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BLOOD FOLLOWS



 

THE BELLS PEALED ACROSS THE LAMENTABLE CITY OF MOLL, clamouring along the crooked, narrow alleys, buffeting the dawn-risers hurriedly laying out their wares in the market rounds. The bells pealed, tumbling over the grimy cobblestones, down to the wharfs and out over the bay’s choppy, grey waves. Shrill iron, the bells pealed with the voice of hysteria.

The terrible, endless sound echoed deep inside the slate-covered barrows that humped the streets, tilted the houses and cramped the alleyways in every quarter of Moll. Barrows older than the Lamentable City itself, each long ago riven through and tunnelled in fruitless search for plunder, each now remaining like a pock, the scarring of some ancient plague. The bells reached through to the scattered, broken bones bedded down in hollowed-out logs, amidst rotted furs and stone tools and weapons, bone and shell beads and jewellery, the huddled forms of hunting dogs, the occasional horse with its head removed and placed at its master’s feet, the skull with the spike-hole gaping between the left eye and ear. Echoing among the dead, bestirring the shades in their centuries-long slumber.

A few of these dread shades rose in answer to that call, and in the darkness moments before dawn they’d lifted themselves clear of the slate and earth and potsherds, scenting the presence of … someone, something. They’d then returned to their dark abodes – and for those who saw them, for those who knew something of shades, their departure seemed more like flight.

In Temple Round, as the sun edged higher over the hills inland, the saving wells, fountains and bowl-stones overflowed with coin: silver and gold glinting among the beds of copper. Already crowds gathered outside the high-walled sanctuaries of Burn – relieved and safe under the steamy morning light – there to appease the passing over of sudden death, and to thank the Sleeping Goddess, who slept still. And many a manservant was seen exiting the side-postern of Hood’s Temple, for the rich were ever wont to bribe away the Lord of Death, so that they might awaken to yet another day, gentled of spirit in their soft beds.

It was the monks of the Queen of Dreams for whom the night just past was cause for mourning, with clanging dirge of iron, civilization’s scarred, midnight face. For that face had a name, and it was Murder. And so the bells rang on, a shroud of fell sound descending upon the port of Moll, a sound cold and harsh that none could escape …

… while in an alley behind a small estate on Low Merchant Way, a diviner of the Deck of Dragons noisily emptied his breakfast of pomegranites, bread, prunes and watered wine, surrounded by a ring of dogs patiently awaiting theirs.



 

THE DOOR SLAMMED BEHIND EMANCIPOR REESE, RATTLING THE flimsy drop-latch a moment before sagging back down on its worn leather hinges. He stared at the narrow, musty hallway in front of him. The niche set waist-high on the wall to his right was lit with a lone tallow candle, revealing water-stains and cracked plaster and the tiny stone altar of Sister Soliel, heaped with wilted flower-heads. On the back wall at the far end, six paces from where he stood, where the passage opened on both sides, hung a black-iron broadsword – cross-hilted and bronze-pommeled, most likely rusted into its verdigrised scabbard. Emancipor’s lined, sun-scoured face fell, becoming heavy around his eyes as he gazed on the weapon of his youth. He felt every one of his six, maybe seven decades.

His wife had gone silent in the kitchen, halfway through heating the wet sand, the morning’s porridge pot and the plates on the wood counter at her side still awaiting cleansing; and he could see her in his mind, motionless and massive and breathing her short, shallow, increasingly nervous breaths.

‘Is that you, ’Mancy?’

He hesitated. He could do it, right now – back outside, out into the streets – he knew how to sound depths, he knew knots – all kinds of knots. He could stand a pitching deck. He could leave this damned wart of a city, leave her and the squalling, simpering brats they’d begetted. He could … escape. Emancipor sighed.

‘Yes, dear.’

Her voice pitched higher. ‘Why aren’t you at work?’

He drew a deep breath. ‘I am now …’ he paused, then finished with loud, distinct articulation: ‘unemployed.’

‘What did you say?’

‘Unemployed.’

‘Fired? You’ve been fired? You incompetent, stupid—’

‘The bells!’ he screamed. ‘The bells! Can’t you hear the bells?’

