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For al that ismade redl

In this age descending
Where heroes |eave naught
But theiron ring of their names
From bardic throats

| gandinthisslent heart

Y earning the fading beat
Of livesfalento dust

And the sfting whisper
Proclamsglory’ spassng
Asthe songsfall

In dwindling echoes

For dl that ismade red
The chambersand hdls

Y awn empty to my cries—

For someone must
Give answer
Give answer
Todl of this
Someone
The Age Descending
Torbora Fethena

Prologue

1164 Burn's Seep
Istral’ fennidahn, the season of D’ rek, Worm of Autumn
Twenty-four days since the Execution of Sha'ik in Raraku

T he webs between the towers were visiblein glistening sheets far overhead, and the faint wind coming in
from the sea shivered the vast threads so that amist of rain descended on Kartool City, asit did every
morning in the Clear Season.

Most things a person could get used to, eventually, and since the yellow-banded paralt spiders had
been the firgt to occupy the once infamous towers following the Ma azan conquest of the idand, and that
was decades past now, there had been plenty of time to becomeinured to such details. Even the sight of
gulls and pigeons suspended motionless between the score of towers every morning, before the fist-sized
Spiders emerged from their upper-floor densto retrieve their prey, yielded little more than faint revulson
among the citizens of Kartool City.

Sergeant Hellian of the Septarch Didtrict city guard, das, was an exception to this. There were gods,
she suspected, convulsed in perpetud hilarity at her wretched fate, for which they were no doubt
responsible. Bornin the city, cursed with afear of al manner of spiders, she had lived the entirety of her
nineteen yearsin unrelieved terror.



Why not just leave? A question asked by comrades and acquai ntances more times than she cared to
count. But it wasn't that Smple. It wasimpossble, in fact. The murky waters of the harbour were fouled
with moult-skins and web-fragments and sodden, feather-tufted carcasses bobbing here and there.
Inland, things got even worse. The young pardt, upon escaping their eldersin the city, struggled to
maturity among the limestone dliffsringing Kartool. And though young, they were no less aggressive or
virulent. While traders and farmerstold her that one could walk the trails and roads al day without
encountering asingle one, Hellian didn’t care. She knew the gods were waiting. Just like the spiders.

When sober, the sergeant noticed things, in aproper and diligent manner suited to acity guard. And
while shewas not consistently drunk, cold sobriety was an invitation to hysteria, so Hellian endeavoured
to proceed steadily on the wobbly rope of not-quite-drunk. Accordingly, she had not known of the odd
ship now moored in the Free Docks, that had arrived before sunrise, its pennons indicating that it had
comefrom Maaz Idand.

Ships hailing from Maaz Idand were not of themsalves unusud or noteworthy; however, autumn had
arrived, and the prevailing winds of the Clear Season made virtudly al lanesto the south impossible to
navigate for at least the next two months.

Werethingsless bleary, she might aso have noticed — had she taken the time to head down to the
docks, which perhaps could have been managed at sword-point —that the ship was not the usua barque
or trader, nor amilitary dromon, but adeek, gracile thing, styled in amanner not employed in the past
fifty years by any shipbuilders of the empire. Arcane carvings adorned the blade-like prow, minuscule
shapes detailing serpents and worms, the panels sweeping back along the gunnels almost hafway down
the length of the ship. The stern was squared and strangely high, with a side-mounted steering oar. The
crew numbered about a dozen, quiet for sailors, and disinclined to leave the ship asit lolled dongside the
dock. A lonefigure had disembarked as soon as the gangplank had settled, shortly before dawn.

For Hellian, these details came later. The runner that found her was aloca brat who, when he wasn't
breaking laws, loitered around the docksin the hopes of being hired asaguide for vistors. The fragment
of parchment he handed her was, she could fedl, of some quality. On it was written aterse message, the
contents of which made her scowl.

‘All right, lad, describe the man gave thisto you.’

‘| can't)

Héllian glanced back at the four guards standing behind her on the street corner. One of them stepped
behind the boy and picked him up, one-handed, gripping the back of theratty tunic. A quick shake.

‘Loosed your memory some? Hellian asked. ‘| hope so, because| ain’t paying coin.’

‘| can’'t remember! | looked right into hisface, Sergeant! Only... | can’t remember what it looked like!’

She studied the boy for amoment, then grunted and turned away.

The guard set the lad down but did not release his grip.

‘Let himgo, Urb.’

The lad scampered away.

With avague gesture for her guardsto follow, she et off.

The Septarch Didtrict wasthe city’ s most peaceful area, not through any particular diligence on
Hédlian' s part, however. There were few commercid buildings, and those residences that existed served
to house acolytes and support staff of the dozen temples commanding the district’ s main avenue. Thieves
who wanted to stay aive did not steal from temples.

She led her squad onto the avenue, noting once again how decrepit many of the temples had become.
The paralt spidersliked the ornate architecture and the domes and lesser towers, and it seemed the
priests were losing the battle. Chitinous rubbish crackled and crunched underfoot as they walked.



Y ears ago, the first night of Istral’ fennidahn, just past, would have been marked with an idand-wide
fete, filled with sacrifices and propitiations to Kartool s patron goddess, D’ rek, the Worm of Autumn,
and the archpriest of the Grand Temple, the Demidrek, would lead a procession through the city on a
carpet of fecund rubbish, his bared feet sweeping through maggot- and worm-ridden refuse. Children
would chase lame dogs down the aleys, and those they cornered they would stone to death whilst
shrieking their goddess s name. Convicted criminals sentenced to execution would have their skins
publicly flailed, their long-bones broken, then the hapless victims would be flung into pits aswarm with
carrion beetles and red fireworms, that would devour them over the course of four or five days.

All of thiswas before the Maazan conquest, of course. The Emperor’ s principa target had been the
cult of D’rek. He'd well understood that the heart of Kartool’ s power was the Grand Temple, and the
idand’ s master sorcerors were the priests and priestesses of D’ rek, ruled over by the Demidrek. Further,
it was no accident that the night of daughter that preceded the nava battle and the subsequent invasion, a
night led by the infamous Dancer and Surly, Mistress of the Claw, had so thoroughly obliterated the cult’s
sorcerors, including the Demidrek. For the archpriest of the Grand Temple had only recently gained his
eminence viaan interna coup, and the ousted rival had been none other than Tayschrenn, the Emperor’s
new — at the time—High Mage.

Hellian had but heard tales of the celebrations, since they had been outlawed as soon asthe Malazan
occupiers settled the imperial mantle upon the idand, but she had been told often enough about those
glorious days of long ago, when Kartool Idand had been at the pinnacle of civilization.

The present sordid condition was the fault of the Maazans, everyone agreed. Autumn had in truth
arrived upon theidand and its morose inhabitants. More than the cult of D’ rek had been crushed, after
al. Savery was abolished, the execution pits had been scoured clean and permanently sedled. There was
even abuilding hosting a score of misguided dtruists who adopted lame dogs.

They passed the modest temple of the Queen of Dreams and, squatting on the opposite side, the
much-hated Temple of Shadows. There had once been but seven religions permitted upon Kartool, six
subservient to D’ rek — hence the didtrict’ sname. Solidl, Polidl, Beru, Burn, Hood and Fener. Sincethe
conguest, more had arrived — the two aforementioned, aong with Dessembrae, Togg and Oponn. And
the Grand Temple of D’rek, still the largest of al the structuresin the city, wasin a pathetic state of
disrepair.

The figure standing before the broad-stepped entrance wore the garb of aMalazan sailor, faded
waterproofed leathers, aworn shirt of thin, ragged linen. Hisdark hair wasin aqueue, hanging down
between his shoulders and otherwise unadorned. As he turned at their approach, the sergeant saw a
middle-aged face with even, benign features, athough there was something odd about the man’s eyes,
something vaguely fevered.

Hellian drew a deep bregth to help clear her sodden thoughts, then raised the parchment between
them. ‘Thisisyours, | presume?

The man nodded. * Y ou are the guard commander in thisdigtrict?

She amiled. ‘ Sergeant Hellian. The captain died last year of aseptic foot. We re ill waiting for a
replacement.’

Browsrose with irony. ‘Not a promotion, Sergeant? One presumes, therefore, that sobriety would be
adecigive virtue for acgptain.’

“Y our note said there' strouble at the Grand Temple,’ Hellian said, ignoring the man’ s rudeness and
turning to study the massive edifice. The double doors, she noted with afrown, were closed. On this day
of al days, thiswas unprecedented.

‘| think so, Sergeant,’” the man said.

‘Had you cometo pay your respectsto D’rek? Hellian asked him, as faint unease struggled through
the a coholic haze. ‘ Are the doors locked? What' s your name and where are you from?



‘| am named Banaschar, from Mdaz Idand. We arrived thismorning.’

A grunt from one of the guards behind her, and Hellian thought about it. Then she shot Banaschar a
more careful look. ‘By ship? At thistime of year?

“We made what haste we could. Sergeant, | believe we need to break into the Grand Temple.’
“Why not just knock?

‘| havetried,” Banaschar replied. ‘No-one comes.’

Hellian hestated. Break into the Grand Temple? The Fist will have my tits on a fry pan for this.
‘There are dead spiders on the steps,” Urb said suddenly.

They turned.

‘“Hood' sblessing,” Hellian muttered, ‘lots of them.” Curious now, she walked closer. Banaschar
followed, and after amoment the squad fell in.

‘They look...” She shook her head.
‘Decayed,” Banaschar said. ‘ Rotting. Sergeant, the doors, please.’

Still she hesitated. A thought occurred to her and she glared at the man. ‘Y ou said you made dl haste
to get here. Why? Are you an acolyte of D’rek?—Y ou don't look it. What brought you here,
Banaschar?

‘A presentiment, Sergeant. | was... many years past... apriest of D’rek, in the Jakatakan temple on
Madaz Idand.’

‘A presentiment brought you al the way to Kartool? Do you take me for afool 7

Anger flashed in the man’s eyes. * Clearly you' retoo drunk to smell what | can smell.” He eyed the
guards. ‘ Do you share your sergeant’ sfailings, or an | donein this matter?

Urb was frowning, then he said, * Sergeant, we should kick in these doors, | think.’
‘So do it then, damn you!”’

She watched as her guards battered away at the door. The noise attracted a crowd, and Hellian saw,
threading to the forefront, atall, robed woman who was clearly a priestess from one of the other
temples. Oh, now what?

But the woman'’ s eyes were fixed on Banaschar, who had in turn noted her approach and stared
steadily back, his expression setting hard.

‘What are you doing here? the woman demanded.

“Have you sensed nothing, High Priestess? Complacency is a disease fast spreading, it seems!”
The woman’ s gaze shifted to the guards kicking at the doors. *What has happened?

The door on the right splintered, then was knocked back by afind kick.

Hellian gestured for Urb to enter then followed, Banaschar behind her.

The stench was overwhelming, and in the gloom was visible great splashes of blood on thewadlls,
fragments of meat scattered on the polished tiles, and pools of bile, blood and faeces, aswell as scraps
of dlothing and clumps of hair.

Urb had taken no more than two steps and now stood, staring down at what he was standing in.
Hellian edged past him, her hand of its own accord reaching for the flask tucked in her belt. Banaschar’s
hand stayed her. ‘Not in here,’ he said.

She roughly shook him off. *Go to Hood, she growled, pulling the flask loose and tugging free the
stopper. She drank three quick mouthfuls. * Corporal, go find Commander Charl. We Il need a
detachment to secure the area. Have word sent to the Fist, | want some mages down here!’



‘Sergeant,’” said Banaschar, ‘thisisamatter for priests.’

‘Don’'t beanidiot.” Shewaved a her remaining guards. ‘ Conduct a search. Seeif there sany
survivors—'

‘There are none,’” Banaschar pronounced. ‘ The High Priestess of the Queen of Dreams has aready
left, Sergeant. Accordingly, dl of the templeswill beinformed. Investigationswill begin.’

‘What sort of investigations? Hellian demanded.
He grimaced. ‘ Priestly sorts’

‘And what of you?

‘I have seen enough,” he said.

‘Don’'t even think of going anywhere, Banaschar,” she said, scanning the scene of daughter. ‘ Firgt night
of the Clear Season in the Grand Temple, that used to involve an orgy. Lookslike it got out of hand.’
Two more quick swallows from the flask, and blessed numbness beckoned. Y ou’ ve alot of questions
you need to answer—'

Urb’'svoicecut in, ‘He sgone, Sergeant.’
Hédlian swung about. ‘ Damn! Weren't you keeping an eye on the bastard, Urb?

The big man spread hishands. Y ou wastaking away to'im, Sergeant. | was eyeing the crowd out
front. He didn't get past me, that’ sfor sure’

‘Get adescription out. | want him found.’
Urb frowned. ‘Uh, | can’t remember what he looked like’
‘Damn you, neither can |

Hdlian waked over to where Banaschar had been standing. Squinted down at hisfootprintsin the
blood. They didn't lead anywhere.

Sorcery. She hated sorcery.

“Y ou know what I'm hearing right now, Urb?

‘No.

‘I'm hearing the Figt. Whigtling. Y ou know why he' swhistling?

‘No. Listen, Sergeant—'

‘It sthe fry pan, Urb. It' sthat nice, sweet Szzle that makes him so happy.’
‘Sergeant—'

‘“Wherewill he send us, do you think? Korel? That one' sarea mess. Maybe Genabackis, though
that’ s quieted down some. Seven Cities, maybe.’” She drained the last of the pear brandy in the flask.
‘Onething’ sfor sure, we' d better set stones to our swords, Urb.’

The tramp of heavy boots sounded in the street beyond. A haf dozen squads at the very least.

‘Don’t get many spiders on ships, right, Urb? She glanced over, fought the bleariness and studied the
miserable expresson on hisface. ‘ That’ sright, isn’'t it? Tell mel’ m right, damn you.’

* k k %

A hundred or s0 years ago, lightning had struck the huge guldindhatree, the whitefire driving like a spear
down its heartwood and splitting wide the ancient trunk. The blackened scorch-marks had long since
bleached away as the desert sun burned its unceasing light upon the worm-riven wood. Swaths of bark
had peeled back and now lay heaped over the bared roots that were wrapped about the hill’ s summit
likeavast net.



The mound, misshapen where once it had been circular, commanded the entire basin. It stood aone,
an idand profoundly deliberate in the midst of a hgphazard, random landscape. Beneath the jumbled
boulders, sandy earth and snaking dead roots, the capstone that had once protected adab-walled buria
chamber had cracked, collgpsing to swallow the space beneath, and in so doing settling an immense
weight upon the body interred within.

The tremor of footfalls reaching down to that body were arare enough occurrence — perhaps a handful
of times over the past countless millennia— that the long-dumbering soul was tirred into wakefulness,
then intense awareness, upon the sensation of not one set of feet, but adozen, ascending the steep, rough
dopes and assembling at last around the shattered tree.

The skein of wards embracing the cresture was twisted and tangled, yet persistent in its multi-layered
power. The one who had imprisoned it had been thorough, fashioning rituals of determined permanence,
blood-traced and chaos-fed. They were intended to last for ever.

Such intentions were a conceit, asserted in the flawed belief that mortals would one day be without
malice, or desperation. That the future was asafer place than the brutal present, and that adl that was
once past would never again be revisited. The twelve lean figures, bodies swathed in ragged, stained
linen, their heads hooded and faces hidden behind grey vells, well understood the risks entailed when
driven to precipitous acts. Alas, they aso understood desperation.

All were destined to speak at this gathering, the order specified by the corresponding position of
various ars, planets and congellations, al unseen behind blue sky yet the locations known nonetheless.
Upon taking their positions, along moment of stillness passed, then thefirst of the Namel ess Ones spoke.

‘We stand once more before necessty. These are the patterns|ong ago foreseen, revedling all our
strugglesto have been for naught. In the name of the Warren of Mockra, | invoketheritua of release’

At these words, the creature within the barrow felt a sudden snap, and the awakened awareness all at
once found its own identity. Its name was Dgjlim Nebrahl. Born on the eve of the death of the First
Empire, when the Streets of the city beyond burned and screams announced unrelieved daughter. For the
T’ lan Imass had come,

Dgim Nebrahl, born into fullest knowledge, achild with seven souls, climbing blood-smeared and
trembling from his mother’ s cooling body. A child. An abomination.

T rolbarahl, demonic crestions by the hand of Dessmbelackis himsdlf, long before the Dark Hounds
took shape in the Emperor’ smind. T’ rolbarahl, misshapen errorsin judgement, had been expunged,
exterminated at the Emperor’ s own command. Blood-drinkers, esters of human flesh, yet possessing
depths of cunning even Dess mbelackis could not have imagined. And so, seven T’ rolbarahl had
managed to dude their huntersfor atime, sufficient to impart something of their soulsto amorta woman,
widowed by the Trell Wars and without family, awoman whom none would notice, whose mind could
be broken, whose body could be made into afeeding vessel, a M’ enaMahybe, for the seven-faced
D’ivers T'rolbarahl child swiftly growing within her.

Borninto anight of terror. The T’ lan Imass, had they found Dejim, would have acted without
hesitation: dragging forth those seven demonic souls, binding them into an eternity of pain, their power
bled out, dowly and incrementdly, to feed the T’ lan bonecagtersin their unceasing wars againgt the
Jaght.

But Dgjim Nebrahl had escaped. His power growing as hefed, night after night through the ruins of the
First Empire. Always hidden, even from those few Soletaken and D’ iversthat had survived the Great
Saughter, for even they would not abide Degjim'’ s existence. He fed on some of them aswell, for hewas
smarter than they, and quicker, and had not the Deragoth ssumbled onto histrall...

The Dark Hounds had amaster in those days, a clever master, who excelled in ensnaring sorceries
and, once decided upon atask, he would not relent.

A sngle mistake, and Dgjim’ s freedom was ended. Binding upon binding, taking away his



self-awareness, and with it al sense of having once been... otherwise.
Y et now... awake once more.

The second Nameless One, awoman, spoke: ‘ There stands a plain west and south of Raraku, vast
and leve for leaguesin al directions. When the sands blow away, the shards of amillion broken potsare
exposed, and to cross the plain barefooted isto leave atrail of blood. In this scene are found unmitigated
truths. On thetrail out of savagery... some vessals must needs break. And for the sojourner, atoll in
blood must be paid. By the power of the Warren of Telas, | invoke theritua of release’

Within the barrow, Dgjim Nebrahl became aware of his body. Battered flesh, straining bone, sharp
gravel, Sfting sands, theimmense weight lying upon him. Agony.

‘Aswe fashioned thisdilemma,” thethird priest said, ‘SO we must initiate its resolution. Chaos pursues
thisworld, and every world beyond this one. In the seas of redlity can be found a multitude of layers, one
exigtence flowing upon another. Chaos threatens with storms and tides and wayward currents, sending al
into dread tumult. We have chosen one current, aterrible, unchained force — chosen to guideit, to shape
its course unseen and unchallenged. We intend to drive one force upon another, and so effect mutua
annihilation. We assume aterrible responsbility in this, yet the only hope of successlieswith us, with
what we do here on thisday. In the name of the Warren of Denul, | invoke theritua of release’

Pain faded from Dejim’ sbody. Still trapped and unable to move, the D’ivers T’ rolbarahl felt hisflesh
hedl.

The fourth Nameless One said, ‘We must acknowledge grief for the impending demise of an
honourable servant. It must, aas, be ashort-lived grief, and so unequd to the measure of the unfortunate
victim. This, of course, isnot the only grief demanded of us. Of the other, | trust we have al made our
peace, ese we would not be here. In the name of the Warren of D'riss, | invoke theritua of release’

Deim Nebrahl’ s saven souls became distinct from one another. D’ivers, yet far more so, not seven
who are one— athough that could be said to be true — but seven separate in identity, independent yet
together.

‘We do not yet understand every facet of thistrail,” thefifth, apriestess, said, *and to this our absent
kin must not relent in their pursuit. Shadowthrone cannot — must not — be underestimated. He possesses
too much knowledge. Of the Azath. Perhaps, too, of us. Heis not yet our enemy, but that a one does not
make him our dly. He... perturbs. And | would we negate his existence a the earliest opportunity,
athough | recognize that my view isin the minority within our cult. Y &t, who elseismore aware than I, of
the Realm of Shadow and its new master? In the name of the Warren of Meanas, | invokethe ritual of
release’

And so Dgjim came to comprehend the power of his shadows, seven spawned deceivers, his
ambushersin the necessary hunt that sustained him, that gave him so much pleasure, far beyond that of a
filled belly and fresh, warm blood in hisveins. The hunt ddlivered... domination, and domination was
exquiste.

The sixth Namel ess One spoke, her accent strange, otherworldly: * All that unfoldsin the mortal realm
gives shagpe to the ground upon which the gods walk. Thus, they are never certain of their Stride. It fallsto
usto prepare the footfals, to dig the deep, deadly pits, the traps and snaresthat shall be shaped by the
Nameless Ones, for we are the hands of the Azath, we are the shapers of the will of the Azath. Itisour
task to hold al in place, to hed what istorn asunder, to lead our enemiesinto annihilation or eterna
imprisonment. We shdl not fail. | call upon the power of the Shattered Warren, Kurald Emurlahn, and
invoketheritual of release’

There were favoured paths through the world, fragment paths, and Degjim had used them well. He
would do so again. Soon.

‘Barghadt, Trell, Tartheno Toblakal,” said the seventh priest, his voice arumble, ‘ these are the surviving
threads of Imass blood, no matter their clamsto purity. Such clamsareinventions, yet inventions have



purpose. They assert distinction, they redirect the path walked before, and the path to come. They shape
the emblems upon the stlandards in every war, and so give judtification to daughter. Their purpose,
therefore, isto assert convenient lies. By the Warren of Tdlann, | invoke theritua of release.’

Firein the heart, asudden drumming of life. Cold flesh grew warm.

‘Frozen worlds hidein darkness,” came the rasping words of the eighth Nameless One, *and so hold
the secret of death. The secret issingular. Degth arrives as knowledge. Recognition, comprehension,
acceptance. It isthis and nothing more and nothing less. There shall come atime, perhaps not too far off,
when degath discoversits own visage, in amultitude of facets, and something new will be born. Inthe
name of Hood s Warren, | invoketheritua of release’

Degth. It had been stolen from him by the master of the Dark Hounds. It was, perhaps, something to
be longed for. But not yet.

The ninth priest began with asoft, lilting laugh, then said, *Where dl began, so it will returnin the end.
In the name of the Warren of Kurdd Gdain, of True Darkness, | invoketheritud of rdease!’

‘ And by the power of Rashan,’ the tenth Nameless One hissed with impatience, ‘1 invoke the ritual of
releasel’

The ninth priest laughed again.

‘The sarsarewhedling,’ the eeventh Nameless One said, ‘and so the tension burgeons. Thereis
judticein dl that we do. In the name of the Warren of Thyrllan, | invoke theritud of release’

They waited. For the twelfth Nameless One to speek. Y et she said nothing, instead reaching out adim,
rust-red, scaed hand that was anything but human.

And Dgjim Nebrahl sensed a presence. Anintelligence, cold and bruta, seeping down from above,
and the D’ ivers was suddenly afraid.

‘Can you hear me, T'rolbarahl?’

Yes.

“We would free you, but you must pay us for that release. Refuse to pay us, and we shall send
you once more into mindless oblivion.’

Fear becameterror. What is this payment you demand of me?

‘Do you accept?’

| do.

She explained to him, then, what was required. It seemed asmplething. A minor task, easly achieved.

Dgiim Nebrahl wasrdieved. It would not take long, the victims were close by, after all, and once it was
donethe D’iverswould be freed of all obligation, and could do as he pleased.

The twdfth and last Nameless One, who had once been known as Sister Spite, lowered her hand. She
knew that, of the twelve gathered here, she alone would survive the emergence of thisfell demon. For
Deim Nebrahl would be hungry. Unfortunate, and unfortunate too the shock and dismay of her
comrades upon witnessing her escape— in the brief moment before the T’ rolbarahl attacked. She had her
reasons, of course. First and foremost being the smple desire to stlay among the living, for awhile longer,
anyway. Asfor the other reasons, they belonged to her and her alone.

Shesaid, ‘Inthe name of the Warren of Starvald Demélain, | invoketheritua of rdlease’” And from
her words descended, through dead tree root, through stone and sand, dissolving ward after ward, a
force of entropy, known to the world as otataral .

And Dglim Nebrahl roseinto theworld of the living.
Eleven Nameless Ones began invoking their fina prayers. Mogt of them never finished.



* k x %

Some distance away, seated cross-legged before asmal fire, atattooed warrior cocked his head at the
sound of distant screams. He looked southward and saw adragon rising heavily from the hillslining the
horizon, mottled scales glimmering in the sun’ sdying light. Weatching it climb ever higher, thewarrior
scowled.

‘Bitch,” he muttered. ‘1 should’ ve guessed.’

He settled back down, even asthe screams faded in the distance. The lengthening shadows among the
rock outcrop surrounding his camp were suddenly unpleasant, thick and smeared.

Tardack Veed, aGra warrior and the last survivor of the Eroth bloodline, gathered amouthful of
phlegm and spat it onto the palm of hisleft hand. He brought both hands together to soread the mucus
evenly, which he then used to flatten down his swept-back black hair in an elaborate gesture that startled
the mass of flies crawling through it, momentarily, before they settled once again.

After atime, he sensed that the creature had finished feeding, and was on the move. Tardlack
straightened. He pissed on thefire to douseit, then collected hiswesgpons and set off to find the demon’s
trall.

* k% k %

There were eighteen resdents living in the scatter of hovels at the crossroads. The track running pardle
to the coast was Tapur Road, and three days' trek north was the city of Ahol Tapur. The other road,
little more than arutted trail, crossed the Path’ Apur Mountains far inland, then stretched eastward, past
this hamlet, for another two days of travel, where it finaly reached the coast road alongside the Otataral
Sea.

Four centuries ago avillage had thrived in this place. The ridge to the south had been clothed in
hardwood treeswith adistinctive, feathery foliage, trees now extinct on the subcontinent of Seven Cities.
Appropriately, the wood from these trees had been used to carve sarcophagi, and the village had
become renowned in cities asfar away as Hissar to the south, Karashimesh to the west, and Ehrlitan to
the northwest. Theindustry died with the last tree. Low-growth vanished into the gullets of goats, the
topsoil blew away and the village shrank within asingle generation to its present decrepit Sate.

The eighteen resdents who remained now provided services growing ever lessin demand, supplying
water to passing caravans, repairing tack and such. A Maazan official had been through once, two years
back, muttering something about a new raised road, and a garrisoned outpost, but this had been
motivated by theillegal tradein raw otatara, which, through other imperia efforts, had snce dried up.

The recent rebellion had barely brushed the collective awareness of the resdents, apart from the
occasiond rumour arriving with amessenger or outlaw riding through, but even they no longer cameto
the hamlet. In any case, rebellionswere for other people.

Thusit was that the appearance of five figures, standing on the nearest rise of the inland track, shortly
after midday, was quickly noticed, and word soon reached the nominal head of the community, the
blacksmith, whose name was Barathol Mekhar, and who was the only resident who had not been born
there. Of his past in the world beyond, little was known except what was salf-evident — his deep, amost
onyx black skin marked him as from atribe of the southwestern corner of the subcontinent, hundreds,
perhaps thousands of leagues distant. And the curled scarification on his cheekslooked martial, asdid
the skein of blade-cuts puckering his hands and forearms. He was known as aman of few words and
virtudly no opinions—at least none he cared to share— and so was well-suited as the hamlet’ s unofficia
leader.



Trailed by ahaf-dozen adultswho till professed to curiosity, Barathol Mekhar walked up the only
dreet until he cameto the hamlet’ s edge. The buildingsto either sde were ruined, long abandoned, their
roofs caved in and walls crumbling and sand-heaped. Sixty or so paces away stood the five figures,
motionless, barring the ripple of the ragged strips of their fur cloaks. Two held spears, the other three
carrying long two-handed swords dung across their backs. Some of them appeared to be missing limbs.

Barathol’ s eyes were not as sharp as they once had been. Even so... * Jhelim, Filiad, go to the smithy.

Walk, don’t run. There satrunk behind the hide balts. It's got alock — break it. Take out the axe and
shield, and the gauntlets, and the helm — never mind the chain — there’ sno time for that. Now, go.’

In the deven yearsthat Barathol had lived among them, he had never spoken so many wordsin arow
to anyone. Jhelim and Filiad both stared in shock at the blacksmith’s broad back, then, sudden fear filling
their guts, they turned about and walked, siffly, with awkward, overlong strides, back down the street.

‘Bandits,” whispered Kulat, the herder who' d butchered hislast goat in exchange for a bottle of liquor
from acaravan passing through seven years ago, and had done nothing since. ‘ Maybe they just want
water —weain't got nothing else” The small round pebbles he kept in his mouth clicked as he spoke.

‘They don't want water,” Barathol said. * The rest of you, go find weapons— anything — no, never mind
that. Just go to your homes. Stay there.’

‘What are they waiting for? Kulat asked, as the others scattered.
‘1 don’'t know,” the blacksmith admitted.

‘“Wdll, they look to be from atribe |l an’t never seen before” He sucked on the stones for amoment,
then said, ‘ Thosefurs—ain't it kind of hot for furs? And those bone helmets—'

‘They’ re bone? Y our eyes are better than mine, Kulat.’
‘Only things till working, Barathol. Squat bunch, eh?'Y ou recognize the tribe, maybe?

The blacksmith nodded. From the village behind them, he could now hear Jhelim and Filiad, their
breaths loud asthey hurried forward. ‘I think so,” Barathol said in answer to Kulat's question.

‘They going to be trouble?

Jhelim stepped into his view, struggling beneath the weight of the double-bladed axe, the haft encased
ingripsof iron, alooping chain a the weighted pommel, the Aren stedl of the honed edges gleaming
slver. A three-pronged punch-spike jutted from the top of the weapon, edged like a crossbow
quarrel-head. The young man was staring down at it asif it were the old Emperor’ s sceptre.

Beside Jheim was Filiad, carrying the iron-scaled gauntlets, around-shield and the camailed,
grillefaced hdm.

Barathol collected the gauntlets and tugged them on. Therippling scales reached up hisforearmsto a
hinged elbow-cup, and the gauntlets were strapped in place just above the joint. The underside of the
deevesheld asingle bar, theiron black and notched, reaching from wrist to cup. He then took the helm,
and scowled. *Y ou forgot the quilted under-padding.” He handed it back. * Give methe shield —strap it
on my arm, damn you, Filiad. Tighter. Good.’

The blacksmith then reached out for the axe. Jhelim needed both arms and dl his strength to raise the
wegpon high enough for Barathol’ sright hand to dip through the chain loop, twisting twice before closing
about the haft, and lifting it seemingly effortlesdy from Jhdim’sgrasp. To the two men, he said, ‘ Get out
of here’

Kula remained. ‘ They’ re coming forward now, Barathol.’
The blacksmith had not pulled his gaze from the figures. ‘I’'m not that blind, old man.’

“Y ou must be, to stay standing here. Y ou say you know the tribe— have they come for you, maybe?
Some old vendetta?



‘It' spossible, Barathol conceded. ‘ If so, then the rest of you should be dl right. Once they’ re done
with me, they’ll leave’

‘“What makes you so sure?
‘I'mnot.” Barathal lifted the axe into readiness. *With T'lan Imass, there sno way to tell.’

Book One



The Thousand-fingered God
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Fifty-eight days after the Execution of Sha'ik



\W ayward winds had stirred the dust into the air earlier that day, and al who cameinto Ehrlitan’s
eastern inland gate were coated, clothes and skin, with the colour of the red sandstone hills. Merchants,
pilgrims, drovers and travellers appeared before the guards asif conjured, one after another, from the
swirling haze, heads bent asthey trudged into the gate' s leg, eyes ditted behind folds of stained linen.
Rust-sheathed goats stumbled after the drovers, horses and oxen arrived with drooped heads and rings
of gritty crust around their nostrils and eyes, wagons hissed as sand sifted down between weathered
boards in the beds. The guards watched on, thinking only of the end of their watch, and the baths, medls
and warm bodies that would follow as proper reward for duties upheld.

The woman who camein on foot was noted, but for al the wrong reasons. Sheathed in tight silks, heed
wrapped and face hidden beneath a scarf, she was nonethel ess worth a second glance, if only for the
grace of her stride and the sway of her hips. The guards, being men and davish to their imaginations,
provided the rest.

She noted their momentary attention and understood it well enough to be unconcerned. More
problematic had one or both of the guards been femae. They might well have wondered that she was
entering the city by this particular gate, having come down, on foot, this particular road, which wound
league upon league through parched, virtudly lifelesshills, then ran pardld to amostly uninhabited scrub
forest for yet more leagues. An arriva, then, made still more unusua since she was carrying no supplies,
and the supple leather of her moccasins was barely worn. Had the guards been female, they would have
accosted her, and she would have faced some hard questions, none of which she was prepared to
answer truthfully.

Fortunate for the guards, then, that they had been male. Fortunate, too, the delicious lure of aman’s
imagination as those gazes followed her into the Street, empty of suspicion yet feverishly disrobing her
curved form with every swing of her hips, amation she only margindly exaggerated.

Coming to an intersection she turned |eft and moments later was past their lines of sght. Thewind was
blunted herein the city, dthough fine dust continued to drift down to coat dl in amonochrome powder.
The woman continued through the crowds, her route agradud, inward spiral towards the Jen’ rahb,
Ehrlitan’s centrd td, the vast multi-layered ruin inhabited by little more than vermin, of both the
four-legged and two-legged kind. Arriving at last within sight of the collgpsed buildings, shefound a
nearby inn, modest in presentation and without ambition to be other than alocal establishment housing a
few whoresin the second-floor rooms and adozen or so regularsin the ground-floor tavern.

Beside the tavern’ s entrance was an arched passage leading into asmall garden. The woman stepped
into that passage to brush the dust from her clothing, then walked on to the shallow basin of silty water
beneath adesultorily trickling fountain, where she unwound the scarf and splashed her face, sufficient to
take the sting from her eyes.

Returning through the passage, the woman then entered the tavern.

Gloomy, the smoke from fires, oil lanterns, durhang, itralbe and rustleaf drifting benesth the low plaster
celling, three-quartersfull and dl of the tables occupied. A youth had preceded her by afew moments,
and was now bregthlessly expounding on some adventure barely survived. Noting this as she walked past
the young man and hislisteners, the woman alowed hersdlf afaint smile that was, perhaps, sadder than
she had intended.

Shefound a place at the bar and beckoned the tender over. He stopped opposite and studied her
intently while she ordered, in unaccented Ehrlii, abottle of ricewine.

At her request he reached under the counter and she heard the clink of bottles as he said, in Maazan,
“Hope you' re not expecting anything worth the name, lass.” He straightened, brushing dust from aclay
bottle then peering at the stopper. ‘ Thisone s at least till sedled.’

‘That will do,” she said, still speaking theloca dialect, laying out on the bar-top three silver crescents.



‘Planondrinking dl of it?

‘I"d need aroom upstairsto crawl into,” she replied, tugging the stopper free as the barman set down a
tin goblet. ‘Onewith alock,” she added.

“Then Oponn’ssmiling onyou,” he said. * One sjust become available’

‘Good.’

‘Y ou attached to Dujek’ sarmy? the man asked.

She poured out afull draught of the amber, somewhat cloudy wine. ‘No. Why, isit here?

‘Tall ends,” hereplied. * The main body marched out Sx days ago. Left agarrison, of course. That's
why | was wondering—'

‘I belongtonoarmy.’

Her tone, strangely cold and flat, silenced him. Moments later, he drifted away to attend to another
customer.

She drank. Steadily working through the bottle as the light faded outside, and the tavern grew yet more
crowded, voices getting louder, e bows and shoulders jostling against her more often than was entirely
necessary. Sheignored the casud groping, eyeson theliquid in the goblet before her.

At last she was done, and so she turned about and threaded her way, unsteadily, through the press of
bodiesto arrivefindly a the stairs. She made her ascent cautioudly, one hand on theflimsy railing,
vaguely aware that someone was, unsurprisingly, following her.

At thelanding she set her back against awall.

The stranger arrived, still wearing astupid grin —that froze on hisface asthe point of aknife pressed
the skin beneeth hisleft eye.

‘Go back downstairs,” the woman said.

A tear of blood trickled down the man’ s cheek, gathered thick along theridge of hisjaw. He was
trembling, wincing asthe point dipped in ever deeper. ‘Please,’ he whispered.
Shereded dightly, inadvertently dicing open the man’s cheek, fortunately downward rather than up

into hiseye. He cried out and staggered back, hands up in an effort to stop the flow of blood, then
stumbled hisway down the sairs.

Shouts from below, then a harsh laugh.

The woman studied the knife in her hand, wondering where it had come from, and whaose blood now
gleamed fromit.

No matter.
She went in search of her room, and, eventudly, found it.

* k x %

The vast dust storm was natural, born out on the Jhag Odhan and cycling widdershinsinto the heart of
the Seven Cities subcontinent. The winds swept northward aong the east side of the hills, cragsand old
mountains ringing the Holy Desert of Raraku — a desert that was now a sea—and were drawn into awar
of lightning along the ridge s breadith, visible from the cities of Pan’ potsun and G’ danisban. Whedling
westward, the storm spun out writhing arms, one of these striking Ehrlitan before blowing out above the
Ehrlitan Sea, another reaching to the city of Pur Atrii. Asthe main body of the storm curled back inland,
it gathered energy once more, battering the north sde of the Thalas Mountains, engulfing the cities of
Hatraand Y’ Ghatan before turning southward one last time. A natural storm, onefina gift, perhaps, from
the old spirits of Raraku.



Thefleeing army of Leoman of the Hails had embraced that gift, riding into that relentlesswind for days
on end, the days stretching into weeks, the world beyond reduced to awall of suspended sand dl the
more bitter for what it reminded the survivors of —their beloved Whirlwind, the hammer of Shalik and
Dryjhnathe Apocayptic. Y &, even in bitterness, there waslife, there was salvation.

Tavore sMaazan army il pursued, not in haste, not with the reckless stupidity shown immediately
following the death of Sha'ik and the shattering of the rebellion. Now, the hunt was ameasured thing, a
tactical stalking of the last organized force opposed to the empire. A force believed to bein possession
of the Holy Book of Dryjhna, the lone artifact of hope for the embeattled rebels of Seven Cities.

Though he possessed it not, Leoman of the FHails cursed that book daily. With dmost religious zed and
gppaling imagination, he growled out his curses, the rasping wind thankfully stripping the words away so
that only Corabb Bhilan Thenu' das, riding close alongside his commander, could hear. When tiring of
that tirade, Leoman would concoct € aborate schemesto destroy the tome once it cameinto his hands.
Fire, horse piss, bile, Moranth incendiaries, the belly of adragon... until Corabb, exhausted, pulled avay
to ride in the more reasonable company of hisfellow rebels.

Who would then ply him with fearful questions, casting uneasy glances Leoman’ sway. What was he
sying?

Prayers, Corabb would answer. Our commander praysto Dryjhnaal day. Leoman of the FHails, he
told them, isapious man.

About as pious as could be expected. The rebellion was collapsing, whipped away on thewinds. Cities
had capitul ated, one after another, upon the appearance of imperial armies and ships. Citizensturned on
neighboursin their zeal to present criminalsto answer for the multitude of atrocities committed during the
uprising. Once-heroes and petty tyrants alike were paraded before the reoccupiers, and blood-lust was
high. Such grim news reached them from caravans they intercepted asthey fled ever onward. And with
each tatter of news, Leoman’ s expression darkened yet further, asif it wasal he could do to bind taut
theragewithin him.

