover.

Just like Loret, Tarcomir would be on the next boat home, and when he arrived they’d burn him in effigy and he’d end up filing papers somewhere if he was lucky. Unless he arrived with some pyrrhic achievement to throw at the feet of his superiors, like a dead Pal Resident. Some tiny revenge for all his nation had lost.

Either that, or he’d be on the next boat home anyway, but in a box.

She wanted to go to him. She wanted to raise the spectre of all those times they’d just been the two foreigners in a foreign land, sharing a drink and setting this tiny corner of the world to rights because they could. Because life was easier if you just realised you had more in common with the man behind the big desk in the other embassy. They’d got on like that for years. Even after the war began, it hadn’t come to Usmai.

Then he’d done some things, used his influence to tilt the scales. Then she had. And she’d done it better, really. Cheated, risked more, gotten lucky, however you shone a light on it. She’d won and here they were. Not friends any more, not even a little, save that she could absolutely have refused when he called her out. Have let him go home in disgrace, not even this last chance to stem the gushing flow of his reputation. And so, because they had been friends; because of all those shared drinks; because he had been a friend even when their nations had been enemies, she was going to give him the chance to kill her.

“Magister,” said Loret, in such a tone that Gil wished she’d never stood on ceremony, “you can’t fight the Loruthi emissary?” And it wasn’t a question except she made it one.

“Well, that will make the next ten minutes absolutely hilarious,” Gil told her, “because we’re surely about to try.”

“The war’s over,” Loret said, apparently assuming that Sage-Invigilator Angilly, Palleseen Resident in the great nation of Usmai, might have been overlooked when they were sending out the communiques.

“The war,” said Tarcomir, in his good Pel, “was a long sentence. This, here, is the punctuation to it.” Because frankly the Loruthi were better poets than the Palleseen. “Come on.” He dodged between two lamps, strode out into the sand circle, and turned.

He had his falchion in his hand. Not quite an Usmiat clavar, as her own service rapier wasn’t quite a skia. And you did not under any circumstances pit one against the other. Not in Usmiat tradition or law, and honestly the technicalities of it were actually a bit challenging anyway. The red light kissed the hacking edge of his sword, and it took no great imagination to picture it biting flesh. Her own long needle seemed pitifully inadequate.

“Or there’s the new way the locals like, if you prefer.” He’d seen the way she was looking. His smile could have been meant pleasantly, but that red light turned everything to malice.

“Baton?” She considered it. The Usmiat nobles loved their firearms. Two fools standing at range with levelled rods, gabbling out the command words to punch holes in one another without ever having to be good at it. Flash, bang, one or both or neither falling over. Honour, apparently, satisfied. And she supposed it was easier. One would not have to work up a sweat in order to get killed. Very civilized, therefore, and probably it would catch on back home soon enough. A bit too civilized for her, though. “I mean, I lugged this weight of steel all the way up here. Wouldn’t want it to be for nothing.” A grin at him, and the flash of his bright teeth back, and then they remembered they were enemies.

“All right, then.” He twirled his blade, a glittering arc, loosening his wrist. “Come on then. Hop to.” The traditional duellist’s invitation, that sounded so much better in Loruthi.

She walked into the circle. Loret had some other thing to say, presumably about how this couldn’t possibly be happening, but right then Gil reckoned she’d spent enough time on the useless girl. Honestly it might be easier if Tarcomir does kill me. At least I wouldn’t have to deal with Loret. Looked at that way, he’s doing me a favour.

Because of the local prohibitions, and because nobody back home would be so gauche, she had never fought against someone with a sword like that. Tarcomir probably had, because the Pal style was more common out in the wider world. Advantage Tarcomir. And she’d been hoping that her little needle would at least be quicker, but when festivities commenced he was at her with such a blinding flurry of strikes that she lost the initiative immediately. He didn’t just run onto her point either, which had been her other secret weapon. He shouted at her, something fierce in Loruthi, and basically set about carving the space within the circle into chunks too small for a whole woman to stand in. Not wildly; there was an awful measured poetry to it, a formal style honed over the generations by people who were keenly, academically interested in the absolute best way to hack the human body to pieces without exposing oneself to the same treatment from one’s opponent. And she could see how, if she’d had the same sort of sword, she could have thrown herself into it and turned those cuts aside with her own wheeling, spark-striking blows. She could have tilted his momentum until it became her momentum, and then it would be her subdividing the air around him until there wasn’t anywhere big enough for a whole body. And they did this with blunt blades for practise, she understood, but there must have been a lot of broken bones in training nonetheless.

Her narrow blade wasn’t suitable for that kind of clash. Probably she’d just end up with a pair of stumps if she tried it, one at the quillons and one at the shoulder. Instead she fell back on footwork and on fending. Never giving him a perpendicular edge to smash down on, but always sliding him away along her sword. Trying to bind him out of line, trying to catch him with the spurs of her guard, trying to get on the inside so she could lunge. He was constantly turning the wrong way, though, or the wrong way for the style she’d learned. Her inside line was constantly ending up on the outside of him.

They broke. The night was cooling but her shirt was a reservoir of sweat already, her hair plastered to her brow. The red light caught Tarcomir’s wide eyes, his bared teeth. He yelled at her again, trying to make her flinch. That was another Loruthi fighting thing, shouting. Back home that sort of thing would get you sent off with a reprimand.

She bellowed back at him, called him a son of a fucking demon whore. Said it in Loruthi, too, because if you’re going to do something, do it properly
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