
Naturally, Kacha being the bloody perfect person she was, she had a plan. She grabbed a bottle of something from a low table with her off hand on the way past, smashed it so she held the neck and used the jagged end to harry her opponent even as she thrust and parried with her sword. A slash to the face, a vicious thrust to the stomach, which the man only just avoided more by luck than judgement. She got in a few kicks as well, when she had the chance, but this was no easy opponent. For every thrust he had his palla in the way, for every feint he was ready, for every kick to somewhere soft he just wasn’t there, and all the time that heavy blade was swirling, chopping, slashing, coming a shade too close for Vocho’s liking.
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Chapter One

Vocho threw the dice and loudly cursed himself for a fool. Treble cat’s eye, of course it was, and now he was down a hundred Ikaran bushels, or about ten bulls in Reyes money.

Kacha stood the other side of the gaming table, clothed, after something of an argument, in an Ikaran dress in the latest fashion. A silky green sheath with a split up to the thigh – Vocho had been surprised to discover his sister actually had legs – and precarious heels that made her wobble and look far more fragile than her solid frame would usually suggest. The puffed sleeves covered the fact she wasn’t a soft noblewoman and that her wrists and forearms were laced with muscles and striped with old scars. Her hair had been carefully coiffed, with much swearing, to hide the scar under her eye. No sword, which had irked her the most. She’d sulked in the shadows behind the avid-eyed men and women who’d just won on betting Vocho would lose, but now Kacha raised an eyebrow and smirked.

The dice were, naturally, rigged. Not that he’d tampered with them, oh no. Conduct unbecoming to a master of the duelling guild and all that, although not being a member of the guild any longer he tended to forget that bit. It was just no fun cheating people out of their hard-earned – or as was the case in this particular den of iniquity, hard-inherited – cash. So he hadn’t rigged the dice, but someone certainly had. At least they were dry in here, as opposed to highway robbery which had mostly involved him being wet and cold. They had to do something for money – supplies were dangerously low. Besides, he had a plan.

A slight dark-haired man with small sharp eyes and a nose that looked like it had been thumped one too many times swept Vocho’s money off the table and into his purse, which was already heavy. “Not lucky with the dice tonight, are you?” he said in Ikaran, a language Vocho could just about communicate in if he concentrated. “Perhaps you’d care to try something else?”

Vocho feigned nonchalance with an airy wave of his hand, as though the money hadn’t been most of what they had left. “Such as?”

The dark-haired man – his name had never been offered, though mostly he was called Bear for some unmentioned reason – cocked his head on one side and looked Vocho up and down. Took in the slightly worn finery, the hat on the table with its jaunty if tattered feather, the mud-stained boots that had once been polished to a high shine but were now dull and cracked with constant use. Finally his gaze rested on the one thing Vocho knew he was really interested in – his sword.

It was, Vocho had to admit, a damned fine sword. Not too heavy, though heavy enough, perfectly balanced and with a devilishly handsome basket hilt that had been the envy of many a master in the guild – it had certainly saved Vocho’s fingers a time or two. The hilt was a giveaway. It was a guild duellist’s sword and no mistake, and very, very illegal to be walking around with here in Ikaras. And Bear was a collector, something of a connoisseur. Vocho was banking on it.

“A duel,” Bear said now, and then added, as Vocho had suspected he would, “with a twist.”

“Isn’t that illegal?” Vocho asked.

“No more so than gambling with dice or wearing that sword in public. Anyone doing any of those things faces the galleys or perhaps even the gallows. Well? Are you a gambling man or not?”

“What sort of twist?” Vocho was fairly sure he knew the answer because Cospel had done his research well.

“Not you or I fighting,” Bear said. “You’re a man who knows how to use that sword, that’s clear, and as a true Ikaran I know nothing about fighting with a blade like a common mercenary. The fight would be unequal.”

Common mercenary? Vocho fought hard to keep the indignation from his voice. “I could tie one hand behind my back?”

A disturbance behind him made him turn for a second – Kacha had fallen off her heels and was being helped back to her feet by an amused bystander.

“Oh no,” Bear said. “I value my skin far too highly.”

“Who then?”

Vocho was pretty sure he knew the answer to this as well. Bear would pick someone who looked like they didn’t know one end of a sword from the other but who was actually not too shabby.

From behind him came the unmistakable sound of metal hitting flagstones.

“I’m sorry, is this your knife?” Kacha said. “What? Oh, I see. That’s the sharp end, is it? How exciting.”

“We each pick someone to fight for us.” Bear’s sly grin made Vocho struggle to keep his own face straight. “You can pick first.”

Vocho made a show of weighing it all up before he nodded slowly. “All right. What’s the bet?”

Bear hefted his purse in his hands – there was enough money in there to keep Vocho and Kacha fed and housed for a month, and maybe enough to see about other things besides. “This against, well, what do you have left?”

Vocho pretended to think about it and then put his sword very deliberately on the table. “This. If your man can take it off mine, it’s yours. If not, if my man takes the sword from yours then the money is mine.”

“You have yourself a bet,” Bear said as though he knew something Vocho didn’t, giving Vocho palpitations, but there wasn’t much choice by this point. They shook, and Bear’s grin swelled into a full-blown smirk. “You choose first.”

Vocho eyed the small crowd around the tables. Unlike Reyes, which had done away with titles and replaced its nobility with clockers who’d turned out just as feckless if not as inbred, Ikaras still had a full complement of blue-blooded young men and women with lofty titles and nothing much better to do than fritter away their time and money. Duelling had been popular for a time at least. Until too many ended up with serious holes in them or worse, and the Ikaran king had declared duels, along with the gambling that seemed to be the spur for most of them, illegal. That hadn’t stopped events like this, only driven them from grand palaces to dingy little backrooms where the nobles’ finery seemed incongruous in the smoke that leaked through from the rank bars that fronted them.