It was disappointment, Corabb told himsdlf, punctuating the thought each timewith along sigh. The
people of Seven Cities so quickly relinquished the freedom won at the cost of so many lives, and thiswas
indeed ahitter truth, amost sordid comment on human nature. Had it al been for nothing, then? How
could apious warrior not experience soul-burning disappointment? How many tens of thousands of
people had died? For what?

And so Corabb told himself he understood his commander. Understood that Leoman could not let go,
not yet, perhaps never. Holding fast to the dream gave meaning to al that had gone before.

Complicated thoughts. It had taken Corabb many hours of frowning regard to reach them, to make
that extraordinary legp into the mind of another man, to see through hiseyes, if only for amoment, before
redling back in humble confusion. He had caught aglimpse, then, of what made greet leaders, in battle, in
matters of state. Thefacility of their intelligencein shifting perspectives, in seeing thingsfrom al sSdes.
When, for Corabb, it was al he could manage, truth betold, to cling to asinglevison—hisown—inthe
midst of so much discord as the world was wont to rear up before him.

If not for his commander, Corabb well knew, hewould be lost.
A gloved hand, gesturing, and Corabb kicked his mount forward until he was a Leoman’sside.

The hooded, cloth-wrapped face swung close, leather-clad fingers tugging the stained silk away from
the mouth, and words shouted so that Corabb could hear them: “Wherein Hood' s name are we?

Corabb stared, squinted, then sighed.

* k k %



Her finger provided the drama, ploughing atraumatic furrow across the well-worn path. The ants
scurried in confusion, and Samar Dev watched them scrabbling fierce with theinsult, the soldierswith
their heads lifted and mandibles opened wide as if they would chalenge the gods. Or, inthiscase, a
woman dowly dying of thirs.

Shewaslying on her sdein the shade of the wagon. It was just past midday, and the air was till. The
heat had stolen al strength from her limbs. It was unlikely she could continue her assault on the ants, and
the redization gave her amoment of regret. The deliverance of discord into otherwise predictable,
truncated and sordid lives seemed aworthwhile thing. Well, perhaps not worthwhile, but certainly
interesting. God-like thoughts, then, to mark her last day among theliving.

Motion caught her atention. The dust of the road, shivering, and now she could hear agrowing
thunder, reverberating like earthen drums. The track she was on was not awell-traversed one here on
the Ugarat Odhan. It belonged to an age long past, when the caravans plied the scores of routes between
the dozen or more grest cities of which ancient Ugarat was the hub, and dl those cities, barring Kayhum
on the banks of theriver and Ugarat itself, were dead a thousand years or more.

Still, alonerider could as easily be one too many as her salvation, for she was awoman with ample
womanly charms, and she was alone. Sometimes, it was said, bandits and raiders used these mostly
forgotten tracks as they made their way between caravan routes. Bandits were notorioudy ungenerous.

The hoofs approached, ever louder, then the creature dowed, and amoment later asultry cloud of
dust rolled over Samar Dev. The horse snorted, a strangely vicious sound, and there was a softer thud as
the rider dipped down. Faint footfalls drew nearer.

What was this? A child? A woman?

A shadow did into view beyond that cast by the wagon, and Samar Dev rolled her head, watching as
the figure strode round the wagon and looked down on her.

No, neither child nor woman. Perhaps, she considered, not even a man. An apparition, tattered white
fur riding the impossibly broad shoulders. A sword of flaked flint strapped to his back, the grip wrapped
in hide. She blinked hard, seeking more details, but the bright sky behind him defeated her. A giant of a
man who waked quiet as adesert cat, anightmare vison, ahdlucination.

And then he spoke, but not, it was clear, to her. *Y ou shdl have to wait for your meal, Havok. This
onedill lives’

‘Havok eats dead women? Samar asked, her voice ragged. * Who do you ride with?

‘Not with,” the giant replied. ‘On.” He moved closer and crouched down beside her. There was
something in his hands— awaterskin — but she found she could not pull her gaze from hisface. Even,
hard-edged features, broken and crazed by atattoo of shattered glass, the mark of an escaped dave. ‘|
see your wagon,” he said, speaking the language of the desert tribes yet oddly accented, ‘ but whereisthe
beast that pulled it?

‘Inthe bed,” shereplied.

He set the skin at her side and straightened, walked over and leaned in for alook. ‘ There' sadead
maninthere’

‘Y es, that’shim. He' s broken down.’
‘He was pulling thiswagon? No wonder he’ s dead.’

She reached over and managed to close both hands around the waterskin's neck. Tugged the stopper
free and tilted it over her mouth. Warm, delicious water. * Do you see those double levers beside him?
she asked. ‘Work those and the wagon moves. It's my own invention.’

‘Isit hard work? Then why hire an old manto do it?



‘Hewas apotentia investor. Wanted to see how it would work for himsdf.’

The giant grunted, and she saw him studying her. ‘“Wewere doing fing, shesaid. ‘At firs. But thenit
broke. The linkage. We were only planning half aday, but he' d taken ustoo far out before dropping
dead. | thought to walk, but then | broke my foot—’

‘How?
‘Kicking thewhed. Anyway, | can't walk.’

He continued staring down at her, like awolf eyeing alame hare. She sipped more water. * Areyou
planning on being unpleasant? she asked.

‘It isblood-oil that drivesa Teblor warrior to rape. | have none. | have not taken awoman by forcein
years. You arefrom Ugarat?

‘Ves’
‘I must enter that city for supplies. | want no trouble.’
‘1 can help with that.’

‘1 want to remain benesth notice’

‘I'm not sure that’ spossible,” she said.

‘Makeit possible and | will take you with me.’

‘Wdll, that’ snot fair. Y ou are haf again tdler than anorma man. Y ou are tattooed. Y ou have ahorse
that eets people—assuming it isahorse and not an enkar’ a. And you seem to be wearing the skin of a
white-furred bear.’

He turned away from the wagon.
‘All right!” shesaid hadtily. ‘I'll think of something.’

He came close again, collected the waterskin, dung it over ashoulder, and then picked her up by the
belt, one-handed. Pain ripped through her right leg as the broken foot dangled. * Seven Hounds!’ she
hissed. ‘ How undignified do you have to make this?

Saying nothing, the warrior carried her over to hiswaiting horse. Not an enkar’ d, she saw, but not
quiteahorsedther. Tdl, lean and pallid, slver mane and tail, with eyesred asblood. A singlerein, no
saddle or stirrups. ‘ Stand on your good leg,’ he said, lifting her straight. Then he picked up aloop of
rope and vaulted onto the horse.

Gasping, leaning against the horse, Samar Dev tracked the double strands of the rope the man held,
and saw that he had been dragging something while he rode. Two huge rotted heads. Dogs or bears, as
overszed asthe man himsdif.

The warrior reached down and unceremonioudy pulled her up until she was settled behind him. More
waves of pain, darkness threatening.

‘Beneath notice,’ he said again.
Samar Dev glanced back at those two severed heads. ‘ That goes without saying,” she said.

* k k %

Musty darknessin the smal room, the air stale and swesaty. Two ditted, rectangular holesin thewall just
beneath the low celling dlowed the cool night air to dip inddein fitful gudts, like Sghsfrom awaiting
world. For the woman huddied on the floor beside the narrow bed, that world would have to wait alittle
longer. Arms closed about her drawn-up knees, head lowered, sheathed in black hair that hung in oily
strands, she wept. And to weep was to be insde onesdf, entirdly, an inner place far more unrelenting and
unforgiving than anything that could be found outside. She wept for the man she had abandoned, fleeing



the pain she had seen in hiseyes, ashislove for her kept him ssumbling in her wake, matching each
footfall yet unable to come any closer. For that she could not alow. The intricate patterns on ahooded
snake held mesmerizing charms, but the bite was no less deadly for that. She was the same. There was
nothing in her —nothing that she could see —worth the overwhel ming gift of love. Nothing in her worthy
of him.

He had blinded himsdlf to that truth, and that was his flaw, the flaw he had always possessed. A
willingness, perhaps aneed, to believe in the good, where no good could be found. Wdll, thiswasalove
she could not abide, and she would not take him down her path.

Catillion had understood. The god had seen clearly into the depths of this mortal darkness, as clearly
ashad Apsalar. And so there had been nothing veiled in the words and silences exchanged between her
and the patron god of assassins. A mutua recognition. The tasks he set before her were of anature
suited to his aspect, and to her particular talents. When condemnation had aready been pronounced, one
could not be indignant over the sentence. But she was no god, so far removed from humanity asto find
amordity athing of comfort, arefuge from one’' s own deeds. Everything was getting... harder, harder to
manage.

Hewould not miss her for long. His eyeswould dowly open. To other possibilities. He travelled now

with two other women, after al — Cotillion had told her that much. So. Hewould hedl, and would not be
aonefor long, she was certain of that.

More than sufficient fuel to feed her sdf-pity.

Even s, she had tasks set before her, and it would not do to wallow overlong in this unwelcome
sf-indulgence. Apsdar dowly raised her head, studied the meagre, grainy details of the room. Trying to
recall how she had cometo be here. Her head ached, her throat was parched. Wiping the tears from her
cheeks, she dowly stood. Pounding pain behind her eyes.

From somewhere below she could hear tavern sounds, a score of voices, drunken laughter. Apsalar
found her silk-lined cloak, reversed it and dipped the garment over her shoulders, then she walked over
to the door, unlocked it, and stepped out into the corridor beyond. Two wavering oil-lamps set in niches
aongthewadl, araling and stairs at the far end. From the room opposite hers came the muffled noise of
love-making, the woman’s cries too mel odramatic to be genuine. Apsdar listened amoment longer,
wondering what it was about the sounds that disturbed her so, then she moved through the flicker of
shadows, reaching the steps, and made her way down.

It waslate, probably well after the twelfth bell. Twenty or so patrons occupied the tavern, half of them
inthelivery of caravan guards. They were not regulars, given the unease with which they were regarded
by the remaining denizens, and she noted, as she approached the counter, that three were Gra, whilst
another pair, both women, were Pardu. Both rather unpleasant tribes, or so Cotillion’s memories
informed her in asubtle rustle of disquiet. Typicaly raucous and overbearing, their eyesfinding and
tracking her progressto the bar; she elected caution and so kept her gaze averted.

The barman walked over as she arrived. *Was beginning to think you' d died,” he said, ashelifted a
bottle of ricewineinto view and set it before her. *Before you dip into this, lass, I'd like to see some
coin.

‘How much do | oweyou so far?
“Two slver crescents.’
Shefrowned. ‘1 thought I’d paid already.’

‘For the wine, aye. But then you spent anight and aday and an evening in theroom —and | haveto
chargeyou for tonight aswell, snceit’ stoo lateto try renting it out now. Finaly, he gestured, ‘there's
this bottle here’



‘| didn't say | wanted it,” shereplied. ‘But if you've any food l€ft...’
‘I'vesome.’

She drew out her coin pouch and found two crescents. ‘ Here. Assuming thisisfor tonight' sroom as
wdl.

He nodded. ‘ Y ou don’t want the wine, then?
‘No. Sawr’ &k beer, if you please.’
He collected the bottle and headed off.

A figure pushed in on either side of her. The Pardu women. * See those Gral? one asked, nodding to a
nearby table. ‘ They want you to dance for them.’

‘No they don't, Apsadar replied.

‘No,” the other woman said, ‘they do. They’ll even pay. Y ou walk like adancer. We could dl seethat.
Y ou don’t want to upset them—'

‘Precisaly. Whichiswhy | won't dance for them.’

The two Pardu were clearly confused by that. In theinterva the barman arrived with atankard of beer
and atin bowl of goat soup, the layer of fat on the surface sporting white hairsto give proof of itsorigin.
He added a hunk of dark bread. * Good enough?

She nodded. ‘ Thank you.” Then turned to the woman who had first spoken. ‘1 am a Shadow Dancer.
Tdl them that, Pardu.’

Both women backed off suddenly, and Apsadar leaned on the counter, listening to the hiss of words
spreading out through the tavern. All a once she found she had some space around her. Good enough.

The bartender was regarding her warily. Y ou'refull of surprises, he said. ‘ That dance isforbidden.’

‘Yes, itis’

“You'refrom Quon Tdi,” hesaidinaquieter voice. ‘Itko Kan, I’ d guess, by thetilt of your eyesand
that black hair. Never heard of a Shadow Dancer out of Itko Kan.” He leaned close. ‘| was born just
outside Gris, you see. Wasregular infantry in Dassem’sarmy, took a spear in the back my first battle and
that wasit for me. | missed Y’ Ghatan, for which | daily give thanksto Oponn. Y ou understand. Didn’t
see Dassem dieand glad for it.’

‘But you still have stories aplenty,” Apsdar said.

‘That | have,” he said with an emphatic nod. Then his gaze sharpened on her. After amoment he
grunted and moved away.

She ate, sipped ae, and her headache dowly faded.

Sometime later, she gestured to the barman and he approached. ‘| am going out,” she said, ‘but | wish
to keep the room so do not rent it out to anyone else’

He shrugged. ‘Y ou’ve paid for it. | lock up at fourth bell.’

She straightened and made her way towards the door. The caravan guards tracked her progress, but
none made moveto follow —at least not immediately.

She hoped they would heed theimplicit warning she d given them. She dready intended to kill aman
this night, and one was enough, asfar as she was concerned.

Stepping outside, Apsalar paused for amoment. The wind had died. The starswere visble asblurry
motes behind the vell of fine dust till settling in the sorm’ swake. The air was cool and gtill. Drawing her
cloak about her and dipping her sk scarf over the lower haf of her face, Apsalar swung left down the
street. At the juncture of anarrow dley, thick with shadows, she dipped suddenly into the gloom and
was gone.



A few moments later the two Pardu women padded towardsthe dley. They paused at its mouth,
looking down the twisted track, seeing no-one.

‘She spoketrue,” one hissed, making awarding sign. * She walks the shadows.’
The other nodded. * We must inform our new master.’
They headed off.

Standing within the warren of Shadow, the two Pardu looking ghostly, seeming to shiver into and out of
existence as they strode up the street, Apsalar watched them for another dozen heartbeats. She was
curious as to who their master might be, but that was atrail she would follow some other night. Turning
away, she sudied the shadow-wrought world she found hersdf in. On al sdes, alifelesscity. Nothing
like Ehrlitan, the architecture primitive and robust, with gated lintel-stone entrances to narrow
passageways that ran straight and high-walled. No-one walked those cobbled paths. The buildingsto
either 9de of the passageways were al two storeys or less, flat-roofed, and no windowswerevisible.
High narrow doorways gaped black in the grainy gloom.

Even Catillion’s memories held no recognition of this manifestation in the Shadow Redm, but thiswas
not unusua. There seemed to be uncounted layers, and the fragments of the shattered warren were far
more extensve than one might expect. The realm was ever in motion, bound to some wayward force of
migration, scudding ceasdless across the mortal world. Overhead, the sky was date grey —what passed
for night in Shadow, and the air wasturgid and warm.

One of the passageways led in the direction of Ehrlitan’s centra flat-topped hill, the Jen’ rahb, once the
ste of the Falah'd Crown, now amass of rubble. She set off down it, eyes on the looming,
near-transparent wreckage of tumbled stone. The path opened out onto a square, each of the four walls
lined with shackles. Two sets <till held bodies. Desiccated, dumped in the dust, skin-wrapped skulls sunk
low, resting on gracile-boned chests, one was at the end opposite her, the other at the back of the
left-hand wall. A portal broke the line of the far wall near the right-side corner.

Curious, Apsaar approached the nearer figure. She could not be certain, but it appeared to be Tiste,
either Andii or Edur. The corpse’ slong straight hair was colourless, bleached by antiquity. Its
accoutrements had rotted away, leaving only afew withered strips and corroded bits of metal. Asshe
crouched beforeit, there was a swirl of dust beside the body, and her brows lifted as a shade dowly rose
into view. Tranducent flesh, the bones strangely luminescent, a skeleta face with black-pitted eyes.

‘“Thebody’smine,” it whispered, bony fingers clutching theair. ‘ Y ou can’t haveit.’

The language was Tiste Andii, and Apsdar was vagudy surprised that she understood it. Cotillion's
memories and the knowledge hidden within them could still startle her on occasion.

“What would | do with the body? she asked. ‘| have my own, after al.’

‘Not here. | see naught but aghost.’

‘Asdoll.

It seemed gtartled. ‘ Areyou certain?

“You died long ago, shesad. ‘ Assuming the body in chainsisyour own.’

‘My own?No. At least, | don't think so. It might be. Why not? Y es, it was me, once, long ago. |
recognizeit. Y ou are the ghost, not me. I’ ve never felt better, in fact. Whereas you look... unwell’

‘Nonethdless, Apsdar sad, ‘| have no interest in stealing a corpse.’

The shade reached out and brushed the corpse’ slank, pale hair. ‘1 waslovely, you know. Much
admired, much pursued by the young warriors of the enclave. Perhaps| ill am, and it isonly my spirit
that has grown s0... tattered. Which ismore visble to the mortal eye? Vigour and beauty moulding flesh,
or the miserable wretch hiding benegth it?

Apsaar winced, looked away. ‘ Depends, | think, on how closely you look.’



‘And how clear your vison. Yes, | agree. And beauity, it passes so quickly, doesn't it just? But misery,
ah, misery abides’

A new voice hissed from where the other corpse hung initschains. ‘Don’t listen to her! Treacherous
bitch, look where we ended up! My fault? Oh no, | was the honest one. Everyone knew that —and
prettier besides, don't let her tell you otherwise! Come over here, dear ghost, and hear the truth!”

Apsalar sraightened. ‘1 am not the ghost here—'
‘Dissembler! No wonder you prefer her to me!’

She could see the other shade now, atwin to thefirst one, hovering over its own corpse, or at least the
body it claimed asits own. ‘How did you two come to be here? she asked.

The second shade pointed at thefirst. * She' sathief!’
‘So areyou!’ the first one retorted.

‘1 was only following you, Telorast! “Oh, let’ sbreak into Shadowkeep! There' s no-onethere, after dl!
We could make off with uncounted riches!” Why did | believe you? | was afool—'

‘Well," cut in the other, ‘that’ s something we can agree on, at least.’

‘Thereisno purpose,” Apsdar said, ‘to the two of you remaining here. Y our corpses are rotting away,
but those shackleswill never redleasethem.’

‘Y ou serve the new master of Shadow!” The second shade seemed most agitated with its own
accusation. ‘ That miserable, dimy, wretched—'

‘Quiet!” hissed thefirg shade, Teorast. ‘He' Il come back to taunt us some more! |, for one, have no
desire ever to see him again. Nor those damned Hounds.” The ghost edged closer to Apsdar. ‘Most
kind servant of the wondrous new master, to answer your question, we would indeed loveto leave this
place. Alas, where would we go? It gestured with one filmy, bony hand. ‘ Beyond the city, there are
terrible creatures. Deceitful, hungry, numerous! Now,’ it added in apurr, ‘ had we an escort...’

‘Ohyes,’ cried the second shade, ‘ an escort, to one of the gates —amodest, momentary responsibility,
yet we would be most thankful.’

Apsdar sudied the two creatures. *Who imprisoned you? And speak the truth, else you' |l receive no
help from me’

Telorast bowed deeply, then seemed to settle even lower, and it was amoment before Apsaar
redized it was grovelling. ‘ Truth to tell. We would not lie asto this. No clearer recollection and no purer
integrity in relaing said recollection will you hear in any relm.’ Twas ademon lord—'

‘With seven heads!’ the other interjected, bobbing up and down in someill-contained excitement.

Telorast cringed. * Seven heads? Were there seven? There might well have been. Why not? Y es, seven
heads!’

‘And which head,” Apsdar asked, ‘ claimed to be the lord?
‘Thesixth!’
‘The second!”’

Thetwo shades regarded each other balefully, then Telorast raised askeletd finger. ‘ Precisdy! Sixth
from the right, second from the I eft!’

‘Oh, very good,” crooned the other.
Apsaar faced the shade. * Y our companion’snameis Telorast —what isyours?

It flinched, bobbed, then began its own grovelling, raising minute clouds of dust. * Prince—King Crud,
the Sayer of All Foes. The Feared. The Worshipped.” It hesitated, then, ‘ Princess Demure? Beloved of
athousand heroes, bulging, sern-faced menoneand dl!” A twitch, low muttering, abrief clawing at its



own face. * A warlord, no, atwenty-two-headed dragon, with nine wings and eleven thousand fangs.
Giventhe chance...

Apsadar crossed her arms. Y our name.”’
‘Curdle’

‘Curdle’

‘l donot last long.’

‘“Which iswhat brought usto this sorry demisein thefirst place,” Telorast said. ‘Y ou were supposed to
watch the path — | specificaly told you to watch the path—'

‘I did watchit!’
‘Buit failed to see the Hound Baran—'
‘| saw Baran, but | was watching the path.’

‘All right,” Apsdlar said, sighing, ‘why should | provide you two with an escort? Give me areason,
please. Any reasonat al.’

‘Weareloya companions,’ Telorast said. “Wewill stand by you no matter what horrible end you
cometo.’

‘We'll guard your torn-up body for eternity,” Curdle added, ‘or at least until someone else comes
dong—

‘Unlessit’sEdgewaker.’

‘Well, that goeswithout saying, Telorast, Curdle said. “Wedon't like him.’

‘Or the Hounds.’

‘Of course—’

‘Or Shadowthrone, or Catillion, or an Aptorian, or one of those—'

‘All right!” Curdle shrieked.

‘I will escort you,” Apsdar said, ‘to agate. Whereupon you may leave thisrealm, since that seemsto
be your desire. In dl probability, you will then find yoursa ves walking through Hood' s Gate, which
would be amercy to everyone, except perhaps Hood himsdlf.’

‘Shedoesn't likeus,” Curdle moaned.

‘Don’'t say it out loud,” Telorast snapped, ‘or she'll actualy redizeit. Right now she' snot sure, and
that’ sgood for us, Curdle.’

‘Not sure? Are you deaf? She just insulted us!’

‘That doesn’t mean she doesn't like us. Not necessarily. Irritated with us, maybe, but then, weirritate
everyone. Or, rather, you irritate everyone, Curdle. Because you're so unreliable.’

‘I'm not dwaysunrdigble, Telorast.’
‘Comedong,” Apsalar said, walking towardsthe far portdl. ‘| have thingsto do thisnight.’
‘But what about these bodies? Curdle demanded.

‘They stay here, obvioudy.” Sheturned and faced the two shades. ‘ Either follow me, or don't. It' sup
toyou.’

‘But we liked those bodies—'
‘It sdl right, Curdle” Telorast said in asoothing tone. ‘We Il find others’

Apsaa shot Telorast aglance, bemused by the comment, then she set off, striding into the narrow
passageway .



The two ghosts scurried and flitted after her.

* * * %

The basin’slevel floor was a crazed latticework of cracks, the clay silts of the old lake dried by decades
of sun and hest. Wind and sands had polished the surface so that it gleamed in the moonlight, like tiles of
slver. A deep-sunk well, encircled by alow wall of bricks, marked the centre of the lake-bed.

Outridersfrom Leoman’s column had aready reached the well, dismounting to inspect it, while the
main body of the horse-warriors filed down onto the basin. The storm was past, and stars glistened
overhead. Exhausted horses and exhausted rebels made adow procession over the broken, webbed
ground. Capemothsflitted over the heads of the riders, weaving and spinning to escape the hunting rhizan
lizards that whedled in their midst like miniature dragons. An incessant war overhead, punctuated by the
crunch of carapaced armour and the thin, metallic death-cries of the capemoths.

Corabb Bhilan Thenu' aas leaned forward on his saddle, the hinged horn squedling, and spat to his|eft.
Defiance, a curse to these clamouring echoes of battle. And to get the taste of grit from his mouth. He
glanced over at Leoman, who rode in silence. They had been leaving atrail of dead horses, and amost
everyone was on their second or third mount. A dozen warriors had surrendered to the pace this past
day, older men who had dreamed of alast battle against the hated Maazans, benesth the blessed gaze of
Sha'ik, only to seethat opportunity torn away by treachery. There were more than afew broken spirits
in thistattered regiment, Corabb knew. It was easy to understand how one could |ose hope during this
pathetic journey.

If not for Leoman of the Flails, Corabb himself might have given up long ago, dipping off into the
blowing sandsto seek his own destiny, discarding the trappings of arebel soldier, and settling downin
some remote city with memories of despair haunting his shadow until the Hoarder of Souls cameto clam
him. If not for Leoman of the Halls.

The riders reached the well, spreading out to create a circle encampment around its life-giving water.
Corabb drew rein amoment after Leoman had done so, and both dismounted, boots crunching on a
carpet of bones and scales from long-dead fish.

‘Corabb,” Leoman said, ‘walk with me’

They sat off in anortherly direction until they were fifty paces past the outlying pickets, standing aone
on the cracked pan. Corabb noted a depression nearby in which sat haf-buried lumps of clay. Drawing
his dagger, he walked over and crouched down to retrieve one of the lumps. Breaking it open to revesl
the toad curled up within it, he dug the creature out and returned to his commander’ sside. ‘ An
unexpected treet,” he said, pulling off awithered leg and tearing at the tough but sweet flesh.

Leoman stared at him in the moonlight. Y ou will have strange dreams, Corabb, esting those’
‘ Spirit dreams, yes. They do not frighten me, Commander. Except for dl the feathers’

Making no comment on that, Leoman unstrapped his helm and pulled it off. He stared up at the stars,
then said, ‘What do my soldiers want of me? Am | to lead usto an impossible victory?

“You are destined to carry the Book,” Corabb said around a mouthful of met.
‘And the goddessis dead.’

‘Dryjhnais more than that goddess, Commander. The Apocayptic isasmuch atime asit isanything
dse’

Leoman glanced over. ‘Y ou do manage to surprise me still, Corabb Bhilan Thenu' das, after dl these
years!

Pleased by this compliment, or what he took for acompliment, Corabb smiled, then spat out a bone
and said, ‘| have had time to think, Commander. While we rode. | have thought long and those thoughts



have waked strange paths. We are the Apocaypse. Thislast army of therebdlion. And | believewe are
destined to show the world the truth of that.’

‘“Why do you bdlievethat?

‘Because you lead us, Leoman of the Flails, and you are not oneto dink away like some creeping
meer-rat. We journey towards something — | know, many here seethisasaflight, but | do not. Not al

thetime, anyway.’
‘A meer-rat,” Leoman mused. ‘ That isthe name for those lizard-eating ratsin the Jen’rahb, in Ehrlitan.’
Corabb nodded. ‘ The long-bodied ones, with the scaly heads, yes.’

‘A meer-rat,” Leoman said again, oddly thoughtful. * Almaost impossible to hunt down. They can dip
through cracks a snake would have trouble with. Hinged skulls...’

‘Boneslike green twigs, yes,” Corabb said, sucking at the skull of thetoad, then flinging it away.
Watching asit sprouted wings and flew off into the night. He glanced over at hiscommander’s
feather-clad features. ‘ They make terrible pets. When startled, they divefor thefirst holein sght, no
matter how small. A woman died with ameer-rat hafway up her nose, or so | heard. When they get
stuck, they start chewing. Feathers everywhere!’

‘| take it no-one keeps them as pets any more,” Leoman said, studying the stars once again. ‘Weride
towards our Apocalypse, do we? Yes, well.’

‘We could leave the horses,” Corabb said. *And just fly away. It'd be much quicker.’
‘“That would be unkind, wouldn’t it?

‘“True. Honourable beasts, horses. Y ou shdl lead us, Winged One, and we shdl prevail.’
‘Animpossblevictory.’

‘“Many impossible victories, Commander.’

‘Onewould suffice’

‘Very well,” Corabb said. ‘ One, then.’

‘1 don’t want this, Corabb. | don’t want any of this. I'm of amind to dispersethisarmy.’

‘That will not work, Commander. We are returning to our birthplace. It isthe season for that. To build
nests on the rooftops.”

‘I think,” Leoman said, ‘it istime you went to deep.’
‘Yes, you areright. | will degp now.’
‘Goon. | will remain herefor atime’

Y ou are Leoman of the Feathers, and it shall be asyou say.” Corabb saluted, then strode back
towards the encampment and its host of oversized vultures. It was not so bad a thing, he mused. Vultures
survived because other things did not, after dl.

Now aone, Leoman continued studying the night sky. Would that Toblakai rode with him now. The
giant warrior was blind to uncertainty. Alas, also somewhat lacking in subtlety. The bludgeon of Karsa
Orlong' s reasoning would permit no disguising of unpleasant truths.

A meer-rat. He would haveto think on that.

* * * %

“You can’'t comein here with those!’

The giant warrior looked back at the trailing heads, then he lifted Samar Dev clear of the horse, set her
down, and dlipped off the beast himsdlf. He brushed dust from his furs, walked over to the gate guard.



Picked him up and threw himinto anearby cart.
Someone screamed — quickly cut short asthe warrior swung round.

Twenty paces up the street, as dusk gathered the second guard wasin full flight, heading, Samar
suspected, for the blockhouse to round up twenty or so of hisfellows. She sighed. ‘ This hasn't sarted
wdl, KarsaOrlong.’

Thefirg guard, lying amidst the shattered cart, was not moving.

Karsaeyed Samar Dev, then said, ‘ Everything isfine, woman. | am hungry. Find me aninn, onewitha
dable’

‘We shdl have to move quickly, and | for one am unable to do that.’
“You are proving aliability,” KarsaOrlong said.

Alarm bells began ringing afew streets away. ‘ Put me back on your horse, Samar said, ‘and | will
giveyou directions, for al the good that will do.’

He approached her.
‘Careful, please—thisleg can’t stand much morejostling.’

He made a disgusted expression. ‘ Y ou are soft, like dl children.” Y et he was less haphazard when he
lifted her back onto the horse.

‘Down thissidetrack,” shesaid. ‘ Away from the bells. There'san inn on Trosfalhadan Stret, it's not
far.” Glancing to her right, she saw asquad of guards appear further down the main street. * Quickly,
warrior, if you don’t want to spend thisnight inageol cell.’

Citizens had gathered to watch them. Two had walked over to the dead or unconscious guard,
crouching to examine the unfortunate man. Another stood nearby, complaining about his shattered cart
and pointing a Karsa— adthough only when the huge warrior wasn't looking.

They made their way down the avenue running parald to the ancient wall. Samar scowled at the
various bystanders who had dected to follow them. ‘1 am Samar Dev,” shesaid loudly. ‘Will yourisk a
curse from me? Any of you? People shrank back, then quickly turned away.

Karsaglanced back at her. ‘Y ou are awitch?

“You havenoidea’

‘And had | left you on thetrail, you would have cursed me?
‘Mogt certainly.’

He grunted, said nothing for the next ten paces, then turned once again. *Why did you not call upon
spiritsto hed yoursdlf?

‘1 had nothing with which to bargain,” shereplied. ‘ The spirits one findsin the wastelands are hungry
things, Karsa Orlong. Covetous and not to be trusted.’

“Y ou cannot be much of awitch, then, if you need to bargain. Why not just bind them and demand that
they hed your leg?

‘One who bindsrisks getting bound in return. | will not walk that path.’
He made no reply to that.

‘Hereis Trosfahadan Street. Up one avenue, there, see that big building with the walled compound
besideit? Inn of the Wood, it’s caled. Hurry, before the guards reach this corner.’

‘They will find us nonethdess; Karsasaid. Y ou have failed in your task.’
‘1 wasn't the one who threw that guard into acart!’
‘He spoke ruddy. Y ou should have warned him.’



They reached the double gates at the compound.

From the corner behind them came shouts. Samar twisted round on the horse and watched the guards
rush towards them. Karsa strode past her, drawing free the huge flint sword. *Wait!” shecried. ‘Let me
speak with them firgt, warrior, ese you find yoursdlf fighting awhole city’ sworth of guards.’

He paused. ‘ They are deserving of mercy?

She studied him amoment, then nodded. * If not them, then their families’

“You are under arrest!” The shout came from the rapidly closing guards.

Karsa stattooed face darkened.

Samar edged down from the horse and hobbled to place herself between the giant and the guards, all
of whom had drawn scimitars and were fanning out on the street. Beyond, a crowd of onlookers was
gathering. She held up her hands. ‘ There has been a misunderstanding.’

‘Samar Dev,” oneman said in agrowl. ‘ Best you step asde—thisisno affair of yours—'

‘But it is, Captain Inashan. Thiswarrior has saved my life. My wagon broke down out in the wastes,
and | broke my leg—look a me. | wasdying. And so | called upon a spirit of thewild-lands.’

The captain’ s eyes widened as he regarded Karsa Orlong. ‘ Thisis a spirit?

‘Most assuredly,” Samar replied. ‘Onewho is of course ignorant of our customs. That gate guard
acted in what this spirit perceived as a hostile manner. Does he il live?

The captain nodded. ‘ Knocked senseless, that isall.” The man then pointed towards the severed
heads. ‘What are those?

‘Trophies,” she answered. ‘ Demons. They had escaped their own realm and were approaching Ugarat.
Had not this spirit killed them, they would have descended upon uswith great daughter. And with not a
single worthy mage left in Ugarat, we would have fared poorly indeed.’

Captain Inashan narrowed his gaze on Karsa. * Can you understand my words?
‘They have been smple enough thusfar,” thewarrior replied.
The captain scowled. ‘ Does she spesk the truth?

‘Morethan sheredlizes, yet even S0, there are untruthsin her tale. | am not aspirit. | am Toblakal,
once bodyguard to Sha'ik. Y et thiswoman bargained with me as she would a spirit. More, she knew
nothing of where | came from or who | was, and so she might well haveimagined | was a spirit of the
wild-lands’

Voicesrose among both guards and citizens at the name Sha' ik, and Samar saw a dawning recognition
inthe captain’ s expression. ‘ Toblakal, companion to Leoman of the Flails. Taes of you have reached
us.’ He pointed with his scimitar at the fur riding Karsa' s shoulders. * Slayer of a Soletaken, awhite bear.
Executioner of Sha ik’ s betrayersin Raraku. It is said you dew demons the night before Shaik was
killed, he added, eyes on the rotted, flailed heads. * And, when she had been dain by the Adjunct, you
rode out to face the Malazan army — and they would not fight you.’

‘Thereis sometruth in what you have spoken,” Karsasaid, ‘ barring thewords | exchanged with the
Maazans—'

‘Oneof Shaik’'sown,” Samar quickly said, sensing the warrior was about to say something unwise,
“how could we of Ugarat not welcome you? The Maazan garrison has been driven from thiscity and is
even now starving in Moraval Keep on the other side of the river, besieged with no hope of succour.’

“You arewrong inthat,’ Karsasaid.

She wanted to kick him. Then again, look how that had turned out the last time? All right, you ox, go
and hang yourself.



‘“What do you mean? Captain Inashan asked.

‘The rebdlion is broken, the Ma azans have retaken cities by the score. They will come here, too,
eventualy. | suggest you make peace with the garrison.’

“Would that not put you at risk? Samar asked.
Thewarrior bared histeeth. ‘My war isdone. If they cannot accept that, | will kill them al.’

An outrageous claim, yet no-one laughed. Captain Inashan hesitated, then he sheathed his scimitar, his
soldiersfollowing suit. “We have heard of the rebdlion’ sfalure’ he said. ‘ For the Maazansin the keep,
aas, it might well betoo late. They have been trapped in there for months. And no-one has been seen on
thewalsfor sometime—’

‘I will gothere; Karsasaid. ‘ Gestures of peace must be made!’

‘Itissaid,” Inashan muttered, ‘ that Leoman still lives. That he leads the last army and has vowed to
fight on.’

‘Leoman rides hisown path. | would place no faithinit, were | you.’

The advice was not well received. Argumentsrose, until Inashan turned on his guards and silenced
them with an upraised hand. ‘ These matters must be brought to the Falah’d.” He faced Karsaagain.
“You will stay thisnight at the Inn of the Wood?

‘| shall, dthough it is not made of wood, and o it should be called Inn of the Brick.’

Samar laughed. Y ou can bring that up with the owner, Toblakai. Captain, are we done here?
Inashan nodded. ‘1 will send aheder to mend your leg, Samar Dev.’

‘Inreturn, | blessyou and your kin, Captain.’

“You aretoo generous,” hereplied with abow.

The squad headed off. Samar turned to regard the giant warrior. ‘ Toblakai, how have you survived this
long in Seven Cities?

Helooked down at her, then dung the stone sword once more over his shoulder. ‘ Thereis no armour
made that can withstand the truth...’

“When backed by that sword?

‘Y es, Samar Dev. | find it does not take long for children to understand that. Even herein Seven
Cities” He pushed open the gates. ‘ Havok will require a stable away from other beadts... at least until his

hunger is appesased.’

* * * %

‘I don't like thelooks of that,” Telorast muttered, nervoudy shifting abouit.
‘Itisagate’ Apsdar sad.
‘But where doesit lead? Curdle asked, indistinct head bobbing.
‘It leads out,” shereplied. *Onto the Jen’rahb, in the city of Ehrlitan. It iswherel am going.’

‘Then that iswhere we are going,” Telorast announced. ‘ Are there bodies there? | hope so. Fleshy,
hedthy bodies’

She regarded the two ghogts. * Y ou intend to stedl bodies to house your spirits? | am not surethat | can
permit that.

‘Oh, wewouldn't do that,” Curdle said. * That would be possession, and that’ s difficult, very difficult.
Memories seep back and forth, yielding confusion and inconsstency.’

‘True, Telorast said. * And we are most consistent, are we not? No, my dear, we just happen to like



bodies. In proximity. They... comfort us. Y ou, for example. Y ou are agreat comfort to us, though we
know not your name.’

‘Apsda’’
‘She’sdead!” Curdle shrieked. To Apsdar: ‘1 knew you were aghost!’
‘| am named after the Mistress of Thieves. | am not her intheflesh.’

‘ She must be speaking thetruth,” Telorast said to Curdle. ‘If you recdl, Apsalar looked nothing like
thisone. Thereal Apsalar was Imass, or very nearly Imass. And shewasn't very friendly—'

‘Because you stole from her temple coffers; Curdle said, squirming about in small dust-clouds.

‘Even before then. Decidedly unfriendly, where this Apsadar, this one here, she'skind. Her heart is
bursting with warmth and generosity—'

‘Enough of that,” Apsdar said, turning to the gate once more. ‘ As| mentioned earlier, thisgate leadsto
the Jen'rahb... for me. For the two of you, of course, it might well lead into Hood' s Realm. | am not
responsible for that, should you find yourselves before Death’ s Gate!’

‘Hood' s Relm? Death’ s Gate? Telorast began moving from side to side, a strange motion that
Apsaa belatedly redlized was pacing, athough the ghost had sunk part-way into the ground, making it
look more like wading. ‘ Thereis no fear of that. We are too powerful. Too wise. Too cunning.’

‘“We were great mages, once,” Curdle said. ‘ Necromancers, Spiritwalkers, Conjurers, Wielders of Fell
Holds, Masters of the Thousand Warrens—'

‘Mistresses, Curdle. Mistresses of the Thousand Warrens.’

‘Yes, Telorast. Mistresses indeed. What was | thinking? Bealiteous mistresses, curvaceous, languid,
aultry, occasiondly smpering—

Apsaa walked through the gate.

She stepped onto broken rubble a ongsde the foundations of a collapsed wal. The night air was chill,
stars sharp overhead.