Silence in the kitchen, then: ‘The Sisters have mercy! You idiot! Why aren’t you finding work? Get a new job – if you think you can laze around here, seeing our children tossed from their schooling—’

Emancipor sighed. Dear Subly, ever so practical. ‘I’m on my way, dear.’

‘Just come back with a job. A good job. The future of our children—’

He slammed the door behind him, and stared out on the street. The bells kept ringing. The air was growing hot, smelling of raw sewage, rotting shellfish and human and animal sweat. Subly had come close to selling her soul for the tired old house behind him. For the neighbourhood, rather. As far as he could tell, it stank no different from all the other neighbourhoods they’d lived in. Saving perhaps that there was a greater variety among the vegetables rotting in the gutters. ‘Positioning, ’Mancy. It’s all in positioning.’

Across the way Sturge Weaver waddled about the front of his shop, unlocking and folding back the shutters, casting nosy, knowing glances his way over the humped barrow mound that bulged the street between their houses. The lingering fart heard it all. Don’t matter. Subly’ll be finished with the pot and plates in record time, now. Then she’ll be out, gums flapping and her eyes wide as she fished shallow waters for sympathy and whatnot.

It was true enough that he’d need a new job before the day’s end, or all the respect he’d earned over the last six months would disappear faster than a candle-flame in a hurricane; and that grim label – ‘Mancy the Luckless’ – would return, the ghost of old in step with his shadow, and neighbours like Sturge Weaver making warding signs whenever their paths crossed.

A new job. It was all that mattered now. Never mind that some madman stalked the city every night since the season’s turning, never mind that horribly mutilated bodies were turning up every morning – citizens of Lamentable Moll, their eyes blank (when there were eyes) and their faces twisted in a rictus of terror – and their bodies – all those missing parts – Emancipor shivered. Never mind that Master Baltro wouldn’t need a coach man ever again, except for the grave-digger’s bent, white-faced crew and that one last journey to the pit of his ancestors, closing forever the line of his blood.

Emancipor shook himself. If not for the grisly in-between, he almost envied the merchant’s final trip. At least it’d bring silence – not Subly, of course, but the bells. The damned, endless, shrill, nagging bells …



 

‘GO AND FIND THE MONK ON THE END OF THAT ROPE AND WRING his neck.’

The corporal blinked at his sergeant, shifted uneasily under the death-detail’s attire of blue-stained bronze ringed hauberk, lobster-tailed bowl helm and the heavy leather-padded shoulder-guards. Damn, the lad’s bloody well swimming in all that armour. Not quite succeeding at impressing the onlookers – the short sword at his belt’s still wax-sealed in the scabbard, for Hood’s sake. Guld turned away. ‘Now, son.’

He listened to the lad’s footsteps recede behind him, and glumly watched his detachment enforcing the cordon around the body and the old barrow pit it laid in, keeping at a distance the gawkers and stray dogs, kicking at pigeons and seagulls and otherwise letting what was left of the dead man lie in peace under the fragment of roof-thatch some merciful passerby had thrown over it.

He saw the diviner stumble ash-faced from the other alley. The king’s court magus wasn’t a man of the streets, but the cloth at the knees of his white pantaloons now showed intimate familiarity with the grimy, greasy cobblestones.

Guld had little respect for coddled mages. Too remote from human affairs, bookish and naive and slow to grow up. Ophan was nearing sixty, but he had the face of a toddler. Alchemy at work, of course. In vanity’s name, no less.

‘Stul Ophan,’ Guld called, catching the man’s watery eyes. ‘You finished your reading, then?’ An insensitive question, but they were the kind Guld most liked to ask.

The rotund magus approached. ‘I did,’ he said thickly, licking his bluish lips.

A cold art, divining the Deck in the wake of murder. ‘And?’

‘Not a demon, not a Sekull, not a Jhorligg. A man.’

Sergeant Guld scowled, adjusting his helmet where the woollen inside trim had rubbed raw his forehead. ‘We know that. The last street diviner told us that. For this the King grants you a tower in his keep?’

Stul Ophan’s face darkened. ‘Was the King’s command that brought me here,’ he snapped. ‘I’m a court mage. My divinations are of a more …’ he faltered momentarily, ‘of a more bureaucratic nature. This raw and bloody murder business isn’t my speciality, is it?’