This particular lot didn’t seem out of the ordinary, from what Vocho had gathered since they’d arrived here a few weeks previously. Ikarans were less foppish and more direct than Reyens, perhaps, but no less vicious, or devious, when it came to it. But of course he and his sister had an advantage – a duelling guild education. Not to mention that in Ikaras ladies did not duel, ever. Ladies did not pick up anything with a sharp edge, or not in public at any rate. Vocho’s surprise for Bear.

“My sister, I think, could take any one of you.”

Bear grinned as though that was exactly the answer he’d been expecting. He pointed to a pigeon-chested young man in the corner, wheezing over a water pipe almost as big as he was. Bear waved him over and whispered in his ear. The young man nodded as though this was no surprise and started making himself ready. This seemed to include copious draughts of what was presumably something to sober him up – the water pipes’ more insidious ingredients made all sorts of things dance in front of the smoker’s eyes.

“Whoops,” Kacha said, and metal rang on stone again.

A few muttered about ladies not duelling, but Bear sliced a glare around the room and they all shut up.

“You’re on.” Vocho picked up his sword and threw it to Kacha, who caught it neatly, unsheathed it and kicked off the heels she’d sworn about so much earlier.

To Vocho’s consternation, Bear didn’t look the slightest bit surprised. He nodded to one of his cronies while the rest made some room, and after a few moments Bear’s duellist stepped forward looking far too at home with his sword.

The duellers sized each other up, before Kacha gave a brief salute and went for the other. The pokey backroom was soon drowned in the noise of swords clashing, the feet of the crowd stamping, a flurry of side bets between Bear’s cronies. Bear’s man was better than he looked – the pigeon chest disappeared, the shoulders came back. He was nifty on his feet too and had a style that seemed to confound Kacha at every turn. She was fighting in the Icthian style, a time-honoured method that was loose, fast flowing and devious, using not just the sword but everything else in range too – feet, elbows, handy bits of furniture. Above all it was elegant, which was not a description you could apply to Bear’s man.

His sword was of a style Vocho hadn’t seen before but had heard about. A palla they called it, a brutal-looking thing with a thick curved blade and not much of a guard, made for quick killing via brute strength not stylish swordplay. He used it far better than his looks had led Vocho to believe too, in a style Vocho had never seen before, a series of savage chops that appeared to give no thought to defence, yet somehow Kacha never got a touch on him. The man wasn’t quick as such, but he was good.

Still, Vocho had every confidence in his sister. She hadn’t been the guild master’s assassin all that time for nothing. She didn’t like using other people’s blades, but as hers were still tucked up safe at the guild where they couldn’t get at them, she didn’t have much choice. She looked like she was missing the dagger she often kept in her off hand though, and was hard pressed to keep her guard up. She was quick enough, but if this went on too long she’d tire against the heavier blade and then he’d have her.

Naturally, Kacha being the bloody perfect person she was, she had a plan. She grabbed a bottle of something from a low table with her off hand on the way past, smashed it so she held the neck and used the jagged end to harry her opponent even as she thrust and parried with her sword. A slash to the face, a vicious thrust to the stomach, which the man only just avoided more by luck than judgement. She got in a few kicks as well, when she had the chance, but this was no easy opponent. For every thrust he had his palla in the way, for every feint he was ready, for every kick to somewhere soft he just wasn’t there, and all the time that heavy blade was swirling, chopping, slashing, coming a shade too close for Vocho’s liking.

The crowd catcalled and jeered, telling the man – Haval they called him, an odd name – to get on with it and beat her. All in all, this was taking a lot longer than Vocho had hoped. Kass must be off form, he thought, because despite the strangeness of the man’s style she should have had the bugger by now.

Then she almost did have him – a vicious slash across where his face had been a second ago with the broken bottle while her sword arrowed towards his torso ready to winkle out his liver. It probably would have gone quite badly for him if the crowd hadn’t erupted in displeasure, pelting Kass with bottles and other less savoury missiles from all sides. They could have coped even with that – Kass ignored them or batted them away and Voch was ready to step in, for Kass’s sake not his own glory, of course – if not for the sudden prick of a blade at Vocho’s waist.

“Even if she wins, you lose,” Bear said into his ear. “I mean to have that sword. The sword that once belonged to the renowned, and disgraced, Vocho of the guild, the sword that killed a priest and started a war. Correct? Thought so. Now, tell your lovely sister to stop. Haval will have no hesitation killing her, and he can, believe me. Even Kacha the noted duellist can’t stop him.”

Vocho looked down at the whisper-thin stiletto that had pierced his tunic, his shirt, and threatened to do the same to his navel. Just as he was about to say screw it and give it a go, two of Bear’s cronies came up beside him. The rest were crowded around Haval and Kacha, and other daggers were being drawn, flickering in the dim and smoky light. Sharp blades might be illegal in Ikaras, but money bought a lot of leeway.

“It’s all about the sword in Reyes, yes? Or at least it was until they got those clockwork guns. Not here though. No duelling. No swords, no guns or not many, not yet. Lots of magicians though, enforcing the laws. So here we do things secretly. Subtle, not like you Reyes pigs. No chance for Vocho the Great to show off.”