‘—and even Kadlor quailed before us, isn't that right, Telorast?
‘Ohyes, hequailed.’

Apsalar looked down to find herself flanked by the two ghosts. She sighed. *Y ou evaded Hood' s
Redm, | see’

‘Clumsy grasping hands,” Curdle sniffed. ‘We were too quick.’
‘Asweknew we' d be,” Telorast added. ‘What placeisthis? It'sall broken—'

Curdle clambered atop the foundation wall. *No, you arewrong, Telorast, asusud. | see buildings
beyond. Lit windows. The very air reeks of life’

‘Thisisthe Jen'rahb,” Apsdar said. ‘ The ancient centre of the city, which collgpsed long ago benegth
itsownweight.’

‘Asadl citiesmust, eventualy, Telorast observed, trying to pick up abrick fragment. But its hand
dipped ineffectudly through the object. * Oh, we are most usdessin thisreadm.’

Curdle glanced down at its companion. ‘We need bodies—’
‘| told you before—'

‘Fear not, Apsdar,” Curdlereplied in acrooning tone, ‘wewill not unduly offend you. The bodies need
not be sentient, after al.’

‘ Are there the equivalent of Hounds here? Telorast asked.
Curdle snorted. ‘ The Hounds are sentient, you fool !’



‘Only stupidly so’
‘Not so stupid asto fall for our tricks, though, were they?

‘ Arethere imbrules here? Stantars? L uthuras — are there luthuras here? Scaly, long grasping tails, eyes
like the eyes of purlith bats—’

‘No,” Apsdar said. ‘None of those creatures.” She frowned. ‘ Those you have mentioned are of
Sarvad Demdain’’

A momentary silence from the two ghosts, then Curdle snaked along the top of thewall until itseerie
face was opposite Apsdar. ‘ Really? Now, that’s a peculiar coincidence—'

“Y et you speak the language of the Tiste Andii.’
‘We do? Why, that’ s even stranger.’

‘Baffling,” Telorast agreed. *We, uh, we assumed it was the language you spoke. Y our native language,
that is’

‘Why? | am not Tise Andii.’
‘No, of course not. Well, thank the Abyss that’ s been cleared up. Where shal we go from here?

‘| suggest, Apsdar said after amoment’ sthought, ‘that you two remain here. | have tasksto complete
this night, and they are not suited to company.’

“You desre stedlth,” Telorast whispered, crouching low. ‘We could tell, you know. There' s something
of thethief about you. Kindred spirits, the three of us, | think. A thief, yes, and perhaps something
darker.’

‘Well of course darker,’ Curdle said from thewall. ‘A servant of Shadowthrone, or the Patron of
Assassins. Therewill be blood spilled this night, and our mortal companion will do the spilling. She' san
n, and we should know, having met countless nsinour day. Look at her, Telorast, she has
deadly blades secreted about her person—'

‘And shesmdlsof sadewine’

‘Stay here; Apsdar said. ‘Both of you.’

‘And if wedon't? Telorast asked.

‘Then | shal inform Catillion that you have escaped, and he will send the Hounds on your trail.’
“You bind usto servitude! Trap uswith threats! Curdle, we have been deceived!’

‘Let’skill her and stedl her body!’

‘Let’ snot, Curdle. Something about her frightensme. All right, Apsdar who isnot Apsdar, we shdll
stay here... for atime. Until we can be certain you are dead or worse, that’ show long we'll stay here!’

‘Or until you return,” Curdle added.
Telorast hissed in astrangely reptilian manner, then said, ‘ Y es, idiot, that would be the other option.’
‘“Thenwhy didn’t you say s0?

‘Becauseit’ sobvious, of course. Why should | waste breath mentioning what' s obvious? The point is,
we rewaiting here. That' sthe point.’

‘Maybeit’ syour point, Curdledrawled, ‘but it' s not necessarily mine, not that I’ ll waste my breath
explaining anything to you, Teloragt.’

“Y ou always were too obvious, Curdle’
‘Both of you,” Apsdar said. ‘Be quiet and wait here until | return.’

Telorast dumped down against the wall’ s foundation stones and crossed itsarms. * Y es, yes. Go on.
Wedon't care’



Apsadar quickly made her way across the tumbled stone wreckage, intending to put as much distance
between hersdf and the two ghosts as possible, before seeking out the hidden trail that would, if all went
well, lead her to her victim. She cursed the sentimentality that left her so weakened of resolve that she
now found herself shackled with two insane ghogts. It would not do, she well knew, to abandon them.

L eft to their own devices, they would likely unleash mayhem upon Ehrlitan. They worked too hard to
convince her of their harmlessness, and, after al, they had been chained in the Shadow Realm for a
reason —awarren rife with eternally imprisoned crestures, few of whom could truly clam injustice.

Therewas no distinct Azath House in the warren of Shadow, and so, accordingly, more mundane
methods had been employed in the negation of threats. Or s it seemed to Apsdar. Virtually every
permanent feature in Shadow was threaded through with unbreakable chains, and bodieslay buried in the
dust, shackled to those chains. Both she and Cotillion had come across menhirs, tumuli, ancient trees,
stone walls and boulders, al home to namel ess prisoners — demons, ascendants, revenants and wraiths.

In the midst of one stone circle, three dragons were chained, to al outward appearances deed, yet their
flesh did not wither or rot, and dust sheathed eyes that remained open. That dread place had been visited
by Catillion, and somefaint residue of disquiet clung to the memory — there had been more to that
encounter, she suspected, but not al of Catillion’s life remained within the grasp of her recollection.

She wondered who had been responsible for al those chainings. What unknown entity possessed such
power asto overwhelm three dragons? So much of the Shadow Realm defied her understanding. Asit
did Catillion’s, she suspected.

Curdle and Telorast spoke the language of the Tiste Andii. Y et betrayed intimate knowledge of the
draconean realm of Starvald Deméain. They had met the Mistress of Thieves, who had vanished from
the pantheon long ago, athough, if thelegends of Darujhistan held any truth, she had resppeared briefly
lessthan a century past, only to vanish asecond time.

She sought to steal the moon. One of thefirst stories Crokus had told her, following Catillion’'s
sudden departure from her mind. A talewith local flavour to bolster the cult in the region, perhaps. She
admitted to some curiosity. The goddess was her namesake, after al. An Imass? There are no iconic
representations of the Mistress —which is odd enough, possibly a prohibition enforced by the
temples. What are her symbols? Oh, yes. Footprints. And a veil. She resolved to question the ghosts
more on this subject.

In any case, shewasfairly certain that Cotillion would not be pleased that she had freed those ghosts.
Shadowthrone would be furious. All of which might have spurred her motivation. | was possessed once,
but no longer. | till serve, but asit suits me, not them.

Bold claims, but they were dl that remained that she might hold on to. A god uses, then casts away.
Thetool isabandoned, forgotten. True, it ppeared that Cotillion was not asindifferent as most godsin
this matter, but how much of that could shetrust?

Beneath moonlight, Apsalar found the secret trail winding through the ruins. She made her way aongiit,
dlent, using every available shadow, into the heart of the Jen’ rahb. Enough of the wandering thoughts.
She must needs concentrate, lest she become this night’ svictim.

Betrayals had to be answered. Thistask was more for Shadowthrone than Cotillion, or so the Patron
of Assassins had explained. An old score to settle. The schemes were crowded and confused enough as
it was, and that Stuation was getting worse, if Shadowthrone s agitation of |ate was any indication.
Something of that unease had rubbed off on Catillion. There had been mutterings of another convergence
of powers. Vagter than any that had occurred before, and in some way Shadowthrone was at the centre
of it. All of it.

She came within sight of the sunken temple dome, the only nearly complete structure thisfar into the
Jen’ rahb. Crouching behind a massive block whaose surfaces were crowded with arcane glyphs, she
settled back and studied the gpproach. There were potentia lines of sight from countless directions. It



would be quite a challenge if watchers had been positioned to guard the hidden entrance to that temple.
She had to assume those watchers were there, secreted in cracks and fissureson al sides.

As she watched, she caught movement, coming out from the temple and moving furtively away to her
left. Too digtant to make out any details. In any case, one thing was clear. The spider was at the heart of
its nest, recalving and sending out agents. Ided. With luck, the hidden sentineswould assume she was
one of those agents, unless, of course, there were particular paths one must use, a pattern altered each
night.

Another option existed. Apsdar drew out the long, thin scarf known as the telab, and wrapped it about
her head until only her eyes were left exposed. She unsheathed her knives, spent twenty heartbesats
studying the route she would take, then bolted forward. A swift passage held the eement of the
unexpected, and made her amore difficult target besides. As she raced across the rubble, she waited for
the heavy snap of a crossbow, the whine of the quarrel asit cut through the air. But none came. Reaching
the temple, she saw the fissured crack that served as the entrance and made for it.

She dipped into the darkness, then paused.
The passageway stank of blood.

Waiting for her eyesto adjust, she held her breath and listened. Nothing. She could now make out the
doping corridor ahead. Apsalar edged forward, halted at the edge of alarger chamber. A body waslying
on the dusty floor, amidst a spreading pool of blood. At the chamber’ s opposite end was acurtain,
drawn across adoorway. Apart from the body, afew pieces of modest furniture were visble in the
room. A brazier cast fitful, orangelight. The air was bitter with death and smoke.

She approached the body, eyes on the curtained doorway. Her sensestold her there was no-one
behind it, but if shewasin error then the mistake could prove fatdl. Reaching the crumpled figure, she
sheathed one knife, then reached out with her hand and pulled the body onto its back. Enough to seeits
face.

Mebra. It seemed that someone had done her work for her.

A flit of movement in the air behind her. Apsalar ducked and rolled to her left asathrowing star flashed
over her, punching ahole through the curtain. Regaining her feet in a crouch, she faced the outside
passage.

Where afigure swathed in tight grey clothing stepped into the chamber. Its gloved left hand held
another iron gar, the multiple edges glittering with poison. Initsright hand was akethra knife, hooked
and broad-bladed. A telab hid the n’'sfeatures, but around its dark eyes was a mass of
white-etched tattoos against black skin.

Thekiller stepped clear of the doorway, eyesfixed on Apsadar. * Stupid woman,” hissed aman’svoice,
in accented Ehrlii.

‘South Clan of the Semk,” Apsdar said. ‘Y ou are far from home.’
‘There were to be no witnesses.” Hisleft hand flashed.
Apsalar twisted. Theiron star whipped past to strike thewall behind her.

The Semk rushed in behind the throw. He chopped down and crossways with hisleft hand to bat aside
her knife-arm, then thrust with the kethra, seeking her abdomen, whereupon he would tear the blade
acrossin adisembowe ling dash. None of which succeeded.

Even as he swung down with hisleft arm, Apsdar stepped to her right. The hedl of his hand cracked
hard againgt her hip. Her movement away from the kethra forced the Semk to attempt to follow with the
wegpon. Long before he could reach her, she had driven her knife between ribs, the point piercing the
back of his heart.

With astrangled groan, the Semk sagged, did off the knife-blade, and pitched to the floor. He sighed



out hislast breath, then was till.

Apsaa cleaned her weapon across the man' s thigh, then began cutting away his clothing. The tattoos
continued, covering every part of him. A common enough trait among warriors of the South Clan, yet the
style was not Semk. Arcane script wound acrossthe n’'sbrawny limbs, smilar to the carving she
had seen in the ruins outside the temple.

Thelanguage of the First Empire.

With growing suspicion, sherolled the body over to reved the back. And saw adarkened patch,
roughly rectangular, over the Semk’ sright shoulder-blade. Where the man’ s name had once been, before
it had been ritualy obscured.

This man had been a priest of the Nameless Ones.
Oh, Catillion, youwon't like this at all.

* * % %

‘Wdl?
Teorast glanced up. ‘Well what?
‘Sheisapretty one’
‘We're prettier.’
Curdle snorted. ‘ At the moment, I’ d have to disagree.’
‘All right. If you like the dark, deadly type.’
‘What | was asking, Telorast, is whether we stay with her.’

‘If we don't, Edgewa ker will be very unhappy with us, Curdle. Y ou don’t want that, do you? He' s
been unhappy with us before, or have you forgotten?

‘Fine! You didn’'t haveto bring that up, did you? So it’ s decided. We stay with her.’
‘Yes” Telorast said. ‘Until we can find away to get out of this mess!’

“Y ou mean, chest them dl?

‘Of course!’

‘Good,” Curdle said, stretching out along the ruined wall and staring up at the strange star's. ‘ Because |
want my throne back.’

‘Sodol.

Curdle sniffed. * Dead people. Fresh.’

‘Yes. But not her.’

‘No, not her.” The ghost was silent a moment, then added, ‘ Not just pretty, then.’
‘No,” Telorast glumly agreed, ‘ not just pretty.’
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| nsubstantial, fading in and out of sight, smoky and wisp-threaded, Ammaneas fidgeted on the ancient
Throne of Shadow. Eyeslike polished haematite were fixed on the scrawny figure standing beforeit. A
figure whose head was hairless except for awild curly grey and black tangle over the ears and round the
back of the subtly misshapen skull. And twin eyebrows that rivaled the fringe in chaotic waywardness,
beetling and knotting to match the baffling and disquieting mélée of emotions on the wrinkled face
beneeth them.

The subject was muttering, not quite under his breath, ‘ He s not so frightening, ishe? In and out, off
and on, here and elsawhere, awavering apparition of wavering intent and perhaps wavering intellect —
best not let him read my thoughts — look stern, no, attentive, no, pleased! No, wait. Cowed. Terrified.
No, inawe. Yes, in awe. But not for long, that’ stiring. Look bored. Gods, what am | thinking? Anything
but bored, no matter how boring this might be, what with him looking down on me and melooking up a
him and Catillion over there with hisarms crossed, leaning againgt that wall and smirking —what kind of
audienceishe? Theworst kind, | say. What was| thinking? Well, at least | wasthinking. I am thinking,
in fact, and one might presume that Shadowthrone is doing the same, assuming of course that hisbrain
hasn’'t leaked away, since he’ s nothing but shadows so what holdsit in? The point is, | am well advised
to remind myself, as| am now doing, the point is, he summoned me. And so herel am. Rightful servant.
Loyd. Wedll, moreor lessloyd. Trustworthy. Most of thetime. Modest and respectful, dways. To all
outward appearances, and what is outward in appearanceis dl that mattersin thisand every other world.
Is'tit? Smilel Grimace. Look helpful. Hopeful. Harried, hirsute, happenstance. Wait, how does one
look happenstance? What kind of expression must that one be? | must think on that. But not now,
because thisisn't happenstance, it’s circumstance—'

‘Slence’

‘My lord?| said nothing. Oh, best glance away now, and think on this. | said nothing. Silence. Perhaps
he' s making an observation? Y es, that must beit. Look back, now, deferentially, and say aloud: Indeed,

my lord. Silence. There. How does he react? Isthat growing apoplexy? How can onetdl, with al those
shadows? Now, if | sat on that throne—

‘Iskaral Pust!’

‘Yes, my lord?

‘| have decided.’

‘Yes, my lord? Wdll, if he's decided something, why doesn't hejust say it?
‘| have decided, Iskaral Pust—'

‘He' sdoing some more! Yes, my lord?

‘That you...” Shadowthrone paused and seemed to pass ahand over hiseyes. ‘Oh my..." headded in
amurmur, then straightened. ‘| have decided that you will haveto do.’



‘My lord? Flick eyesaway! Thisgod isinsane. | serve an insane god! What kind of expression does
that warrant?

‘Gol Get out of herel’

Iskaral Pust bowed. * Of course, my lord. Immediately!” Then he stood, waiting. Looking around, one
pleading glanceto Catillion. ‘1 was summoned! | can’t leave until thisfoaming idiot on the throne releases
me! Cotillion understands — that might be amusement in those horribly cold eyes— oh, why doesn't he
say something? Why doesn’'t he remind this blathering smudge on thisthrone—'

A snarl from Ammanas, and the High Priest of Shadow, Iskaral Pugt, vanished.

Shadowthrone then sat motionlessfor atime, before dowly turning his head to regard Catillion. *What
areyou looking a? he demanded.

‘Not much,” Catillion replied. * Y ou have become rather insubstantia of late.’

‘I likeit thisway.” They studied each other for amoment. * All right, I'm alittle stretched!” The shriek
echoed away, and the god subsided. ‘ Do you think he'll get thereintime?

‘No.

‘Do you think, if he does, he Il be sufficient?

‘No.’

“Who asked you! ?

Catillion watched as Ammanas seethed, fidgeted and squirmed on the throne. Then the Lord of
Shadow fdl till, and dowly raised asingle, spindly finger. ‘| haveanidea’

‘And | shdl leaveyoutoit,” Catillion said, pushing himsdlf fromthewall. ‘1 am going for awalk.’

Shadowthrone did not reply.

Glancing over, Catillion saw that he had vanished. *Oh,” he murmured, ‘that was agood idea.’

Emerging from Shadowkeep, he paused to study the landscape beyond. It wasin the habit of changing
at amoment’ s notice, athough not when one was actualy looking, which, he supposed, was asaving
grace. A lineof forested hillsto the right, gullies and ravines directly ahead, and aghostly lake to the left,
on which rode a half-dozen grey-sailed shipsin the distance. Artoralah demons, off to raid the Aptorian
coasta villages, he suspected. It was rare to find the lake region appearing so close to the keep, and
Caotillion felt amoment of unease. The demons of thisrealm seemed to do little more than bide their time,
paying scant attention to Shadowthrone, and more or less doing asthey pleased. Which generaly
involved feuds, lightning attacks on neighbours and pillaging.

Ammanas could well command them, if he so chose. But he hardly ever did, perhaps not wanting to
test thelimits of their loyalty. Or perhapsjust preoccupied with some other concern. With his schemes.

Thingswere not well. A little stretched, are you, Ammanas? | am not surprised. Cotillion could
sympathize, and dmost did. Momentarily, before reminding himsalf that Ammanas had invited most of the
risks upon himsdf. And, by extension, upon me as well.

The paths ahead were narrow, twisted and treacherous. Requiring utmost caution with every measured
step.

So beit. After all, we have done this before. And succeeded. Of course, far more was at stake this
time. Too much, perhaps.

Catillion set off for the broken grounds oppaosite him. Two thousand paces, and before him was atrall
leading into agully. Shadows roiled between the rough rock wals. Reluctant to part as he walked the
track, they did like seaweed in shalows around hislegs.

So much inthisredm had logt itsrightful... place. Confusion triggered a seething tumult in pockets
where shadows gathered. Faint cries whispered againgt his ears, asif from agreat distance, the voice of



multitudes drowning. Sweat beaded Cotillion’ s brow, and he quickened his pace until he was past the
snkhole

The path doped upward and eventual ly opened out onto a broad plateau. As he strode into the clear,
eyesfixed on adistant ring of standing stones, hefelt a presence at hisside, and turned to see atal,
skeletal creature, bedecked in rags, walking to match his pace. Not close enough to reach out and touch,
but too closefor Catillion’s comfort nonetheless. * Edgewalker. It has been sometimesincel last saw
you.

‘| cannot say the same of you, Catillion. | walk—'
‘Yes, | know,” Catillion cut in, ‘you wak paths unseen.’
‘By you. The Hounds do not share your failing.’

Catillion frowned at the creature, then glanced back, to see Baran thirty paces back, keeping its
distance. Massive head low to the ground, eyes glowing bruised crimson. ‘Y ou are being stalked.’

‘It amusesthem, | imagine, Edgewaker said.

They continued on for atime, then Cotillion Sghed. Y ou have sought me out? he asked. ‘What do
you want?

“From you? Nothing. But | see your destination, and so would witness.’
‘Witnesswhat?

“Y our impending conversation.’

Catillion scowled. *And if I d rather you did not witness?

The keletdl face held a permanent grin, but in some way it seemed to broaden dightly. ‘ Thereisno
privacy in Shadow, Usurper.’

Usurper. I'd have long since killed this bastard if he wasn't already dead. Long since.
‘1 am not your enemy,” Edgewaker said, asif guessing Cotillion’ sthoughts. ‘ Not yet.’

‘We have more than enough enemies asit is. Accordingly,” Catillion continued, ‘we have no wish for
more. Unfortunately, since we have no knowledge asto your purpose, or your motivations, we cannot
predict what might offend you. So, in the interests of peace between us, enlighten me.’

‘That | cannot do.’

‘ Cannot, or will not?

‘Thefalling isyours, Catillion, not mine. Y ours, and Shadowthrone's’

‘Well, that is convenient.’

Edgewaker seemed to consider Cotillion’s sardonic observation for amoment, then he nodded. ‘ Yes,
itis’

Long since...

They approached the stlanding stones. Not asingle lintel |eft to bridge the ring, just rubble scattered
about down the dopes, asif some ancient detonation at the heart of the circle had blasted the massive
structure — even the upright stones were dl tilted outward, like the petal's of aflower.

‘Thisisan unpleasant place, Edgewaker said asthey swung right to take the formal approach, an
avenue lined with low, rotted trees, each standing upended with the remnant roots clutching the air.

Catillion shrugged. * About as unpleasant asvirtudly anywheredsein thisredm.

“Y ou might believe that, given you have none of the memories| possess. Terrible events, long, long
ago, yet the echoesremain.’

‘Thereislittle residual power left here Cotillion said asthey neared the two largest stones, and



wa ked between them.
‘That istrue. Of course, that is not the case on the surface.’
‘The surface? What do you mean?

‘ Standing stones are dways half-buried, Catillion. And the makerswere rarely ignorant of the
sgnificance of that. Overworld and underworld.’

Catillion halted and glanced back, studying the upended trees lining the avenue. * And this manifestation
we see hereis given to the underworld?

‘In amanner of spesking.”

‘Isthe overworld manifestation to be found in some other realm? Where one might see an
inward-tilting ring of stones, and right-side-up trees?

‘ Assuming they are not entirely buried or eroded to nothing by now. Thiscircleisvery old.’

Catillion swung round again and observed the three dragons opposite them, each at the base of a
standing stone, dthough their massive chains reached down into the rough soil, rather than into the
weathered rock. Shackled at the neck and at the four limbs, with another chain wrapped taut behind the
shoulders and wings of each dragon. Every chain drawn so tight asto prevent any movement, not even a
lifting of the head. ‘ This,” Catillion said inamurmur, ‘isasyou said, Edgewalker. An unpleasant place.
I’d forgotten.’

“You forget every time,” Edgewaker said. * Overcome by your fascination. Such isthe residua power
inthiscirce’
Catillion shot him aquick look. ‘1 am ensorcelled?

The gaunt creature shrugged in afaint clatter of bones. * It isamagic without purpose beyond what it
achieves. Fascination... and forgetfulness.’

‘| have trouble accepting that. All sorcery hasadesired goal.’
Another shrug. ‘ They are hungry, yet unableto feed.’

After amoment, Cotillion nodded. ‘ The sorcery belongsto the dragons, then. Well, | can accept that.
Y et, what of the circleitself? Hasits power died? If so, why are these dragons till bound?

‘Not dead, smply not acting in any manner upon you, Catillion. Y ou are not itsintent.’

‘“Well enough.” He turned as Baran padded into view, swinging wide to avoid Edgewaker’ sreach,
then fixing its attention on the dragons. Cotillion saw its hackles gtiffen. * Can you answer methis’ hesad
to Edgewalker, ‘why will they not spesk with me?

‘Perhaps you have yet to say anything worth areply.’

‘Possbly. What do you think the response will be, then, if | speak of freedom?

‘| am here,’ said Edgewalker, ‘to discover that for myself.’

“Y ou can read my thoughts? Catillion asked inalow voice.

Baran's huge head dowly swung round to regard Edgewa ker. The Hound took asingle step closer to
the creature.

‘| possess no such omniscience,’ Edgewaker calmly replied, seeming to take no notice of Baran's
attention. * Although to one such asyou, it might appear s0. But | have existed ages beyond your
reckoning, Cotillion. All patterns are known to me, for they have been played out countless times before.
Given what gpproachesusdl, it was not hard to predict. Especidly given your uncanny prescience.” The
dead pitsthat were Edgewalker’ s eyes seemed to study Cotillion. *Y ou suspect, do you not, that
dragons are at the heart of dl that will come?

Catillion gestured at the chains. * They reach through to the overworld presumably? And that warren is



what?
‘“What do you think? Edgewalker countered.
“Try reading my mind.’
‘l cannot.’
‘S0, you are here because you are desperate to know what | know, or even what | suspect.’

Edgewalker’ s sllence was answer enough to that question. Catillion smiled. ‘1 think I will make no
effort to communicate with these dragons after al.’

‘But you will, eventudly,” Edgewaker replied. ‘ And when you do, | will be here. Thus, what doesit
avail youto remain slent now?

‘Well, in order to irritate you, | suppose’

‘| have existed ages beyond your—'

‘So you have been irritated before, yes, | know. And will be again, without question.’
‘Make your effort, Cotillion. Soon if not now. If you wish to survive what isto come.’
‘All right. Provided you tell me the names of these dragons.’

A dearly grudging reply: ‘ Asyou wish—

‘ And why they have been imprisoned here, and by whom.’

‘That | cannot do.’

They studied each other, then Edgewa ker cocked its head, and observed, ‘It ssemswe are at an
impasse, Catillion. What isyour decison?
‘Very well. | will takewhat | can get.’

Edgewalker faced the three dragons. ‘ These are of the pure blood. Eleint. Ampelas, Kalse and Eloth.
Their crimewas... ambition. It isacommon enough crime.’” The creature turned back to Cotillion.
‘Perhaps endemic’

In answer to that veled judgement, Cotillion shrugged. He walked closer to the imprisoned beasts. ‘|
ghall assumeyou can hear me” hesaidin alow voice. ‘A war iscoming. Only afew yearsaway. And it
will, I suspect, draw into itsfray virtualy every ascendant from al the realms. | need to know, should you
be freed, upon which sde shdl you fight.’

There was slence for a half-dozen heartbesats, then avoice rasped in Catillion’smind. ‘ You come
here, Usurper, in a quest for allies.’

A second voice cut through, this one digtinctly femde, ‘ Bound by gratitude for freeing us. Were to
bargain fromyour position, | would be foolish to hope for loyalty, for trust.’

‘| agree,’ said Catillion, ‘that that isa problem. Presumably, you will suggest | free you before we
bargan.’

‘Itisonly fair,” thefirgt voice said.

‘Alas, | am not that interested in being fair.’

“You fear we will devour you?’

‘Intheinterest of brevity,” Cotillion said, *and | understand that your kind delight in brevity.’

Thethird dragon spoke then, a heavy, deep voice: ‘ Freeing us first would indeed spare us the effort
of then negotiating. Besides, we are hungry.’

‘What brought you to thisrealm? Cotillion asked.
Therewasno reply.



Catillion sighed. ‘I shdl be moreinclined to free you —assuming | am able—if | have reason to believe
your imprisonment was unjust.’

The femae dragon asked, * And you presume to make that decision?’

‘This hardly seemsthe right moment to be cantankerous,” he replied in exasperation. ‘ The last person
who made that judgement clearly did not find in favour of you, and was able to do something about it. |
would have thought that al these centuriesin chains might have led you three to reeva uate your
motivations. But it ssemsyour only regret isthat you were unequd to the last entity that presumed to
judgeyou.’

‘Yes’ shesad, ‘that isaregret. But it isnot our only one.’
‘All right. Let’ shear some of the others’

‘That the Tiste Andii who invaded this realm were so thorough in their destruction,” thethird
dragon said, ‘and so absolute in their insistence that the throne remain unclaimed.’

Catillion drew adow, long breath. He glanced back at Edgewa ker, but the gpparition said nothing.
‘And what,” he asked the dragons, ‘ so spurred their zeal ?

“Vengeance, of course. And Anomandaris.’
‘Ah, | think I can now assume | know who imprisoned the three of you.’

‘He very nearly killed us,” said thefemaedragon. * An over-reaction on his part. After all, better
Eleint on the Throne of Shadow than another Tiste Edur, or worse, a usurper.’

‘And how would Eleint not be usurpers?
“Your pedantry does not impress us.’
‘Wasdl thisbefore or after the Sundering of the Redlm?

“Such distinctions are meaningless. The Sundering continues to this day, and as for the forces
that conspired to trigger the dread event, those were many and varied. Like a pack of enkar’ al
closing on a wounded drypthara. What is vulnerable attracts... feeders.’

‘Thus,” said Catillion, *if freed, you would once again seek the Shadow Throne. Only thistime,
someone occupies that throne!’

‘The veracity of that claimis subject to debate,” the femae dragon said.

‘A matter,” added thefirst dragon, ‘ of semantics. Shadows cast by shadows.’

“You believe that Ammanasis Stting on the wrong Shadow Throne’’

‘The true throne is not even in this fragment of Emurlahn.’

Catillion crossed hisarms and smiled. * And is Ammanas?

The dragons said nothing, and he sensed, with great satisfaction, their sudden disquiet.

‘That, Caotillion,” said Edgewalker behind him, ‘isacurious digtinction. Or are you Smply being
disngenuous?

‘That | cannot tell you,” Cotillion said, with afaint smile.

Thefemale dragon spoke, ‘| am Eloth, Mistress of 11lusions — Meanas to you — and Mockra and
Thyr. A Shaper of the Blood. All that K’rul asked of me, | have done. And now you presume to
guestion my loyalty?’

‘Ah;” Catillion said, nodding, ‘then | take it you are aware of the impending war. Areyou dso aware
of therumoursof K’ rul’ sreturn?

‘Hisblood is growing sickly,” said thethird dragon. ‘1 am Ampelas, who shaped the Blood in the
paths of Emurlahn. The sorcery wielded by the Tiste Edur was born of my will — do you now



understand, Usurper?’

‘That dragons are prone to grandiose claims and sententiousness? Y es, | do indeed understand,
Ampelas. And | should now presumethat for each of the warrens, Elder and new, thereisa
corresponding dragon? Y ou are the flavours of K’ rul’ s blood? What of the Soletaken dragons, such as
Anomandaris and, more relevantly, Scabandari Bloodeye?

‘We are surprised,” said thefirst dragon after amoment, ‘ that you know that name.’

‘Because you killed him so long ago?

‘A poor guess, Usurper, poorer for that you have revealed the extent of your ignorance. No, we
did not kill him. In any case, his soul remains alive, although tormented. The one whose fist
shattered his skull and so destroyed his body holds no allegiance to us, nor, we suspect, to anyone
but herself.’

“You areKase, then,” Catillion said. * And what path do you clam?

‘I leave the grandiose claims to my kin. | have no need to impress you, Usurper. Furthermore, |
delight in discovering how little you comprehend.’

Catillion shrugged. ‘| was asking about the Soletaken. Scabandari, Anomandaris, Osserc, Olar Ethil,
Draconus—’

Edgewaker spoke behind him: ‘ Catillion, surely you have surmised by now that these three dragons
sought the Shadow Throne for honourable reasons?

‘To hed Emurlahn, yes, Edgewalker, | understand that.’
‘And isthat not what you seek aswell?
Catillion turned to regard the creature. ‘Isit?

Edgewa ker seemed taken aback for amoment, then, head cocking dightly, it said, ‘It is not the healing
that concernsyou, it iswho will be sitting on the Throne afterwards.’

‘As| understand things,” Catillion replied, ‘ once these dragons did what K’ rul asked of them, they
were compedlled to return to Starvald Demelain. Asthe sources of sorcery, they could not be permitted
to interfere or remain active across the relms, lest sorcery cease to be predictable, which in turn would
feed Chaos—the eterna enemy in this grand scheme. But the Soletaken proved a problem. They
possessed the blood of Tiam, and with it the vast power of the Eleint. Y et, they could travel asthey
pleased. They could interfere, and they did. For obvious reasons. Scabandari was originaly Edur, and so
he became their champion—'

‘ After murdering the royal line of the Edur!” Eloth saidinahiss. ‘ After spilling draconean blood
in the heart of Kurald Emurlahn! After opening the first, fatal wound upon that warren! What did
he think gates were?’

‘The Tiste Andii for Anomandaris,” Cotillion continued. ‘ Tiste Liosan for Osserc. The T'lan Imassfor
Olar Ethil. These connections and the loydties born of them are obvious. Draconusis more of amystery,
of course, since he has been gonealong time—'

‘“The most reviled of them all!” Eloth shrieked, the voicefilling Catillion’s skull so that he winced.

Stepping back, he raised ahand. * Spare me, please. | am not redly interested in al that, to be honest.
Apart from discovering if there was enmity between Eleint and Soletaken. It seemsthereis, with the
possible exception of Silanah—

* Seduced by Anomandaris's charms,” snapped Eloth. ‘ And Olar Ethil’s endless pleadings...’

“To bring fireto the world of the Imass,” Catillion said. * For that is her aspect, isit not? Thyr?
Ampelas observed, ‘Heis not so uncomprehending as you believed, Kalse.’

‘Then again,” Catillion continued, ‘you too claim Thyr, Eloth. Ah, that was clever of K’rul, forcing you



to share power.’
‘Unlike Tiam,” Ampelassaid, ‘when we're killed we stay dead.’

“Which bringsmeto what | truly need to understand. The Elder Gods. They are not smply of one
world, are they?

*Of course not.’
‘ And how long have they been around?

‘Even when Darknessruled alone,” Ampelasreplied, ‘there were elemental forces. Moving
unseen until the coming of Light. Bound only to their own laws. It is the nature of Darkness that it
but rulesitsalf.’

‘And isthe Crippled God an Elder?
Slence.
Catillion found he was holding his breath. He had taken atwisted path to this question, and had made

discoveries along the way — so much to think about, in fact, that his mind was numb, besieged by dl that
he had learned. ‘1 need to know,” he said in aslow release of his breath.

‘Why? Edgewaker asked.
‘If heis,” Catillion said, *then another question follows. How does onekill an elementd force?
“Y ou would shétter the balance?

‘It saready been shattered, Edgewalker! That god was brought down to the surface of aworld. And
chained. His power torn gpart and secreted in minuscule, virtualy lifdlesswarrens, but dl of them linked
to theworld | came from—'

‘Too bad for that world,” Ampeassaid.

Thesmug disregard in that reply stung Catillion. He bresthed deep and remained silent, until the anger
passed, then he faced the dragons again. * And from that world, Ampelas, heis poisoning the warrens.
Every warren. Are you cagpable of fighting that?

‘“Were we freed—

‘Wereyou freed,” Cotillion said, with ahard smile, *you would resume your origina purpose, and there
would be more draconean blood spilled in the Realm of Shadow.’

‘* And you and your fellow usurper believe you are capable of that?’

“Y ou as much asadmitted it,” Cotillion said. Y ou can be killed, and when you have been killed, you
stay dead. It isno wonder Anomandaris chained the three of you. In obstinate stupidity you have no
equas—

‘A sundered realmis the weakest realm of all! Why do you think the Crippled God is working
through it?’

‘Thank you,” said Catillion to Ampelasin aquiet tone. ‘ That iswhat | needed to know.” Heturned
away and began walking back down the approach.

‘Wait!’
‘“Wewill spesk again, Ampelas,’ he said over ashoulder, ‘beforeit al goesto the Abyss’
Edgewalker followed.

As soon asthey were clear of the ring of stones, the cresture spoke: ‘I must chide mysdlf. | have
underestimated you, Cotillion.’

‘It sacommon enough mistake.”
“What will you do now?



‘“Why should | tell you?

Edgewaker did not immediately reply. They continued down the dope, strode out onto the plain. “ Y ou
should tell me,;” the apparition finaly said, * because | might be inclined to give you assstance.”

‘That would mean more to meif | knew who —what —you are’
“Y ou may consder me... an elementd force’

A dull chill seeped through Cotillion. ‘1 see. All right, Edgewalker. It appears that the Crippled God
has launched an offensive on multiple fronts. The First Throne of the T'lan Imass and the Throne of
Shadow are the ones that concern us the most, for obvious reasons. In these two, we fed we arefighting
aone—we cannot even rely upon the Hounds, given the mastery the Tiste Edur seem to hold over them.
We need dlies, Edgewaker, and we need them now.’

“Y ou have just walked away from three such alies—'

‘Allieswho won't rip our heads off once the threat’ s been negated.’

‘Ah, thereisthat. Very well, Catillion, | will give the matter some consideration.’
‘Tekeyour time’

‘That seemsa contrary notion.’

‘If oneislacking agrasp of sarcasm, | imagineit does at that.’

“You do interest me, Cotillion. And that isararething.’

‘1 know. Y ou have existed longer...” Cotillion’ swords died away. An elemental force. | guess he has
at that. Dammit.

* k k %

There were SO many ways of seeing this dreadful need, the vast conspiracy of motivations from which al
shades and casts of morality could be culled, that Mappo Runt was | eft feding overwhemed, from which
only sorrow streamed down, pure and chilled, into his thoughts. Beneath the coarse skin of hishands, he
could fed the night’smemory dowly fading from the stone, and soon this rock would know the assault of
the sun’ s heat — this pitted, root-tracked underbelly that had not faced the sun in countless millennia

He had been turning over stones. Six since dawn. Roughly chisdlled dolomite dabs, and beneath each
one he had found a scatter of broken bones. Small bones, fossilized, and though in countless pieces after
the interminable crushing weight of the stone, the skeleton’ swere, asfar as Mappo could determine,
complete.

There were, had been, and would aways be, dl manner of wars. He knew that, in al the seared,
scar-hardened placesin his soul, so there was no shock in his discovery of these long-dead Jaghut
children. And horror had run amercifully swift passage through histhoughts, leaving at thelast hisold
friend, sorrow.

Streaming down, pure and chilled.

Warsin which soldier fought soldier, sorceror clashed with sorceror. Assassins squared off,
knife-bladesflickering in the night. Warsin which the lawful battled the wilfully unlawful; in which the sane
stood againgt the sociopath. He had seen crystals growing up in asingle night from the desert floor, facet
after facet reveded like the petal s of an opening flower, and it seemed to him that brutality behavedin a
like manner. One incident leading to another, until a conflagration burgeoned, swvalowing everyoneinits
path.

Mappo lifted his hands from the dab’ s exposed underside and dowly straightened. To look over at his
companion, still wading the warm shalows of the Raraku Sea. Like achild unfolding to anew,
unexpected pleasure. Splashing about, running his hands through the reeds that had appeared asiif



remembered into existence by the seaitsdlf.
Icarium.
My crystal.

When the conflagration consumed children, then the distinction between the sane and the sociopath
ceased to exist. It was hisflaw, he well knew, to yearn to seek the truth of every side, to comprehend the
myriad justifications for committing the most brutal crimes. Imass had been endaved by deceitful Jaghut
tyrants, led down paths of fase worship, made to do unspeakable things. Until they had uncovered the
deceivers. Unleashing vengeance, first againg the tyrants, then againgt al Jaghut. And so the crystd grew,
facet after facet...

Until this... He glanced down once more upon the child’ s bones. Pinned benesth dolomite dabs. Not
limestone, for dolomite provided agood surface for carving glyphs, and though soft, it absorbed power,
making it dower to erode than raw limestone, and so it held those glyphs, faded and soft-edged after al
these thousands of yearsto be sure, but discernible ill.

The power of those wards persisted, long after the creature imprisoned by them had died.

Dolomite was said to hold memories. A belief among Mappo’s own people, at least, who in their
wanderings had encountered such Imass edifices, the impromptu tombs, the sacred circles, the
sght-stones on hill summits—encountered, and then studioudy avoided. For the hauntingsin these places
was a pa pable thing.

Or so we managed to convince oursalves.