Guld’s scowl deepened. ‘You divine by the Deck to tally numbers? That’s a new one on me, Magus.’

‘Don’t be a fool. What I meant was, my sorceries are in an administrative theme. Affairs of the realm, and such.’ Stul Ophan looked about, his round shoulders hunching and a shudder taking him as his gaze found the covered body. ‘This … this is foulest sorcery, the workings of a madman—’

‘Wait,’ Guld interjected. ‘The killer’s a sorceror?’

Stul nodded, his lips twitching. ‘Powerful in the necromantic arts, skilled in cloaking his trail. Even the rats saw nothing – nothing that stayed in their brains, anyway—’

The rats. Reading their minds has become an art in Moll, with loot-hungry warlocks training the damn things and sending them under the streets, into the old barrows, down among the bones of a people so far dead as to be nameless in the city’s memory. The thought soothed him somewhat. There was truth in the world after all, when mages and rats saw so closely eye to eye. And thank Hood for the rat-hunters, the fearless bastards will spit at a warlock’s feet if that spit was the last water on earth.

‘The pigeons?’ he asked innocently.

‘Sleep at night,’ Stul said, throwing Guld a disgusted look. ‘I only go so far. Rats, fine. Pigeons …’ He shook his head, cleared his throat and looked for a spitoon. Finding none – naturally – he turned and spat on the cobbles. ‘Anyway, the killer’s found a taste for nobility—’

Guld snorted. ‘That’s a long stretch, Magus. A distant cousin of a distant cousin. A middling cloth merchant with no heirs—’

‘Close enough. The King wants results.’ Stul Ophan observed the sergeant with an expression trying for contempt. ‘Your reputation’s at stake, Guld.’

‘Reputation?’ Guld’s laugh was bitter. He turned away, dismissing the mage for the moment. Reputation? My head’s on the pinch-block, and the grey man’s stacking his stones. The noble families are scared. They’re gnawing the King’s wrinkled feet in between the sycophantic kissing. Eleven nights, eleven victims. No witnesses. The whole city’s terrified – things could get out of hand. I need to find the bastard – I need him writhing on the spikes at Palace Gate … A sorceror, that’s new – I’ve got my clue, finally. He looked down at the merchant’s covered body. These dead don’t talk. That should’ve told me something. And the street diviners, so strangely terse and nervous. A mage, powerful enough to scare the average practitioner into silence. And worse yet, a necromancer – someone who knows how to silence souls, or send them off to Hood before the steam leaves the blood.

Stul Ophan cleared his throat a second time. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow morning, then.’

Guld winced, then shook himself. ‘He’ll make a mistake – you’re certain the killer’s a man?’

‘Reasonably.’

Guld’s eyes fixed on the mage, making Stul Ophan take a step back. ‘Reasonably? What does that mean?’

‘Well, uh, it has the feel of a man, though there’s something odd about it. I simply assumed he made some effort to disguise that – some simple cantrips and the like—’

‘Poorly done? Does that fit with a mage who can silence souls and wipe clean the brains of rats?’

Stul Ophan frowned. ‘Well, uh, no, that doesn’t make much sense—’

‘Think some more on it, Magus,’ Guld ordered, and though only a sergeant of the City Watch, the command was answered with a swift nod.

Then the magus asked, ‘What do I tell the King?’

Guld hitched his thumbs into his sword-belt. It’d been years since he’d last drawn the weapon, but he’d dearly welcome the chance to do so now. He studied the crowd, the tide of faces pushing the ring of guards into an ever tighter circle. Could be any one of them. That wheezing beggar with the hanging mouth. Those two rat-hunters. That old woman with all the dolls at her belt – some kind of witch, seen her before, at every scene of these murders, and now she’s eager to start on the next doll, the eleventh – questioned her six mornings back. Then again, she’s got enough hair on her chin to be mistaken for a man. Or maybe that dark-faced stranger – armour under his fine cloak, well-made weapon at his belt – a foreigner for certain, since nobody around here uses single-edged scimitars. So, could be any one of them, come to study his handiwork by day’s light, come to gloat over the city’s most experienced guardsman in these sort of crimes. ‘Tell His Majesty that I now have a list of suspects.’