“You seem to have the advantage of me,” Vocho managed, trying to move without seeming to. Didn’t help because the blade point followed his belly button, and Bear’s cronies had theirs join in. If he wasn’t careful he might lose a nipple.

“As I should, seeing how much I paid to find out,” Bear said. “Although you two stick out like barbarians here. Now, your sister or your innards. Your choice.”

Not much of a choice then, really.

“Er, Kass? I think we’re all done here,” he shouted. “Hand the nice man the sword, would you?”

A sudden stillness at the other end of the room. Vocho could feel the outraged question even if he couldn’t see her face behind all the onlookers. Silence followed, and Vocho didn’t need to see to know she was assessing the situation, the number of people ranged against them. Luckily for his insides, she wasn’t quite as rash as he was.

Finally a clang followed by a tinkling crash as she dropped his sword and the bottle.

“Excellent,” Bear said. “Now, I wonder how much we’ll get for turning in two Reyes spies in this time of coming war? Get moving.”

A more insistent prick of a dagger into Vocho’s back. He moved but being Vocho couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “I don’t suppose you’ll get much for us, considering we aren’t spies.”

Bear laughed in his ear. “Reyens in Ikaras, with all the trouble lately? What else would you be? I have to say the king was very upset with that business between you and Licio. He stood to make a great deal of money, and our king does not like losing that kind of opportunity. I’m sure he’d be most pleased to meet you, even if you aren’t actually spying. I shall certainly be most pleased to spend the reward money, which I’m sure will be very generous.”

Kacha stumbled in front of Vocho as someone pushed her from behind. The carefully coiffed fair hair had come unbound and now flopped against her forehead in its more usual manner. “Nice one, Voch.”

As Bear shoved him on towards the door, Vocho took stock. It looked like they were in seriously big trouble here. The room only had one door, which had several of Bear’s cronies loitering by it, supposedly blunted ceremonial daggers drawn. The single window was firmly shuttered, and with a half dozen men in front of it in any case. They might have more luck when they got out of there and into the inn beyond, where Cospel was waiting for them, hopefully still both sober and incognito. Vocho wasn’t prepared to bet on it though.

A figure appeared in the doorway, silhouetted against the glare from the inn’s lamps behind him. Vocho had the strangest feeling he should know who it was, but even when the figure stepped forward he couldn’t place the man for some seconds.

He was tall and slender, older than Vocho by a decade or more, and he moved like he was on oiled springs. One hand was on a duelling sword even finer than Vocho’s. He cocked an eyebrow at Bear, and his smile was as sharp as daggers. It was only when Vocho noticed all the gewgaws and trinkets adorning the man’s very fine clothes – clothes with not a speck of dust or the ghost of a crease – that he realised who he was looking at.

Bear got there first. “Domenech?”

“The very same.” Dom gave Vocho the sort of look that said, “Shut up and let me do the talking.” He was glad to leave him to it. Sort of. The Dom he knew hadn’t been that smart, but this Dom looked like he might be. It was a distraction, at least, one that he and Kacha might take advantage of. They shared a look, and he knew she was as ready as he was, if the opportunity should arise.

Then it was too late for any of the talking that Dom had in mind. Three of Bear’s men lunged at him, and the room became a whirl of men and knives, one flashing duellist’s sword and one heavy, chopping sort of sword as Haval decided that Dom was his for the taking.

The blade was still pricking Vocho around his kidneys and Bear had his arm twisted up behind his back as well. He obviously hadn’t been paying attention elsewhere though because a sudden “Oof!” sounded by Vocho’s ear, Bear’s grip loosened, the blade fell away, and when Vocho turned, Kacha was standing like some sort of vengeful goddess with a high-heeled shoe in each hand. The end of one heel had blood on it, as did Bear’s head down on the floor. His two cronies were too stunned to move for a second – a second too long, as Kacha aimed a vicious balls-high kick at one and Vocho used his elbows and fists to good effect on the other.

Finally they seemed unencumbered by anyone trying to kill them. Kill them right this second, at least. Vocho cocked an eyebrow at Kass and her unorthodox weapons.

“Someone had to bloody well pay for me getting dressed up like this. Be thankful it wasn’t you.” Kass took a swipe at a passing man with one heel, getting him a cracking shot in the stomach and bending him over, breathless. “Now stop pissing about and let’s get out of here.”

“That’s a plan I can get behind. Where’s Dom?”

Dom was by the shuttered window, having seemingly attracted the attention of just about every man with a weapon in the place. Even as they watched, Haval took out a chunk of shutter at Dom’s back, missing him by a scant hair as Dom twisted away, skewering another man as he went. Another chop from that brutal blade, another chunk out of the shutter, and Vocho could see what Dom was about even if Haval was too caught up in trying to hack off his head to notice. Kass saw it at the same time.

Cospel appeared at the doorway, semaphoring desperately with his eyebrows. Vocho had been studying those eyebrows for a long time now, and was fairly sure that Cospel used them to articulate things he dare not say out loud to his employers. This time they seemed to say, “Over here, you stupid bastards.”

Vocho went, though Kass hesitated. “But Dom?”

He grabbed her arm and yanked her over to the doorway and Cospel.

“Said he’d provide a distraction for you, miss.” Cospel had a heavy pewter tankard in one hand and looked about ready to brain anyone who came too close. “And not to let you be stupid and stay in here.”

A thundering crack came from across the room. Haval seemed to have realised what Dom was about, but too late. His heavy sword had burst open the shutter, and with a wink and a wave Dom flipped through the opening and out into the night. Haval roared after him, but the others seemed less keen to follow. Given that four of them were bleeding out onto the floor, Vocho couldn’t blame them.