He sat here, on the edge of Raraku Seg, in the place of an ancient crime, and beyond what hisown
thoughts conjured, there was nothing. The stone he had set his hands upon seemed possessed of the
shortest of memories. The cold of darkness, the heat of the sun. That, and nothing more.

The shortest of memories.

Splashing, and I carium was gtriding up onto the shoreline, his eyes bright with pleasure. * Such aworthy
boon, yes, Mappo? | am enlivened by these waters. Oh, why will you not swim and so be blessed by
Raraku'sgift?

Mappo smiled. * Said blessing would quickly wash off thisold hide, my friend. | fear the gift would be
wasted, and so will not risk disappointing the awakened spirits.’

‘I fed,’ Icarium said, *asif the quest beginsanew. | will findly discover thetruth. Who | am. All that |
have done. | will discover, too,” he added as he approached, ‘ the reason for your friendship —that you
should dways be found at my side, though | lose mysalf again and again. Ah, | fear | have offended you —
no, please, do not look so glum. It isonly that | cannot understand why you have sacrificed yoursalf so.
Asfar asfriendships go, this must be amost frustrating one for you.’

‘No, Icarium, thereis no sacrificeinvolved. Nor frustration. Thisiswhat we are, and thisiswhat we
do. Thatisdl.

Icarium sighed and turned to look out over the new sea. ‘If only | could be asrestful of thought asyou,
Mappo...

‘Children have died here’

The Jhag swung round, his green eyes studying the ground behind the Trell. ‘1 saw you pitching rocks.
Yes, | seethem. Who werethey?

Some nightmare the night before had scoured away | carium’ s memories. This had been happening
more often of late. Troubling. And... crushing. ‘ Jaghut. From the warswith the T’ lan Imass.’

‘A terriblething to have done,” Icarium said. The sun wasfast drying the water beaded on his hairless,
green-grey skin. ‘How isit that mortals can be so cavaier with life? Look at this freshwater sea, Mappo.
The new shoreline burgeons with sudden life. Birds, and insects, and dl the new plants, thereis so much



joy reveded, my friend, that my heart feedls moments from bursting.’
‘Infinitewars, Mappo said. ‘ Life’ s struggles, each trying to push the other aside, and so win out.’
“Y ou are grim company this morning, Mappo.’
‘Aye, | am at that. | am sorry, Icarium.’
‘Shdl weremain herefor atime?

Mappo studied hisfriend. Bereft of his upper garments, he looked more savage, more barbaric than
usud. The dye with which he had disguised the colour of his skin had mostly faded away. ‘ Asyou like.
Thisjourney isyours, after al.

‘Knowledgeisreturning,” Icarium said, eyes ill on the sea. * Raraku' s gift. We were witnessto therise
of the waters, here on thiswest shore. Further west, then, there will be ariver, and many cities—'

Mappo’ s gaze narrowed. ‘ Only one, now, to speak of,’ he said.

‘Only one?

‘The others died thousands of years ago, Icarium.’

‘N’ karapha ? Trebur? Inath’ an Merusn? Gone?

‘Inath’an Merusinisnow caled Mergn. Itisthelast of the greet citieslining theriver.

‘But there were so many, Mappo. | recal al their names. Vinith, Hedori Kwil, Tramara...’

‘All practising intengveirrigation, drawing theriver’ swaters out onto the plains. All clearing foreststo
build their ships. Those cities are dead now, my friend. And theriver, its waters once so clear and swest,
isnow heavy with slts and much diminished. The plainshavelost their top-soil, becoming the Lato
Odhan to the east of the Mersin River, and Ugarat Odhan to the west.’

Icarium dowly raised his hands, set them againgt histemples, and closed hiseyes. ‘ That long, Mappo?
he asked in afrail whisper.

‘ Perhaps the sea has triggered such memories. For it was indeed a sea back then, freshwater for the
most part, athough there was seepage through the limestone escarpment from Longshan Bay —that vast
barrier was rotting through, asit will do again, | imagine, assuming this seareaches asfar north asit once
did.

‘TheFirg Empire?

‘It was fdling even then. There was no recovery.” Mappo hesitated, seeing how hiswords had
wounded hisfriend. ‘ But the people returned to this land, I carium. Seven Cities—yes, the name derives
from old remembrances. New cities have grown from the ancient rubble. We are only forty leagues from
oneright now. Lato Revee. It ison the coast—'

Icarium turned away suddenly. ‘No,” hesaid. ‘1 am not yet ready to leave, to cross any oceans. This
land holds secrets— my secrets, Mappo. Perhaps the antiquity of my memorieswill prove advantageous.
The lands of my mindscape are the lands of my own pagt, after dl, and they might well yield truths. We
shall walk those ancient roads.’

The Trell nodded. ‘1 will break camp, then.’
‘“Trebur.
Mappo turned, waited with growing dread.

Icarium’ s eyes were fixed on him now, the vertica pupils narrowed to black divers by the bright
sunlight. ‘I have memories of Trebur. | spent time there, in the City of Domes. | did something. An
important thing.” Hefrowned. ‘1 did... something.’

‘It isan arduous journey ahead of us, then,” Mappo said. ‘ Three, maybe four daysto the edge of the
Thalas Mountains. Ten more at the least to reach the Mersin River’ s Wend. The channd has moved from



the gte of ancient Trebur. A day’ stravel west of theriver, then, and we will find thoseruins.’
‘Will there be villages and such on our route?

Mappo shook his head. ‘ These Odhans are virtualy lifeless now, Icarium. Occasionadly, Vedanik
tribes venture down from the Thalas Mountains, but not at thistime of year. Keep your bow at the ready
—there are antelope and hares and drolig.’

‘Waterholes, then?

‘1 know them,” Mappo said.

Icarium walked over to his gear. ‘ We have done this before, haven't we?

Yes. ‘Not for along while, my friend.” Almost eighty years, in fact. But the last time, we stumbled
onto it — you remembered nothing. Thistime, | fear, it will be different.

| carium paused, the horn-rimmed bow in his hands, and looked over at Mappo. ‘ Y ou are so patient
withme,” he said, with afaint, sad smile, ‘whilst | wander, ever ot

Mappo shrugged. ‘ It iswhat we do.’

* * % %

The Path’ Apur Mountains rimmed the far horizon to the south. It had been dmost aweek since they had
|eft the city of Pan’ potsun, and with each day the number of villages they passed through had dwindled,
whilst the distance between them lengthened. Their pace was torturoudy dow, but that wasto be
expected, travelling on foot as they did, and with aman in their company who had seemingly logt his
mind.

Sun-darkened skin dmost olive beneath the dust, the demon Greyfrog clambered onto the boulder and
sguatted at Cutter’ sside.

‘Declaration. It is said that the wasps of the desert guard gems and such. Query. Has Cutter
heard such tales? Anticipatory pause.’

Sounds more like someone’ s bad idea of ajoke,’ Cutter replied. Below them was aflat clearing
surrounded by massive rock outcroppings. It was the place of their camp. Scillaraand Felisin Y ounger
sat in view, tending the makeshift hearth. The madman was nowhere to be seen. Off wandering again,
Cutter surmised. Holding conversations with ghosts, or, perhaps more likdly, the voicesin his head. Oh,
Heboric carried curses, the barbs of atiger on his skin, the benediction of agod of war, and those voices
in his head might well berea. Even o, break a man’ s spirit enough times...

‘Belated observation. Grubs, there in the dark reaches of the nest. Nest? Bemused. Hive? Nest.’

Frowning, Cutter glanced over at the demon. Itsflat, hairless head and broad, four-eyed face were
lumpy and swollen with wasp stings. ‘ You didn’t. You did.’

‘Irate istheir common state, | now believe. Breaking open their cave made them more so. We
clashed in buzzing disagreement. | fared the worse, | think.’

‘Black wasps?

‘Tilt head, query. Black? Dreaded reply, why yes, they were. Black. Rhetorical, was that
significant?’

‘Beglad you'reademon,” Cutter said. ‘ Two or three stings from thase will kill agrown man. Ten will
kill ahorse’

‘A horse — we had those — you had them. | was forced to run. Horse. Large four-legged animal.
Succulent meat.’

‘Peopletend to ride them,” Cutter said. ‘Until they drop, then we eat them.’



‘Multiple uses, excellent and unwasteful. Did we eat yours? Where can we find more such
creatures?’

‘We have not the money to purchase them, Greyfrog. And we sold ours for food and suppliesin
Pan’ potsun.’

‘Obstinate reasonableness. No money. Then we should take, my young friend. And so hasten this
journey to its much-awaited conclusion. Latter tone indicating mild despair.’

‘Still noword from L’ oric?

‘“Worriedly. No. My brother issilent.’

Neither spoke for atime. The demon was picking the serrated edges of itslips, where, Cutter saw
upon acloser look, grey flecks and crushed wasps were snagged. Greyfrog had eaten the wasp nest. No
wonder the wasps had been irate. Cutter rubbed at his face. He needed a shave. And abath. And clean,
new clothes.

And apurposein life. Once, long ago, when he had been Crokus Y ounghand of Darujhistan, hisuncle
had begun preparing the way for areformed Crokus. A youth of the noble courts, afigure of promise, a
figureinviting to the young, wedthy, pampered women of the city. A shortlived ambition, in every way.
His uncle dead, and dead, too, Crokus Y ounghand. No hegp of ashes|€ft to stir.

What | wasis not what | am. Two men, identical faces, but different eyes. In what they have
seen, in what they reflect upon the world.

‘Bitter taste,’ Greyfrog said in hismind, long tongue dithering out to collect the last fragments. A
heavy, gusty Sgh. * Yet oh so filling. Query. Can one burst from what one has inside?’

| hope not. *We' d best find Heboric, if we areto make use of thisday.’

‘Noted earlier. Ghost Hands was exploring the rocks above. The scent of a trail led him onward
and upward.’

‘Atral?

‘Water. He sought the source of the spring we see pooling below near the fleshy women who,
said jealoudly, so adore you.’

Cutter straightened. * They don’t seem so fleshy to me, Greyfrog.’

‘Curious. Mounds of flesh, water storage vessels, there on the hips and behind. On the chest—

‘All right. That kind of fleshy. Y ou are too much the carnivore, demon.’

‘Yes. Fullest delicious agreement. Shall | go find Ghost Hands?’

‘No, | will. I think those riders who passed us yesterday on the track are not asfar away asthey
should be, and | would be relieved to know you are guarding Scillaraand Fdisn.’

‘None shall take them away,” Greyfrog said.
Cuitter looked down at the squatting demon. * Scillaraand Felisin are not horses!’

Greyfrog'slarge eyes blinked dowly, first the two side-by-side, then the pair above and below.
Tongue darted. ‘Blithe. Of course not. Insufficient number of legs, worthily observed.’

Cutter edged to the back of the boulder, then leapt across to another one tucked deeper into the
talus-hegped dliff-side. He gragped aledge and pulled himself up. Little different from climbing aba cony,
or an estate wall. Adore me, do they? He had trouble believing that. Easier to rest eyes upon, he
imagined, than an old man and ademon, but that was not adoration. He could make no sense of those
two women. Bickering like Ssters, competing over everything in Sight, and over things Cutter couldn’t see
or comprehend. At other times, unaccountably close, asif sharing a secret. Both fussed over Heboric
Ghost Hands, Destriant of Treach.



Maybe war needs nurturers. Maybe the god is happy with this. The priest needs acolytes, after
all. That might have been expected with Scillara, snce Heboric had drawn her out of anightmarish
exigence, and indeed had healed her in some as-yet unspecified way —if Cutter had surmised correctly
from the meagre comments overheard now and then. Scillarahad alot to be grateful for. And for Feligin,
there had been something about revenge, ddlivered to her satisfaction against someone who had done her
aterrible wrong. It was complicated. So, a moment’ s thought, and it’s obvious they do possess
secrets. Too many of them. Oh, what do | care? Women are nothing but a mass of contradictions
surrounded by deadly pitfalls. Approach at your own risk... Better yet, approach not at all.

He reached a chimney in the cliff-side and began working hisway up it. Water trickled down vertica
cracksin therock. Flies and other winged insects swvarmed him; the corners of the chimney were thickly
webbed by opportunistic spiders. By the time he climbed free of it, he had been thoroughly bitten and
was covered in thick, dusty strands. He paused to brush himsdlf off, then looked around. A rough trail
continued upward, winding between collapsed shelves of stone. He headed up the path.

At their meandering, desultory pace, they were months from the coast, asfar as he could determine.
Once there, they would have to find a boat to take them acrossto Otatard Idand. A forbidden journey,
and Maazan ships patrolled those waters diligently —or at least they did before the uprising. It might be
that they were yet to fully reorganize such things.

They would begin the passage at night, in any case.

Heboric had to return something. Something found on theidand. It wasdl very vague. And for some
reason Cotillion had wanted Cutter to accompany the Destriant. Or, rather, to protect Felisn Younger. A
path to take, when before there had been none. Even so, it was not the best of motivations. A flight
from despair was pathetic, especialy sinceit could not succeed.

Adore me, do they? What is here to adore?

A voice ahead: ‘All that ismysteriousisasalureto the curious. | hear your steps, Cutter. Come, see
thisspider.’

Cutter stepped round an outcrop and saw Heboric, kneeling beside a stunted scrub oak.

‘ And where thereis pain and vulnerability bound into the lure, it becomes al the more attractive. See
this spider? Below this branch, yes? Trembling on itsweb, one leg dismembered, thrashing about asif in
pain. Its quarry, you see, isnot flies, or moths. Oh no, what she huntsisfellow spiders’

“Who care nothing for pain or mystery, Heboric,” Cutter said, crouching down to study the creature.
Theszeof achild’ shand. ‘That'snot one of itslegs. It'saprop.’

“Y ou are assuming other spiders can count. She knows better.’
‘All very interesting,” Cutter said, straightening, ‘ but we must get going.’

‘We'redl watching this play out,” Heboric said, leaning back and studying the strangdly pulsing,
taloned hands that flitted in and out of existence at the ends of hiswrigts.

We? Oh, yes, you and your invisible friends. ‘1 wouldn't think there’ d be many ghogtsin these hills’

‘Then you would bewrong. Hill tribes. Endlesswarfare —it' sthose who fdl in battle that | see, only
thosewho fdl inbattle” The handsflexed. ‘ The mouth of the spring isjust ahead. They fought over
control of it.” Histoad-like featurestwisted. ‘ There' sadways areason, or reasons. Always.’

Cutter sighed, studied the sky. ‘I know, Heboric.’

‘Knowing means nothing.’

‘l know that, too.’

Heboric rose. ‘ Treach’ s greatest comfort, understanding that there are infinite reasons for waging war.’
‘And are you comforted by that, too?



The Degtriant smiled. ‘ Come. That demon who speaksin our heads is obsessing about flesh at the
moment, with watering mouth.”

They made their way down thetrail. ‘Hewon't eat them.’

‘ am not convinced that isthe nature of his appetite’

Cutter snorted. ‘ Heboric, Greyfrog is afour-handed, four-eyed, oversized toad.’
‘With asurprisngly boundlessimagination. Tell me, how much do you know of him?
‘Lessthanyou.’

‘It has not occurred to me, until now,” Heboric said, as he led Cutter onto a path offering aless
precarious climb — but more roundabout — than the one the Daru had used, * that we know virtually
nothing of who Greyfrog was, and what he did, back in hishomeream.’

Thiswas proving an unusualy long lucid episode for Heboric. Cutter wondered if something had
changed — he hoped it would stay thisway. * Then we could ask him.’

‘1 ghdl.

* * % %

In the camp, Scillarakicked sand over the few remaining coals of the cookfire. She walked over to her
pack and sat down, settling her back againgt it as she pushed more rustleaf into her pipe and drew hard
until smoke streamed from it. Across from her, Greyfrog squatted in front of Felisin, making strange
whimpering sounds.

She had seen solittle for so long. Drugged insensate by durhang, filled with infantile thoughts by her old
master, Bidithd. And now shewasfree, and still wide-eyed with the complexities of theworld. The
demon lusted &fter Felisin, she believed. Either to mate with or to devour —it was hard to tell. While
Fdisin regarded Greyfrog asif it was adog better to stroke than kick. Which might in turn be giving the
demon the wrong notions.

It spoke with the othersin their minds, but had yet to do so with Scillara. Out of courtesy to her, the
ones the demon addressed replied out loud, although of course they did not have to —and perhaps didn’t
more often than not. There was no way for Scillarato tell. She wondered why she had been set apart —
what did Greyfrog see within her that so affected its gpparent loquaci ousness?

Well, poisons do linger. | may be... unpalatable. In her old life, she might have felt some resentment,
or sugpicion, assuming shefdt anything at al. But now, it gppeared to her that she didn’'t much care.
Something had taken shape within her, and it was self-contained and, oddly enough, self-assured.

Perhaps that came with being pregnant. Just beginning to show, and that would only get worse. And
thistime there would be no alchemiesto scour the seed out of her. Although other means were possible,
of course. She was undecided on whether to keep the child, whose father was probably Korbolo Dom
but could have been one of his officers, or someone else. Not that that mattered, since whoever he had
been he was probably dead now, a thought that pleased her.

The congtant nausea was wearying, athough the rustleaf helped. There wasthe achein her breasts, and
the weight of them made her back ache, and that was unpleasant. Her appetite had burgeoned, and she
was getting heavier, epecidly on the hips. The others had smply assumed that such changes were
coming with her returning hedlth — she hadn’t coughed in over aweek, and dl thiswalking had
strengthened her legs—and she did not disabuse them of their assumptions.

A child. What would she do with it? What would it expect of her? What wasit mothers did anyway?
S| their babies, mostly. To temples, to slavers, to the harem merchantsif it'sa girl. Or keep it
and teach it to beg. Seal. Sl its body. This, born of sketchy observations and the storiestold by the
waifsof Shaik’s encampment. Meaning, achild was an investment of sorts, which made sense. A return



on nine months of misery and discomfort.
She supposed she could do something likethat. Sell it. Assuming shelet it livethat long.
It was adilemmaindeed, but she had plenty of timeto think onit. To make her decision.

Greyfrog' s head twisted round, looking past Scillara’ s position. She turned to see four men emerge
and hdlt at the edge of the clearing. The fourth one was leading horses. The riders who had passed them
yesterday. One was carrying aloaded crossbow, the weapon trained on the demon.

‘Besure,’ theman said in agrowl to Felisin, ‘that you keep that damned thing away from us.’

Theman on hisright laughed. * A four-eyed dog. Y es, woman, get aleash oniit... now. We don't want
any blood spilled. Well,” he added, ‘ not much.’

‘Where are the two men you were with? the man with the crosshow asked.

cillara set down her pipe. ‘Not here’ she said, rising and tugging at her tunic. * Just do what you' ve
come here to do and then leave.’

‘Now that’s accommodating. Y ou, with the dog, are you going to be as nice as your friend here?
Felisn said nothing. She had gone white.

‘Never mind her, Scillarasaid. ‘I’'m enough for dl of you.’

‘But maybe you ain’t enough, asfar aswe re concerned,” the man said, smiling.

It wasn't even an ugly smile, she decided. She could do this. ‘1 plan on surprising you, then.’

The man handed the crossbow over to one of his comrades and unclasped the belt of histelaba. *We'll
see about that. Guthrim, if that dog-thing moves, kill it.’

‘It salot bigger than most dogs I’ ve seen,” Guthrim replied.
‘Quarrd’s poisoned, remember? Black wasp.’

‘Maybe| should just kill it now.’

The other man hesitated, then nodded. ‘ Go ahead.’

The crossbow thudded.

Greyfrog' sright hand intercepted the quarrdl, plucking it out of the air, then the demon studied it, and
dithered out itstongueto lick the poison.

‘The Seven takeme!” Guthrim whispered in disbdlief.

‘Oh,” <cillarasaid to Greyfrog, ‘ don’'t make amess of this. There' s no problem here—'

‘Hedisagrees,’ Fdisn sad, her voice thin with fear.

‘Wdll, convince him otherwise’” | can do this. Just like it was before. Doesn’t matter, they're just
men.

‘I can't, Scillara’

Guthrim was reloading the crossbow, whilst the first man and the one not holding the reins of the horses
both drew scimitars.

Greyfrog bounded forward, appalingly fast, and legpt upward, mouth opening wide. That mouth
clamped onto Guthrim’ s head. The demon’ s lower jaw dipped out from its hinges and the man’s head
disgppeared. Greyfrog' s momentum and weight toppled him. Horrific crunching sounds, Guthrim’s body
gpasming, spraying fluids, then sagging limp.

Greyfrog' s jaws closed with a scraping, then snapping sound, then the demon clambered away, leaving
behind a headless corpse.

The remaining three men had stared in shock during this demongtration. But now they acted. Thefirst



one cried out, astrangled, terror-filled sound, and rushed forward, raising his scimitar.

Spitting out amangled, crushed mess of hair and bone, Greyfrog jumped to meet him. One hand
caught the man’s sword-arm, twisted hard until the elbow popped, flesh tore, and blood spurted.
Another hand closed on histhroat and squeezed, crushing cartilage. The man's scream never reached the
air. Eyes bulging, face rushing to ashade of dark grey, tongue jutting like some macabre creature trying
to climb free, he collapsed benegath the demon. A third hand held the other arm. Greyfrog used the fourth
one to reach back and scratch itsdlf.

The remaining swordsman fled to where the fourth man was aready scrabbling onto hishorse.

Greyfrog legpt again. A fist cracked against the back of the swordsman’s head, punching the bone
inward. He sprawled, weagpon flying. The demon’ s charge caught the last man with one leg in the stirrup.

The horse shied away with asqueal, and Greyfrog dragged the man down, then bit hisface.

A moment later this man’s head vanished into the demon’s maw as had the first one. More crunching
sounds, more twitching kicks, grasping hands. Then, merciful degath.

The demon spat out shattered bone till held in place by the scalp. It fell in such away that Scillara
found herself looking at the man’sface —no flesh, no eyes, just the skin, puckered and bruised. She
dtared at it amoment longer, then forced herself to look away.

At Felisin, who had backed up as far as she could against the stone wall, knees drawn up, hands
covering her eyes.

‘I sdone” Scillarasaid. ‘Felisin, it'sover.’
The hands lowered, revealing an expression of terror and revulsion.

Greyfrog was dragging bodies away, round behind amass of boulders, moving with haste. Ignoring the
demon for the moment, Scillarawalked over to crouch in front of Felisin. ‘1t would have been easier my
way, shesad. ‘At least alot lessmessy.’

Fdisn stared at her. ‘ He sucked out their brains!’

‘| could seethat.’

‘Ddicious, hesad.’

‘He' sademon, Felisin. Not adog, not a pet. A demon.’
‘Yes.” Theword was whispered.

‘And now we know what he can do.’

A mute nod.

‘So,” Scillarasaid quietly, ‘don’'t get too friendly.” She straightened, and saw Cutter and Heboric
clambering down from theridge.

* * * %

‘Triumph and pride! We have horses!’
Cutter dowed. ‘We heard a scream—
‘Horses,’ Heboric said as he walked towards the skittish animals. * That’ sabit of luck.’
‘Innocent. Scream? No, friend Cutter. Was Greyfrog... breaking wind.’
‘Redlly. And did these horses just wander up to you?
‘Bold. Yes! Most curious!’

Cutter headed over to study some odd stainsin the scuffled dust. Greyfrog' s pam-prints were evident
in the effort to clean up the mess. * Some blood here...’



‘Shock, dismay... remorse.’
‘Remorse. At what happened here, or at being found out?
‘Sy. Why, the former, of course, friend Cutter.’

Grimacing, Cutter glanced over at Scillaraand Felisin, studied their expressons. ‘| think,” he said
dowly, ‘that | am glad | was not here to see what you two saw.’
‘Yes,” Scillarareplied. Y ou should be!’

‘Best keep your distance from these beasts, Greyfrog,” Heboric caled out. * They may not like me,
much, but they really don’t like you.’

‘Confident. They just don’t know me yet.’

* * % %

‘l wouldn't feed thisto arat,” Smiles said, picking desultorily at the fragments of mesat on thetin plate
resting in her lap. ‘ Look, even thefliesare avoiding it

‘It snot the food they’ re avoiding,” Koryk said. ‘It' syou.’

She sneered across at him. ‘ That' s called respect. A foreign word to you, | know. Seti arejust failed

Wickans. Everybody knowsthat. And you, you're afailed Seti.” Shetook her plate and sent it skidding
across the sand towards Koryk. ‘Here, stick it in your haf-blood ears and save it for later.’

‘She's 0 sweet after aday’shard riding,” Koryk said to Tarr, with abroad, white smile.

‘Keep baiting her,” the corpora replied, ‘and you'll probably regret it.” He too was eyeing what
passed for supper on hisplate, hisnormally placid expression wrinkling into adight scowl. ‘It' s horse,
I'msureof it

‘Dug up from some horse cemetery,” Smiles said, stretching out her legs. ‘I’ d kill for some grease-fish,
baked in clay over coas down on the beach. Y ell ow-spiced, weed-wrapped. A jug of Meskeri wine and
someworthy lad from theinland village. A farm-boy, big—'

“Hood' slitany, enough!” Koryk leaned forward and spat into thefire. *Y ou rounding up some
pig-swiller with fluff on his chinisthe only story you know, that much is obvious. Dammit, Smiles, we' ve
heard it al athousand times. Y ou crawling out of Father’ s estate at night to get your hands and knees
wet down on the beach. Where was dl thisagain? Oh, right, little-girl dream-land, I’ d forgotten—

A knife thudded into Koryk’sright calf. Bellowing, he scrambled back, then sank down to clutch at his
leg.

Soldiers from nearby squads looked over, squinting through the dust that suffused the entire camp. A
moment’ s curiosity, quickly fading.

AsKoryk loosed astream of indignant curses, both hands trying to stem the bleeding, Bottle sghed
and rose from where he sat. * See what happens when the old men leave usto play on our own? Hold
gtill, Koryk, he said as he approached. ‘I'll get you mended —won't take long—'

‘Makeit soon,” the haf-blood Seti said inagrowl, ‘so | can dit that bitch’ sthroat.’

Bottle glanced over at the woman, then leaned in closeto Koryk. ‘Easy. She'slooking alittle pae. A
bad throw—

‘Oh, and what was sheaming a?

Corporal Tarr climbed to hisfeet. * Strings won’'t be happy with you, Smiles,” he said, shaking his head.
‘Hemoved hisleg—

‘And you threw aknifeat him.’



‘It wasthat little-girl thing. | was provoked.’

‘Never mind how it started. Y ou might try apologizing — maybe Koryk will leaveit at that—

‘Sure” Koryk said. ‘ The day Hood climbsinto hisown grave.’

‘Boittle, you stopped the bleeding yet?

‘Pretty much, Corporal.” Bottle tossed the knife over towards Smiles. It landed at her feet, the blade
dick.

‘Thanks, Bottle,” Koryk said. ‘Now she cantry again.’

The knife thudded into the ground between the half-blood' s boots.

All eyes snapped to stare at Smiles.

Bottlelicked hislips. That damned thing had come dl too close to hisleft hand.

‘That’ swhere | wasaming,” Smilessaid.

‘What did | tell you? Koryk asked, hisvoice strangely high.

Bottle drew a deep breath to dow his pounding heart.

Tarr waked over and pulled the knife from the ground. ‘I’ [l keep thisfor awhile, | think.’

‘| don't care,” Smilessaid. ‘1 got plenty more.”

‘And you will keep them sheathed.’

‘Aye, Corpora. So long as no-one provokes me.’

‘She'sinsane,” Koryk muttered.

‘She' snot insane,” Bottlereplied. ‘ Just londly for...

‘Some farm-boy from theinland village, Koryk finished, grinning.

‘Probably acousin,” Bottle added, low so that only Koryk heard.

The man laughed.

There. Bottle sghed. Another hairy moment on this endless march passed by, with only alittle blood
spilled. The Fourteenth Army wastired. Miserable. It didn't likeitself, much. Deprived of delivering
fullest vengeance upon Sha ik and the murderers, rapists and cut-throats who followed her, and now in
dow pursuit of thelast remnant of that rebel army, aong crumbling, dusty roadsin aparched land,
through sandstorms and worse, the Fourteenth still waited for aresolution. It wanted blood, but so far
most of the blood spilled had been its own, as dtercations turned into feuds and things got ugly.

The Fistswere doing their best to keep things under control, but they were as worn down as everyone
ese It didn’t help that there were very few captainsworthy of the rank in the companies.

And we don’'t have one at all, now that Keneb got moved. There was the rumour of anew
contingent of recruits and officers disembarking a Lato Revae and now somewhere behind them,
hurrying to catch up, but that rumour had begun ten days ago. The fools should have caught them by
NOW.

Messengers had been coming and going in the last two days, pelting ong the track from their wake,
then back again. Dujek Onearm and the Adjunct were doing alot of talking, that much was clear. What
wasn't was what they were talking about. Bottle had thought about eavesdropping on the command tent
and its occupants, as he had done many times before, between Aren and Raraku, but the presence of
Quick Ben made him nervous. A High Mage. If Quick turned over arock and found Bottle under it,
there’' d be Hood to pay.

The damned bastards fleeing ahead of them could run for ever, and probably would if their commander
had any brains. He could have chosen alast stand at any time. Heroic and inspiring in its pointlessness.



But it seemed he was too clever for that. Westward, ever westward, out into the wastes.

Bottle returned to where he had been sitting, collecting handfuls of sand to scrub Koryk’ s blood from
hisfingersand pams. We're just getting on each other’s nerves. That's all. Hisgrandmother would
know what to do about this situation, but she was long dead and her spirit was anchored to the old farm
outside Jakata, a thousand leagues from here. He could almost see her, shaking her head and squinting in
that half-crazed genius way she’ d had. Wise in the ways of mortals, seeing through to every weakness,
every flaw, reading unconscious gestures and momentary expressions, cutting through the confused
surfaceto lay bare the bones of truth. Nothing was hidden from her.

He could not talk with her, however.

But there’ s another woman... isn’t there? Despite the hegt, Bottle shivered. She till haunted his
dreams, that Eres d witch. Still showed him the ancient hand-axes spread out over thisland like the stone
leaves of aworld-encompassing tree, scattered by the winds of countless passing ages. He knew, infact,
that fifty or so paces south of thistrack, there was abasin cluttered with the damned things. Out there, a
short walk, waiting for him.

| see them, but | do not yet understand their significance. That’s the problem. I’m not equal to
this.

His eyes caught moverment down by his boots and he saw alocust, swollen with eggs and crawling
dowly. Bottle leaned forward and picked it up by pinching together its folded wings. With his other hand

he reached into his pack, and removed a small black wooden box, itslid and sides pierced through with
small holes. Heflicked open the clasp and lifted the lid.

Joyful Union, their prized Birdshit scorpion. In the sudden light, the creature’ stail lifted asit backed
into acorner.

Bottle tossed the locust into the box.

The scorpion had known what was coming, and it darted forward, and moments later was feeding on
the dtill-kicking insect.

‘Smplefor you, isn'tit? Bottle said under his breath.

Something thumped into the sand beside him —akarybral fruit, round and dusty-lime-coloured. Bottle
looked up to find Cuttle standing over him.

The sapper had an armful of the fruit. ‘A treat,” he said.
Grimacing, Bottle closed thelid on Joyful Union. ‘ Thanks. Where did you get them?

‘Went for awalk.” Cuttle nodded southward. * A basin, karybra vines everywhere.” He started tossing
them to the othersin the squad.

A basin. ‘ Plenty of hand-axes, too, right?
Cuittle squinted. * Didn't notice. Isthat dried blood on your hands?
‘That would be mine,” Koryk said inagrowl, dready husking the fruit.

The sapper paused, studied the rough circle of soldiers around him, finishing on Corpora Tarr, who
shrugged. This seemed sufficient, as Cuttle flung the last karybra globe over to Smiles.

Who caught it on aknife.

The others, Cuittle included, watched as she proceeded to dice the skin away with deft strokes.
The sapper sighed. ‘Think I'll go find the sergeant.’

‘Good idea,” Bottle said.

“Y ou should let Joyful out for the occasiond walk,” Cuttle said. * Stretch the old legs. Maybe and L utes
have found anew scorpion —never seen itslike before. They're talking re-match.’



‘Scorpions can't stretch their legs,” Bottle replied.
‘A figure of speech.’

‘Oh’

‘Anyway, Cuitle said, then ambled off.

Smiles had managed to remove the entire husk in one strip, which shelobbed in Koryk’ s direction. He
had been looking down, and he jumped at the motion in the edge of hisvision.

She snorted. ‘ There you go. Add it to your collection of charms!’

The half-Seti set down hiskarybra and dowly stood, then winced and threw Bottleaglare. ‘| thought
you hedled this damned thing.’

‘1 did. It's il going to be sore, though.’

‘Sore? | can barely stand.’

‘It'll get better.’

‘She'sliableto run,” Tarr observed. ‘It should be amusing, Koryk, seeing you hobbling after her.’
The big man subsided. ‘I’ m patient enough,” he said, sitting back down.

‘Ooh,” Smilessaid, ‘I'mal inaswesat.’

Bottle climbed to hisfeet. ‘I'm going for awalk,” he said. ‘Nobody kill anybody until | get back.’
‘If someone getskilled,” Tarr pointed out, ‘your healing skillswon’t be much help.’

‘1 was't thinking about hedling, just watching.’

* k% k %

They had ridden north, out of sight of the encamped column, over alow ridge and onto aflat, dusty plain.
Three guldindha trees rose from alow knoll two hundred paces distant, and they had reined in beneath
the shade of the leathery, broad leaves, unpacking food and ajug of Gredfalan ae Fiddler had procured
from somewhere, and there they awaited the High Mage sarriva.

Something of Fiddler’ s old spirit had been dampened, Kalam could see. More grey in the russet beard,
acertain far-off look in his pae blue eyes. True, the Fourteenth was an army filled with resentful, bitter
soldiers, the glory of an empire’ s vengeance stolen from them the very night before battle; and thismarch
wasn't helping. These things alone could suffice to explain Fiddler’ s condition, but Kaam knew better.

Tanno song or no, Hedge and the others were dead. Ghosts on the other sSide. Then again, Quick Ben
had explained that the officid reports were dightly inaccurate. Mdlet, Picker, Antsy, Blend, Spindle,
Bluepearl... there were survivors, retired and living soft in Darujhistan. Along with Captain Ganoes Paran.
So, some good news, and it had helped. A little.

Fiddler and Hedge had been as close as brothers. When together, they had been mayhem. A
conjoined mindset more dangerous than amusing most of the time. Aslegendary asthe Bridgeburners
themsalves. It had been afateful decision back there on the shoreline of Lake Azur, their parting. Fateful
for all of us, it turns out.

Kaam could make little sense of the ascendancy. This Spiritwalker’ s blessng on acompany of
soldiers, the parting of the fabric at Raraku. He was both comforted and uneasy with the notion of unseen
guardians— Fiddler’ slife had been saved by Hedge' s ghost... but where was Whiskeyjack? Had he been
thereaswd|?

That night in the camp of Sha ik had been nightmarish. Too many knivesto count had been unsheathed
in those dark hours. And he had seen some of those ghosts with his own eyes. Bridgeburnerslong dead,
come back grim as ahangover and as ugly asthey had beeninlife. If he ever met that Tanno Spiritwalker



Fid had talked to...
The sapper was pacing in the shade of the trees.
Crouching, Kalam Mekhar studied hisold friend. ‘Al right, Fid, out with it.’

‘Bad things,” the sapper muttered. ‘ Too many to count. Like storm-clouds, gathering on every
horizon.’

“No wonder you’ ve been miserable company.’
Fiddler squinted over a him. ‘Y ou an’t been much better.’

The assassin grimaced. ‘ Pearl. He' skeeping out of my sight, but he' s hovering nonetheless. You'd
think that Pardu woman —what’ s her name?

‘LogtaraYil.
‘Her. You' d think she' d have unhorsed him by now.’

‘The gamethosetwo play isdl their own,” Fiddler said, ‘and they’ rewelcometo it. Anyway, it'sclear
he' s still here because the Empress wants someone close to Tavore.

‘That was dways her problem,” Kalam said, sghing.

“Trugt.

Kalam regarded the sapper. * Y ou’ ve marched with Tavore since Aren. Any sense of her? Any at al?
‘I'm asergeant, Kalam.’

‘Exactly.” The assassin waited.

Fiddler scratched his beard, tugged at the strap of his battered helm, then unclasped it and tossed it to
one side. He continued pacing, kicking at the leaves and nutshdllsin the sand. He waved at an errant
bloodfly hovering in front of hisface. * She's cold iron, Kalam. But it' s untested. Can she think in battle?
Can she command on the run? Hood knows, her favoured Fi<t, that old man Gamet, he couldn’t. Which
does't bode wdll for her judgement.’

‘She knew him from before, didn't she?

‘ Someone she trusted, aye, there' sthat. Hewasworn out, that’sal. | ain’t asgenerousas| used to
be’

Kaam grinned, looking away. ‘ Oh yes, generous, that'sFid al right.” He gestured at the finger bones
hanging from the sapper’ s belt. *What about those?

‘She walked straight with that, it’ strue. Oponn’ s shove, maybe.’

‘Or maybe not.’

Fiddler shrugged. His hand snapped out and closed on the bloodfly. He smeared it to death between
his palmswith evident stisfaction.

L ooking older, true enough, but fast and mean asever. A wash of gritty, dead air sent the leaves
scrabbling over the sand, the air audibly splitting afew paces away, and Quick Ben emerged from a
warren. Coughing.

Kalam collected the jug of ale and walked over. ‘Here’

The wizard drank, coughed once more, then spat. * Gods below, that imperial warren isawful.” He
swdlowed another mouthful.

‘Send meinthere, Fiddler said, striding over, ‘then | can drink some of that, too.’

‘Glad to see your mood' simproved,” Quick Ben said, handing the jug over. ‘Wewill be having some
company in ashort while... after we edt, that is,” he added, spying the wrapped foodstuffs and heading
over. ‘I'm so hungry | could eat bloodflies.’



‘Lick my pam,’ Fiddler said.

Thewizard hdted, looked over. “ Y ou' velost your mind. I’d sooner lick the hand of a camel-dung
hawker.” He began unwrapping the leaves protecting the food.

“How was your meeting with Tavore? Kaam asked, joining him.

“Your guessisasgood as mine,’ Quick Ben replied. ‘I’ ve seen people under siege before, but she's
raised walls so thick and so high | doubt a dozen irate dragons would get through... and not an enemy in
sght, ether.’

Y ou might bewrong there,” the nsaid. ‘Was Pearl around?
‘WEell, one curtain moved a bit.’

Fiddler snorted. ‘He ain't that obvious. Was probably T’ amber.’

‘| was't being literd, Fid. Somebody in awarren, close and watchful .’
‘Tavore wasn't wearing her sword, then,” Kdam said.

‘No, she never does when talking with me, thank the gods.’

‘Ah, congderate, then!”

Thewizard shot adark glare at Kalam. * Doesn’'t want to suck everything out of her High Mage, you
mean.’

‘Stop,” Fiddler said. ‘I don't like the images popping into my head. Hand me a chunk of that sepah
bread — no, not the one you' ve taken a bite out of, Quick, thanks anyway. There—oh, never mind.” He
reached across.

‘Hey, you're raining sand on my food!’

Kdam settled back on his haunches. Fiddler was looking younger by the minute. Especidly with that
scowl. Thisbresk away from the army and al that went with it waslong overdue.

‘What? Fiddler demanded. ‘Worried you' Il wear your teeth down? Better stop chewing on that
bread, then.’