Stul Ophan made a sound in his throat that might have been disbelief.

Guld continued drily, ‘And inform King Seljure that I found his court mage passably helpful, although I have many more questions for him, for which I anticipate the mage’s fullest devotion of energies in answering my inquiries.’

‘Of course,’ Stul Ophan rasped. ‘At your behest, Sergeant, by the King’s command.’ He wheeled and walked off to his awaiting carriage.

The sergeant sighed. A list of suspects. How many mages in Lamentable Moll? A hundred? Two hundred? How many real Talents among them? How many coming and going from the trader ships? Is the killer a foreigner, or has someone local turned bad? There are delvings in high sorcery that can twist even the calmest mind. Or has a shade broken free, climbed out nasty and miserable from some battered barrow – any recent deep construction lately? Better check with the Flatteners. Shades? Not their style, though—

The bells clanged wildly, then fell silent. Guld frowned, then recalled his order to the young corporal. Oh damn, did that lad take me literally?



 

THE MORNING SMOKE FROM THE BREAKFAST HEARTH, REEKING of fish, filled the cramped but mostly empty front room of Savory Bar. Emancipor sat at the lone round table near the back in the company of Kreege and Dully, who kept the pitchers coming as the hours rolled into afternoon. Emancipor’s usual disgust with the two wharf rats diminished steadily with each refilled tankard of foamy ale. He’d even begun to follow their conversation.

‘Seljure’s always been wobbly on the throne,’ Dully was saying, scratching at his barrel-like chest under the salt-stained jerkin, ‘ever since Stygg fell to the Jheck and he balked at invading. Now we’ve got a horde of savages just the other side of the strait and all Seljure does is bleat empty threats.’ He found a louse and held it up for examination a moment before popping it into his mouth.

‘Savages ain’t quite on the mark,’ Kreege objected in a slow drawl, rubbing at the stubble covering his heavy jaw. His small, dark eyes narrowed. ‘It’s a complicated horde, them Jheck. You’ve got a pantheon chock full of spirits and demons and the like – and the War Chief answers to the Elders in everything but the lay of battle. Now, he might well be something special, what with all his successes – after all, Stygg fell in the span of a day and a night, and Hood knows what magery he’s got all on his own – but if the Elders—’

‘Ain’t interested in that,’ Dully cut in, waving a grease-stained hand as if shooing dock flies. ‘Just be glad them Jheck can’t row a straight course in the Lees. I heard they burned the Stygg galleys in the harbours – if that bit of thick-headed stupidity don’t cost the War Chief his hat of feathers, then those Elders ain’t got the brains of a sea-urchin. That’s all I’m saying. It’s Seljure who’s wobbly enough to turn Lamentable Moll into easy pickings.’

‘It’s the nobles that’s shackled the city,’ Kreege insisted, ‘and Seljure with it. And it don’t help that his only heir’s a sex-starved wanton lass determined to bed every pureblood nobleman in Moll. And then there’s the priesthoods – they ain’t helping things neither with all their proclamations of doom and all that tripe. So that’s the problem, and it’s not just Lamentable Moll’s. It’s every city the world over. Inbred ruling families and moaning priests – a classic case of divided power squabbling and sniping over the spoils of the common folk, with us mules stumbling under the yoke.’

Dully grumbled, ‘A king with some spine is what we need, that’s all.’

‘That’s what they said in Korel when that puffed up Captain, Mad Hilt, usurped the throne, though pretty soon no one was saying nothing about nothing, since they were all dead or worse.’

‘Exception proves the rule—’

‘Not in politics, it don’t.’

The two old men scowled at each other, then Dully nudged Kreege and said to Emancipor, ‘So, ’Mancy, looking for work again, eh?’ Both dockmen grinned. ‘Had yourself a run of Lad’s Luck with your employers, it seems. Lady fend the poor sod fool enough to take you on – not that you ain’t reliable, of course.’

Kreege’s grin broadened, further displaying his uneven, rotting teeth. ‘Maybe Hood’s made you his Herald,’ he said. ‘Ever thought of that? It happens, you know. Not many diviners cracking the Deck these days, meaning there’s no way to tell, really. The Lord of Death picks his own, don’t he, and there ain’t a damned thing to be done for it.’