That said, there were eight Ikarans left upright and only three of them, armed with a tankard and some shoes, and the Ikarans seemed to like the odds of that much better. Two of the bolder ones began to advance, and the others fell in behind. Where in hells was his sword? There, half obscured by bleeding bodies where Bear had dropped it. Well, he wasn’t leaving without it. Vocho gave Kass a shove through the doorway, spun and dropped, grabbed the sword and bounced back up – just in time for the lead two Ikarans to slash at his face. The rest came round, trying to flank him.

He flashed them a bright grin, saluted with his sword as though about to launch himself at them, then stepped back through the doorway. As soon as he was through Kacha slammed it shut and turned the key in the lock. Which just left them with a bar full of curious and not especially friendly-looking drunks. When the barman pulled out a thick slab of wood with some nails driven through it, followed by some of his patrons whipping out some impromptu but serious-looking weapons, Vocho made a snap decision.

“I say we run.”

Kass winced – shying from a fight didn’t come naturally – but said, “I don’t think I ever heard you say that before, but you could be right. You’ve got the sword. You keep them busy while we clear a path. Make it quick, OK?”

“Thanks, I think.”

“You’re welcome.” She was still smarting about the dress, he could tell.

Then there was no more time for talk. Two hulking great bruisers, the worse for wear but still steady enough on their feet, lumbered in front of Vocho.

“Here, ain’t you that Vocho bloke?” one asked, and Vocho couldn’t help but preen a little that they knew him.

“Nah, he’s too little,” the second one said.

“’T’s him. I seen the pictures in the paper, and besides Bear said so. This here bloke caused all that ruckus in Reyes. Vocho the Imbècil, Bear said – that was it.”

Vocho the what? His Ikaran wasn’t up to much, but that certainly didn’t sound like Vocho the Great, because he’d learned that word almost first of all. He swished the sword in front of their stupid eyes and prepared to show them that whatever imbècil meant, he wasn’t one. Nothing like a good—

Kass yanked the back of his shirt. “God’s cogs, will you come on? The guards’ll be here any second, and you’ve got a ruddy great sword in your hand.”

The two lumberers came for him brandishing a wicked set of brass knuckles and a foot-long metal spike, but a swipe of his sword kept them back. A clonk behind him – Cospel using the tankard to good effect – a muffled scream as Kass’s shoe caught a man somewhere painful, and the doorway to the street was free. Lumberer number one looked like he’d just worked out that being a good foot taller than Vocho was probably all the advantage he needed, so Vocho didn’t need any encouragement to throw himself through the door after Kass and Cospel.

Then they were running down the street as fast as they could, with a swiftly dwindling crowd after them. A few twists and turns, and they were on their own and out of breath. They stopped. Cospel bent over his knees, gasping. The multicoloured lights that shone from every building, leaked from all the stored sunlight of the glass that covered the city, made his face look like that of a demented clown.

“I could have taken them, no problem,” Vocho said, leaning against the cool throbbing blue glass of an upmarket tailor’s. “What does imbècil mean?”

Cospel hesitated, and his eyebrows didn’t know where to look. “Sort of … renowned. Infamous? Yes, that’s it.” His Ikaran was far better than either Vocho’s or Kass’s, though none of them was fluent yet.

“Renowned? Are you sure?” The way the lumberers had said it, Vocho wasn’t so certain.

“Er, yes. Pretty sure. Anyway, look what I got.” Cospel held up a clinking bag. “Once Dom got started, it was easy to pick up all the winnings.”

Vocho took a look in the bag. Not bad for a night’s work. “Cospel, have I ever told you that you’re a marvel?”

“No, but you can say it again if you like, preferably in cold hard cash.”

They made their way through the pulsing lights of the foreign city to the cramped rooms above a cobbler’s that were their current home. Kass was unnaturally quiet all the way, and Vocho got the feeling it wasn’t just because she was wearing a dress and sulking about it.

“Two things,” she said when they got home and Vocho broached the subject. “One, how did Dom know where we were? Two, if he knows, who else does, and do they want to kill us?”



Chapter Two

Alicia laid her hands on the table, where Orgull, king of Ikaras, could see the markings that swirled over them. His eyes glazed as she showed him wealth and power falling into his lap, if only he listened to her.

“Reyes is weak,” she murmured, a view echoed by the men and women around the king – his advisers, hangers-on and a few relatives. “And I – we – can help you make it weaker, so that you could just breathe on it and Reyes will fall. All that it has can be yours.”

Orgull blinked hard and shook his head. Alicia smiled and the markings changed, faded away. Subtle, that was the way. Don’t let him think he’s being manipulated. She glanced at the life-warriors who stood, implacable as mountains, behind him, ready to die for him, trained from birth to know that he was the god of their world.

Orgull sat up straighter, his ceremonial knife glittering with every kind of jewel known to man, the folds of his opulent silks stretching over his pudgy form. He thought the silks made him look kingly, that the knife, even blunted, showed how much power he had. Instead they merely reinforced Alicia’s impression of a soft and weak-willed fool, who valued surface appearances over substance. A man easily swayed by appeals to his vanity.

“Licio will be coming to negotiate. He’s naïve at best, a pawn for you to play with,” she said. “He wants your help to take back Reyes and make himself king. But if we do this right, Reyes and Ikaras will have one king. You. No less than your eminence deserves. Maybe not a king any more; with two countries you’ll be an emperor for an empire.”