‘It snot that hard,” the wizard replied in amouth-full muffle.

‘No, but it’ sfull of grit, Quick Ben. From the millstones. Anyway, I’'m dways raining sand these days.
| got sand in places you wouldn't imagine—'

‘ Stop, images popping into my head and all that.’

‘After this Fiddler continued remorselesdy, ‘ayear’ sworth of sitting sweet in Darujhistan and I'll il
be shitting gritty bricks—’

‘Stop, | sad”’

Kalam’seyes narrowed on the sapper.  Darujhistan? Planning on joining the others, then?
The sapper’ s gaze shied away. ' Some day...’

‘Some day soon?

‘l @n't planning on running, Kaam.’

The assassin met Quick Ben'seyes, just aflicker of contact, and Kalam cleared histhroat. ‘Well...
maybe you should, Fid. If | wasgiving advice—’

‘If you' regiving advice then | know we' re al doomed. Thanksfor ruining my day. Here, Quick, some
more of that ale, please, I'm parched.’

Kaam subsided. All right, at least that’s cleared up.
Quick Ben brushed crumbs from his long-fingered hands and sat back. ‘ She has ideas about you,



Kdam...
‘I’ve got one wifetoo many asitis’
‘Maybe she wants you to put together a squad of assassins?
‘A what? From thislot?
‘Hey,” Fiddler growled, ‘I know thislot.’
‘And?
‘Andyou'reright, isal. They'reamess’
‘Even S0, the wizard said, shrugging. ‘ And she probably wantsyou to do it on the dy—
‘With Pearl listening in on your conversation, right.’

‘No, that was later. The second half of our meetingsisfor our audience. Thefirst haf, before Pearl and
whoever dse arrives, iswhen we talk privately. She makes these meetings asimpromptu as possible.
Uses Grub asamessenger.” Thewizard made awarding gesture.

‘Just afoundling,” Fiddler said.

But Quick Ben smply shook his head.

*So she wants her own cadre of assassins,” Kdam said. ‘ Unknown to the Claw. Oh, | don’t like
wherethisisgoing, Quick.

“Whoever is hiding behind those walls might be scared, Kd, but supiditain’t.

‘“Thiswholething isstupid,” Fiddler pronounced.

‘ She crushed the rebellion —what more does L aseen want?

‘ Strong, when it comes to dealing with our enemies,” Kalam said. * And wesk when it comesto
popularity.’
‘Tavoreain't the popular sort of person, so what’ sthe problem?

‘ She might get popular. A few more successes—ones whereit’ s clear it’s not dumb luck. Come on,
Fid, you know how fast an army can turn round.’

‘Not thisarmy,” the sapper said. ‘It barely got up off the ground to start with. We're adamned shaky
bunch — Quick Ben, does she have any idea of that?

Thewizard considered for atime, then he nodded. ‘| think so. But she doesn’'t know what to do about
it, beyond catching Leoman of the Flails and obliterating him and hisarmy. Thoroughly.’

Fiddler grunted. ‘ That' swhat Cuttleis afraid of. He' s convinced we' re all going to end up wearing
Rand beforethisisdone’

‘Rand? Oh, right.’

‘He sbeing aright pain about it, too,” Fiddler went on. ‘ Keeps talking about the cusser he’ sholding
back, the one he' Il sit on when the doom descends on us all. Y ou should see the look on the recruits
faceswhen he goeson like that.’

‘Sounds like Cuttle needs atalking to.’

‘He needs afigt intheface, Kd. Believe me, I’ ve been tempted...’
‘But sappers don’t do that to each other.’

‘I’'m a sergeant, too.’

‘But you need him still on your sde’

Glumly, *Aye’

‘All right, Kdamsad, ‘I'll put him right.”



‘Careful, he might toss asharper at your feet. Hedon't like assassins’

‘“Who does? Quick Ben commented.

Kaam frowned. ‘And here | thought | was popular... at least with my friends.’
‘We'reonly playing it safe, Kalam.’

‘Thanks, Quick, I'll remember that.’

The wizard rose suddenly. * Our guests are about to arrive...’

Fiddler and Kdam stood aswell, turning to see the imperia warren open once more. Four figures
strode out.

The n recognized two of them, and felt both tension and pleasure rising within him; the sudden
hackles for High Mage Tayschrenn, and the genuine pleasure at seeing Dujek Onearm. Flanking
Tayschrenn were two bodyguards, one an aged Seti with awaxed moustache — vagudly familiar in some
distant way, asif Kalam had perhaps seen him once before, long ago. The other was awoman
somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-five, lithe and athletic beneath tight slks. The eyes were soft
and dark brown, watchful; her hair was cut short in theimperid fashion around her heart-shaped face.

‘Relax,” Quick Ben murmured low besde Kalam. ‘Like | said before, Tayschrenn’srolein... things
past... was misunderstood.’

‘Soyou say.’

‘And he did try to protect Whiskeyjack.’

‘But wastoo late.’

‘Kdam...

‘All right, I'll becivil. Isthat Seti hisold bodyguard — from the days of the Emperor?

‘Aye’

‘Miserable bastard? Never said anything?

‘That'shim.’

‘Looks like he'smellowed some.’

Quick Ben snorted.

‘ Something amusing you, High Mage? Dujek asked as the group approached.

‘Wecome, High Figt,” Quick Ben said, straightening, adding adightly deferentid bow to Tayschrenn.
‘Colleague...

Tayschrenn’ sthin, amost hairless browsrose. * A field promotion, wasn't it? Well, perhapslong
overdue. Nonetheless, | do not believe the Empress has sanctioned that title as yet.’

Quick Ben offered him abroad, white smile. ‘Do you recdl, High Mage, acertain other High Mage,
sent by the Emperor, early on in the Blackdog Campaign? Kribalah Rule?

‘Rule the Rude? Y es, he died after amonth or so—
‘In ahorrible conflagration, aye. Well, that was me. Thus, I’ ve been a High Mage before, colleague...’

Tayschrenn was frowning, clearly thinking back, then the frown became ascowl. * And the Emperor
knew this? He must have, having sent you — unless, of course, hedidn’'t send you at all.’

‘Well, granted, there were some improprietiesinvolved, and had one set out on that particular trail they
might well have been noted. But you did not fed the need to do so, evidently, since, dthough briefly, |
more than held my own — pulling you out of trouble once, | seem to recdl... something about Tiste Andii
assassin-mages—'

‘When | lost a certain object containing ademon lord...”



“You did? Sorry to hear that.’

‘The same demon that later died by Rake' s sword in Darujhistan.’

‘Oh, how unfortunate.’

Kalam leaned close to Quick Ben. ‘I thought,” he said in awhisper, ‘you told meto relax.’

‘Long ago and far away,” Dujek Onearm said gruffly, ‘and I’ d dap my handstogether if | had more
than one. Tayschrenn, rein in that Seti before he does something stupid. We have things to discuss here.
Let'sget onwithit.’

Kalam glanced across at Fiddler and winked. Just like old times...

* * * %

Lying flat at the crest of the ridge, Pearl grunted. * That’s Dujek Onearm out there,” he said. ‘He's
supposed to bein G’ danisban right now.’

Beside him, Lostara Yl hissed and began dapping about her body. ‘ Chigger fleas, damn you. They're
swarming thisridge. | hate chigger flees—'

“Why not jump up and dance about, Captain? Pearl asked. * Just to make certain they know we're
here’

‘Spying isstupid. | hatethis, and | am rediscovering my hatred for you, too, Claw.’

“Y ou say the sweetest things. Anyway, the bald one' s Tayschrenn, with Hattar and Kiskathistime,
meaning he' s serious about the risks. Oh, why did they haveto do this, now?

‘Do what now?
‘Whatever it isthey’re doing, of course.’
*So run back to Laseen like the eager puppy you are, Pearl, and tell her al about it.’

He edged back down the side of the ridge, twisted round and sat up. ‘ No need for haste. | haveto
think.”

L ostara clambered down the dope until she could stand. She began scratching under her armour.
‘“Well, I’'m not waiting around for that. | need amilk bath, with escuraleaves, and | need it now.’

He watched her stalk away, back towards the encampment. A nice walk, apart from the sudden
twitches,

A smple cantrip, keeping the fleas away from hisbody. Perhaps he should have extended the courtesy
to her.

No. Thisis much better.
Gods, we're made for each other.
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‘| canbethisumn.
“You don’t want to be that urn.’
‘It'sgot legs’
‘Stubby ones, and | don't think they move. They’rejust for show. | remember thingslikethat.
‘But it’ s pretty.’
‘And shepesesinit.’
‘Pees? Are you sure? Have you seen her peeinit?

‘Tekealook, Curdle. That'sher peeinit. Y ou don’t want to be that urn. Y ou want something alive.
Redlly dive, with legsthat work. Or wings...’

They were still whispering when Apsdar removed thelast bar in the window and set it down. She
climbed onto the sill, twisting sidewaysto reach up to the nearest roof-post.

‘Where areyou going? Telorast demanded.
‘Totheroof.’

‘Shdl wejoinyou?

‘No.’

Apsadar pulled hersdf upward and moments later was crouched on the sun-baked clay, the stars
glistening overhead. Dawn was not far off, and the city below was slent and motionlesslike athing dead
inthe night. Ehrlitan. Thefirg city they had cometo in thisland, the city where this particular journey had
begun, agroup fated to break apart beneath a host of burdens. Kalam Mekhar, Fiddler, Crokus and
hersalf. Oh, Crokus had been so angry to discover that their companions had come with hidden motives
—not just escorting her home, not just righting an old wrong. He had been so naive,

She wondered how he was faring, thought to ask Catillion the next time the god visited, then decided
she would not do so. It would not do to let hersalf continue to care about him; even to think on him,
achieving little more than loosing the flood-gates of yearning, desire and regret.

Other, more immediate issues demanded her thought. Mebra. The old spy was dead, which was what
Shadowthrone had wanted, although the why of it escaped Apsalar. Granted, M ebra had been working
al sdes, serving the Maazan Empire at one moment, Sha ik’ s cause the next. And... someone dse. That
someone e s’ sidentity was important, and, she suspected, it was the true reason for Shadowthrone's
decison.

The Nameless Ones? Had the Semk assassin been sent to cover atrail? Possible, and it made sense.



No withesses, the man had said. To what? What service could Mebra have provided the Nameess
Ones? Hold off pursuing an answer to that. Who else?

Adherentsto the old cult of Shadow in Seven Cities no doubt remained, survivors of the purges that
had accompanied the conquest. Another possible employer of Mebra s many skills, and morelikely to
have caught Shadowthrone' s attention, aswell ashisire.

She had been told to kill Mebra. She had not been told why, nor had she been told to initiate any
investigations on her own. Suggesting Shadowthrone felt he knew enough. The samefor Catillion. Or,
conversdly, they were both woefully ignorant, and Mebra had smply switched sides once too often.

There were more targets on her list, arandom collection of names, dl of which could befoundin
Catillion’smemories. She was expected Smply to proceed from oneto the next, with the fina target the
most chalenging of dl... but that onewasin dl likelihood months away, and she would need to do some
deft manoeuvring to get close enough to strike, adow, careful stalking of avery dangerousindividud.
For whom she felt no enmity.

Thisiswhat an assassin does. And Cotillion’s possession has made me an assassin. That and
nothing else. | have killed and will continue to kill. | need think of nothing else. It issimple. It
should be smple.

And so shewould makeit so.

Still, what made agod decide to kill some lowly morta? The minor irritation of astonein amoccasin.
The dap of abranch on awooded trail. Who thinks twice plucking that stone out and tossing it away? Or
reaching out and snapping that branch? It seems| do, for | amthat god’s hand in this.

Enough. No more of thisweakness... this... uncertainty. Complete the tasks, then walk away. Vanish.
Find anew life.

Only... how does one do that?

There was someone she could ask — he was not far off, she knew, having culled hisidentity from
Catillion’smemories.

She had moved to sit with her legs dangling on the roof’ s edge. Someone now sat at her side.

‘Wel? Caotillion asked.

‘A Semk assassin of the Nameless Ones completed my mission for me.’

‘Thisvery night?

‘1 met him, but was unable to question him.’

The god dowly nodded. ‘ The Nameless Ones again. Thisis unexpected. And unwelcome.’

* So they were not the reason for killing Mebra’

‘No. Some gtirrings of the old cult. Mebrawas positioning himsdlf to become aHigh Priest. The best
candidate — we' re not worried about the others.’

‘Cleaning house’

‘Necessary, Apsdlar. We'rein for ascrap. A bad one’

‘| see’

They were slent for atime, then Cotillion cleared histhroat. ‘| have not yet had time to check on him,
but I know heishde, dthough understandably dispirited.’

‘All right.

He must have sensed she wanted it |eft at that, for, after apause, he then said, Y ou freed two
ghogts...’

She shrugged.



Sighing, Catillion ran ahand through hisdark hair. * Do you know what they once were?
‘Thieves, | think.’

‘Yes, that.’

‘Tige Andii?

‘No, but they lingered long over those two bodies and o... absorbed certain essences.’
‘Ah’

‘They are now agents of Edgewaker. | am curious to see what they will do.’

‘For the moment they seem content to accompany me.’

‘Yes. | think Edgewalker’ sinterests include you, Apsalar, because of our past... relationship.’
‘Through me, toyou.’

‘| seem to warrant his curiogity.’

‘Edgewalker. That apparition seems arather passive sort,” she observed.

‘Wefirg met him,” Catillion said dowly, ‘the night we ascended. The night we made passage into the
realm of Shadow. He made my spine crawl right then, and it's been crawling ever since.’

She glanced over a him. * Y ou are o unsuited to be agod, Catillion, did you know that?
‘Thank you for the vote of confidence’

She reached up with one hand and brushed the line of hisjaw, the gesture closeto acaress. She
caught the sudden intake of his breath, the dight widening of his eyes, but he would not look at her.
Apsdar lowered her hand. ‘I’ m sorry. Another mistake. It'sall | seem to make these days.’

‘It'sdl right,” hereplied. ‘1 understand.’
“Y ou do? Oh, of courseyou do.’

‘Complete your mission, and dl that is asked of you will end. Y ou will face no more demands from me.
Or Shadowthrone.’

There was something in histone that gave her adight shiver. Something like... remorse. ‘| see. That is
good. I'mtired. Of who | am, Catillion.’

‘I know.’

‘1 wasthinking of adetour. Before my next task.’
‘Oh?

‘The coadtal road, east. Just afew days by Shadow.’

Helooked across at her, and she saw hisfaint smile and was unaccountably pleased by it. * Ah,
Apsdar... that should be fun. Send him my greetings.’

‘Redlly?

‘Absolutely. He needs allittle shaking up.” He straightened. ‘| must leave. It samost dawn. Be careful,
and do not trust those ghosts!’

‘They arebad liars’

‘Well, I know aHigh Priest who employsasimilar tactic to confound others.’

Iskaral Fust. Now it was Apsalar who smiled, but she said nothing, for Cotillion was gone.
The east horizon wasin flameswith therisng of the sun.

* * % %



‘Where did the darkness go? Curdle demanded.

Apsalar stood near the bed, running through her assortment of concealed weapons. She would need to
deep soon — perhaps this afternoon — but first she would make use of the daylight. There was something
important hidden within the killing of Mebraby the Semk. Cotillion had been shaken by that detal.
Although he had not asked her to pursueit, she would nonetheless, for aday or two at least. ‘ The sun
hasrisen, Curdle’

‘The sun? By the Abyss, there sa sun in thisworld? Have they gone mad?

Apsdar glanced over at the cowering ghogt. It was dissolving in the grainy light. Huddled in a shadow
nearby, Telorast looked on, mute with terror.

‘Has who gone mad? Apsadar asked Curdle.
‘Well, them! The oneswho created this place!’
‘We'refading!” Telorast hissed. ‘What does it mean? Will we ceaseto exist?

‘I don't know,” Apsaar replied. ‘ Probably you will lose some substance, assuming you have any, but it
will betemporary. Best you two remain here, and be silent. | will be back before dusk.’

‘Dusk! Yes, excelent, wewill wait herefor dusk. Then night and al that darkness, and the shadows,
and thingsto possess. Y es, fearful woman, we shall wait here’

She headed down, paid for another night, then emerged onto the dusty street. The market-bound
citizens were aready on the move, hawkers dragging burdened mules, carts crowded with caged
songhirds or dabs of salted meat or casks of oil or honey. Old men laboured beneath bundles of
firewood, baskets of clay. Down the centre of the street strode two Red Blades —feared sentinels of
order and law once again now that the empire’ s presence had been emphatically reasserted. They were
headed in the same direction as Apsalar —and indeed as most of the people —towards the vast sprawl of
caravan camps beyond the city wall just south of the harbour.

The Red Blades were provided awide berth, and the swagger of their stride, their gauntleted hands
resting on the grips of their sheathed but not peace-strapped tulwars, made of their arrogance a
deliberate, provocative affront. Y et they passed unchalenged.

Moments before she caught up with them, Apsadar swung left down aside passage. There was more
than one route to the caravan camps.

A merchant employing Pardu and Gral guards, and appearing to display unusud interest inthe
presence of a Shadow Dancer in the city, made him or hersdf in turn the subject of interest. It might
amply be that the merchant was a buyer and sdler of information, but even that could prove ussful to
Apsda —not that she was prepared to pay for any information she gleaned. Thetribal guards suggested
extensve overland travel, between distant cities and the rarely frequented tracks linking them. That
merchant would know things.

And s0, indeed, might those guards.

She arrived a the outskirts of thefirst camp. If seen from the sky, the caravan city would look
pockmarked, as merchants came and went in a steady stream of wagons, horse-warriors, herd dogs and
camels. The outer edges were home to lesser merchants, their positions fixed according to some obscure
hierarchy, whilst the high-status caravans occupied the centre.

Entering the main thoroughfare from a side path between tents, Apsalar began the long search.

At midday she found atapu-hawker and sat at one of the smdll tables beneath an awning edting the
skewered pieces of fruit and mest, the grease running hot tracks down her hands. She had noted a
renewed energy among the merchant camps she had visited so far. Insurrection and strife were bad for
business, obvioudy. The return of Maazan rule was ablessng on tradein dl itsnorma avariciousglory,



and she had seen the exultation on al sides. Coinswere flowing in athousand streams.

Three figures caught her eye. Standing before the entrance to alarge tent and arguing, it seemed, over
acage of puppies. The two Pardu women and one of the Gral tribesmen she had seen at the tavern. They
were too preoccupied to have spied her, she hoped. Wiping her hands on her thighs, Apsaar rose and
walked, keeping to the shadier areas, out from under the awning and away from the guards and the
merchant’ stent.

It was enough to have found them, for now. Before she would endeavour to interrogate the merchant,
or the guards, another task awaited her.

Thelong walk back to the inn was uneventful, and she climbed the stairs and made her way to her
room. It was mid-afternoon, and her mind wasfilled with thoughts of deep.

‘ She' sback!’

Thevoice, Curdle's, came from under the wood-framed cot.

‘Isit her? asked Telorast from the same place.

‘| recognize the moccasins, see the sawn-in ridges of iron? Not like the other one.’
Apsadar paused her removing of her lesther gloves. ‘What other one?

‘The one who was here earlier, abell ago—'

‘A bdl? Telorast wondered. * Oh, those bells, now | understand. They measure the passing of time.
Yes, Not-Apsaar, abell ago. We said nothing. We were silent. That one never knew we were here!’

‘The innkeeper?

‘Boots, stirrup-worn and threaded with bronze scales, they went here and there— and crouched to
look under here, but saw naught of us, of course, and naught of anything else, snce you have no gear for
him to rifle through—

‘It was aman, then.’
‘Didn’'t we say earlier? Didn’t we, Curdle?
‘“We must have. A man, with boots on, yes!’

“How long did he stay? Apsdar asked, looking around the room. There was nothing there for the thief
to stedl, assuming he had been athief.

‘A hundred of his heartbeats’

‘Hundred and six, Telorast.’

‘Hundred and six, yes.’

‘He came and went by the door?

‘No, the window — you removed the bars, remember? Down from the roof, isn't that right, Telorast?
‘Or upfromthedley.’

‘Or maybe from one of the other rooms, thus from the side, right or left.’

Apsalar frowned and crossed her arms. * Did he comein by the window at al?

‘No.

‘By warren, then.’

‘YVes’

‘And he wasn't aman,” Curdle added. ‘ He was ademon. Big, black, hairy, with fangsand claws.’
‘Wearing boots,” Telorast said.

‘Exactly. Boots’



Apsdar pulled off her gloves and dapped them down on the bed-stand. She sprawled on the cot.
‘Wake meif hereturns’

‘Of course, Not-Apsaar. Y ou can depend upon us!’

* * % %

When she awoke it was dark. Cursing, Apsaar rose from the cot. ‘How lateisit?

‘She’sawake!” The shade of Telorast hovered nearby, a smeared body-shape in the gloom, its eyes
dully glowing.

‘Findly!” Curdlewhispered from the window sill, whereit crouched like agargoyle, head twisted
round to regard Apsalar still seated on the cot. ‘It’ stwo bells after the death of the sun! Wewant to
explore!’

‘Fine’ shesad, standing. ‘ Follow me, then.’
‘Whereto?

‘Back to the Jen'rahb.’

‘Oh, that miserable place.’

‘1 won't betherelong.’

‘Good.’

She collected her gloves, checked her weapons once more— a score of aches from knife pommels and
scabbards attested that they remained strapped about her person —and headed for the window.

‘Shall we use the causeway?
Apsdar stopped, studied Curdle. ‘What causeway?
The ghost moved to hug one edge of the window and pointed outward. ‘ That one.’

A shadow manifestation, something like an aqueduct, stretched from the base of the window out over
the alley and the building beyond, then curving — towards the heart of the Jen'rahb. It had the texture of
stone, and she could see pebbles and pieces of crumbled mortar aong the path. *What isthis?

‘Wedon't know.’

‘It isfrom the Shadow Realm, isn't it? It hasto be. Otherwise | would be unableto seeit.’
‘Ohyes. Wethink. Don’t we, Telorast?

‘Absolutely. Or not.’

‘How long,” Apsdlar asked, ‘hasit been here?

‘Fifty-three of your heartbeats. Y ou were stirring to wakefulness, right, Curdle? Shewas stirring.’
‘ And moaning. Well, one moan. Soft. A half-moan.’

‘No,” Telorast said, ‘that was me!’

Apsaa clambered up onto the sill, then, still gripping the edges of the wall, she stepped out onto the
causeway. Solid beneath her feet. * All right,” she muttered, more than alittle shaken as she released her
hold on the building behind her. ‘We might aswell make use of it.’

‘Weagree!’

They set out, over the dley, the tenement, astreet and then the rubble of the ruins. In the distance rose
ghostly towers. A city of shadow, but this one thoroughly unlike the one of the night before. Vague
sructures lay over the wreckage below — candss, the glimmer of something like water. Lower bridges
spanned these canals. A few thousand paces distant, to the southeast, rose amassive domed paace, and



beyond it what might have been alake, or awideriver. Ships plied those waters, square-sailed and
deek, the wood midnight black. She saw tall figures crossing abridge fifty paces away.

Telorast hissed. ‘1 recognize them!”’

Apsdar crouched low, suddenly fedling terribly vulnerable here on this high walkway.
‘Tise Edur?’

‘Yes,’ she haf-breathed.

‘Oh, canthey see us?

| don’'t know. At least none walked the causeway they were on... not yet. ‘Comeon, it'snot far. |
want us away from this place’

‘Agreed, oh yes, agreed.’

Curdle hesitated. ‘ Then again...’

‘No,” Apsdar sad. ‘ Attempt nothing, ghost.’

‘Ohdl right. It' sjust that there sabody in the canal beow.’

Damn this. She edged to the low wall and looked down. ‘ That’ snot Tiste Edur.’

‘No,” Curdle confirmed. ‘It most certainly isn't, Not Apsalar. It islike you, yes, like you. Only more
bloated, not long dead —we want it—’

‘Don’'t expect help if trying for it attracts attention.’
‘Oh, she has a point, Curdle. Come on, she’smoving away from usl Wait! Don't leave us here!’

Reaching a steep staircase, Apsaar quickly descended. As soon as she stepped onto the pale dusty
ground, the ghostly city vanished. In her wake the two shades appeared, sinking towards her.

‘A most dreadful place” Telorast said.
‘But therewas athrone,” Curdlecried. ‘1 sensedit! A most deliciousthrone!’
Teloragt snorted. ‘ Delicious? Y ou have lost your mind. Naught but pain. Suffering. Affliction—

‘Quiet, Apsadar commanded. ‘Y ou will tell me more about this throne you two sensed, but later.
Guard this entrance.’

‘We can do that. We' re very skilled guards. Someone died down there, yes? Can we have the body?
‘No. Stay here.” Apsdar entered the half-buried temple.

The chamber within was not as she had | eft it. The Semk’ s corpse was gone. Mebra s body had been
sripped of its clothing, the clothing itself cut gpart. What little furnishings occupied the room had been
methodically dismantled. Cursing under her breath, Apsalar walked to the doorway leading to the inner
chamber —the curtain that had covered it had been torn away. In the small room beyond —Mebra's
living quarters— the searcher or searchers had been equally thorough. Indifferent to the absence of light,
she scanned the detritus. Someone had been looking for something, or deliberately obscuring atrail.

She thought about the Semk assassin’s appearance last night. She had assumed he’ d somehow seen
her sprint across the rubble and so was compelled to return. But now she wondered. Perhaps he' d been
sent back, histask only haf-completed. In either case, he had not been working aone that night. She had
been careless, thinking otherwise,

From the outer chamber came awavering whisper, ‘Where are you?

Apsaar stepped back through the doorway. ‘What are you doing here, Curdle? | told you to—
“Two people are coming. Women, like you. Like us, too. | forgot. Y es, we're all women here—’
‘Find ashadow and hide, Apsalar cut in. ‘ Samefor Telorast.’



“You don’'t want usto kill them?

‘Canyou?

‘No.’

‘Hideyoursaves’

‘A good thing we decided to guard the door, isn't it?

Ignoring the ghost, Apsalar positioned herself beside the outer entrance. She drew her knives, set her
back againgt the doping stone, and waited.

She heard their quick steps, the scuffing asthey halted just outside, their breathing. Then thefirst one
stepped through, in her hands a shuttered lantern. She strode in further as she flipped back one of the
hinged shutters, sending a shaft of light againgt the far wall. Behind her entered the second woman, a
scimitar unshesthed and held out.

The Pardu caravan guards.

Apsalar stepped close and drove the point of one dagger into the woman’ s elbow joint on the
sword-arm, then swung the other weapon, pommel-forward, into the woman’ stemple.

She dropped, as did her weapon.
The other spun round.
A high swinging kick caught her above thejaw. Shereded, lantern flying to crack againgt thewall.

Sheathing her knives, Apsalar closed in on the stunned guard. A punch to the solar plexus doubled her
over. The guard dropped to her knees, then fell onto one side, curling up around the pain.

‘Thisisconvenient,” Apsdar said, ‘snce | wasintending to question you anyway.’

Shewalked back to the first woman and checked on her condition. Unconscious, and likely would
remain so for sometime. Even so, she kicked the scimitar into a corner, then stripped her of the knives
shefound hidden under her arms. Walking back to the other Pardu, she looked down on the groaning,
motionless woman for amoment, then crouched and dragged her to her feet.

She grasped the woman' sright arm, the one she used to hold aweapon, and, with a sharp twig,
didocated it at the elbow.

Thewoman cried out.

Apsalar closed ahand on her throat and dammed her against thewall, the head cracking hard. Vomit
gpilled onto the assassin’' s glove and wrist. She held the Pardu there. “Now you will answer my
questions.’

‘Please!’

‘No pleading. Pleading only makes me cruel. Answer meto my satisfaction and | might let you and
your friend live. Do you understand?

The Pardu nodded, her face smeared with blood and an elongated bump swelling below her right eye
where the iron-embedded moccasin had struck.

Sensing the arriva of thetwo ghogts, Apsdar glanced over her shoulder. They were hovering over the
body of the other Pardu.

‘One of usmight take her,” Telorast whispered.
‘Easy,’” agreed Curdle. ‘Her mind isaddled.’
‘Absent.

‘Logtinthe Abyss’

Apsdar hesitated, then said, ‘ Go ahead.’



‘Me!’” hissed Curdle.

‘No, me!’ snarled Telorast.

‘Me’

‘1 got to her first!’

“You did not!’

‘| choose,” said Apsaar. * Acceptable?
‘Ves’

‘Oh yes, you choose, dearest Mistress—'
“You'regrovdling agan!’

‘Am not!’

‘Curdle, Apsalar said. ‘Possess her.’

‘1 knew you'd pick her!’

‘Patience, Telorast. Thisnight’s not yet done.’

The Pardu woman before her was blinking, awild look in her eyes. “Who are you talking to? What
language isthat? Who's out there— | can’'t see—'

“Your lantern’ sout. Never mind. Tell me about your master.’
‘Gods below, it hurts—'

Apsdar reached down and twisted the dislocated arm again.
The woman shrieked, then sagged, unconscious.

Apsdar let her dide down the wdl until the woman was roughly in asitting position. Then she drew out
aflask and splashed water into the Pardu’ sface.

The eyes opened, comprehension returned, and with it, terror.

‘| don't want to hear about what hurts, Apsalar said. ‘1 want to hear about the merchant. Y our
employer. Now, shal wetry again?

The other Pardu was Sitting up near the entrance, making grunting noises, then coughing, until she spat
out bloody phlegm. ‘Ahl’ Curdle cried. ‘ Better! Oh, everything aches, oh, thearm!’

‘Bequiet,” Apsalar commanded, then fixed her attention once more on the woman in front of her. ‘|
am not a patient person.’

‘Trygdle Trade Guild,” the woman said in agasp.

Apsalar dowly leaned back on her haunches. A most unexpected answer. ‘ Curdle, get out of that
body.’

‘What?

‘Now.’

‘Just aswell, shewas al broken. Ah, free of pain again! Thisis better —1 wasafool!’

Telorast’ slaughter was arasp. ‘ And you still are, Curdle. | could havetold you, you know. Shewasn't
right for you.’

‘Nomoretaking, Apsdar said. She needed to think on this. The Trygalle Trade Guild' s centre of
operations was Darujhigtan. It had been along time since they’ d visited the fragment of the Shadow
Redm with munitionsfor Fiddler, assuming it was the same caravan — and she suspected it was. As
purveyors of items and information, it now seemed obvious that more than one mission had brought them
to Seven Cities. On the other hand, perhaps they were doing little more than recovering herein the city —



given their harrowing routes through the warrens — and the merchant-mage had instructed his guardsto
deliver any and dl unusud information. Even so, she needed to be certain. * The Trygale merchant —what
brought him or her hereto Ehrlitan?

The swelling was closing the Pardu’ sright eye. ‘Him.’

‘Hisname?

‘Karpolan Demesand.’

At that, Apsdar dlowed hersdlf afaint nod.

‘“We, uh, we were making adelivery — us guards, we're shareholders—’
‘1 know how the Trygdle Trade Guild works. A ddlivery, you said.’

‘Y es, to Coltaine. During the Chain of Dogs.’

‘That was sometime ago.’

‘Yes. I’'m sorry, thepain, it hurtsto talk.’

‘It'll hurt moreif youdon't.

The Pardu grimaced, and it was amoment before Apsalar redlized it had been asmile. ‘1 do not doubt
you, Shadow Dancer. Y es, there was more. Altar sones.’

‘What?

‘Cut tones, to lineahaly podl...’

‘Herein Ehrlitan?

The woman shook her head, winced, then said, ‘No. Y’ Ghatan.’

‘ Areyou on your way there, or returning?

‘Returning. Outward journeys are through warrens. We're... uh... resting.’

‘So Karpolan Demesand' sinterest in a Shadow Dancer isjust passng.’

‘He likesto know... everything. Information buys us advantages. No-one likes rearguard on the Ride.’
‘TheRide’

‘Through the warrens. It's... hairy.’

| imagine it would be. ‘ Tell your magter,” Apsdar said, ‘that this Shadow Dancer does not appreciate
the attention.’

The Pardu nodded.

Apsdar sraightened. ‘1 am donewith you.’

The woman flinched back, up againgt the wall, her left forearm rising to cover her face.
The n looked down on the guard, wondering what had set her off.

‘We undergtand that language now,” Telorast said.  She thinks you are going to kill her, and you are,
aren't you?

‘No. That should be obvious, if she’ sto deliver amessage to her master.’

‘She' snot thinking straight,” Curdle said. ‘ Besides, what better way to ddliver your message than with
two corpses?

Apsdar sghed, said to the Pardu, ‘What brought you to this place? To Mebra s?

Muffled from behind the forearm, the woman replied, * Purchasing information... but he’ sdead.’
‘What information?

‘Any. All. Comings and goings. Whatever hewas sdling. But you' ve killed Mebra—'



‘No, | did not. By way of peace between me and your master, | will tel you this. An assassin of the
Nameless Ones murdered Mebra. There was no torture involved. A smple assassination. The Nameless
Onesweren't looking for information.’

The Pardu’ slone visible eye, now above the guarding wrist, wasfixed on her. ‘ The Name ess Ones?
Seven Holies protect us!’

‘Now, Apsdar said, drawing her knife, ‘| need sometime.” With that she struck the woman with the
pommel of her knife, hard againgt the temple, and watched the Pardu’ s eye roll up, the body ump over.

‘Will shelive? Teorast demanded, dinking closer.
‘Leave her alone’
‘ She may wake up not remembering anything you told her.’

‘It doesn't matter,” Apsalar replied, sheathing her knife. *Her master will glean al he needs to know
anyway.

‘A sorceror. Ah, they travel the warrens, they said. Risky. This Karpolan Demesand must be a
formidable wielder of magic —you have made a dangerous enemy.’

‘1 doubt he will pursuethis, Telorast. | let his shareholderslive, and | have provided him with
informetion.’

‘And what of the tablets? Curdle asked.

Apsadlar turned. ‘What tablets?

‘The ones hidden under thefloor.’

‘Show me’’

The shade drifted towards Mebra s naked corpse. ‘ Under him. A secret cache, beneath this
pavestone. Hard clay, endlessligts, they probably mean nothing.’

Apsdar rolled the body over. The stone was easily pried loose, and she wondered at the carel essness
of the searchers. Then again, perhaps Mebra had had some control over where he would die. He had
been lying directly over it. A rough pit had been excavated, and it was crowded with clay tablets. In one
corner sat adamp burlap sack filled with soft clay, and a half-dozen bone scribers bound in twine.

Sherose and retrieved the lantern. When it had struck the wall, the shutter had closed —the flame
within remained. She pulled the top ring to draw up the hinged shutters part-way. Returning to the secret
cache, she collected the topmost dozen tablets then sat cross-legged beside the pit within the smal circle
of light, and began reading.

Attending the Grand Mesting of the Cult of Rashan was Bridthok of G’ danisban, Septhune Anabhin of
Omari, Sradd Purthu of Y’ Ghatan, and Torahaval Delat of Karashimesh. Fools and charlatans one and
al, dthough it must be said, Sradal isadangerousfool. Torahava isabitch, with nothing of the humour
of her cousin, nor his deadliness. She plays at this and nothing more, but she will make afine head-piece,
aHigh Priestess with seductive charms and so the acolytes shdl flock. Of Septhune and Bridthok, the
latter ismy nearest riva, leaning heavily on hisbloodline to that madman Biditha, but | know well his
weaknesses now and soon he shdl be diminated from the final vote by misfortune. Septhuneisafollower
and no more need be said of him.

Two of these cultists numbered among Apsdar’ stargets for nation. She memorized the other
names, in case the opportunity arose.

The second, third and fourth tablets contained lists of contacts made in the past week, with notes and
observationsthat madeit plain that Mebra had been busy weaving his usua web of extortion among a



host of dim-witted victims. Merchants, soldiers, amorous wives, thieves and thugs.
Thefifth tablet proved interesting.

Sribin, my most trusted agent, has confirmed it. The outlawed Grd, Taralack VVeed, wasin Ehrlitan one
month past. Truly aman to be feared, the most secret dagger of the Nameless Ones. Thisonly reinforces
my suspicion that they have done something, an unleashing of some ancient, terrible demon. Even asthe
Khundryl wanderer said, and so it was no lie, that harrowing tale of the barrow and the fleeing dragon. A
hunt has begun. Y et, who isthe prey? And what role has Taradlack Veed in dl this? Oh, the name done,
scribed herein damp clay, fills my bones with ice. Dessmbe ackis curse the Nameless Ones. They never

play fair.

“How much longer are you going to do that? Curdle demanded beside her.

Ignoring the shade, Apsdar continued working her way through the tablets, now seeking the name of
Tardack Veed. The ghosts wandered about, sniffing every now and then at the two unconscious Pardu,
dipping outside occasondly then returning, muttering in some unknown language.

There were thirty-three tablets in the pit, and as she removed the last one, she noted something odd
about the pit’s base. She brought the lantern closer. Shattered pieces of dried clay. Fragments of writing
in Mebra s hand. ‘He destroys them,” she said under her breath. ‘ Periodicdly.” She studied the last tablet
in her hand. It was dustier by far than all the others, the script more faded by wear. * But he saved this
one.” Ancther list. Only, in this one she recognized names. Apsalar began reading doud: ‘ Duiker has
findly freed Heboric Light Touch. Plan ruined by the rebellion, and Heboric lost. Coltaine marcheswith
his refugees, yet there are vipers among the Maazans. Kalam Mehkar sent to Sha ik, the Red Blades
following. Kdam will deliver the Book into Sha ik’ s hands. The Red Blades will kill the bitch. | am well
pleased.” The next few lines had been carved into the clay after it had hardened, the script |ooking ragged
and hurried. *Heboric iswith Sha ik. Known now as Ghost Hands, and in those handsis the power to
destroy usadl. Thisentire world. And none can stop him.’

Written in terror and panic. Yet... Apsdar glanced over a the other tablets. Something must have
happened to have eased his mind. Was Heboric now dead? She did not know. Had someone else
stumbled on the man’ strail, someone aware of the threat? And how in Hood' s name had Heboric —a
minor historian of Unta— ended up in Sha ik’ s company?

Clearly the Red Blades had failed in their assassination attempt. After all, the Adjunct Tavore had killed
thewoman, hadn’t she? In front of ten thousand witnesses.

‘Thiswoman iswaking up.’

Shelooked over a Telorast. The shade was hovering over the Pardu guard lying near the entrance.
‘All right,” Apsdar said, pushing the hesp of tablets back into the pit and replacing the stone. “We're
leaving.

‘Findly! It sdmogt light outside!’

‘No causeway?

‘Nothing but ruin, Not-Apsaar. Oh, this place looks too much like home.’

Curdle hissed. *Quiet, Telorast, you idiot! We don't talk about that, remember?

‘Sorry.

‘When we reach my room,” Apsdar said, ‘| want you two to tell me about that throne.’

‘ She remembered.’

‘I don't, Curdlesaid.



‘Menether, Telorast said. ‘ Throne? What throne?
Apsdar sudied the two ghosts, the faintly luminous eyes peering up at her. * Oh, never mind.’

* * * %

The Fdah' d was a head shorter than Samar Dev — and she was of barely average height —and he likely
weighed less than would one of her legs cut clean away at the hip. An unpleasant image, she alowed, but
onefrighteningly closeto redity. A fierce infection had set in the broken bones and it had taken four
witchesto draw the malign presence out. That had been the night before and she il felt weak and
light-headed, and standing herein this blistering sun wasn't helping.