‘Kreege’s made a point there, he has,’ Dully said. ‘How did your first employer go? Drowned in bed, I heard. Lungs full of water and a hand-print over the mouth. Hood’s breath, what a way to go—’

Emancipor grunted, staring down at his tankard. ‘Sergeant Guld nailed the truth down, Kreege. T’was assassination. Luksor was playing the wrong game with the wrong people. Guld found the killer quick enough, and the bastard slid on his hook for days before spillin’ the hand at the other end of his strings.’ He drank deep, in Luksor’s cursed name.

Dully leaned forward, his bloodshot eyes glittering. ‘But what about the next one, ’Mancy? The cutter said his heart exploded. Imagine that, and him being young enough to be your son, too.’

‘And fat enough to tip a carriage if he didn’t sit in the middle,’ Emancipor growled back. ‘I should know – I used to wedge him in and out. Your life’s what you make it, I always say.’ He downed the last of his ale, in the name of poor fat Septryl.

‘And now Merchant Baltro,’ Kreege said. ‘Someone took his guts, I heard, and his tongue so the questioners couldn’t make the spirit talk. Word is, the King’s own magus was down there, sniffing around Guld’s heels.’

His head swimming, Emancipor looked up and blinked at Kreege. ‘The King’s own? Really?’

Dully asked, his eyebrows lifting, ‘Not nervous now, are you?’

‘Baltro was of the blood,’ Kreege said. He shivered. ‘What was done between his legs—’

‘Shut up,’ Emancipor snapped. ‘He was a good man in his way. It don’t fair the wind to spit in the sea, remember that.’

‘Another round?’ Dully asked by way of mollification.

Emancipor scowled. ‘Where d’you get alla coin, anyway?’

Dully smiled, picking at his teeth. ‘Disposing the bodies,’ he explained, pausing to belch. ‘No souls, right? No trails of where they went, either. Like they was never there in the first place. So, just meat, the priests keep saying. No rites, no honouring, don’t matter what the family’s paid for beforehand, neither. Them priests won’t touch them bodies, plain and simple.’

‘It’s our job,’ Kreege said, ‘taking ’em out to the strand.’ He clacked his teeth. ‘Keeping the crabs fat and tasty.’

Emancipor stared. ‘You’re trapping the crabs! Selling them!’

‘Why not? Ain’t taste any different now, do they? Three emolls to the pound – we been doing all right.’

‘That’s … horrible.’

‘That’s business,’ Dully said. ‘And you’re drinking on the coin, ’Mancy.’

‘Ain’t you just,’ Kreege added.

Emancipor rubbed at his face, which was getting numb. ‘Yeah, well, I’m in mourning.’

‘Hey!’ Dully said, straightening. ‘I seen a posting in the square. Someone looking for a manservant. If you can walk straight, you might want to head down there.’

‘Wait—’ Kreege began with a troubled look, but Dully jabbed his elbow into the man’s side.

‘It’s an idea,’ Dully resumed. ‘That wife of yours don’t like you unemployed, does she? Don’t mean to pry, of course. Just being helpful, is all.’

‘On the centre post?’

‘Yeah.’

Hood’s Breath, I’m an object of pity to these two crab-mongers. ‘A manservant, eh?’ He frowned. Driving carriages was good work. He liked horses better than most people. Manservant though – that meant bowing and scraping all day long. Even so … ‘Pour me another, in Baltro’s name, then I’ll head down for a look.’

Dully grinned. ‘That’s the spirit … uh …’ his face reddened. ‘No reflection on Baltro’s, of course.’



 

THE WALK DOWN TO FISHMONGER’S ROUND TOLD HIM HE’D drunk too much ale. He saw enough straight lines, but had trouble following them. By the time he reached the round, the world was swirling all around him, and when he closed his eyes it was as if his mind was endlessly falling down a dark tunnel. And somewhere in the depths waited Subly – who’d always said she’d follow him through Hood’s gate if his dying left her in debt or otherwise put upon – he could almost hear her down there, giving the demons an earful. Cursing under his breath, he vowed to keep his eyes open. ‘Can’t die,’ he muttered. ‘Besides, it’s jus the drink, is all. Not dying, not falling, not yet – a man needs a job, needs the coin, he’s got ’sponsibilities.’