The tang of blood tainted the air, and she could see the idea take root in his head. An Ikaran empire with him at its head. Control over whole mountain ranges rich in coal and iron, which other states would clamour to buy. And the city of Reyes – a harbour that could withstand any storm, the technology and resources to make things Ikaras could only dream of, and the guild. With the duelling guild within his borders, in his pocket, together with the life-warriors and a source of good steel, expansion towards the rest of the nearby states would be only a matter of time.

Orgull narrowed his eyes, but she didn’t mistake the wistful look at her hands, the king maybe hoping that the markings would show him an even grander future.

“What are you suggesting? And does Sabates know that you’re here?”

“It was Sabates who sent me,” she said truthfully enough. She hadn’t yet gathered enough power to topple the bastard from his position as head magician. Soon, though. Very soon, and then she’d show everyone. “He offers you our full support. The prelate of Reyes will fall, leaving Reyes even weaker. The guild will have a master of our choosing – Licio – who will do as we ask. All you then need to do is wait for the proper moment and leave everything else to us.”

Orgull glanced at his advisers, but their answer was a foregone conclusion. She let a few markings writhe across her hands: Reyes in flames, Ikaras ascendant, Orgull triumphant. A nod from Orgull was all she needed.

“And our previous matter?”

“Ikaras has responded with commendable patriotism to your request,” Orgull said and waved forward one of his advisers. “I suspect we have every Reyen in the city in custody. They’re costing me a fortune to feed. Here’s a full list, as requested, though none appear to match your descriptions.” A sly look. “Might I ask why you want these two in particular?”

“All the better to help you, of course.”

Alicia pulled on her gloves and made her way out of the audience chamber past starry-eyed guards and blindly grinning advisers. It was really all so easy if you had magic at your fingertips. A drop of blood here, a moving mark on her hand there to mesmerise the target, and then they would do precisely as you asked. Not for long, not unless you had some serious blood to play with, but long enough, especially if you were experienced, and Alicia was very experienced. She’d made it her business to be, her life’s work with only two purposes in mind.

The king’s palace was a fine one
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The freezing rain driving into his face made Petri Egimont’s empty eye socket burn behind the sodden mask that hid it, but that was the least of his worries. Night came early as autumn span on into winter, and with it came a blazing cold that threatened every bit of him that was exposed. If he wasn’t careful, an eye and the use of a hand weren’t all he’d be without. 

The road drowned in freezing mud, ankle-deep and more, dragging at bones that were so weary they felt made of glass. His cloak, such as it was, was no real protection against the rain that found every crevice and wriggled its bitter way onto his skin. He barely even knew why he was on this particular road, except that it felt like he’d tried every other, and had yet to find a place where he was welcome. He’d traded every fine thing he’d had on him when he escaped the city, every trinket, every polished button, even his boots, until all he had left was a shirt, his breeches, the holed shoes he’d traded for the boots and a threadbare cloak that was no match for his old one. Traded them all for a bite to eat, a place to stay. For a disreputable surgeon who was so far gone on rum his hands wouldn’t stay still, the only surgeon he’d been able to afford, to cut out the infection that had settled into the wounds on Petri’s face, and a mask to cover what was left when he was done. Even with that mask, there was no hiding the ruin of it, or hiding from the reaction it got, which meant sleeping under a lot of hedgerows, in a lot of stables. Weeks spent reeking of mud and horse piss, and grinding his teeth. 

Reyes mountains in the coming winter were no place for a man with nothing, not even a pot to piss in. But the plains were full of people, villages, farms, fields and hedges that people owned and didn’t want him in. Not a man whose face scared the horses, whose right hand was now useless, who was still learning to use his left, who couldn’t do much of work to pay his way. A man who dare not say his name because he’d betrayed the prelate, sent him mad, helped plunge the whole country into war. Who was dead, so the newssheets said, and was in any case dead inside. 

The mountains were all that were left to him, no matter the stories of robbers and cutthroats and highwaymen, and even that thought brought a sharp pain to his chest. 

Two ponies trudged past, heads down against the weather, a man bundled up in furs on one, a woman on the other. Petri’s heart gave a lurch, but it wasn’t her. Not Kass. Couldn’t be. Besides, her horse was a deadlier beast than either of those two ponies and doubtless would have taken a chunk out of his leg on the way past. If it had been her, what would he have done? Slunk off into the shadows like the coward he used to be, or taken out his newly forged rage on her? The old Petri was dead, but he hadn’t discovered who the new one was yet, except he seemed to boil with anger, and that hadn’t helped him much down on the plains either. 

The ponies passing him and taking a tiny side-track that wound around a sharp fold in the land did show him one thing. If he squinted with his one eye through the rain, past a stand of trees, there was a light. Several lights in fact. What might be a village and maybe, if he was lucky, an inn. One or two innkeepers had taken pity on him down on the plains, mistaking him for a man wounded in the battle with Ikaras in the summer, whispering with their patrons at his scars, at the accent that marked him. Not pity for long, or for much, but they’d let him sleep in a clean bed, had given him the few jobs they had that he could do to repay them rather than take their charity. Other payments once or twice that he shuddered to recall, dark and sweating and furtive, giving the last, only thing he had to give, leaving him shamed and shameful, torn and tearful, but alive to know it. 

But an inn was a good bet – and was out of this freezing rain, where he’d die if he stayed much longer. He’d find something to trade, find some job he could do in return for something to eat, a dry place to sleep. Even the stables would be better than this. Maybe up here in the mountains, things would be different. 

He turned his numb feet in the holed shoes towards the lights and lurched through the mud after the ponies, hoping only for a warm place. 