However short and dight the Falah' d was, he worked hard at presenting anoble, imposing figure,
perched there atop hislong-legged white mare. Alas, the beast was trembling beneath him, flinching every
time Karsa Orlong’ s Jhag stallion tossed its head and rolled its eyes menacingly in the mare' sdirection.
The Fdah'd gripped the saddle horn with both hands, histhin dark lips pinched and acertain timidity in
his eyes. His ornate, jewe -studded tel aba was dishevelled, and the round, silken and padded hat on his
head was askew as he |looked on the one known to al as Toblakai, once-champion of Sha'ik. Who,
standing beside his horse, was till able, had he so chosen, to look down on the ruler of Ugarat.

Fifty palace guards accompanied the Falah' d, none of them — nor their mounts— at ease.

Toblaka was studying the massive edifice known as Morava Keep. An entire flat-topped mesa had
been carved hollow, the rock walls shaped into imposing fortifications. A deep, steep-walled moat
surrounded the keep. Moranth munitions or sorcery had destroyed the stone bridge spanning it, and the
doors beyond, battered and scorched, were of solid iron. A few scattered windows were visible, high up
and unadorned, each sedled by iron doors barbed with angled arrow-dlits.

The besieging encampment was squdid, afew hundred soldiers Sitting or standing near cookfires and
looking on with vaguely jaded interest. Off to one Sde, just north of the narrow road, sprawled arough
cemetery of ahundred or so makeshift, shin-high wooden platforms, each holding a cloth-wrapped
corpse.

Toblaka findly turned to the Falah'd. *When last was a Ma azan seen at the battlements?

The young ruler started, then scowled. ‘1 am to be addressed,” he said in his piping voice, ‘in a manner
due my authority asHoly Faah'd of Ugarat—

‘“When? Toblakai demanded, his expression darkening.
‘“Well, uh, well — Captain Inashan, answer this barbarian!’

With aquick saute, the captain walked over to the soldiersin the encampment. Samar watched him
speaking with a haf-dozen besiegers, saw the various shrugsin answer to his question, saw Inashan’s
back straighten and heard his voice get louder. The soldiers started arguing amongst themselves.

Toblakai made agrunting sound. He pointed at his horse. * Stay here, Havok. Kill nothing.” Then the
warrior strode to the edge of the moat.

Samar Dev hesitated, then followed.

He glanced at her when she stopped at hisside. ‘1 will assault this keep done, witch.’
“You certainly will,” shereplied. ‘I'm just herefor acloser look.’

‘1 doubt there will be much to see’

‘What are you planning, Toblaka?

‘| am Karsa Orlong, of the Teblor. Y ou know my name and you will useit. To Sha'ik | was Toblakai.
Sheisdead. To Leoman of the FHails, | was Toblakal, and heisas good asdead. To therebels | was—'



‘All right, I understand. Only dead or nearly dead people called you Toblakai, but you should know, it
isonly that name that has kept you from rotting out the rest of your lifein the palace pits’

‘That pup on the white horseisafoal. | could bresk him under one arm—
‘Yes, that likely would break him. And hisarmy?

‘Morefools. | am done speaking, witch. Witness!’

And so shedid.

* k x %

Karsa clambered down into the moat. Rubble, broken weapons, siege-stones and withered bodies.
Lizards scampered on the rocks, capemothsrising like paeleaves caught in an updraught. He made his
way to apoint directly benesth the two massiveiron doors. Even with hisheight he could barely reach
the narrow ledge at their base. He scanned the wreckage of the bridge around him, then began piling
stones, choosing the larger fragments and fashioning rough steps.

Sometime later he was satisfied. Drawing his sword, he climbed the steps, and found himself at the
same level asthe broad, riveted locking mechanism. Raising his sone sword in both hands, he set the
point in thejoin, in front of where he judged the lock to be. He waited amoment, until the position of his
arms and the angle of the blade was set in his mind, then he lifted the sword away, edged back asfar as
he could on the makeshift platform of rubble, drew the weapon back, and swung.

The blow was true, the unbreakable chal cedony edge driving into the join between the doors.
Momentum ceased with a snapping sound as the blade jammed in an unseen, solid iron bar, the
reverberations pounding through Karsa'sarms and into his shoulders.

He grunted, waited until the pain ebbed, then tugged the weapon freein a screech of metal. And took
amonceagain.

He both felt and heard the crack of the bar.
Karsapulled the sword loose then threw his shoulder againgt the doors.
Something fell with aloud clang, and the door on the right swung back.

* k% k %

On the other side of the moat, Samar Dev stared. She had just witnessed something... extraordinary.

Captain Inashan came up aongside her. * The Seven Holies protect us,” he whispered. ‘He just cut
through an iron door.’

‘Yes, hedid’

‘Weneed...’

She glanced over. ‘We need what, Captain?

“We need to get him out of Ugarat. Away, as soon as possible’

* * % %

Darknessin the funnel within —angled walls, chutes and arrow-dits. Some mechanism had lowered the
arched ceiling and narrowed the walls— he could see that they were suspended, perhaps afinger’ swidth
from contact with each other and with the paved floor. Twenty murderous pacesto an inner gate, and
that gate was gar.

Karsalistened but heard nothing. The air smelled rank, bitter. He squinted at the arrow-dlits. They
were dark, the hidden chambersto ether sde unlit.



Readying the sword in his hands, Karsa Orlong entered the keep.

No hot sand from the chutes, no arrows darting out from the dits, no boiling oil. He reached the gate.
A courtyard beyond, one third sharply bathed in white sunlight. He strode forward until he was past the
gate and then looked up. The rock had been hollowed out indeed — above was arectangle of blue sky,
thefiery sunfilling one corner. Thewallson al four sdesweretiered with fortified landings and bal conies,
countlesswindows. He could make out doorways on those ba conies, some yawning black, others
closed. Karsa counted twenty-two levels on the wall opposite him, eighteen on the oneto his|eft,
seventeen to the right, and behind him —the outer wall —twelve in the centre flanked by projections each
holding six more. The keep was a veritable city.

And, it seemed, lifdess.

A gaping pit, hidden in the shadow in one corner of the courtyard, caught his attention. Pavestones
lifted clear and piled to the Sdes, an excavated shaft of some sort, reaching down into the foundations.
Hewalked over.

The excavators had cleared the heavy pavestones to reach what |ooked to be bedrock but had proved
to be little more than a cap of stone, perhaps haf an arm’ slength thick, covering a hollowed-out
subterranean chamber. That stank.

A wooden ladder led down into the vaullt.

A makeshift cesspit, he suspected, since the besiegers had likely blocked the out-drains into the moat,
in the hopes of fostering plague or some such thing. The stench certainly suggested that it had been used
asalatrine. Then again, why the ladder?* These Maazans have odd interests,” he muttered. In his hands
he could fed atension building in the sone sword — the bound spirits of Bairoth Gild and Delum Thord
were suddenly restive. * Or a chance discovery,” he added. ‘ Isthiswhat you warn me of, kindred
Soirits?

He eyed the ladder. ‘Well, asyou say, brothers, | have climbed into worse.” Karsa sheathed his sword
and began his descent.

Excrement smeared thewalls, but not, fortunately, the rungs of the ladder. He made hisway past the
broken shell of stone, and what little clean air drifted down from above was overwhelmed by athick,
pungent reek. There was moreto it than human waste, however. Something d<e...

Reaching the floor of the chamber, Karsawaited, ankle-deep in shit and pools of piss, for hiseyesto
adjust to the gloom. Eventually, he could make out the walls, rounded, the stones bearing horizontal
undulations but otherwise unadorned. A beehive tomb, then, but not in a style Karsa had seen before.
Too large, for onething, and there was no evidence of platforms or sarcophagi. No grave-goods, no
inscriptions.

He could see no forma entranceway or door revealed on any of thewalls. Soshing through the
sewage for acloser look at the stonework, Karsa amost stumbled as he stepped off an unseen ledge —
he had been standing on adightly raised dai's, extending amost out to the base of the walls.
Back-stepping, he edged carefully along its circumference. In the process he discovered six submerged
iron spikes, driven deep into the stone in two sets of three. The spikes were massive, thicker across than
Karsa swrists.

He made his way back to the centre, stood near the base of the ladder. Were heto lie down with the
middle spike of either set under his head, he could not have reached the outer ones with arms
outstretched. Half again astdl and he might manage it. Thus, if something had been pinned here by these
spikes, it had been huge.

And, unfortunately, it looked asif the spikes had failed—

A dight motion through the heavy, turgid air, ashadowing of thefaint light lesking down. Karsa
reached for his sword.



An enormous hand closed on hisback, atalon lancing into each shoulder, two beneath hisribs, one
larger one stabbing down and around, just under hisleft clavicle. Thefingers clenched and he was being
hauled straight up, the ladder passing in ablur. The sword was pinned againgt his back. Karsareached
up with both hands and they closed about a scaled wrist thicker than his upper arm.

He cleared the hole in the capstone, and the tugs and tearing in his musclestold him the beast was
clambering up the side of the pit, nimble as abhok’ ard. Something heavy and scaled dithered across his
ams.

Theninto bright sunlight.

The beast flung the Teblor across the courtyard. He landed hard, skidding until he crashed up against
the keep’ s outer wall.

Spitting blood, every bonein his back fegling out of place, Karsa Orlong pushed himsdf to hisfed,
reeled until he could lean againgt the sun-heated stone.

Standing beside the pit was a reptilian monstrosity, two-legged, the hanging arms oversized and
overlong, talons scraping the pavestones. It wastailed, but that tail was stunted and thick. The
broad-snouted jaws were crowded with interlocking rows of dagger-long fangs, above them flaring
cheekbones and brow-ridges protecting deep-set eyes that glistened like wet stones on astrand. A
serrated crest bisected the flat, elongated skull, pale yellow above the dun green hide. The beast reared
haf again astdl asthe Toblakal.

Motionless as agtatue, it studied him, blood dripping from the talons of itsleft hand.
Karsatook a deep bresth, then drew hissword and flung it aside.

The creature s head twitched, a strange Sidewaystilt, then it charged, leaning far over asthe massive
legs propdled it forward.

And Karsalaunched himsdlf sraight at it.

Clearly, an unanticipated response, as he found himsdlf insde those raking hands and beneath the
snapping jaws. He flung his head straight up, cracking hard against the underside of the beast’ sjaw, then
ducked back down, diding hisright arm between the legs, wrapping it about the creature sright one.
Shoulder pounding into its belly, his hands closing tight on the other Side of the captured leg. Then lifting,
abellow escaping him as he heaved the beast up until it tottered on oneleg.

The taloned hands hammered down on his back, dicing through the bear fur, ravaging hisfleshina
frenzy.

Karsaplanted hisright leg behind the beast’ s left one, then pushed hard in that direction.

It crashed down and he heard bones snap.

The short tail whipped round, struck him in his midsection. Air exploded from Karsa sfour lungs, and
once more he was spinning through the air, striking the pave-stones and leaving most of the skin of his
right shoulder and hip on the hard stone as he skidded another four paces—

Over the edge of the pit. Down, cracking hard against one edge of the capstone, breaking it further,
then landing facefirst in the pool of sewage in the tomb, rubble splashing on dl sides.

Helifted himsdlf, twigting into ahaf-seated position, spitting out foul fluids even ashetried to draw air
into hislungs. Coughing, choking, he crawled towards one sde of the tomb, away from the holein the
caling.

Moments later he managed to restore his breathing. Shaking the muck from his head, he peered at the

shaft of sunlight reaching down around the ladder. The beast had not come after him... or had not seen
himfal.

He rose and made hisway to the ladder. Looked straight up, and saw nothing but sunlight.



Karsaclimbed. Ashedrew level with the pit’ sedge, he dowed, then lifted himsalf until he could just
see the courtyard. The cresture was nowhere in sight. He clambered quickly onto the pavestones.
Spitting again, he shook himsalf, then made hisway towards the keep’ sinner entrance. Hearing no
screams from beyond the moat, he assumed that the beast had not gonein that direction. Which left the
keep itsdlf.

The double doors were gar. He entered a broad chamber, itsfloor tiled, the walls bearing the ghosts
of long-faded murds.

Pieces of mangled armour and bits of blood-crusted clothing lay scattered about. Nearby stood a
boot, twin bonesjutting fromiit.

Directly opposite, twenty paces away, was another doorway, both doors battered down and smashed.
Karsapadded towardsit, then froze upon hearing the scrape of claws on tile in the gloom beyond. From
hisleft, close by the entrance. He backed up ten paces, then sprinted forward. Through the doorway.
Hands dashed down in hiswake, and he heard afrustrated hiss— even as he collided with alow divan,
propelling him forward, down onto alow table. The wooden legs exploded beneath hisweight. Herolled
onward, sending a high-backed chair cartwheding, then diding on arug, the thump and click of the
creature’ s clawed feet grew louder asit lunged in pursuit.

Karsagot hisfeet under him and he dove sdeways, once more evading the descending claws. Up
againgt another chair, this one massive. Grasping the legs, Karsa heaved it into the path of the creature —
it had launched itsdf into the air. The chair caught both its outstretched legs, snapped them out to the
Sde

The beast crashed down, cracking its head, broken tilesflying.

Karsakicked it in the throat.

The beast kicked him in the chest, and he was pitched backward once more, landing on a discarded
helmet that rolled, momentarily, sending him back further, up againg awall.

Pain thundering in his chest, the Toblaka climbed to hisfeet.

The beast was doing the same, dowly, wagging its head from sdeto Sde, its breath coming in rough
wheezes punctuated by sharp, barking coughs.

Karsaflung himsdf at it. His hands closed onits right wrist and he ducked under, twisting the arm as he
went, then spun round yet again, turning the arm until it popped at the shoulder.

The creature squedled.

Karsaclambered onto its back, hisfists hammering on the dome of its skull. Each blow shook the
beast’ s bones. Teeth snapped, the head driven down at each blow, springing back up in time to meet the
next one. Staggering beneath him, the right arm hanging limp, the |eft one attempting to reach up to scrape
him off, the creature careened across the room.

Karsa continued swinging, hisown hands numbed by the impacts.
Finally, he heard the skull crack.

A rattling gasp of breath —from him or the beast, he wasn’'t sure which — then the creature dropped
androlled.

Mogt of itsimmense weight settled for abrief moment between Karsa sthighs, and aroar burst from
histhroat as he clenched the muscles of hislegsto keep that ridged spine away from his crotch. Then the
reptile pitched sdeways, pinning hisleft leg. He reached up to wrap an arm around its thrashing neck.

Rolling further, it freed its own left arm, scythed it up and around. Talons sank into Karsa s left
shoulder. A surge of overpowering strength dragged the Toblaka off, sending him tumbling into the
wreckage of the collapsed table.

Karsa s grasping hand found one of the table legs. He scrambled up and swung it hard against the



beast’ s outstretched arm.
The leg shattered, and the arm was snatched back with asqued.
The beast reared upright once more.
Karsacharged again.
Was met by akick, high on hischest.
Sudden blackness.
His eyes opened. Gloom. Silence. The stink of faeces and blood and settling dust. Groaning, he sat up.
A distant crash. From somewhere above.

He studied his surroundings, until he spied the sde doorway. He rose, limped towardsit. A wide
hallway beyond, leading to a staircase.

* * % %

‘Was that ascream, Captain?
‘l am not sure, Falah'd.’

Samar Dev squinted in the bright light at the soldier beside her. He had been muttering under his breeth
since Toblakai’ s breach of the iron doors. Stone swords, iron and locks seemed to have been the focus
of his private monologue, periodicaly spiced with some choice curses. That, and the need to get the giant
barbarian asfar away from Ugarat as possible.

She wiped sweat from her brow, returned her attention to the keep’ s entrance. Still nothing.

‘They’ re negotiating,” the Falah' d said, restless on the saddle as servants stood to either side,
aternately sweeping the large papyrus fansto cool Ugarat’ s beloved ruler.

‘It did sound like a scream, Holy One,” Captain Inashan said after a moment.

‘Thenitisabelligerent negotiation, Captain. What else can be taking so long? Werethey dl starved
and dead, that barbarian would have returned. Unless, of course, there' sloot. Hah, am | wrong in that?|
think not! He'sa savage, after all. Cut loose from Shal ik’ sleash, yes? Why did he not die protecting
her?

‘If thetalesaretrue,” Inashan said uncomfortably, ‘ Sha ik sought a persond dud with the Adjunct,
Faahd’

“Too much conveniencein that tale. Told by the survivors, the oneswho abandoned her. | am
unconvinced by this Toblaka. Heistoo rude’

‘Yes, Fdah'd, Inashan said, ‘heisthat.’

Samar Dev cleared her throat. ‘Holy One, thereisno loot to be found in Moraval Keep.’

‘Oh, witch? And how can you be so certain?

‘It isan ancient structure, older even than Ugarat itself. True, dterations have been made every now
and then —all the old mechanisms were beyond our understanding, Falah' d, even to thisday, and dl we
have now from them isahandful of pieces. | have made long study of those few fragments, and have
learned much—'

“Y ou bore me, now, witch. Y ou have till not explained why thereisno loot.”

‘I am sorry, Falah' d. To answer you, the keep has been explored countless times, and nothing of vaue
has ever been found, barring those dismantled mechanisms—

‘Worthlessjunk. Very wdl, the barbarian is not looting. Heis negotiating with the squdid, vile
Maazans—whom we shal have to kned before once again. | am betrayed into humiliation by the



cowardly rebels of Raraku. Oh, one can count on no-one these days.’
‘It would seem not, Falah'd,” Samar Dev murmured.
Inashan shot her alook.
Samar wiped another sheath of swesat from her brow.
‘Oh!” the Flah' d cried suddenly. ‘1 am mdlting!”
‘Wait!" Inashan said. *Was that a bellow of some sort?
‘He s probably raping someone!’

* k k %

Hefound the creature hobbling down a corridor, its head wagging from side to sde, pitching into one
wall then the other. Karsaran after it.

It must have heard him, for it wheeled round, jaws opening in ahiss, moments before he closed.
Battering araking hand aside, the Toblaka kneed the beast in the belly. The reptile doubled over,
chest-ridge cracking down onto Karsa' sright shoulder. He drove his thumb up under itsleft arm, where
it found doeskin-soft tissue. Puncturing it, the thumb plunging into meet, curling round ligaments. Closing
his hand, Karsa yanked on those ligaments.

Dagger-sharp teeth raked the side of his head, dicing aflap of skin avay. Blood gushed into Karsa's
right eye. He pulled harder, throwing himsalf back.

The beast plunged with him. Twisting to one sde, Karsanarrowly escaped the crashing weight, and
was close enough to see the unnatura splaying of itsribs at the impact.

It struggled to rise, but Karsawas fagter. Straddling it once more. Fists hammering down onits skull.
With each blow the lower jaws cracked against the floor, and he could fed a sagging give in the plates of
the skull’ s bones benesth hisfists. He kept pounding.

A dozen wild heartbegts later and he dowed, redizing the beast was no longer moving beneath him, the
heed flat on the floor, getting wider and flatter with each impact of his battered fists. Fluids were lesking
out. Karsa stopped swinging. He drew in aragged, agony-filled breath, held it against the sudden waves
of darkness thundering through his brain, then released it seady and long. Another mouthful of bloody
phlegm to spit out, onto the dead beast’ s shattered skull.

Lifting his head, Karsaglared about. A doorway on hisright. In the room beyond, along table and
chairs. Groaning, he dowly rose, sumbled into the chamber.

A jug of wine sat on the table. Cupswere lined up in even rows down both sides, each one opposite a
chair. Karsa swept them from the table, collected the jug, then lay down on the stained wood surface. He
gtared up at the ceiling, where someone had painted a pantheon of unknown gods, al looking down.

Mocking expressonsoneand dl.
Karsa pushed the flap of loose skin back againgt his temple, then sneered at the faces on the ceiling,
beforelifting thejug to hislips.

* * * %

Blessed cool wind, now that the sun was 30 close to the horizon. Silence for awhile now, too, since that
last bdlow.

A number of soldiers, standing for bell after bell al afternoon, had passed out and were being tended
to by the lone dave the Falah' d had relinquished from his entourage.

Captain Inashan had been assembling a squad to lead into the keep for some time now.



The Fadah' d was having hisfeet massaged and bathed in mint-leaves chewed in mouthfuls of oil by the
daves. ' You aretaking too long, Captain!” he said. *Look at that demonic horse, theway it eyesus! It
will be dark by the time you storm the keep!’

‘Torches are being brought along, Falah’d,’ Inashan said. ‘We reamost ready.’

Hisreluctance was dmost comical, and Samar Dev dared not meet his eye again, not after the
expresson her wink earlier had dicited.

A shout from the besiegers: encampment.

Toblakai had appeared, climbing down from the ledge, back onto the makeshift steps. Samar Dev and
Inashan made their way to the moat, arriving in timeto see him emerge. The bear fur wasin ribbons, dark
with blood. He had tied a strip of cloth about his head, holding the skin in place over one temple. Most of
his upper clothing had been torn away, reveaing countless gouges and puncture wounds.

And hewas covered in shit.

From the Falah’ d twenty paces behind them came aquerulous enquiry: ‘ Toblakal! The negotiations
went well?

Inalow voice, Inashan said, ‘No Maazanseft, | takeit?
Karsa Orlong scowled. ‘Didn’'t see any.” He strode past them.

Turning, Samar Dev flinched at the horror of the warrior’ sravaged back. ‘What happened in there?
she demanded.

A shrug that jostled the dung stone sword. * Nothing important, witch.’
Not dowing, not turning, he continued on.

* * % %

A smudge of light far to the south, like a cluster of dying stars on the horizon, marked the city of Kayhum.
The dust of the storm aweek past had settled and the night sky was bright with the twin sweeps of the
Roads of the Abyss. There were scholars, Corabb Bhilan Thenu alas had heard, who asserted that those
broad roads were nothing more than stars, crowded in multitudes beyond counting, but Corabb knew
that wasfolly. They could be naught but celestial roads, the paths walked by the dragons of the deep,
and Elder Gods and the blacksmiths with sunsfor eyeswho hammered sarsinto life; and the worlds
spinning round those stars were smply dross, cast-offs from the forges, pale and smudged, on which
crawled crestures preening with conceit.

Preening with conceit. An old seer had told him that once, and for some reason the phrase lodged in
Corabb’smind, alowing him to pull it free every now and then to play with, hisinner eye bright with
shining wonder. People did that, yes. He had seen them, again and again. Like birds. Obsessed with
s f-importance, thinking themselvestall, astall asthe night sky. That seer had been agenius, to have
seen so clearly, and to manage so much in three smple words. Not that conceit was asimple thing, and
Corabb recalled having to ask an old woman what the word meant, and she had cackled and reached
under histunic to tug on his penis, which had been unexpected and, ingtinctive response notwithstanding,
unwelcome. A faint wave of embarrassment accompanied the recollection, and he spat into thefire
flickering before him.

Leoman of the Flails sat opposite him, ahookah filled with wine-soaked durhang at the man’sside, at
his thin lips the mouthpiece of hard wood carved into the semblance of awoman’s nipple and stained
magentato add to the likeness. Hisleader’ s eyes glistened dark red in the fire' slight, thelidslow, the
gaze seemingly fixed on thelicking flames.

Corabb had found a piece of wood the length of hisarm, light asawoman’ s bresth —telling him that a
birit dug dwelt within—and he had just dug it out with the point of hisknife. The creature squirmed on the



blade stip, and it had been the Sght of thisthat had, das, reminded him of the debacle with his penis.
Fedling morose, he bit the dug in haf and began chewing, juices spurting down into hisbeard. ‘Ah,” he
said around the mouthful, ‘ she hasroe. Delicious’

Leoman looked over, then he drew once more on the mouthpiece. *We re running out of horses,” he
sad.

Corabb swallowed. The other half of the dug was writhing on the knife tip, threads of pink eggs
dangling liketiny pearls. “We Il make it, Commander,” he said, then poked out histongueto lap up the
roe, following up by inserting the rest of the dug into his mouth. He chewed, then swallowed. * Four, five
days, | would judge’’

Leoman’seyes glittered. Y ou know, then.’

‘Wherewe' regoing? Yes!

‘Do you know why?

Corabb tossed the piece of wood onto the fire. * Y’ Ghatan. The First Holy City. Where Dassem Ultor,
curse hisname, died in betrayal. Y’ Ghatan, the oldest city in the world. Built atop theforge of a
blacksmith of the Abyss, built on his very bones. Seven Y’ Ghatans, seven grest citiesto mark the ages
we have seen, the one we see now crouched on the bones of the other six. City of the Olive Groves, city
of the sweet oils—' Corabb paused, frowned. *What was your question, Commander?

‘Wl.ly.l
‘Oh, yes. Do | know why you have chosen Y’ Ghatan? Because we inviteasiege. It isadifficult city to

conquer. Thefool Maazanswill bleed themselvesto death attempting to ssorm itswalls. We shdl add
their bonesto dl the others, to Dassem Ultor’ s very own—

‘Hedidn’t die there, Corabb.’
‘“What? But there were witnesses—'

‘“To hiswounding, yes. To the assassination... attempt. But no, my friend, the First Sword did not die,
and helivesdill.’

‘Then whereishe?
‘“Where doesn't matter. Y ou should ask: Who is he? Ask that, Corabb Bhilan Thenu'aas, and | will
giveyou answer.’

Corabb thought about that. Even swimming in the fumes of durhang, Leoman of the Hailswastoo
smart for him. Clever, ableto see dl that Corabb could not. He was the greatest commander Seven
Cities had ever produced. He would have defeated Coltaine. Honourably. And, had he been left to it, he
would have crushed Adjunct Tavore, and then Dujek Onearm. There would have been true liberation,
for dl Seven Cities, and from here the rebellion againgt the damned empire would have rippled outward,
until the yoke was thrown off by dl. Thiswasthe tragedy, the true tragedy. ‘ Blessed Dessembrae hounds
our heds...

Leoman coughed acloud of smoke. He doubled over, still coughing.

Corabb reached for askin of water and thrugt it into his leader’ s hands. The man finally drew bresth,
then drank deep. He leaned back with agusty sigh, and then grinned. Y ou are awonder, Corabb Bhilan
Thenu' das! To answer you, | certainly hope not!’

Corabb fdt sad. He said, ‘Y ou mock me, Commander.’

‘Not at dl, you Oponn-blessed madman —my only friend left bresthing —not a al. It isthe cult, you
see. The Lord of Tragedy. Dessembrae. That is Dassem Ultor. | don’t doubt you understood that, but
consider this—for thereto be acult, areligion, with priests and such, there must beagod. A living god.’

‘Dassam Ultor is ascended?



‘| believe s0, dthough heisareuctant god. A denier, like Anomander Rake of the Tiste Andii. And so
he wanders, in eternd flight, and in, perhaps, eternd hunt aswell.’

‘For what?

Leoman shook hishead. Then said, ‘Y’ Ghatan. Y es, my friend. There, we will make our stand, and
the name shall be a curse among the Mdazans, for dl time, acurse, bitter on their tongues.” Hiseyes
hardened suddenly on Corabb. * Are you with me? No matter what | command, no matter the madness
that will ssemto afflict me?

Something in hisleader’ s gaze frightened Corabb, but he nodded. ‘| am with you, Leoman of the Hails.
Do not doubt that.’

A wry smile. ‘I shdl not hold you to that. But | thank you for your words nonetheless’
“Why would you doubt them?

‘Because only | know what | intend to do.’

‘Tdl me’

‘No, my friend. Thisburdenismine’

“You lead us, Leoman of the Hails. We shdll follow. Asyou say, you carry al of us. We are the weight
of history, of liberty, and yet you are not bowed—'

‘Ah, Corabb...’

‘1 only say what is known but has never before been said aloud, Commander.’
‘Thereismercy in sllence, my friend. But no mind. It is done, you have indeed spoken.’
‘| have assailed you further. | am sorry, Leoman of the Halls!’

Leoman drank again from the waterskin, then spat into thefire. *We need say no more of it. Y’ Ghatan.
Thisshall be our city. Four, fivedays. It isjust past crushing season, yes?

‘Theolives?Y es, we shdl arrive when the grovers have gathered. A thousand merchantswill be there,
and workers out on the road leading to the coast, setting new stones. And potters, and barrel-makers,
and wagoners and caravans. The air shall be gold with dust and dusted with gold—

‘Y ou are apoet indeed, Corabb. Merchants, and their hired guards. Tell me, will they bow to my
authority, do you think?

‘They must.’

‘Who isthecity’sFaiah' d?
‘Vedor.

‘“Which one?

‘The ferret-faced one, Leoman. His fish-faced brother was found dead in hislover’ s bed, the whore
nowhere to be found, but likely rich and in hiding or in ashalow grave. It' sthe old story among the
Faa dhan.’

‘And we are certain VVedor continuesto deny the Malazans?
‘No fleet or army could have reached them yet. Y ou know this, Leoman of the Hails’
The man dowly nodded, eyes once more on the flames.

Corabb looked up at the night sky. ‘One day,” he said, ‘we shall walk the Roads to the Abyss. And so
witnessdl thewonders of the universe’

Leoman squinted upward. ‘Where the stars are thick as veins?
‘They are roads, Leoman. Surely you do not believe those insane scholars?



‘All scholarsareinsane, yes. They say nothing worth believing. Theroads, then. Thetrail of fire’
‘Of course,” Corabb continued, ‘that shal be many yearsfrom now...

‘Asyou say, friend. Now, best get some deep.’

Corabb rose, bones cracking. ‘“May you dream of glory this night, Commander.’

‘Glory? Oh, yes, my friend. Our trail of fire...

‘Aa, that dug has given meindigestion. It wastheroe’

* k% k %

‘The bastard’ s heading for Y’ Ghatan.’

Sergeant Strings glanced over at Bottle. * Y ou’ ve been thinking, haven’t you? That’ s not good, soldier.
Not good at all.’

‘Can'thdpit.’
‘That’s even worse. Now | have to keep an eye onyou.’

Koryk was on his hands and knees, head lowered as he sought to bresthe life back into the bed of
coasfrom the night just past. He suddenly coughed as he inhaled a cloud of ashes and ducked away,
blinking and hacking.

Smileslaughed. ‘ The wise plainsman doesit again. Y ou were adeep, Koryk, but | should tell you, Tarr
pissed thet fire out last night.”

‘What!?

‘She’slying,” Tarr said from where he crouched beside his pack, repairing astrep. ‘Even so, itwasa
good one. Y ou should have seen your expression, Koryk.’

“How can anyone, with that white mask he’ swearing? Shouldn’t you be painting death lines through
that ash, Koryk? lsn’t that what Seti do?

‘Only when going into battle, Smiles,” the sergeant said. ‘ Now, leave off, woman. Y ou' re asbad as
that damned Hengese lapdog. It bit aKhundryl’ sankle last night and wouldn't let go.’

‘Hope they skewered it,” Smilessaid.

‘Not achance. Bent was standing guard. Anyway, they had to get Temul to pry the thing off. My point
is, Smiles, you ain't got a Wickan cattle-dog to guard your back, so the less you snipe the safer you'll
be’

No-one mentioned the knife Koryk had taken in the leg aweek past.

Cuittle came wandering into the camp. He' d found a squad that had already brewed some foul-smelling
teaand was sipping from histin cup. ‘ They're here,’ he said.

‘“Who? Smiles demanded.

Bottle watched asthelr sergeant settled back down, leaning againgt his pack. *All right,” Stringssaid,
sghing. ‘March will be delayed. Someone help Koryk get the fire going—we' re going to have ared
breakfast. Cuittle the cook.’

‘Me?All right, just don’'t blameme’
‘For what? Strings asked with an innocent smile.
Cuttle walked over to the hearth, reaching into a pouch. * Got some sealed Flamer dust—'

Everyone scattered, Strings included. Suddenly, Cuttle was done, looking round bemusedly at his
fellow soldiers, now oneand al at least fifteen paces distant. He scowled. * A grain or two, nothing more.
Damn, do you think I'm mad?



Everyone looked to Strings, who shrugged. ‘ Ingtinctive reaction, Cuttle. Surprised you ain't used to it
by now.’

“Y eah? And how come you were thefirst belting out of here, Fid?
‘“Who' d know better than me?

Cuittle crouched down beside the hearth. ‘Well,” he muttered, ‘I’ m absolutely crushed.” Hewithdrew a
smadll clay disk from the pouch. It was a playing piece for the board-game cdled Troughs, the game being
Cuttle sfavourite pastime. The sapper spat on it, then tossed it into the coals. And quickly backed away.

No-one &' se moved.

‘Hey,” Koryk said, ‘that wasn't areal Troughs piece, wasit?
Cuittle glanced over. ‘Why wouldn't it be?

‘ Because those things get thrown around!’

‘Only when | lose,” the sapper replied.

A burst of ash, sudden flames. Cuitle walked back and began flinging pieces of dung on thefire. *All
right, somebody tend to this. I'll get what passes for food around here and figure something out.’

‘Bottle has somelizards, Smilessaid.

‘Forget it, Bottle shot back. ‘ They’re my, uh, friends.” He flinched as the other squad membersturned
toregard him.

‘Friends? Strings asked. He scratched his beard, studying hissoldier.

‘What, Smilessaid, ‘the rest of ustoo smart for you, Bottle? All these confounding words we use?
The fact we can read those squiggly etchings on clay and wax tablets and scrolls? Well, except for
Koryk, of course. Anyway. Fedling insufficient, Bottle? | don’t mean physically —that goes without
saying. But, mentaly, right? Isthat the problem?

Bottleglared a her. “You'll regret dl that, Smiles’
‘Oh, he/ sgoing to send hislizard friends after me! Help!’
‘That’ senough, Smiles; Strings said in awarning growl.

Sherosg, ran her hands through her gtill-unbound hair. “Well, I'm off to gossip with Flashwit and Uru
Hela. Flash said she saw Neffarias Bredd a couple of daysago. A horse had died and he carried it back
to his squad’ s camp. They roasted it. Nothing but bones left.’

‘The squad ate an entire horse? Koryk snorted. ‘How come I’ ve never seen this Neffarias Bredd,
anyway? Has anybody here seen him?

‘I have, Smilesreplied.

‘“When? Koryk demanded.

‘A few days ago. I’m bored talking to you. Y our fire sgoing out.” She walked off.

The sergeant was il tugging at hisbeard. * Gods below, | need to hack thisthing off,” he muttered.

‘But the chicksain't left the nest yet, Cuttle said, settling down with an armful of foodstuffs. ‘“Who's
been collecting snakes? he asked, |etting the various objects drop. He picked up along, rope-like thing.
‘They gink—'

‘That’ sthe vinegar,” Koryk said. ‘It'san old Seti delicacy. The vinegar cooks the meat, you see, for
when you ain't got thetime to smokeit dow.’

‘What are you doing killing snakes? Bottle demanded. ‘ They’ re useful, you know.’
Stringsrose. ‘ Bottle, walk with me.’
Oh damn. I’ ve got to learn to say nothing. ‘Aye, Sergeant.’



They crossed the ditch and headed onto the broken sweep of the Lato Odhan, the mostly leve, dusty
ground home to a scattering of shattered rock, no piece larger than aman’s head. Somewhere far to the
southwest was the city of Kayhum, still out of sight, whilst behind them rose the Thaas Mountains,
tredessfor centuries and now eroded like rotting teeth. No cloud relieved the bright morning sun, aready
hot.

“Where do you keep your lizards? Strings asked.

‘In my clothes, out of the sun, during the day, | mean. They wander at night.’
‘ And you wander with them.’

Bottle nodded.

‘That' sauseful talent,” the sergeant commented, then went on, ‘ especidly for spying. Not on the
enemy, of course, but on everyoneelse’

‘Sofar. | mean, we haven’'t been close enough to the enemy—

‘I know. And that’ swhy you ain’t told nobody yet about it. So, you' ve listened in on the Adjunct
much? | mean, since that time you learned about thefal of the Bridgeburners’

‘Not much, to tdll thetruth.” Bottle hesitated, wondering how much he should say.
‘Out with it, soldier.’

‘I’ sthat Claw...’

‘Pearl.’

‘Aye, and, well, uh, the High Mage.’

‘Quick Ben!’

‘Right, and now there’ s Tayschrenn, too—

Strings grasped Bottle' sarm and pulled him round. *He left. He was only here for afew bells, and that
was aweek ago—'

‘Aye, but that doesn’t mean he can’t come back, at any time, right? Anyway, al these powerful, scary
mages, well, they make me nervous’

“You' remaking me nervous, Bottle!’

‘Why?

The sergeant squinted at him, then let go of hisarm and resumed walking.
‘Where arewe going? Bottle demanded.

“Youtdl me’

‘Not that way.’

‘Why?

‘Uh. Nil and Nether, just the other side of that low rise’

Stringsloosed a half-dozen dockside curses. ‘Hood take us! Listen, soldier, | ain't forgotten anything,
you know. | remember you playing dice with Meanas, making dolls of Hood and the Rope. Earth-magic
and talking with spirits — gods below, you' re so much like Quick Ben it makes my hair stand on end. Oh,
right, it all comesfrom your grandmother — but you see, | know where Quick got histalents!’

Bottle frowned at the man. *What?

‘What do you mean what?

‘What are you talking about, Sergeant? Y ou’ ve got me confused.’

‘Quick’ sgot more warrens to draw on than any mage I’ ve ever heard about. Except,” headdedin a



frustrated snarl, ‘ except maybe you.’
‘But | don't even like warrens!’

‘No, you're closer to Nil and Nether, aren’t you? Spirits and stuff. When you' re not playing with
Hood and Shadow, that i’

‘They’ re older than warrens, Sergeant.’
‘Likethat! What do you mean by that?

‘Wdll. Holds. They’re holds. Or they were. Before warrens. It' s old magic, that’ swhat my
grandmother taught me. Red old. Anyway, I’ ve changed my mind about Nil and Nether. They’reupto
something and | want to seeit.’

‘But you don’t want them to see us!’
Bottle shrugged. ‘ Too late for that, Sergeant. They know we're here!’

‘Fine, lead on, then. But | want Quick Ben to meet you. And | want to know all about these holds you
keep talking about.’

No you don’t. ‘All right.” Quick Ben. A meeting. That was bad. Maybe | could run away. No, don’t
be anidiot. You can't run away, Bottle. Besdes, what were therisks of talking with the High Mage?
He wasn’'t doing anything wrong, exactly. Not really. Not so anybody would know, anyway. Except a
sneaky bastard like Quick Ben. Abyss, what if he finds out who' s walking in my shadow? Well, it’'s
not like | asked for the company, isit?

‘Whatever you'rethinking,” Stringssaid in agrowl, ‘it'sgot my skin crawling.’

‘Not me. Nil and Nether. They’ ve begun aritud. I’ ve changed my mind again — maybe we should go
back.’

‘No.
They began ascending the gentle dope.

Bottle fet sudden swest trickling beneath his clothes. Y ou’ ve got some naturd talent, haven't you,
Sergeant? Skin crawling and dl that. Y ou're sengitiveto... Stuff.

‘1 had abad upbringing.’

‘Where' s Geder’ s squad gone?

Strings shot himaglance. ‘ You'redoing it again.’
‘Sorry.

‘They’ re escorting Quick and Kdam — they’ ve gone ahead. So, your dreaded meeting with Quick is
gill sometimeoff, you'll be glad to know.’