The sun had nearly set, emptying the round as the hawkers and net-menders closed up their stalls and the pigeons and sea gulls walked unmolested through the day’s rubbish. Even Emancipor, leaning against a wall at the edge of the round, could sense the nervous haste among the fishmongers – darkness in Lamentable Moll had found a new terror, and no one was inclined to tarry in the lengthening shadows. He wondered at his own absence of fear. The courage of ale, no doubt; that and Hood’s tread having already come so near to his own life’s path, somehow convinced him that nothing ill would claim him this night. ‘Of course,’ he mumbled, ‘if I get the job then all bets are off. And, I gotta keep them eyes open, I do.’

A city guardsman watched Emancipor weave and stumble his way to the reading post in the round’s centre, near the Fountain of Beru, its trickling beard of briny froth splashing desultorily into a feather-clogged pool. Emancipor waved dismissively at the stone-faced guardsman. ‘I feel safe!’ he shouted. ‘Hood’s Herald! That’s me, heh heh!’ He frowned as the man made a hasty warding sign and backed away. ‘A joke!’ Emancipor called out. ‘Hood’s truth – I mean, I swear by the Sisters! Health and Plague divvy my plate – I mean, fate – come back here, man! ’Twas a jest!’

Emancipor subsided into muttering. He looked around, and found that he was alone. Not a soul in sight – they’d cleared out uncommonly fast. He shrugged and turned his attention to the tarred wooden post.

The note was on fine linen paper, solitary and nailed at chest-height. Emancipor grunted. ‘’Spensive paper, that. S’prised it’s lasted this long.’ Then he saw the ward faintly inked in the lower right-hand corner. Not a minor cantrip, like boils to the family of whoever was foolish enough to steal the note; not even something mildly nasty, like impotence or hair-loss; no, within the circular ward was a skull, deftly drawn. ‘Beru’s beard,’ Emancipor whispered. ‘Death. This damned note will outlast the post itself.’

Nervous, he stepped closer to study the words. They showed the hand of a hired scribe, and a good one at that. Sober, he could have made inferences from all these details. Drunk as he was – and knew he was – he found the effort of serious consideration too taxing. It was careless, he knew, but when faced with returning to Subly unclothed in the raiment of the employed, he had to take the chance.

One arm on the post, he leaned closer and squinted. Thankfully, the statement was short.

Manservant required. Full time. Travel involved.

Wage to be negotiated depending on experience.

Call at Sorrowman’s Hostel.

Sorrowman’s … less than a block away. And ‘travel’, by Hood’s cowl, would mean … well, it’d mean exactly what it meant, meaning … He felt a wide grin stretching his rubbery face, until it ached with sheer delight. Coin for the wife, whilst far far away I go. School for the hairless rats, and far far away I go. Heh. Heh.

His arm slipped from the post and the next thing he knew he was lying on the cobbles, staring up at a cloudless night sky. His nose hurt, but it was a distant pain. He sat up and looked around, feeling woozy. The round was empty except for a half-dozen urchins eyeing him from an alleymouth, all looking disappointed to see him awake.

‘That’s what you think,’ Emancipor said as he climbed to his feet. ‘I’m getting me a job, right now.’ He wobbled before straightening, then plucked at his coachman’s jacket and breeches – but it was too dark to see the shape they were in. Damp, of course, but that could be expected, given the heavy weave of the stiff-shouldered coat and its long, tight-cuffed sleeves. ‘’Spect they’ll have a uniform, anyways,’ he muttered. ‘Tailored, maybe.’ Sorrowman’s. That way.

The journey seemed to take forever, but he eventually made out the sign of the weeping man above the entrance to a narrow, four-storey inn. Yellow light descended from the lantern hooked under the sign, revealing a doorman leaning against the door’s ornate frame. A solid kout hung from the man’s leather belt, and one of his beefy hands moved to rest on the weapon as he watched Emancipor’s approach.

‘On your way, old man,’ he growled.

Emancipor stopped at the light’s edge, reeling slightly. ‘Got me an appointment,’ he said, straightening up and thrusting out his chin.

‘Not here you don’t.’

‘Manservant. Got the job, I do.’