Light and warmth and the glorious, half-forgotten smell of cooking food, of the meaty smell of stew, the yeast of new bread, stopped Petri dead as he stumbled in the inn door. He stood there, dripping freezing rain from his sodden cloak, and savoured it for half a heartbeat. 

All he was allowed. The room didn’t go silent, but it did fall to sudden whispers punctuated by the loud laugh of a drunkard in the corner who hadn’t seen him yet. He gritted his teeth against the stares, shook out his cloak one-handed – that action grew a whole new set of whispers as they saw what was left of the other hand – shook the rain from his hair that was now just growing back, long enough for it to be curled over his shoulder in the way that would mark him as a man of means. Long enough, but he left it wild because he was a man of means no more. The soaked mask had slipped and he hurried to get it back into place, but the fabric was ruined and with a pang he ripped it off. 

In his head, he strode serenely towards the bar, ignoring the muttered comments of “poor bastard” and “God’s cogs, that’s ugly” and “I feel sick” and “should be ashamed to be out in public”. But numb feet betrayed him, made him stagger his way, and the need to tell them all to go fuck themselves burned behind clenched teeth. 

He curled what was left of a lip at the nearest, a heavyset man dressed in a thick smock and loose breeches above mud-caked boots, who flinched back and fell into his chair. Petri didn’t blame him – he’d looked in a mirror once down on the plains, and had no wish to look again. His old face was dead, like the old him. 

The lump of a man behind the makeshift bar gave him an appraising look from under a heavy brow, but shrugged. “As long as you’ve got coin I don’t give a crap about your face,” the shrug said, which was an improvement on the whispers behind Petri. 

“Battle of the Red Brook,” someone said in voice loud enough to carry and was soon shushed. Red Brook, or as it had been before so many were slaughtered in it, the Smith Brook that fed the Soot Town waterwheels. That battle had been hard fought not two months ago during the war for Reyes as a regiment of clockwork gods had fought off the Ikarans at the front gate of the city. Yet there had still been other battles to fight, and people to fight them. Ikarans had assaulted the brook hoping to breech the walls by Soot Town and Reyen guards and duellists had defended, even as red-hot blood had fallen from the sky, burning skin and hair and eyes of Reyens and Ikarans alike. Many had died on both sides so that even the ground was stained red now, so they said, and most of those that survived had scars like Petri’s. 

He’d been nowhere near Red Brook, though at times he thought it had to have been better than where he had been. Most of the survivors had been Ikaran; almost all the Reyens who’d lived had been deserters, and that was where he came unstuck. But up here, so close to the border, where families were Ikaran or Reyen almost by accident, maybe he’d get away with the pretence if he kept his mouth shut, kept his accent behind clenched teeth. He’d always thought more than he spoke, but that had changed, along with a lot else. Down on the plains talk was looser, and angrier, and no matter how he told himself to keep quiet, someone would say some bullshit about Eneko, or Bakar, or Kass even, and his once even temper would explode, for all the good that did him. But up here on the edges of the mountains that had so lately been a bone of contention between Reyes and Ikaras, where laws were something you kept to if you felt like it, things were kept closer to the chest. Maybe he’d get away with it. 

Until – “Petri? Petri Egimont, is that you?” from behind him. 

“Of course it’s him, Berrie, you idiot. Petri? Petri!”

They approached on his good side, from a corner where they’d been drunkenly oblivious to his entrance. Now they moved towards him in a flurry of powder and faded silks, hair curled over their shoulders like they were still nobles and ruled Reyes. The whispers about Petri stopped, to be replaced by other words. 

“Fucking nobles, ex-nobles more like,” a man said. “More money than brains, and less use than a custard truss. Came up here because they was too scared to fight for Reyes, and now they’re stuck. I’d give ’em coin to bugger off, if I had any.”

Berrie didn’t hear, or maybe pretended not to – he’d always had a talent for that. He swooped down on Petri like a pigeon after scraps, with Flashy close behind. Petri caught a whiff of fear about their movements. Too sharp, too jerky for these two, who’d raised indolence to an art form. Stuck, the man had said, and it was certain they didn’t fit here in this rough inn in the middle of nowhere, with no one of their own imaginary stature. Maybe they’d run out of people to borrow money from. 

“Petri, old boy, how the hell are—?”

Petri turned to face him with what passed for a smile on his ruined mouth. Berrie blanched and staggered backwards with a very uncharacteristic word. Flashy waved a handkerchief in front of suddenly white lips and swallowed hard. 

Nothing for it now. No hope of escaping without talking, revealing what he was, that these scars were not the scars of a hero but more likely that of a Reyen deserter. He could protest he’d been nowhere near the brook, but he’d tried that down on the plain and no one had believed him. So he cranked the smile up a notch and felt the ropes of scar tissue that ended where bare bone began bend and twist. 

“About as well as could be expected,” he said. “Under the circumstances.”

A hiss of indrawn breath from behind; a startled curse from further off. Petri had tried, but couldn’t get rid of the accent that gave away who he was, or rather what he had once been. Rich, noble, privileged. Hated by all the men and women who’d risen up against the king and his favoured few two decades ago. Time changed many things, but not hatred, Petri was beginning to understand. Battle of Red Brook or not – and with this accent it would be quite clear not – he was noble and up here in the mountains things were different. Very different. 

A glass smashed behind him, and another. Something metal clonged heavily against wood. Flashy keeled over backwards before anyone had even made a move towards him, while Berrie clutched his clinking but skinny money purse to him. 

“Them tosspots been up here a while,” the voice behind said slowly. “Throwing around their cash like confetti, acting like they was still lord of the manor, giving people all the more reason to hate ’em. Didn’t peg you for one of them though, not in that getup. So are you?”