‘Gone ahead. By warren? They shouldn’t be doing that, you know. Not now. Not here—’
‘Why?
‘Well. Because’

‘For thefirg timein my career asasoldier of the Maazan Empire, | truly want to strangle afellow
Soldier.’

‘Sorry.’

‘ Stop saying that name!’

‘It'snot aname. It saword.’

The sergeant’ s battered hands clenched into figts.

Bottlefdl slent. Wondering if Strings might actudly strangle him.



They reached the crest. Thirty paces beyond, the Wickan witch and warlock had arranged acircle of
jagged stones and were seated within it, facing each other. ‘ They'retravelling,” Bottle said. ‘1t sakind of
Spiritwalking, like the Tanno do. They’ re aware of us, but only vaguely.’

‘| assume we don't step within that ring.’

‘Not unless we need to pull them out.’

Strings looked over.

‘Not unless | need to pull them out, | mean. If things go wrong. If they get introuble’
They drew nearer. *What made you join the army, Bottle?

Sheinsisted. ‘My grandmother thought it would be agood idea. She'd just died, you see, and her
Spirit was, um, agitated alittle. About something.” Oh, steer away fromthis, Bottle. ‘1 was getting
bored. Restless. Sdlling dollsto pilots and sailors on the docks—'

‘Where?

‘Jakatakan.’

‘What kind of dolls?

‘The kind the Stormriders seem to like. Appeasement.’

‘Stormriders? Gods below, Bottle, | didn’t think anything worked with them lately. Not for years’

‘The dollsdidn’'t dwayswork, but they sometimes did, which was better than most propitiations.
Anyway, | was making good coin, but it didn’t seem enough—"

‘Areyou feding cold dl of asudden?
Bottle nodded. ‘ It makes sense, where they’ ve gone.’
‘And whereisthat?

‘Through Hood' s Gate. It' sall right, Sergeant. | think. Redlly. They’re pretty sneaky, and so long as
they don't attract the wrong attention...’

‘But... why?

Bottle glanced over. The sergeant waslooking pale. Not surprising. Those damned ghosts at Raraku
had rattled him. ‘ They’relooking for... people. Dead ones.’

‘Sormo E nath?

‘I guess. Wickans. Oneswho died on the Chain of Dogs. They’ ve done this before. They don't find
them—' He stopped asagust of bitter cold wind swirled up round the circle of stones. Sudden frost
limned the ground. * Oh, that’ s not good. I'll beright back, Sergeant.’

Bottle ran forward, then legpt into thering.
And vanished.

Or, he assumed he had, since he was no longer on the Lato Odhan, but ankle-deep in rotting,
crumbling bones, asickly grey sky overhead. Someone was screaming. Bottle turned at the sound and
saw three figuresthirty paces away. Nil and Nether, and facing them, a horrific gpparition, and it wasthis
lich that was doing the screaming. The two young Wickans were flinching before the tirade.

A language Bottle did not understand. He walked closer, bone-dust puffing with each step.
Thelich suddenly reached out and grasped both Wickans, lifting them into the air, then shaking them.
Bottle ran forward. And what do | do when | get there?

The creature snarled and flung Nil and Nether to the ground, then abruptly disappeared amidst the
clouds of dust.



He reached them as they were climbing to their feet. Nether was swearing in her native tongue as she
brushed dust from her tunic. She glared over at Bottle ashe arrived. ‘What do you want?

‘Thought you werein trouble’

‘We'refine, Nil snapped, yet there was a sheepish expression on his adolescent face. * Y ou can lead
us back, mage.’

‘Did the Adjunct send you? Nether demanded. * Are we to have no peace?
‘Nobody sent me. Well, Sergeant Strings—we were just out walking—'
‘Strings? Y ou mean Fiddler.’

‘We re supposed to—

‘Don’'t beanidiot,” Nether said. ‘ Everybody knows.’

‘We'renot idiots. It clearly hasn't occurred to either of you that maybe Fiddler wantsit that way.
Wantsto be caled Strings, now, because hisold lifeis gone, and with the old name comes bad
memories, and he' s had enough of those.’

Neither Wickan replied.

After afew more strides, Bottle asked, ‘ So, was that a Wickan lich? One of the dead you were
looking for?

“Y ou know too much.’

‘Wasit?

Nil cursed under his breath, then said, * Our mother.’

‘Your... Bottlefd| slent.

‘ She wastdlling usto stop moping and grow up,’ Nil added.

‘Shewastdlling you that, Nether retorted. ‘ Shetold meto—

‘To take ahusband and get pregnant.’

‘That wasjust asuggestion.’

‘Made while she was shaking you? Bottle asked.

Nether spat at hisfeet. ‘A suggestion. Something | should maybe think about. Besdes, | don’t haveto
listen to you, soldier. You're Maazan. A squad mage.’

‘He' saso theone,” pointed out Nil, ‘who rides life-sparks.”

‘Smdll ones. Theway wedid as children.’

Bottle smiled a her remark.

She caught it. ‘What' sso amusing?

‘Nothing. Sorry.’

‘| thought you were going to lead us back.’

‘| thought 0, too,” Bottle said, halting and looking round.  Oh, | think we' ve been noticed.’
‘It syour fault, mage!’ Nil accused.

‘Probably.’

Nether hissed and pointed.

Another figure had appeared, and to either side padded dogs. Wickan cattle dogs. Nine, ten, twelve.
Their eyes gleamed slver. The man in their midst was clearly Wickan, greying and squat and
bow-legged. His face was savagely scarred.



‘ItisBult, Nether whispered. She stepped forward.
The dogs growled.

“Nil, Nether, | have been searching for you,” the ghost named Bult said, halting ten paces away, the
dogslining up on either side. *Hear me. We do not belong here. Do you understand? We do not belong.’
He paused and pulled a hisnosein ahabitual gesture. * Think hard on my words.” He turned away, then
paused and glanced back over ashoulder, ‘ And Nether, get married and have babies.’

The ghosts vanished.

Nether ssamped her foot. Dust rose up around her. ‘Why does everyone keep telling me that! ?
“Y our tribe' s been decimated,” Bottle said reasonably. ‘ It stands to reason—'

She advanced on him.

Bottle stepped back—

And regppeared within the sonecircle.

A moment later gasps came from Nil and Nether, their crosslegged bodies twitching.

‘1 was getting worried,” Strings said behind him, standing just outside the ring.

Thetwo Wickanswere dow in getting to their feet.

Bottle hurried to his sergeant’ s side. *We should get going,” he said. ‘ Before she comesfully round, |
mean.’

‘Why?

Bottle started walking. * She’ smad a me.’

The sergeant snorted, then followed. * And why is she mad a you, soldier? Asif | need ask.’
‘Just something | said”’

‘Oh, I am surprised.’

‘l don’t want to go into it, Sergeant. Sorry.’

‘I’m tempted to throw you down and pin you for her.’

They reached the crest. Behind them, Nether began shouting curses. Bottle quickened his pace. Then
he halted and crouched down, reaching under his shirt, and gingerly drew out aplacid lizard. *Wake up,
he murmured, then set it down. It scampered off.

Stringswatched. ‘ It'sgoing to follow them, isn't it?

‘Shemight decide on ared curse,’ Bottle explained. * And if she does, | need to counter it.’
“Hood' s breath, what did you say to her?

‘I made aterrible mistake. | agreed with her mother.’

* * * %

‘“We should be getting out of here. Or...’

Kaam glanced over. *All right, Quick.” Heraised a hand to hat the soldiers flanking them and the one
trailing behind, then uttered alow whistle to alert the huge, red-bearded corpora on point.

The squad members drew in to surround the n and the High Mage.

‘We re being followed,” Sergeant Geder said, wiping swesat from his burnished brow.
‘It sworse than that,” Quick Ben said.

The soldier named Sands muttered, ‘Isn't it just.’



Kdam turned and studied the track behind them. He could see nothing in the colourless swirl. ‘Thisis
dill the Imperia Warren, isn'tit?

Quick Ben rubbed at hisneck. ‘I’'m not so sure.’

‘But how can that happen? Thisfrom the corporal, Stormy, hisforehead buckling and small eyes
glittering as though he was about to fly into aberserk rage a any moment. Hewas holding hisgrey flint
sword asif expecting some demon to come bursting into existence right in front of them.

The assassin checked hislong-knives, and said to Quick Ben, ‘Well?

Thewizard hesitated, then nodded. * All right.’

‘“What did you two just decide? Geder asked. ‘ And would it be so hard explaining it to us?
‘Sarcadtic bastard,” Quick Ben commented, then gave the sergeant a broad, white amile.

‘I’ve punched alot of facesin my day,” Geder said, returning the amile, ‘but never one belongingto a
High Mage before’

“Y ou might not be hereif you had, Sergeant.’

‘Back to business; Kadam said in awarning rumble. ‘WEe re going to wait and see what' s after us,
Geder. Quick doesn't know where we are, and that initself istroubling enough.’

‘And then we leave,” the wizard added. ‘ No heroic stands.’

‘The Fourteenth’ smotto,” Stormy said, with aloud sigh.

‘Which? Geder asked. * And then we leave or No heroic stands?
‘Takeyour pick.’

Kalam studied the squad, first Geder, then Stormy, then the lad, Truth, and Pellaand the minor mage,
Sands. What a miserable bunch.

‘Let’sjust gokill it; Stormy said, shifting about. * And then we can talk about what it was!’

“Hood knows how you' velived thislong,” Quick Ben said, shaking his head.

‘Because I’m a reasonable man, High Mage’

Kaam grunted. All right, they might grow on me at that. ‘How far away isit, Quick?

‘Closing. Not it. Them.’

Geder undung his crossbow and Pellaand Truth followed suit. They loaded quarrdls, then fanned out.

‘Them, you said,’ the sergeant muttered, glaring over a Quick Ben. ‘Would that be two? Six? Fifty
thousand?

‘It snot that, Sands said in asuddenly shaky voice. ‘ It'swhere they’ ve come from. Chaos. I'm right,
an'tl, High Mage?

‘So,” Kdam sad, ‘thewarrensredly arein trouble.’
‘| didtdl you that, Kd.’

“You did. And you told the Adjunct the same thing. But she wanted usto get to Y’ Ghatan before
Leoman. And that meansthewarrens.’

‘Therel’ Truth hissed, pointing.

Emerging from the grey gloom, something massive, towering, black asastorm-cloud, filling the sky.
And behind it, another, and another...

‘Timeto go,” Quick Ben said.



Chapter Four

All that K’ rul created, you understand, was born of the Elder God' slove of possibility.
Myriad paths of sorcery spun out amultitude of strands, each wild ashairsin thewind,
hackled to the wandering beast. And K’ rul wasthat beast, yet he himsaf was a parody of
life, for blood was his nectar, the spilled gift, red tears of pain, and dl that he was, was
defined by that singular thirdt.

For dl that, thirst is something we dl share, yes?

Brutho and Nullit speak on Nullit's Last Night
Brutho Parlet

T heland wasvast, but it was not empty. Some ancient cataclysm had torn through the scoured
bedrock, splitting it with fissuresin a chaotic crisscross skein over the plain. If sand had once covered
this place, even filling the chasms, wind or water had swept away the very last grain. The stone looked
polished and the sun’slight bounced fromit in asavage glare.

Squinting, Mappo Runt studied the tormented landscape in front of them. After atime, he shook his
head. ‘1 have never seen this place before, Icarium. It seems as though something hasjust peeled back
the skin of theworld. Those cracks... how can they run in such random directions?

The haf-blood Jaghut stlanding at his side said nothing for amoment, his palid eyes scanning the scene
asif seeking a pattern. Then he crouched down and picked up a piece of broken bedrock. ‘ Immense
pressures; he murmured. * And then... violence.” He straightened, tossing the rock aside. ‘ The fissures
follow no fault lines— see that nearest one? It cuts directly acrossthe seamsin the sone. | am intrigued,

Mappo.’
The Trell set down his burlap sack. ‘ Do you wish to explore?

‘1 do.” Icarium glanced at him and smiled. ‘None of my desires surprise you, do they?Itisno
exaggeration that you know my mind better than 1. Would that you were awoman.’

‘Were| awoman, Icarium, | would have serious concerns about your taste in women.’

‘Granted,’” the Jhag replied, ‘ you are somewhat hairy. Brigly, infact. Given your girth, | believeyou
capable of wrestling abull bhederin to the ground.’

*Assuming | had reason to... dthough none comesto mind.’
‘Come, let usexplore’

Mappo followed I carium out onto the blasted plain. The heat was vicious, desiccating. Beneath their
feet, the bedrock bore twisted swirls, signs of vast, contrary pressures. No lichen clung to the stone.
‘Thishas been long buried.’

‘Y es, and only recently exposed.’
They approached the sharp edge of the nearest chasm.

The sunlight reached down part-way to reved jagged, sheer walls, but the floor was hidden in
darkness.

‘| seeaway down,” Icarium said.

‘1 was hoping you had missed it, Mappo replied, having seen the same chute with its convenient
collection of ledges, cracksfor hand- and foot-holds. * Y ou know how | hate climbing.’



‘Until you mentioned it, no. Shdl we?

‘Let meretrieve my pack,” Mappo said, turning about. ‘We |l likely be spending the night down there’
He made hisway back towards the edge of the plain. The rewards of curiosity had diminished for
Mappo, over the years since he had vowed to walk at Icarium’s side. It was now a sentiment bound taut
with dread. |carium’ s search for answers was not a hopeless one, das. And if truth was discovered, it
would be as an avalanche, and I carium would not, could not, withstand the revelations. About himself.
And dl that he had done. He would seek to take hisown life, if no-one else dared grant the mercy.

That was a precipice they had both clung to not solong ago. And | betrayed my vow. In the name of
friendship. He had been broken, and it shamed him ill. Worse, to see the compassion in [carium’ s eyes,
that had been asword through Mappo’ s heart, an unhealed wound till haunting him.

But curiogty was aficklething, aswell. Distractions devoured time, drew Icarium from hisrelentless
path. Yes, time. Delays. Follow where he will lead, Mappo Runt. You can do naught else. Until...
until what? Until hefindly failed. And then, another would come, if it was not dready too late, to
resume the grand deceit.

He wastired. His very soul wasweary of the whole charade. Too many lies had led him onto this path,
too many liesheld him hereto thisday. | am no friend. | broke my vow —in the name of friendship?
Another lie. No. Smple, brutal self-interest, the weakness of my selfish needs.

Whilst Icarium called him friend. Victim of aterrible curse, yet he remained, trusting, honourable, filled
with the pleasure of living. And here | am, happily leading him astray, again and again. Oh, the word
for it wasindeed shame.

Hefound himsdf stlanding before his pack. How long he had stood there, unseeing, unmoving, he did
not know. Ah, now that isjust, that | begin to lose myself. Sighing, he picked it up and dungit over a
shoulder. Pray we cross no-one's path. No threat. No risk. Pray we never find a way out of the
chasm. But to whom was he praying? Mappo smiled as he made hisway back. He believed in nothing,
and would not presume the conceit of etching aface on oblivion. Thus, empty prayers, uttered by an
empty man.

‘Areyou dl right, my friend? Icarium asked as he arrived.
‘Lead on,” Mappo said. ‘| must secure my pack first.’

A flash of something like concern in the Jhag’ s expression, then he nodded and walked over to where
the chute debouched, dipped over the edge, and vanished from sight.

Mappo tugged asmall belt-pouch free and loosened the drawstrings. He pulled another pouch from
the first one and unfolded it, revedling that it waslarger than the one it had been stored in. From this
second pouch he withdrew another, again larger once unfolded. Mappo then, with some effort, pushed
the shoulder pack into thislast one. Tightened the strings. He stuffed that pouch into the next smaller and
followed by forcing that oneinto the small belt-pouch, which hetied at hiswaist. Inconvenient, though
temporary. He would have no quick accessto his wegpons should some calamity arise, at least for the
duration of the descent. Not that he could fight clinging like adrunk goat to the cliff-sdein any case.

He made hisway to the chute and looked over the edge. | carium was making swift progress, aready
fifteen or more man-heights down.

What would they find down there? Rocks. Or something that should have remained buried for dl time.
Mappo began his descent.

Before long, the passage of the sun swept dl light from the crevasse. They continued in degp gloom,
the air cool and stale. There was no sound, barring the occasiona scrape of |carium’s scabbard against
stone from somewhere below, the only indication that the Jhag till lived, that he had not falen, for, had
helost hisgrip and plummeted, Mappo knew that he would make no outcry.

The Trdl’sarmswere getting tired, the caves of hislegs aching, hisfingers growing numb, but he



maintained his steady pace, fedling strangely relentless, asif this was adescent with no end and hewas
eager to proveit, the only possible proof being to continue on. For ever. There was something telling in
that desire, but he was not prepared to be mindful of it.

Theair grew colder. Mappo watched the plumes of his breath frogting the stone face opposite him,
gparkling in some faint, sourcdessillumination. He could smell old ice, somewhere below, and awhisper
of unease quickened his breathing.

A hand on the hed of hisleft, down-reaching foot startled him.

‘Weare here,’ |carium murmured.

‘Abysstake us, Mappo gasped, pushing away from the wal and landing with sagging legson adlick,
danted floor. He flung hisarms out to regain balance, then straightened. * Are you certain? Perhapsthis
dopeisbut aledge, and should we lose our footing—'

‘“Wewill get wet. Come, thereisalake of some sort.’

‘Ah, | seeit. It... glows...”

They edged down until the motionless sweep of water was before them. A vague, greenish-blue
illumination, coming from below, revedled the lake’ s depth. They could see to the bottom, perhaps ten
man-heights down, rough and studded with rotted tree stumps or broken stalagmites, pale green and
limned inwhite.

‘We descended athird of aleague for this? Mappo asked, his voice echoing, then he laughed.
‘Look further in,” Icarium directed, and the Trell heard excitement in his companion’ stone.

The stumps marched outward four or five paces, then stopped. Beyond, detailsindistinct, squatted a
massive, blockish shape. Vague patterns marked its visible sides, and itstop. Odd, angular projections
reached out from the far Side, like spider’ slegs. The breath hissed from Mappo. ‘Doesit live? he asked.

‘A mechanism of some sort,” Icarium said. ‘ The metd isvery nearly white, do you see? No corrosion.
It looks asif it had been built yesterday... but | believe, my friend, that it isancient.’

Mappo hestated, then asked, ‘Isit one of yours?

Icarium glanced a him, eyesbright. ‘No. And that isthe wonder of it.’

‘No? Areyou sure? We have found others—'

‘l am certain. | do not know how, but there is no doubt in my mind. This was constructed by someone
else, Mappo.’

The Trel crouched down and dipped his hand into the water, then snatched it back. * Gods, that’s
cold!’

‘No obstacleto me,” Icarium said, smiling, the polished lower tusks diding into view.

“Y ou mean to swim down and examine it? Never mind, the answer isplain. Very well, | shall seek out
some level ground, and pitch our camp.’

The Jhag was tugging off hisclothes.

Mappo et off dong the dope. The gloom was sufficiently relieved by the glowing water that he was
able to make certain of each step he took, moving up until his left hand was brushing the cold stone wall.
After fifteen or so pacesthat hand dipped into anarrow crack, and, upon regaining contact, immediately
noted a change of texture and shape in the surface under his blunt fingertips. The Trell halted and began a
closer examination dong itslength.

This stone was basdlt, ragged, bulging out until the dope benesth his feet dwindled, then disappeared.
Sharp cracks emanated out across the angled floor and into the lake, the black fissures reappearing on
the lake' s bottom. The basalt was some kind of intrusion, he concluded. Perhaps the entire crevasse had
been created by itsarrival.



Mappo retreated until he had room to Sit, perched with his back against the rock, eyes on the now
rippled surface of the lake. He drew out areed and began cleaning histeeth as he considered the matter.
He could not imagine anatural process creating such an intrusion. Contrary as earth pressures were, far
beneath the land’ s surface, there was no colliding escarpment shaping thingsin this part of the
subcontinent.

No, there had been agate, and the basalt formation had come through it. Catastrophically. From its
realm... into solid bedrock on thisworld.

What wasit? But he knew.

A sky keep.

Mappo rose and faced the ravaged basalt once more. And that which Icarium now studies at the
bottom of the lake... it came from this. So it follows, does it not, that there must be some sort of
portal. A way in. Now he was curiousindeed. What secretslay within? Among therituals of inculcation
the Nameless Ones had intoned in the course of Mappo’s vow were tales of the sky keeps, the dread
K’ Chain Che Malle fortresses that floated like cloudsin the air. Aninvasion of sorts, according to the
Nameless Ones, in the ages before the rise of the First Empire, when the people who would one day
found it did little more than wander in small bands— not even tribes, little different, in fact, from mortal
Imass. Aninvason that, inthisregion a leas, failed. Thetaes said little of who or what had opposed
them. Jaghut, perhaps. Or Forkrul Assail, or the Elder Gods themselves.

He heard splashing and peered through the gloom to see Icarium pull himsdlf, awkwardly, onto the
strand. Mappo rose and approached.

‘Dead,” Icarium gasped, and Mappo saw that his friend was racked with shivers.
‘The mechanism?
The Jhag shook his head. * Omtose Phellack. Thiswater... dead ice. Dead... blood.’

Mappo waited for |carium to recover. He studied the now swirling, agitated surface of the lake,
wondering when last that water had known motion, the heat of aliving body. For the latter, it had clearly
been thirsty.

‘Thereisacorpseinsdethat thing,’ the Jhag said after atime.

‘K’Chain Che Malle’

‘Y es. How did you know?

‘I have found the sky keep it emerged from. Part of it remains exposed, extruding from thewall.’

‘A dtrange creature,’ |carium muttered. ‘| have no memory of ever seeing one before, yet | knew its
name’

‘Asfar asl| know, friend, you have never encountered them in your travels. Y et you hold knowledge of
them, nonetheless’

‘1 need to think on this’

‘ Y$"

‘Strange creature,’ he said again. * So reptilian. Desiccated, of course, as one would expect. Powerful,
| would think. The hind limbs, the forearms. Huge jaws. Stubby tail—'

Mappo looked up. * Stubby tail. Y ou are certain of that?

‘Y es. The beast was reclined, and within reach were levers—it was amaster of the mechanism’'s
operation.’

‘There was a porthole you could look through?
‘No. Thewhite metal became transparent wherever | cast my gaze.’



‘Reveding the mechanism’ sinner workings?

‘Only the areawhere the K’ Chain Che’' Malle was seated. A carriage of some sort, | believe, ameans
of trangportation and exploration... yet not intended to accommodate being submerged in water; nor was
it an excavating device—thejointed arms would have been insufficient for that. No, the unveiling of
Omtose Phellack caught it unawares. Devoured, trapped inice. A Jaghut arrived, Mappo, to make
certain that none escaped.’

Mappo nodded. Icarium’ s descriptions had led him to conclude much the same sequence of events.
Like the sky keep itsdlf, the mechanism was built to fly, borne aoft by some unknown sorcery. ‘If we are
tofind level ground,” he said, ‘it shall have to be within the keep.’

The Jhag smiled. ‘Isthat aglimmer of anticipation in your eyes? | am beginning to see the Mappo of
old, I suspect. Memory or no, you are no stranger to me, and | have been much chagrined of late, seeing
you so forlorn. | understood it, of course—how could | not? | am what haunts you, friend, and for that |
grieve. Come, shdl wefind our way insdethisfdl keep?

Mappo watched Icarium stride past, and dowly turned to follow him with hiseyes.

Icarium, the Builder of Mechanisms. Where did such skills come from? He feared they were about
to find out.

* * % %

The monagtery wasin the middle of parched, broken wasteland, not a village or hamlet within adozen
leaguesin either direction aong the faint tracks of the road. On the map Cutter had purchased in

G’ danishan, its presence was marked with asingle wavy line of reddish-brown ink, upright, barely visble
on theworn hide. The symbol of D’rek, Worm of Autumn.

A lone domed structure stood in the midst of alow-walled, rectangular compound, and the sky over it
was dotted with circling vultures.

Beside him and hunched in the saddle, Heboric Ghost Hands spat, then said, ‘ Decay. Rot. Dissolution.
When what once worked suddenly bresks. And like amoth the soul flutters away. Into the dark. Autumn
awalits, and the seasons are askew, twisting to avoid al the unsheathed knives. Y et the prisoners of the
jade, they are forever trapped. There, in their own arguments. Disputes, bickering, the universe beyond
unseen —they care not awhit, thefools. They wear ignorance like armour and wield spite like swords.
What am | to them? A curio. Less. So it’sabroken world, why should | care about that? | did not ask
for this, for any of this...

He went on, but Cutter stopped listening. He glanced back at the two women trailing them. Listless,
uncaring, brutalized by the heat. The horses beneath them walked with drooped heads; their ribs were
visble beneath dusty, tattered hide. Off to one side clambered Greyfrog, looking fat and deek asever,
circling the riderswith seemingly boundless energy.

‘We should visit that monastery,” Cutter said. ‘ Make use of thewdl, and if there' s any foodstuffs—’
‘They're dl dead,” Heboric croaked.

Cuitter studied the old man, then grunted. * Explainsthe vultures. But we till need water.’

The Dedtriant of Treach gave him an unpleasant amile.

Cuitter understood the meaning of that smile. He was becoming heartless, inured to the myriad horrors
of thisworld. A monastery filled with dead priests and priestesseswas as... nothing. And the old man
could seeit, could seeinto him. His new god is the Tiger of Summer, Lord of War. Heboric Ghost
Hands, the High Priest of strife, he sees how cold | have become. And is... amused.

Cuitter guided his horse up the side track leading to the monastery. The othersfollowed. The Daru
reined inin front of the gates, which were closed, and dismounted. * Heboric, do you sense any danger to



us?

‘I havethat talent?

Cutter studied him, said nothing.

The Degtriant clambered down from hishorse. ‘ Nothing livesin there. Nothing.’

‘No ghosts?

‘Nothing. She took them.’

‘Who?

‘The unexpected visgitor, that’swho.” He laughed, raised his hands. ‘We play our games. We never
expect... umbrage. Outrage. | could have told them. Warned them, but they wouldn't have listened. The
conceit consumesal. A single building can become an entire world, the minds crowding and jostling, then
clawing and gouging. All they need do iswak outside, but they don’t. They’ ve forgotten that outside

exigs. Oh, dl these faces of worship, none of which is true worship. Never mind the diligence, it does
naught but serve the demon hatreds within. The spites and fearsand mdice. | could havetold them.’

Cutter walked to the wall, leading his horse. He climbed onto its back, perched on the saddle, then
graightened until he was standing. Thetop of thewall waswithin easy reach. He pulled himsdlf up. Inthe
compound beyond, bodies. A dozen or o, black-skinned, mostly naked, lying here and there on the
hard-packed, white ground. Cutter squinted. The bodieslooked to be... boiling, frothing, meting. They
roiled before his eyes. He pulled his gaze away from them. The domed templ€ s doors were yawning
open. To theright wasalow corra surrounding alow, long structure, the mud-bricks exposed for two
thirds of the facing wall. Troughswith plaster and tools indicated atask never to be completed. VVultures
crowded theflat roof, yet none ventured down to feast on the corpses.

Cutter dropped down into the compound. He walked to the gates and lifted the bar clear, then pulled
the heavy doors open.

Greyfrog was waiting on the other side. * Dispirited and distraught. So much unpleasantness,
Cutter, in thisfell place. Dismay. No appetite.” He edged past, scuttled warily towards the nearest
corpse. ‘ Ah! They seethe! Worms, aswarm with worms. The flesh is foul, foul even for Greyfrog.
Revulsed. Let us be away from this place!”

Cuitter spied the wdll, in the corner between the outbuilding and the temple. He returned to where the
others «till waited outside the gate. * Give me your waterskins. Heboric, can you check that outbuilding
for feed?

Heboric smiled. * The livestock were never let out. It's been days. The heet killed them dl. A dozen
goats, two mules’

‘Just seeif there' sany feed.’
The Dedtriant headed towards the outbuilding.

Scillaradismounted, lifted clear the waterskins from Felisin Y ounger’ s saddle and, with her own
thrown over a shoulder, approached Cutter. ‘Here.’

He studied her. ‘| wonder if thisisawarning.’

Her browslifted fractionally, * Are we that important, Cutter?

‘Well, | don’'t mean us, specificaly. | meant, maybe we should teke it asawarning.’

‘Dead priests?

‘Nothing good comes of worship.’

She gave him an odd amile, then held out the skins.

Cutter cursed himsdlf. He rarely made sense when trying to talk with thiswoman. Said things afool



would say. It was the mocking look in her eyes, the expression ever anticipating asmile assoon ashe
opened his mouth to speak. Saying nothing more, he collected the waterskins and walked back into the
compound.

* k k %

Scillarawatched him for amoment, then turned as Felisin dipped down from her horse. ‘We need the
water.’

The younger woman nodded. ‘1 know.” She reached up and tugged at her hair, which had grown long.
‘| keep seeing those bandits. And now, more dead people. And those cemeteries the track went right
through yesterday, thet field of bones. | fed we' ve sumbled into anightmare, and every day we go
further in. It'shot, but I'm cold dl the time and getting colder.’

‘That’ sdehydration,” Scillarasaid, repacking her pipe.

‘That thing' snot left your mouth in days,” Felisn sad.

‘Keepsthethirst at bay.’

‘Redlly?

‘No, but that iswhat | keep telling mysdlf.’

Felisn looked away. ‘We do that alot, don't we?

‘What?

She shrugged. ‘ Tl ourselvesthings. In the hopethat it'll make them true’

Scillaradrew hard on the pipe, blew alungful of smoke upward, watching asthewind took it away.

“You look so hedthy,” Felisin said, eyes on her once more. ‘Whilst the rest of uswither away.’

‘Not Greyfrog.’

‘No, not Greyfrog.’

‘Does hetalk with you much?

Felisin shook her head. ‘ Not much. Except when | wake up at night, after my bad dreams. Then he
sngstome’

‘Sings?

‘Y es, in his peopl€ slanguage. Songs for children. He says he needsto practise them.’

Scillarashot her aglance. ‘ Redly? Did he say why?

‘No.

‘How old were you, Felisin, when your mother sold you off?

Another shrug. ‘I don’t remember.’

That might have been alie, but Scillaradid not pursueit.

Felisn stepped closer. “Will you take care of me, Scillara?

‘What?

‘| fed asif | am going backwards. | felt... older. Back in Raraku. Now, with every day, | fed more
and morelikeachild. Smdler, ever smdler.’

Uneasy, Scillarasaid, ‘1 have never been much good at taking care of people’
‘| don't think Shalik was, either. She had... obsessions...’
‘Shedidfineby you.’



‘No, it was mostly Leoman. Even Toblaka. And Heboric, before Treach clamed him. She didn’t take
care of me, and that’swhy Bidithal...

‘Bidithal isdead. He got his own balls shoved down his scrawny throat.”
‘Yes, awhigper. ‘If what Heboric saysredly happened. Toblakal...’

Scillarasnorted. ‘ Think on that, Felisin. If Heboric had said that L’ oric had doneit, or Sha'ik, or even
Leoman, well, you might have some reason to doubt. But Toblakai? No, you can beieve it. Gods below,
how can you not?

The question forced afaint smile from Felisin and she nodded. ‘ Y ou areright. Only Toblaka would
have done that. Only Toblaka would have killed him... inthat way. Tell me, Scillara, do you have aspare

pipe?
‘A gpare pipe? How about a dozen? Want to smoke them al at once?
Felisn laughed. *No, just one. So, you'll take care of me, won't you?
‘I will try.” And maybe she would. Like Greyfrog. Practice. She went looking for that pipe.

* k k %

Cuitter lifted the bucket clear and peered at the water. It looked clean, smelling of nothing in particular.
Nonetheless, he hesitated.

Footsteps behind him. ‘1 found feed,” Heboric said. ‘ More than we can carry.’
‘Think thiswater isal right? What killed those priests?

‘It'sfine. | told you what killed them.’

You did? * Should welook in the temple?

‘Greyfrog' sdready in there. | told him to find money, gems, food that hasn’t spoiled yet. He wasn't
happy about it, so | expect he'll be quick.’

‘All right.” Cutter walked to atrough and dumped the water into it, then returned to the well. * Think we
can coax the horsesin here?

‘I'll try.” But Heboric made no move to do so.

Cuitter glanced over at him, saw the old man’ s strange eyesfixed on him. *What' swrong?
‘Nothing, | think. I was noticing something. Y ou have certain qudities, Cutter. Leadership, for one’
The Daru scowled. * If you want to bein charge, fine, go ahead.’

‘ wasn't twisting aknife, lad. | meant what | said. Y ou have taken command, and that’ sgood. It's
what we need. | have never been aleader. I've dwaysfollowed. It's my curse. But that’ s not what they
want to hear. Not from me. No, they want meto lead them out. Into freedom. | keep telling them, |
know nothing of freedom.’

‘Them?Who? Scillaraand Flisn?
‘I'll get the horses,” Heboric said, turning about and walking off in his odd, toad-like gait.

Cuitter refilled the bucket and poured the water into the trough. They would feed the horses here with
what they couldn’t take with them. Load up on water. And, even now, oot the temple. Wdll, he had
been athief once, long ago. Besides, the dead cared nothing for wedlth, did they?

A splitting, tearing sound from the centre of the compound behind him. The sound of aporta opening.
Cutter spun round, knivesin his hands.

A rider emerged from the magical gate at full gdlop. Reining in hard, hoofs skidding in clouds of dut,
the dark grey horse amonstrous apparition, the hide worn away in places, exposing tendons, dried



muscle and ligaments. Its eyes were empty pits, its mane long and greasy, whipping as the beast tossed
its head. Seated in ahigh-backed saddle, the rider was, if anything, even more alarming in appearance.
Black, ornate armour, patched with verdigris, a dented, gouged helm, open-faced to reveal mostly bone,
afew grips of flesh hanging from the cheek ridges, tendons binding the lower jaw, and arow of
blackened, filed teeth. In the brief moment as the horse reared, dust exploding outward, Cutter saw more
weapons on the rider than he could count. Swords at his back, throwing axes, sheathed handles jutting
upward from the saddle, something like a boar-spitter, the bronze point aslong as a short sword, gripped
in the gauntleted |eft hand. A long bow, ashort bow, knives—

‘Whereishe!?” Thevoicewas asavage, enraged roar. Pieces of armour bounced on the ground as
the figure twisted round, searching the compound. ‘ Damn you, Hood! | was on the trail!” He saw
Cutter and was suddenly silent, motionless. * She left one dive? | doubt it. Y ou' re no whelp of D’ rek.
Drink deep that water, mortal, it matters not. Y ou’ re dead anyway. Y ou and every damned
blood-swishing living thing in thisredlm and every other!”

He pulled his horse around to face the temple, where Greyfrog had appeared, arms hegped with silks,
boxes, foodstuffs and cooking utendls. * A toad who likes to cook in comfort! The madness of the Grand
Ending isupon usl Come any closer, demon, and Il pit your legs and roast them over afire—do you
think 1 no longer eat? Y ou areright, but | will roast you in vicious spite, drooling with irony —ah! You
liked that, didn’t you? He faced Cutter once more. ‘Isthiswhat he wanted me to see? He pulled me
fromthetrall... for this?

Cuitter sheathed his knives. Through the gates beyond came Heboric Ghost Hands, leading the horses.
The old man paused upon seeing the rider, head cocking, then he continued on. ‘ Too late, Soldier,” he
said. ‘Or too early!” Helaughed.

Therider lifted the spear high. ‘ Treach made amistake, | see, but | must salute you nonetheless!’

Heboric hated. ‘A mistake, Soldier? Yes, | agree, but thereislittle | can do abouit it. | acknowledge
your reluctant salute. What brings you here?

‘Ask Hood if you want the answer to that!” He upended the spear and drove it point first into the
ground, then swung down from the saddle, more fragments of the rotting armour faling away. ‘1 expect |
must look around, asif | cannot dready see dl thereisto see. The pantheon isriven asunder, what of it?

Heboric pulled the nervous horses towards the trough, giving the warrior awide berth. Ashe
approached Cutter he shrugged. ‘ The Soldier of Hood, High House Death. HE |l not trouble us, | think.’

‘He spoketo mein Daru,’ Cutter said. ‘At first. And Maazan with you.’
IY$)
The Soldier wastdl, and Cutter now saw something hanging from aknife-studded belt. An enamel

masK, cracked, smudged, with asingle streak of red paint along one cheek. The Daru’ s eyes widened.
‘Berufend, hewhispered. ‘A Seguleh!’

At that the Soldier turned, then walked closer. * Daru, you are far from home! Tell me, do the Tyrant’'s
children dill rule Darujhistan?

Cutter shook his heed.
“You look crazed, morta, what ailsyou?
‘I —I'd heard, I mean — Seguleh usualy say nothing —to anyone. Yet you...

‘Thefever zed il gripsmy morta kin, doesit?ldiots The Tyrant’sarmy ill holds sway in the city,
then?

‘“Who?What? Darujhigtan is ruled by a council. We have no army—'
‘Brilliant insanity! No Segulehinthecity?
‘No! Just... stories. Legends, | mean.’



‘So where are my masked stick-pivoting compatriots hiding?
‘Anidand, it'ssad, far to the south, off the coast, beyond Morn—

‘Morn! Now the sense of it comesto me. They are being held in readiness. Darujhistan’s council —
mages one and all, yes? Undying, secretive, paranoid mages! Crouching low, lest the Tyrant returns, as
one day he must! Returns, looking for hisarmy! Hah, acouncil!’

‘That’ s not the council, gr,” Cutter said. * If you are speaking of mages, that would be the T’ orrud
Cabal—'

‘“T’orrud! Yes, clever. Outrageous! Barukanal, Derudanith, Travaegrah, Mammoltenan? These names
drike your soul, yes? | seeit.’

‘Mammot was my uncle—'

‘Unclel Hah! Absurd!” He spun round. ‘1 have seen enough! Hood! | am leaving! She's made her
position clear asice, hasn't she? Hood, you damned fool, you didn’t need mefor thisl Now | must seek
out histrail dl over again, damn your hoary bones!” He swung back onto the undead horse.

Heboric called out from where he stood by the trough, * Soldier! May | ask —who do you hunt?

The sharpened teeth lifted and lowered in aslent laugh. *Hunt? Oh yes, we dl hunt, but | was closest!
Pisson Hood' s bony feet! Pluck out the hairs of hisnose and kick histeeth in! Drive aspear up his
puckered behind and set him on awindy mountain top! Oh, I'll find him awife someday, lay coinonit!
But fird, | hunt!’

He collected the reins, pulled the horse round. The portal opened. * Skinner! Hear me, you damned
Avowed! Cheater of death! | am coming for you! Now!"” Horse and rider plunged into the rent,
vanished, and amoment later the gate disappeared aswell.

The sudden silencerang like adirgein Cutter’ s head. He took aragged bregth, then shook himself.
‘Beru fend,” he whispered again. ‘Hewas my uncle...

‘1 will feed the horses, lad,” Heboric said. * Go out to the women. They’ ve likely been hearing shouting
and don’t know what’ s going on. Go on, Cutter.’

Nodding, the Daru began walking. Barukanal. Mammoltenan... What had the Soldier revealed?
What ghastly secret hid in the apparition’ swords? What do Baruk and the others have to do with the
Tyrant? And the Seguleh? The Tyrant isreturning? ‘Gods, I’ ve got to get home.’

Outsde the gates, Felisn and Scillarawere seated on the track. Both puffing rustleaf, and although
Felisn looked sickly, there was a determined, defiant look in her eyes.

‘Relax,” Scillarasaid. * She'snot inhding.’