The doorman scowled, lifting a hand to scratch above his ridged brow. ‘Not for long, I’d say, from the look and smell of you. Mind …’ he scratched some more, then grinned. ‘You’re on time, anyway. At least, I’m meaning, they’re awake by now, I’d guess. Go on in and tell the scriber – he’ll lead you on.’

‘I’ll do just that, my good man.’

The doorman opened the door and, walking carefully, Emancipor managed to navigate through the doorway without bumping the frames. He paused as the door closed behind him, blinking in the bright light coming from a half-dozen candles set on ledges opposite the cloak rack – follower of D’rek, by the look of the gilded bowl on a ledge below the candles.

He stepped closer and looked into the bowl, to see a writhing mass of white worms, faintly pink with some poor animal’s blood. Emancipor gagged, hands pressing against the wall. He felt a rush of foamy, bitter ale at the back of his throat and – with nowhere else in range of his sight – he vomited into the bowl.

Through foam-flecked amber bile, the worms jerked about, as if drowning.

Reeling, Emancipor wiped at his mouth, then at the side of the bowl. He turned from the wall. The air was heady with some Stygg incense, sweet as rotting fruit – enough to mask the vomit, he hoped. Emancipor swallowed back another gag-reflex, then drew a careful, measured breath.

A voice spoke from further in and to his right. ‘Yes?’

Emancipor watched as a bent, thin old man, his fingertips stained black with ink, stepped timidly into view. Upon seeing him, the scriber snapped upright, glaring. ‘Has Dalg that crag-headed ox gone out of his mind?’ He rushed forward. ‘Out, out!’ He shooed with his hands, then stopped in alarm as Emancipor said boldly, ‘Mind your manners, sir! I but paused to make an offering, uh, to the Worm of Autumn. I am the manservant, if you pl’zz. Arrived punctual, as instructed. Lead me to my employer, sir, and be quick abou’ it.’ Before I let heave another offering, D’rek forgive me.

He watched the scriber’s wrinkled face race through a thespian’s array of emotions, ending on fearful regard, the black tip of his tongue darting back and forth over his dry lips. After a moment of this – which Emancipor watched with fascination – the scriber suddenly smiled. ‘Clever me, eh? Wisely done, sir.’ He tapped his nose. ‘Aye. Burn knows, it’s the only way I’d show up to work for them two – not that I mean ill of them, mind you that. But I’m as clever as any man, I say, and fit to stinking drunk well suits the hour, the shadow’s cast from them two, and all right demeanour and the like, eh? Mind you,’ he took Emancipor’s arm and guided him towards the stairs that led to the rooms, ‘you’ll likely get fired, this being your first night and all, but even so. They’re on the top floor, best rooms in the house, if you don’t mind the bats under the eaves, and I’d wager it’s rum to them and all.’

The climb and the lighter feeling in his stomach sobered Emancipor somewhat. By the time they reached the fourth landing, walked down the narrow hall and stopped in front of the last door on the right, he was beginning to realize that the scriber’s ramble had, however confusedly, imparted something odd about his new employers – new? Have I been hired, then? No, no recollection of that – and he tried to think of what it might be … without success. He came to his mind sufficiently to claw through his grey-streaked hair while the wheezing scriber softly scratched on the door. After a moment the latch lifted and the door swung silently open.

‘Kind sir,’ the scriber said hastily, ducking his head, ‘your manservant is here.’ He bowed even further, then backed his way down the hall.

Emancipor drew a deep breath, then lifted his gaze to meet the cold regard of the man before him. A shiver rippled down his spine as he felt the full weight of those lifeless grey eyes, but somehow he managed not to flinch, nor drop his gaze, and so studied the man even as he himself was studied. The pale eyes were set far back in a chalky, angular face, the forehead high and squared at the temples, the greying hair swept back and of mariner’s length – long and tied in a single tail. An iron-streaked, pointed beard jutted from the man’s square, solid chin. He looked to be in his forties, and was dressed in a long, fur-trimmed morning robe – far too warm for Lamentable Moll – and had clasped his long-fingered, ringless hands in front of his silk-cord belt.

Emancipor cleared his throat. ‘Most excellent sir!’ he boomed. Too loud, dammit.

The skin tightened fractionally around the man’s eyes.