Petri shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“And the Battle of Red Brook?”

Another shrug. 

“Here, isn’t Petri the name of that bloke in the newspapers? Didn’t he poison the prelate?” 

With that, a bottle flew end over end and smashed on the unconscious form of Flashy. Something shiny slashed at Petri’s good side but he managed to dodge, barely. It wasn’t going to stay that easy, not with only half his vision and half his hands working. He whipped around and got his back to a wall – at least he cut off one avenue of attack that way. Berrie screamed like a child as a rugged set of fists slammed into his face. 

“Petri,” he gasped when he could. “Petri, help me.”

Petri grabbed up a bowl of hot soup and flung it in the face of the nearest man. Berrie would have to fight his own battles, because Petri had his hands full with his own. 

The evening descended, as it so often did when they saw what was left of his face, heard his voice, into fists and chaos. It was a miracle he wasn’t dead already, but while people down on the plains seemed eager for him to bugger off out of their nice village, they drew the line at killing him. He sometimes wished they’d get over their morals and do it. 

It looked like he might get that wish here, in mountains known for their scant regard for the finer points of law. This wasn’t just bar-room brawling, not just thrown pint pots and brass knuckles and the cracked ribs that seemed to follow him wherever he went across the plains. This was the mountains, and the people in this inn were as hard as the rock underneath them, and had knives and swords and even a clockwork gun or two. 

Down on the plains, Petri hadn’t fought back. What could he do against men and women burly from farming, and brave from numbers? Not much, except give way, live and loathe himself for doing it. He hadn’t fought anyone since he lost the use of his right hand, not drawn a sword he no longer had or thrown a punch with a left hand he was still unsure of using. Now the swords came out, the knives glinted under tables, guns clicked as they were wound and it was fight or die. 

He tried to punch the burly man advancing on him with a knife in each hand, but his left hand was too slow, the punch erratic and weak. Someone else’s hand grabbed his useless right wrist, squeezed hard enough to make him gasp, then twisted so that Petri ended on his knees with nothing to look forward to but the knives advancing on him. An image flashed in his mind of a hot knife coming for his eye, of a voice telling him he was weak, Petri Egimont, weaker than bad steel, softer than lead before the blade had taken his eye. 

That voice, that memory, had him lunging forward, trying to break free of the hold on him, trying to escape that knife coming for his face. All it got him was a cracking sound in his wrist and a boot in the back that sent him sprawling, leaving him open to the knife that glittered above him. 

Weakness. You are weakness, Petri Egimont. 

It was true, and he wanted – more than he wanted his eye back, or his face back, more than he wanted to hold a sword again in a good hand, or to see Kacha just one more time – he wanted that not to be true. 

He kicked out, got the man a good one on the knee that staggered him and then Petri was up off the floor, back to the wall, wrestling for one of the knives. A knee to the man’s gut and he had one, wobbling in a weak hand, but he had a knife and no compunctions whatsoever about using it. Let them all come, every last one, and he’d show them what was pent up in his head, let them taste it through the knife. 

He stabbed forwards with it just as a blow connected with his cheek, leaving him reeling, with a dying man falling off the end of the knife and another ready to kill him. 

A sudden silence rippled out from the doorway and the man set on killing him backed away. Petri, unable to see what had caused the cease of fighting, took the opportunity to shove the dead man off the long knife and grip it harder, keeping himself ready in a modified duelling stance. Sod Ruffelo’s gentleperson’s rules for duelling, now it was kill or die, and with his back to the wall it became suddenly clear in his head – he had no intention of dying, not here, not like this. If he had to, he’d kill every last one in the place before he died. 

Slow clicking boots across the flagstone floor from Petri’s blindside, a general shuffling backwards and lowering of weapons from the mob, Berrie quietly sobbing somewhere. He turned towards the steps so that his one eye could see and came face to face with the woman whose entrance had caused such a stir. 

She was tall, half a hand taller than Petri, with corded muscles showing at cuffs and collar. Her fingers were criss-crossed with old scars, perhaps from the long knife that sat easily at her hip, or the sword, no duellist’s blade but solid nonetheless, at the other side. She looked Petri up and down, cocked her head at the mess of his eye and cheek, and never even flinched. Maybe she’d never flinched in her whole life – he’d believe it of that face, with its thin sharp nose and jutting chin, a face like a hatchet ready to split wood, with its own puckered scar that ran from lip through to hairline. 

He let out a breath when her glance went to Berrie where he sobbed under a table, one hand to a nose that was leaking blood all over his fine clothes, the other hand clutching his now empty purse. 

“Well now,” the woman said in a cracked, husky voice like morning crows. “It looks like we’ve got a problem, doesn’t it? These two,” one hand lazily indicated the sobbing Berrie and the prostrate Flashy, who appeared to have lost his boots, “are the ones I’ve come for. I told you to leave them be until I got here and then we could all have a share. That’s the deal.”

Everyone looked to the lump of a man behind the bar, who still had a large chunk of wood in one hand, which he hastily put away when the woman looked his way with a questioning eyebrow. 

Given the man looked like he could bend steel with his teeth, the contrite “Yes, m’m” he came out with was the last thing Petri expected. “Well, not the one with no face, m’m.”

The woman looked Petri’s way again, and a cold shiver itched across his back at the appraising nature of her gaze, as though assessing the value of everything he wore, and him too. She turned back, dismissing him from her thoughts, and speared the barman with a look. 

“Sorry, m’m.” His lips twisted and he shuffled his feet like a five-year-old caught stealing sweets before he whacked the gawping potboy next to him into pulling Berrie out from under the table while another propped Flashy up in a chair. 

Berrie resisted half-heartedly as they made him face the woman. Whatever she’d been after him for – and given the general lawlessness of the region coupled with Berrie’s habit of flashing his money about, it wasn’t hard to guess – he wasn’t looking a very nice prospect, what with all the blood and tears and torn clothes, not to mention the empty purse. 

The woman tutted under her breath and a small shower of coins that had, presumably, recently belonged to Berrie cascaded onto the floor at her feet. 

“Better,” she said and two men who’d been lurking, unseen by Petri, behind her went to pick up the money while delivering menacing looks to all and sundry. “And don’t forget, you and this miserable inn are here under my sufferance. We have an agreement and I expect you to stick to it.”

She turned away from the barman and his muttered “Yes, m’m, sorry, m’m,” and back to Petri. He gripped the knife and tried to figure his best way out. The door was on his blindside though, and any chance of being subtle had been lost with that eye. 

“And who is this wretched little shit?” she asked the crowd. 

They fell over themselves to tell her he was Petri Egimont, you know, that bloke what poisoned the prelate, it was in the papers from Reyes. 

Her interest perked up. “Really? Isn’t he supposed to be dead? Doesn’t seem to have worked out so well for him anyway.” Then to him, “Is it true? Are you this Petri? A man trained in the duellist’s guild, if I recall. Did you poison the prelate?”

He screwed his courage into the knife in his hand, screwed all that pent up rage and fear too. If he failed here, there was nowhere else to go. If he failed here … he was sick of failing, sick of being a coward, of people looking at him like a freak. “Maybe,” he said and she raised another eyebrow at the accent. “Who the hells are you and why should I care?”

Unexpectedly she laughed at that. “I am what you might call lady of this manor. In a manner of speaking. Valentian, at your service. And why should you care? You look like you need a job, someone to feed you, clothe you. I might be that person. In return, I get a duellist in my pay, someone with a guild education. My lads and lasses,” she indicated the men collecting Berrie’s money, “they’re good boys and girls, and we do well enough in our own small way. But with a duellist to teach them we could be so much more. We could live, rather than merely exist.”

“Highwaymen?”

“Oh, not so high class as all that. More sort of freebooters. My boys and girls need feeding is all. We don’t take too much, and nothing that’ll be much missed. A sheep here, some coin there. A couple of places, like here, we have a little arrangement that keeps these fine upstanding if drunken gentlemen from being dragged to the Shrive, in return for letting us know about likely-looking donors to our cause. We keep our heads down and don’t cause enough trouble for the guards to bother with as a rule. Safer that way.” She looked him up and down again, and nodded to herself. “You look like shit, your sword hand is useless and your left is weak, but there’s something under that layer of crap. I can see by how you hold that knife, the way you stand, that you know what you’re about. We’d never get someone guild-trained else, not without kidnap, and how would we manage to kidnap a duellist without the guild coming down on our heads? Now here you are, guild-trained, supposedly dead, and in dire need of a job, and a bath. Barman! Quick as you can, or quicker. Give this man a good meal and as much beer as he wants.”

Petri shook his head. “I can’t pay.”

The calculated smile that answered brought his stomach into his mouth. “Oh, but you will. One way or another. Sit down, unless you have somewhere else to be?”

A bowl of thick beef soup landed on the table next to him, with a plate of hot bread swimming in butter, a pint of foaming ale. His mind was dizzy with hunger and his stomach told him to agree to any damned thing just to eat. His pride tried to say something but his bloody pride had got him into this mess in the first place. 

He sat and shovelled in the soup as fast as he could with his left hand before anyone could take it away, only half listening to what she said. His priorities had changed somewhat over the last months. He’d wanted to be free, but not free to starve to death, to be run out of every town and village and inn for the way his face looked, the way his voice sounded. Not free to be hated everywhere.

“So, Petri,” she said as he mopped up the last of the soup. “What would you rather? A job with me, or freezing to death out there, if this lot don’t kill you first?”

He watched her face, the stillness of it, the intensity – and the seeming honesty in the offer. 

“Come with me and they’ll never dare touch you,” she said as he hesitated. “Teach my lads and lasses how to fight properly. All the soup you can eat, and no one will ever dare lay a hand on you again. Because I bet they have, with that face, haven’t they?”

Heat rushed to what was left of his face, shame for it, that he’d let them too, not fought back. “Yes,” was all he said. 

“Of course they did. I know, you see, because they used to for the scar on my face – people fear it, I find, fear disfigurement and those that show it, and people attack what they fear. But I found my place, and a use for that fear, how to make it work for me. Maybe you can find your place, a use for their fear of you. You could have a chance to get back at all those pathetic peasants who wouldn’t take you in, who ran you out, who hated you, abandoned you. A place among my little band of outcasts.”

He stopped shovelling and stared at the soup. Oh, he was going to pay for this, one way or another, as she said. But there was nowhere else, no one else and a chance to get some semblance of a life back, maybe even get his revenge, yes, that was tempting. Eneko was dead, but others weren’t. Kass – the word came unbidden, boiled up on the top of a fountain of rage. She’d abandoned him to this, this face, this hand, this fate, of being feared wherever he went, of being tolerated at best, beaten more often. The old Petri had been weak and soft. Maybe the new one could be strong, given half a chance. 

He gave Valentian – Scar she said later, call me Scar – a terse nod that seemed all he could manage, and set to the soup again, trying not to think about how he’d fallen so low a bowl of it was the price of his soul.
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