In a less boisterous tone, Emancipor added, ‘I am Emancipor Reese, able manservant, coachman, cook—’

‘You are drunk,’ the man said, his accent unlike anything Emancipor had ever heard before. ‘And your nose is broken, although it appears the bleeding has slowed.’

‘My humblest apologies, sir,’ Emancipor managed. ‘For the drink, I blame grief. For the nose, I blame a wooden post, or poss’bly the cobblestones.’

‘Grief?’

‘I mourn, sir, a most terr’ble personal trag’dy.’

‘How unfortunate. Step inside, then, Mister Reese.’

The chambers within occupied a quarter of the top floor, oppulently fitted with two large poster-beds, both covered in twisted linen, a scriber’s desk with drawers and a leather writing-pad, and a low stool before it. Bad frescos set in cheap panels adorned the walls. To the desk’s left was a large walk-in wardrobe, its doors open and nothing inside. Beside it was the entrance to a private bathing area, a bead-patterned, soft-hide curtain blocking it from view. Four battered chest-high travel trunks lined one wall; only one open and revealing fine clothes of foreign style on iron hangers. There was no one else in the room, but somehow the presence of a second person remained to give proof to the tousled bed. The only truly odd thing in the room was a plate-sized piece of grey slate, lying on the nearest bed. Emancipor frowned at it, then he sighed and swung a placid smile at the man, who stood calmly by the door, which he now closed, setting the loop-lock over the latch. A tall one. Makes bowing easier to cheat.

‘Have you any references, Mister Reese?’

‘Oh yes, of course!’ Emancipor found he was nodding without pause. He tried to stop, but couldn’t. ‘My wife, Subly. Thirty-one years—’

‘I meant, your previous employer.’

‘Dead.’

‘Before him, then.’

‘Dead.’

The man raised one thin eyebrow. ‘And before him?’

‘Dead.’

‘And?’

‘And before that I was a cockswain on the able trader, Searime, for twenty years doing the Stygg run down Bloodwalk Strait.’

‘Ahh, and this ship and her captain?’

‘Sixty fathoms down, off Ridry Shelf.’

The second eyebrow rose to join the other one. ‘Quite a pedigree, Mister Reese.’

Emancipor blinked. How did he do that, with the eyebrows? ‘Yes, sir. Fine men, all of them.’

‘Do you … mourn these losses nightly?’

‘Excuse me? Oh. No sir, I do not. The day after, kind sir. Only then. Poor Baltro was a fair man—’

‘Baltro? Merchant Baltro? Was he not the most recent victim of this madman who haunts the night?’

‘Indeed he was. I, sir, was the last man to see him alive.’

The man’s eyebrows rose higher.

‘I mean,’ Emancipor added, ‘except for the killer, of course.’

‘Of course.’

‘I’ve never had a complaint.’

‘I gathered that, Mister Reese.’ He opened his hands to gesture with one to the stool at the desk. ‘Please be seated, whilst I endeavour to describe the duties expected of my manservant.’

Emancipor smiled again, then went over and sat down. ‘I read there’s travel involved.’

‘This concerns you, Mister Reese?’ The man stood at the foot of one of the beds, his hands once again clasped at his lap.

‘Not at all. An incentive, sir. Now that the seas have subsided and the blood-toll is no more, well, I itch for sea-spray, a pitching deck, rolling skylines, the tip and tumble and turn – is something wrong, sir?’

The man had begun to fidget, a greyish cast coming to his already pale face. ‘No, not at all. I simply prefer travelling overland. I take it you can read, or did you hire someone?’

‘Oh no, I can read, sir. I’ve a talent for that. I can read Moll, Theftian and Stygg – from the chart-books, sir. Our pilot, you see, had a taste for the mead—’

‘Can you scribe in these languages as well, Mister Reese?’

‘Aye, sir. Both scrying and scribing. Why, I can read Mell’zan!’

‘Malazan?’

‘No, Mell’zan. The Empire, you know.’

‘Of course. Tell me




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

The Tales Of Bauchelain
and Korbal Broach, Vol 1

Steven Erikson






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
v

BANTAM PRESS

LONDOMN s TORGHEO - SYDREY « AUCKLAND s JORANEISUNG