‘I'm not? Felisin asked her. ‘How do you do that?
‘Don’t you have any questions? Cutter demanded.
They looked a him. ‘ About what? Scillaraasked.
‘Didn’t you hear?

‘Hear what?

They didn’t hear. They weren’t meant to. But we were. Why? Had the Soldier been mistaken in his
assumptions? Sent by Hood, not to see the dead priests and priestesses of D’rek... but to speak with
us.

The Tyrant shdl return. This, to ason of Darujhistan. * Gods,” he whigpered again, ‘I’ ve got to get
home’

Greyfrog' svoice shouted in hisskull, ‘ Friend Cutter! Surprise and alarm!’
‘What now? he asked, turning to see the demon bounding into view.



‘The Soldier of Death. Wondrous. He left his spear!’

Cutter stared, with sinking heart, at the wegpon clutched between the demon’ steeth. * Good thing you
don’t need your mouth to talk.’

‘ Solemn agreement, friend Cutter! Query. Do you like these silks?’

* k% k %

The portd into the sky keep required a short climb. Mappo and I carium stood on the threshold, staring
into a cavernous chamber. The floor wasamost level. A faint light seemed to emanate from the walls of
stone. ‘We can camp here,’ the Trell said.

‘Yes,” Icarium agreed. ‘But firgt, shdl we explore?
‘Of course.’

The chamber housed three additional mechanisms, identical to the one submerged in the lake, each
positioned on trestles like shipsin dry-dock. The hatches yawned open, revealing the padded seats
within. Icarium walked to the nearest one and began examining itsinterior.

Mappo untied the pouch at his belt and began removing the larger one within. A short timelater helaid
out the bedrolls, food and wine. Then he drew out from his pack an iron-banded mace, not hisfavourite
one, but another, expendable since it possessed no sorcerous virtues.

Icarium returned to hisside. * They arelifdess’ hesaid. ‘Whatever energy was originally imbued within
the machinery has ebbed away, and | see no means of restoring it.’

‘That ishot too surprising, isit? | suspect this keep has been herealong time.’

‘True enough, Mappo. But imagine, were we able to enliven one of these mechanisms! We could
travel at great speed and in comfort! One for you and one for me, ah, thisistragic. But look, thereisa
passageway. L et us delveinto the greater mystery this keep offers’

Carrying only his mace, Mappo followed | carium into the broad corridor.

Storage rooms lined the passage, whatever they had once held now nothing more than hegps of
undisturbed dust.

Sixty pacesin, they reached an intersection. An arched barrier was before them, shimmering likea
vertica pool of quicksilver. Corridors went to the right and left, both appearing to curve inward in the
distance.

Icarium drew out a coin from the pouch at his belt, and Mappo was amused to seethat it was of a
vintage five centuries old.

Y ou aretheworld' s greatest miser, Icarium.’

The Jhag smiled, then shrugged. ‘1 seem to recdl that no-one ever accepts payment from us, no matter
how egregious the expense of the service provided. Isthat an accurate memory, Mappo?

‘Itis’

“Well, then, how can you accuse me of being niggardly? Hetossed the coin at the Silver barrier. It
vanished. Ripplesrolled outward, went beyond the stone frame, then returned.

‘Thisisapassve manifestation,” Icarium said. ‘ Tell me, did you hear the coin strike anything beyond?

‘No, nor did it make a sound upon entering the... uh, the door.’

‘| am tempted to passthrough.’

‘That might prove unhedthy.’

Icarium hesitated, then drew a skinning-knife and inserted the blade into the barrier. Gentler ripples. He



pulled it out. The blade looked intact. None of the substance had adhered to it. Icarium ran afingertip
along theiron. ‘No changein temperature,” he observed.

‘Shdl | try afinger | won't missmuch? Mappo asked, holding up hisleft hand.
* And which one would that be, friend?

‘I don’t know. | expect I'd missany of them.’

‘Thetip?

‘Sound caution.” Making afig, barring the last, smallest finger, Mappo stepped close, then dipped the
finger up to thefirst knuckleinto the shimmering door. ‘No pain, at least. It is, | think, very thin” He
drew his hand back and examined the digit. ‘Hde'’

‘With the condition of your fingers, Mappo, how can you tell?
‘Ah, | seeachange. No dirt left, not even crusted under the nail .’
‘To pass through isto be cleansed. Do you think?

Mappo reached in with hiswhole hand. ‘| fedl air beyond. Cooler, damper.” He withdrew his hand and
peered at it. ‘ Clean. Too clean. | am darmed.’

‘Why?

‘Becauseit makes me redlize how filthy I’ ve become, that’ swhy.’

‘I wonder, will it do the same with our clothes?

‘That would be nice, dthough it may possess some sort of threshold. Too filthy, and it Smply
annihilates the offending materia. We might emerge on the other side naked.’

‘Now | am aarmed, friend.’

‘Yes. Well, what shdl wedo, Icarium?

‘Do we have any choice? With that, the Jhag strode through the barrier.

Mappo sighed, then followed.

Only to be clutched at the shoulder and pulled back from a second step — which, he saw, would have
beeninto empty air.

The cavern before them was vast. A bridge had once connected the ledge they stood on to an
enormous, towering fortress floating in space, ahundred or more paces opposite them. Sections of that
stone span remained, seemingly unsupported, but others had broken away and now floated, motionless,
intheair.

Far below, dizzyingly far, the cavern was swalowed in darkness. Above them, afaintly glittering dome
of black rough-hewn stone, like anight sky. Tiered buildings rose along theinner wals, rows of dark
windows but no baconies. Dust and rubble clouded the air, none of it moving. Mappo said nothing, he
was too stunned by the vista before them.

I carium touched his shoulder, then pointed to something small hovering directly before them. The coin,
but not motionless asit had first seemed. It was drifting away, dowly. The Jhag reached out and retrieved
it, returning it to the pouch a hiswaigt. * A worthy return on my investment,” he murmured. ‘ Sincethereis
momentum, we should be ableto travel. Launch ourselvesfrom thisledge. Over to the fortress’

*Sound plan,” Mappo said, ‘but for al the obstaclesin between.’
‘Ah, good point.’

‘There may be an intact bridge, on the opposite side. We could take one of the side passages behind
us. If such abridge exigs, likdy it will be marked with asilver barrier asthisonewas!’

‘Have you never wished you could fly, Mappo?



‘Asachild, perhaps, | ansurel did.’

‘Only asachild?

‘It iswhere dreams of flight belong, Icarium. Shall we explore one of the corridors behind us?
‘Very wdl, dthough | admit | hopewefail infinding abridge’

* * * %

Countless rooms, passages and a coves dong the wide, arched corridor, the floors thick with dust, odd,
faded symbols etched above doorways, possibly anumerica system of some sort. The air was stagnant,
faintly acrid. No furnishings remained in the adjoining chambers. Nor, Mappo redlized, any corpses such
asthe one lcarium had discovered in the mechanism resting on the lake-bed. An orderly evacuation? If
s0, where had the Short-Tails gone?

Eventudly, they came upon another silver door. Cautioudy passing through it, they found themselves
standing on the threshold of anarrow bridge. Intact, leading acrossto the floating fortress, which hovered
much closer on this, the opposite sde from whence they had first seenit. The back wall of theidand
keep was much rougher, the windows vertical dashes positioned seemingly haphazardly on the
misshapen projections, crooked insets and twisted towers.

‘Extraordinary,’ Icarium said in alow voice. “What, | wonder, does this hidden face of madnessreved
of the makers? These K’ Chain Che' Mdle?

‘A certain tenson, perhaps?
‘Tensgon?
‘Between,” Mappo sad, ‘order and chaos. An inner dichotomy, conflicting impulses...”

‘The contradictionsevident in dl intelligent life,” Icarium said, nodding. He stepped onto the span, then,
amswhedling, began drifting away.
Mappo reached out and just managed to grasp the Jhag’ sflailing foot. He pulled Icarium back down

onto thethreshold. ‘Well," he said, grunting, ‘ that was interesting. Y ou weighed nothing, when | had you
inmy grip. Aslight asamote of dust.’

Sowly, tentatively, the Jhag clambered upright once more. * That was most larming. It seemswe may
havetofly after al.

‘“Then why build bridges?

‘I have no idea. Unless;’ he added, ‘ whatever mechanism invokes this weightlessnessis breaking
down, losing its precision.’

* So the bridges should have been exempted? Possibly. In any case, seetherailings, projecting not up
but out to either sde? Modest, but sufficient for handholds, were oneto crawl.’

‘Yes. Shal we?

The sensation, Mappo decided as he reached the midway point, Icarium edging along ahead of him,
was not a pleasant one. Nausea, vertigo, a strange urge to pull one’ s grip loose due to the momentum
provided by one's own muscles. All sense of up and down had vanished, and at times Mappo was
convinced they were climbing aladder, rather than snaking more or less horizontally across the span of
the bridge.

A narrow but tall entranceway gaped ahead, where the bridge made contact with the fortress.
Fragments of the door it had once held floated motionless before it. Whatever had shattered it had come
fromwithin.

Icarium reached the threshold and climbed to hisfeet. Moments later Mappo joined him. They peered



into the darkness.
‘| smdl... vast... death.’

Mappo nodded. He drew out his mace, |looked down at the spiked ball of iron, then dipped the handle
back through the leather loop at his belt.

Icarium in the lead, they entered the fortress.

The corridor was as narrow as the doorway itsdlf, the walls uneven, black basdt, wet with
condensation, the floor precarious with random knobs and projections, and depressons dick withice
that cracked and shifted underfoot. It ran more or less straight for forty paces. By the time they reached
the opening at the end their eyes had adjusted to the gloom.

Another enormous chamber, asif the heart of the keep had been carved out. A massive cruciform of
bound, black wood filled the cavern, and on it wasimpaled adragon. Long dead, once frozen but now
rotting. Aniron spike asthick around as Mappo’ storso had been driven into the dragon’ s throat, just
above the breast bones. Aquamarine blood had seeped down from the wound and still dripped heavy
and turgid onto the stone floor in dow, steady, fist-sized drops.

‘1 know thisdragon,” Icarium whispered.
How? No, ask not.

‘I know thisdragon,” Icarium said again. ‘ Sorrit. Its aspect was... Serc. The warren of the ky.” He
lifted both hands to hisface. ‘ Dead. Sorrit hasbeen dain...’

* * % %

‘A mogt ddiciousthrone. No, not delicious. Mot bitter, foul, ill-tasting, what was | thinking?

“You don't think, Curdle. Y ou never think. I can’t remember any throne. What throne? There must be
some mistake. Not-Apsalar heard wrong, that much is obvious. Completely wrong, an absolute error.
Begdes, someone sattinginit.’

‘Ddicioudy.’

‘| told you, there was no throne—'

The conversation had been going on for half the night, asthey travelled the strange paths of Shadow,
winding across aghostly landscape that constantly shifted between two worlds, athough both were
equally ravaged and desolate. Apsaar wondered at the sheer extent of this fragment of the Shadow
Realm. If her recollection of Catillion’s memories was accurate, the realm wandered untethered to the
world Apsdar caled her own, and neither the Rope nor Shadowthrone possessed any control over its
seemingly random peregrinations. Even stranger, it was clear that roads of asort stretched out from the
fragment, twisting and wending vast distances, like roots, or tentacles, and sometimes their motions
proved independent of the larger fragment.

Aswith the one they now traversed. More or lessfollowing the eastern road leading out from Ehrlitan,
skirting the thin ribbon of cedars on their |eft, beyond which wasthe sea. And asthe traders’ track began
to curve northward to meet the coastline, the Shadow Road joined with it, narrowing until it was barely
the width of the track itself.

Ignoring the ceasd ess nattering from the two ghostsflitting behind her, Apsaar pushed on, fighting the
lack of deep and eager to cover as much ground as possible before the sun’srise. Her control of the
Shadow Road was growing more tenuous—it vanished with every dip of her concentration. Findly, she
halted.

The warren crumbled around them. The sky to the east was lightening. They stood on the traders
track at the base of awinding climb to the coastdl ridge, rhizan darting through the air around them.



‘The sun returns! Not again! Telorast, we need to hide! Somewhere!’

‘Nowedon't, you idiot. Wejust get harder to see, that’ s dll, unless you' re not mindful. Of course,
Curdle, you are incapable of being mindful, so | look forward to your wailing dissolution. Peace, a last.
For awhile, a leasst—

‘“You areevil, Telorast! I've dways known it, even before you went and used that knife on—'
‘Bequiet! | never used that knife on anyone.’

‘Andyou'realiar’’

‘Say that again and I'll stick you!”

“You can't! I'm dissolving!’

Apsalar ran ahand across her brow. It came away glistening with swest. ‘ That thread of Shadow felt...
wrong,” shesad.

‘Ohvyes’ Teorast replied, dipping round to crouch before her in amiasmaof swirling grey. ‘1t ssickly.
All the outer reaches are. Poisoned, rotting with chaos. We blame Shadowthrone.’

‘ Shadowthrone? Why?

‘Why not? We hate him.’

‘*And thet is sufficient reason?

‘The aufficientest reason of al.’

Apsaa studied the climbing track. ‘I think we're close.’

‘Good. Excdllent. I'm frightened. Let’s stop here. Let’ s go back, now.’

Stepping through the ghost, Apsaar began the ascent.

‘That was aviciousthing to do,” Telorast hissed behind her. ‘If | possessed you | wouldn’t do that to
me. Not evento Curdle, | wouldn’t. Well, maybe, if | wasmad. Y ou’ re not mad at me, are you? Please
don’t be mad a me. I’'ll do anything you ask, until you're dead. Then I’ [l dance on your stinking, bloated

corpse, because that’ swhat you would want meto do, isn't it? 1 would if | was you and you were dead
and | lingered long enough to dance on you, which | would do.’

Reaching the crest, Apsdar saw that the track continued aong the ridge another two hundred paces
before twisting back down onto the lee side. Cool morning wind plucked the swegt from her face, sighing
in from the vast, dark cape that was the sea on her |eft. She looked down to see a narrow strand of
beach fifteen or so man-heights below, cluttered with driftwood. Along the track to her right, near the far
end, astand of stunted trees rose from anichein the cliff-side, and in their midst stood a stone tower.
White plaster covered its surface for most of its height, barring the uppermost third, where the rough-cut
stones were still exposed.

She waked towardsit asthe first spears of sunlight shot over the horizon.

Heaps of date filled the modest enclosure surrounding the tower. No-onewas visible, and Apsaar
could hear nothing from within as she strode acrossto hdt in front of the door.

Teloragt’ sfaint whisper cameto her: ‘ Thisisn't good. A stranger lives here. Must be a stranger, since
we' ve never met. And if not astranger then somebody | know, which would be even worse—'

‘Bequiet,” Apsaar said, reaching up to pound on the door —then stopped, and stepping back, stared
up at the enormous reptilian skull set in the wall above the doorway. ‘Hood' s breath!” She hesitated,
Telorast voicing minute squeals and gasps behind her, then thumped on the weathered wood with a
glovedfig.

The sounds of something falling over, then of boots crunching on grit and gravel. A bolt wastugged
aside, and the door siwung open in acloud of dust.



The man standing within filled the doorway. Napan, massive muscles, blunt face, small eyes. Hisscalp
shaved and white with dugt, through which afew streaks of swest ran down to glisten in histhick, wiry
eyebrows.

Apsdar amiled. ‘Hdlo, Urko.’

The man grunted, then said, ‘ Urko drowned. They al drowned.’

‘It sthat lack of imagination that gave you away, shereplied.

‘Who areyou?

‘Apsla—'

‘No you're not. Apsalar was an Imass—'

‘Not the Migtress of Thieves. It issmply the name | chose—'

‘Damned arrogant of you, too.’

‘Perhaps. In any case, | bring greetings from Dancer.’

The door dammed in her face.

Coughing in the dust gusting over her, Apsdar stepped back and wiped grit from her eyes.
‘Heehee,’ said Telorast behind her. ‘ Can we go now?

She pounded on the door again.

After along moment, it opened once more. He was scowling. ‘| oncetried to drown him, you know.’
‘No, yes, | recal. You were drunk.’

“Y ou couldn’t have recalled anything —you weren’t there. Besides, | wasn't drunk.’

‘Oh. Then... why?

‘Because heirritated me, that’ swhy. Just like you’ re doing right now.’

‘I need to talk toyou.’

‘What for?

She suddenly had no answer to give him.

His eyes narrowed. ‘Heredlly thought | was drunk? What anidiot.’

‘“Well, | suppose the adternative was too depressing.’

‘I never knew he was such asendtive soul. Are you his daughter? Something... in the way you stand...’
‘May | comein?

He moved away from the door. Apsaar entered, then halted once more, her eyes on the enormous
headless skeleton commanding the interior, reaching al the way up to the tower’ s ceiling. Bipedd,
long-tailed, the bones a burnished brown colour. ‘What isthis?

Urko said, ‘Whatever it was, it could swallow a bhederin in one bite’’
‘How? Telorast asked Apsdar in awhisper. ‘It hasno head.’

The man heard the question, and he now scowled. ‘Y ou have company. What isit, afamiliar or
something? | can't seeit, and that | don’t like. Not at all.’

‘A ghogt’
“Y ou should banish it to Hood,” he said. * Ghosts don't belong here, that’ s why they’ re ghogts!’
‘He'san evil man!” Telorast hissed. ‘What are those?

Apsadar could just make out the shade asiit drifted towards along table to theright. On it were smaller
versons of the skeletal behemoth, three of them crow-sized, athough instead of besksthe creatures



possessed |ong snouts lined with needle-like teeth. The bones had been bound together with gut and the
figures were mounted so that they stood upright, like sentry meer-rats.

Urko was studying Apsaar, an odd expression on his blunt, strong-featured face. Then he seemed to
sart, and said, ‘| have brewed sometea.’

‘That would be nice, thank you.’

He walked over to the modest kitchen area and began a search for cups. *It’snot that | don’'t want
vigtors... well, it is. They ways bring trouble. Did Dancer have anything else to say?

‘No. And he now cdlshimsdf Catillion.’

‘I knew that. I’m not surprised he' sthe Patron of Assassins. He was the most feared killer in the
empire. More than Surly, who was just treacherous. Or Topper, who wasjust cruel. | suppose those
two il think they won. Fools. Who now strides among the gods, eh? He brought aclay cup over.
‘Loca herbs, mildly toxic but not fatal. Antidote to buther snake bites, which isagood thing, sincethe
bastardsinfest the area. Turnsout | built my tower near abreeding pit.’

Oneof the small skeletons on the tabletop fell over, then jerkily climbed back upright, thetail jutting
out, thetorso angling dmost horizonta.

‘One of my ghost companions has just possessed that creature,” Apsalar said. A second one lurched
into awkward mation.

‘Gods below,” whispered Urko. *Look how they stand! Of course! It hasto be that way. Of course!’
He stared up at the massive fossi| skeleton. *It'sal wrong! They lean forward —for balance!’

Telorast and Curdle were quickly mastering their new bodies, jaws snapping, hopping about on the
tabletop.

‘| sugpect they won't want to relinquish those skeletons,” Apsdar said.

‘They can have them —asreward for thisrevelation!” He paused, looked round, then muttered, ‘1’1l
have to knock down awall...

Apsdar sghed. ‘| suppose we should be relieved one of them did not decide on the big verson.’

Urko looked over at her with dightly wide eyes, then he grunted. ‘ Drink your tea— the toxicity gets
worse asit cools’

She sipped. And found her lips and tongue suddenly numb.

Urko smiled. ‘ Perfect. Thisway the conversation stays brief and you can be on your way al the
sooner.’

‘Mathard.’

‘It wears off.” Hefound a stool and sat down facing her. “ Y ou’' re Dancer’ s daughter. Y ou must be,
athough | see no facid similarities—your mother must have been beautiful. 1t'sin your walk, and how
you stand there. Y ou' re his beget, and he was selfish enough to teach you, his own child, the ways of
assassnation. | can see how that troubles you. It' sthere in your eyes. Thelegacy haunts you —you're
feding trapped, caged in. There saready blood on your hands, isn't there? Is he proud of that? He
grimaced, then spat. ‘1 should’ ve drowned him then and there. Had | been drunk, | would have.’

“You arewong.’
“Wong?Wrong, you mean? Am |7

She nodded, fighting her fury at histrickery. She had come with the need to talk, and he had stolen
from her the ability to shape words. * Nnnoth th-aughther. Mmothethed.’

He frowned.
Apsalar pointed at the two reptilian skeletons now scuttling about on the stone-littered floor.



‘Mmothethion.’

‘Possession. He possessed you? The god possessed you? Hood pluck his balls and chew dow!” Urko
heaved himsdlf to hisfeet, hands clenching into fists. *Here, hold on, Iass. | have an antidote to the
antidote.’” He found adusty beaker, rubbed at it until a patch of the glazed reddish earthenware was
visble. ‘Thisone, aye.” Hefound another cup and poured it full. * Drink.’

Sickly sweset, the taste then turning bitter and stinging. ‘Oh. That was... fast.’

‘My apologies, Apsdar. I'm amiserable sort most of thetime, | admit it. And I’ ve talked more since
you arrived than | haveinyears. So I’ll stop now. How can | help you?

She hegitated, then looked away. ‘Y ou can't, redly. | shouldn't have come. | still havetasksto
complete’

‘For him?

She nodded.

‘Why?

‘Because | gave my word.’

“Y ou owe him nothing, except maybe aknifein hisback.’
‘Once | am done... | wish to disappear.’

He sat down once more. ‘Ah. Yes, well.

‘| think an accidental drowning won't hold any longer, Urko.’

A faint grin. ‘It was our joke, you see. We al made the pact... to drown. Nobody got it. Nobody gets
it. Probably never will.’

‘| did. Dancer does. Even Shadowthrone, | think.’

‘Not Surly. She never had asense of humour. Always obsessing on the details. | wonder, are people
like that ever happy? Arethey even capable of it? What inspiresthelr lives, anyway? Give’em too much
and they complain. Give’emtoo little and they complain some more. Do it right and half of them
complan it’stoo much and the other haf too little’

‘No wonder you gave up consorting with people, Urko.’

‘Aye, | prefer bones these days. People. Too many of them by far, if you ask me.’
Shelooked round. ‘ Dancer wanted you shaken up some. Why?

The Napan' s eyes shifted away, and he did not answer.

Apsdar felt atremor of unease. ‘ He knows something, doesn’t he? That’ swhat he' stelling you by that
amplegresting.’

‘Assassin or not, | dways liked Dancer. Especidly the way he could keep his mouth shut.’

The two reptilian skeletons were scrabbling at the door. Apsalar sudied them for amoment.
‘Disappearing... fromagod.’

‘Aye, that won't be easy.’

‘Hesaid | could leave, once I’m done. And he won't come after me!’

‘Believe him, Apsalar. Dancer doesn't lie, and | suspect even godhood won't change that.’

| think that iswhat | needed to hear. ‘ Thank you.” She headed towards the door.

*So soon? Urko asked.

She glanced back at him. ‘ Too much or too little?

He narrowed his gaze, then grunted alaugh. * Y ou'reright. 1t' s about perfect — I need to be mindful



about what I'm asking for.’
‘Yes, shesaid. And that is also what Dancer wanted to remind you about, isn't it?
Urko looked away. ‘ Damn him, anyway.’
Smiling, Apsalar opened the door. Telorast and Curdle scurried outside. She followed amoment later.

* * * %

Thick spit on the palms of the hands, a careful rubbing together, then a sweep back through the hair. The
outlawed Gral straightened, kicked sand over the small cookfire, then collected his pack and dung it over
his shoulders. He picked up his hunting bow and strung it, then fitted an arrow. A fina glance around, and
he began waking.

Thetrail was not hard to follow. Taralack Veed continued scanning the rough, broken scrubland. A
hare, a desert grouse, amamlak lizard, anything would do; he wastired of the sun-dried strips of
bhederin and he' d eaten the last date two nights previously. No shortage of tubers, of course, but too
much and he’ d spend half the day squatting over ahastily dug hole.

The D’ivers demon was closing on itsquarry, and it was vitd that Tardack remain in near proximity, so
that he could make certain of the outcome. He was being well paid for the task ahead and that was dll
that mattered. Gold, and with it, the clout to raise a company of mercenaries. Then back to hisvillage, to
deliver well-deserved justice upon those who had betrayed him. He would assume the mantle of
warleader then, and lead the Grd to glory. Hisdestiny lay before him, and all waswell.

Dgim Nebrahl reveded no digressions, no detoursin its path. The D’ iverswas admirably singular, true
to itsgeas. There would be no deviation, for it lusted for the freedom that was the reward for the task’s
completion. Thiswasthe proper manner in which to make bargains, and Tardack found himsdlf admiring
the Nameless Ones. No matter how dread-filled the tales he had heard of the secret cult, hisown
dedlings with them had been clean, lucrative and straightforward.

It had survived the Ma azan conquest, and that was saying something. The old Emperor had displayed
uncanny skill at infiltrating the innumerable cults abounding in Seven Cities, then delivering unmitigated
daughter upon the adherents.

That, too, was worthy of admiration.

Thisdistant Empress, however, was proving far lessimpressive. She made too many mistakes.
Tardlack could not respect such a creature, and he ritually cursed her name with every dawn and every
dusk, with as much vehemence as he cursed the seventy-four other avowed enemies of Taralack Veed.

Sympathy was like water in the desert. Hoarded, reluctantly meted out in the barest of sips. And he,
Tardack Veed, could walk athousand deserts on asingle drop.

Such werethe world' s demands. He knew himsdlf well enough to recognize that hiswasaviper's
charm, dluring and mesmerizing and ultimately deadly. A viper made guest in a nest-bundle of meer-rats,
how could they curse him for hisvery nature? He had killed the husband, after dl, in serviceto her heart,
aheart that had swallowed him whole. He had never suspected that she would then cast him out, that she
would have smply made use of him, that another man had been waiting in the hut' s shadow to easethe
tortured spirit of the grieving widow. He had not believed that she too possessed the charms of aviper.

He halted near a boulder, collected awaterskin from his pack and removed the broad fired-clay
stopper. Tugging hisloincloth down he squatted and peed into the water-skin. There were no
rock-springs for fifteen or more leaguesin the direction the D’ ivers was leading him. That path would
eventually converge on atraders track, of course, but that was aweek or more away. Clearly, the
D’ivers Dgim Nebrahl did not suffer the depredations of thirdt.

The rewards of singular will, hewdl knew. Worthy of emulation, asfar aswas physcdly possble. He



straightened, tugged the loincloth back up. Replacing the stopper, Tardack Veed dung the skin over a
shoulder and resumed his measured pursuit.

* * * %

Benesth glittering stars and a pale smear in the eadt, Scillaraknelt on the hard ground, vomiting the last of
her supper and then nothing but bile as heave after heave racked through her. Finaly the spasms
subsided. Gasping, she crawled away a short distance, then sat with her back to aboulder.

The demon Greyfrog watched from ten paces avay, dowly swaying from sideto side.

Watching him invited areturn of the nausea, so shelooked away, pulled out her pipe and began
repacking it. ‘ It'sbeen days,’ she muttered. ‘1 thought | was past this. Dammit...’

Greyfrog ambled closer, approached the place where she had been sick. It sniffed, then pushed heaps
of sand over the offending spot.

With apractised gesture, Scillara struck aquick series of sparks down into the pipe' s bowl with the
flint and iron striker. The shredded sweet-grass mixed in with the rustleaf caught, and momentslater she
was drawing smoke. ‘ That’ s good, Toad. Cover my trail... it sawonder you' ve not told the others.

Respecting my privacy?
Greyfrog, predictably, did not reply.

Scillararan ahand aong the swell of her belly. How could she be getting fatter and fatter when she'd
been throwing back one medl in three for weeks? There was something diabolica about thiswhole
pregnancy thing. Asif she possessed her own demon, huddled therein her belly. Well, the sooner it was
out the quicker she could sdll it to some pimp or harem master. Thereto befed and raised and to learn
the trade of the supplicant.

Most women who bothered stopped at two or three, she knew, and now she understood why. Hedlers
and witches and midwives and sucklers kept the babies healthy enough, and the world remained to teach
them itsways.

The misary lay in the bearing, in carrying this growing weight, in its secret demands on her reserves.

And something else was happening aswell. Something that proved the child’ sinnate evil. She'd been
finding hersdf drifting into adreamy, pleasant state, inviting a senseless smilethat, quite smply, horrified
Scillara. What was there to be happy about? The world was not pleasant. It did not whisper
contentment. No, the poisonous seduction steding through her sought delusion, blissful stupidity —and
she had had enough of that aready. As nefarious as durhang, this deadly lure.

Her bulging belly would soon be obvious, she knew. Unless she tried to make hersdf even fatter.
There was something comforting about al that solid bulk — but no, that was the delusional seduction all
over again, finding anew path into her brain.

Wil it seemed the nauseawas fully past, now. Scillararegained her feet and made her way back to
the encampment. A handful of codsin the hearth, drifting threads of smoke, and three recumbent figures
wrapped in blankets. Greyfrog appeared in her wake, moving past her to squat near the hearth. It
snapped a capemoth out of the air and stuffed it into its broad mouth. 1ts eyes were amurky green asit
sudied Scillara

Sherefilled her pipe. Why wasit just women that had babies, anyway? Surely some ascendant witch
could have made some sorcerous adjustment to the inequity by now? Or wasit maybe not aflaw at al,
but an advantage of some sort? Not that any obvious advantages came to mind. Apart from this strange,
suspicious bliss congtantly stealing through her. She drew hard on the rustlesf. Bidithd had madethe
cutting away of pleasurethefirgt ritual among girlsin his cult. He had liked the notion of feding nothing at
al, removing the dangerous desire for sensudity. She could not recall if she had ever known such



Lensations.

Biditha had incul cated religious rapture, a tate of being, she now suspected, infinitely more sdfish and
s f-serving than satisfying one’ s own body. Being pregnant whispered of asimilar kind of rapture, and
that made her uneasy.

A sudden commotion. She turned to see that Cutter had sat up.

‘ Something wrong? she asked inalow voice.

He faced her, hisexpresson indistinct in the darkness, then sighed shakily. ‘No. A bad dream.’
‘It snearing dawn,” Scillarasaid.

‘Why are you awake?

‘No particular reason.’

He shook off the blanket, rose and walked over to the hearth. Crouched, tossing a handful of tinder
onto the glowing cods, waited until it flared to life, then began adding dung chips.

‘ Cutter, what do you think will happen on Otataral 19dand?

‘I'm not sure. That old Malazan' s not exactly clear on the matter, ishe?
‘Heis Dedtriant to the Tiger of Summer.

Cuitter glanced across at her. * Reluctantly.’

She added more rustleaf to her pipe. ‘ He doesn’t want followers. And if he did, it wouldn’'t be us.
Wéll, not me, nor Felisin. We' re not warriors. You,” she added, ‘would be amore likely candidate.’

He snorted. ‘No, not me, Scillara. 1t seems| follow another god.’
‘It seems?
She could just make out hisshrug. ‘ You fdl into things’ hesaid.

A woman. Well, that explains a lot. * Asgood areason as any other,” she said behind alungful of
smoke.

‘What do you mean?

‘I mean, | don’t see much reason behind following any god or goddess. If you' re worth their interest,
they use you. | know about being used, and most of the rewards are anything but, even if they look good
a thetime’

‘Wdll,” he said after amoment, * someone’ srewarded you.’
‘Isthat what you call it?

‘Call what? Y ou'relooking so... hedlthy. Full of life, | mean. And you' re not as skinny as before.” He
paused, then hastily added, ‘Which is good. Half-starved didn’t suit you — doesn't suit anyone, of course.
Y ou, included. Anyway, that’sdl.

She sat, smoking, watching him in the growing light. *We are quite aburden to you, aren't we, Cutter?
‘No! Not at al! I'm to escort you, atask | happily accepted. And that hasn’t changed.’
‘Don’'t you think Greyfrog is sufficient to protect us?

‘No, | mean, yes, he probably is. Even so, heisademon, and that complicates things—it’snot asif he
can just ambleinto avillage or city, isit? Or negotiate supplies and passage or stuff like that.’

‘Felisncan. Socan |, infact’
‘Well. Y ou' re saying you don't want me here?

‘I"'m saying we don't need you. Which isn’t the same as saying we don’t want you, Cutter. Besides,
you' ve done well leading this odd little company, athough it’s obvious you' re not used to doing thet.’



‘Ligten, if you want to take over, that’sfine by me’
Ah, a woman who wouldn’t follow, then. ‘I see no reason to change anything,” she said offhandedly.

Hewas staring at her as sheiin turn regarded him, her gaze aslevel and as unperturbed as she could
manage. ‘What isthe point of al this? he demanded.

“Point? No point. Just making conversation, Cutter. Unless... isthere something in particular you would
liketo talk about?

Shewatched him pull back in every way but physicaly, ashe said, ‘No, nothing.’
“You don't know me well enough, then, isthat it? Well, we'll have plenty of time’

‘1 know you... | think. | mean, oh, you'reright, | don’t know you at dl. | don’t know women, iswhat |
redly mean. And how could I?1t'simpossible, trying to follow your thoughts, trying to make sense out of
what you say, what is hidden behind your words—'

“Would that be me, specificdly, or womenin generd?

He threw more dung on thefire. ‘“No,” he muttered, ‘nothing in particular I'd like to talk about.’
‘All right, but | have afew topics...

He groaned.

Y ou were given thetask,” she said. ‘ To escort us, correct? Who gave you that task?

‘A god.

‘But not Heboric’sgod.’

‘No.

‘So there’ s at least two gods interested in us. That’s not good, Cutter. Does Ghost Hands know about
this? No, he wouldn't, would he? No reason to tell him—'

‘It'snot hard to figure out,’” Cutter retorted. ‘| was waiting for you. In Iskaral Pust’ stemple.’
‘Maazan gods. Shadowthrone or Catillion. But you' re not Maazan, are you?

‘Redlly, Scillara,” Cutter said wearily, do we have to discussthis right now?

‘Unless,’ shewent on, ‘your lover was. Maazan, that is. The origina follower of those gods.’

‘Oh, my head hurts; he mumbled, hands up over his eyes, the fingers reaching into hishair, then
clenching asif to begin tearing it out. ‘How —no, | don’t want to know. It doesn’t matter. | don’t care.’

‘So whereis she now?

‘No more!’

Scillarasubsided. She pulled out a narrow-bladed knife and began cleaning her pipe.
He suddenly rose. ‘I'll start on breskfast.’

A sweet boy, she decided. Like damp clay in awoman’s hands. A woman who knew what she was
doing, that is.

Now the question is, should | be doing this? Felisin adored Cuiter, after dl. Then again, we could
always share.

* * * %

‘Smirking observation. Soft-curved, large-breasted woman wants to press flesh with Cuitter.’
Not now, Greyfrog, he replied without spesking aloud as he removed food from the pack.
‘Alarm. No, not now indeed. The others are wakening from their uneasy dreams. Awkward and



dismay to follow, especially with Felisin Younger .’

Cutter paused. What? Why — but she’ s barely of age! No, this can’t be. Talk her out of it,
Greyfrog!

‘Greyfrog’s own advances unwel come. Despondent sulk. You, Cutter, of seed-issuing capacity,
capable of effecting beget. Past revelation. Human women carry breeding pond in bellies. But one
egg survives, only one. Terrible risk! You must fill pond as quickly as possible, before rival male
appears to steal your destiny. Greyfrog will defend your claim. Brave self-sacrifice, such as
Sentinel Circlers among own kind. Altruistic enlightenment of reciprocity and protracted slant
reward once or even many times removed. Sgnifier of higher intelligence, acknowl edgement of
community interests. Greyfrog is already Sentinel Circler to soft-curved, large-breasted
goddess-human.’

Goddess? What do you mean, goddess?

‘Lustful sigh, isworthy of worship. Value signifiersin male human clouding the pond’ s watersin
Greyfrog’ s mind. Too long association. Happily. Sexual desires|ong withheld. Unhealthy.’

Cutter set apot of water on the fire and tossed in ahandful of herbs. What did you say earlier about
uneasy dreams, Greyfrog?

*Observation, skimming the mind ponds. Troubled. Approaching danger. There are warning
signs’

What warning signs?

‘Obvious. Uneasy dreams. Sufficient unto themselves.’

Not always, Greyfrog. Sometimesit’s things from the past that haunt us. That’s all.

‘Ah. Greyfrog will think on this. But first, pangs. Greyfrog is hungry.’

* * % %

The grey haze of the heat and the dust made the distant walls barely visible. Leoman of the Hailsrode at
the head of the ragged column, Corabb Bhilan Thenu' das at his Side, as a company of riders approached
from Y’ Ghatan’ s gates.

‘There, Corabb said, ‘front rider on the right of the standard-bearer, that is Falah'd Vedor. He
looks... unhappy.’

“He d best begin making peace with that sentiment,” Leoman said in agrowl. He raised agloved hand
and the column behind him dowed to ahdt.

They watched the company close.
‘Commander, shdl you and | meet them halfway? Corabb asked.
‘Of coursenot,” Leoman snapped.

Corabb said nothing more. Hisleader wasin adark mood. A third of hiswarriorswereriding double.
A much-loved old healer witch had died this very morning, and they’ d pinned her corpse beneath adab
of stonelest some wandering spirit find her. Leoman himself had spat in the eight directionsto hallow the
ground, and spilled drops of hisown blood from adash he opened on hisleft hand onto the dusted
stone, voicing the blessing in the name of the Apocayptic. Then he had wegpt. In front of al hiswarriors,
who had stood silent, awestruck by the grief and the love for hisfollowers Leoman had reveded in that
moment.

The Falah'd and his soldiers approached, then drew to ahalt five pacesin front of Leoman and
Corabb.



Corabb studied Vedor’ s sdllow, sunken face, murky eyes, and knew him for an addict of d’ bayang
poppy. Histhick-veined hands trembled on the saddle horn, and, when it became evident that Leoman
would not be the first to speak, he scowled and said, ‘I, Falah'd Vedor of Y’ Ghatan, the First Holy City,
do hereby welcome you, Leoman of the Hails, refugee of Shaik’ sFal in Raraku, and your broken
followers. We have prepared secure barracks for your warriors, and the tables wait, heaped with food
and wine. Y ou, Leoman, and your remaining officers shall be the Falah' d’ sguestsin the palace, for as
long asrequired for you to reprovision your army and recover from your flight. Inform us of your fina
destination and we shdl send envoysin advance to proclaim your coming to each and every village, town
and city on your route.’

Corabb found he was holding his breath. He watched as L eoman nudged his horse forward, until he
was positioned side by sde with the Falah' d.

‘We have cometo Y’ Ghatan,” Leoman said, inalow voice, ‘anditisin Y’ Ghatan that we shall Say.
To await the coming of the Mdazans’

Vedor's stained mouth worked for amoment without any sound issuing forth, then he managed a
hacking laugh. ‘Like aknife' sedge, your sense of humour, Leoman of the Haild! Itisasyour legend
proclamg!’

‘My legend? Then this, too, will not surpriseyou.” The kethraknife was ablinding flash, sveeping to
caress Vedor’ sthroat. Blood spurted, and the Falah'd's head rolled back, thumped on the rump of the
startled horse, then down to bounce and roll in the dust of the road. Leoman reached out to steady the
headless corpse il seated in the saddle, and wiped the blade on the silken robes.

From the company of city soldiers, not a sound, not a single motion. The standard-bearer, ayouth of
perhapsfifteen years, stared open-mouthed at the headless body beside him.

‘In the name of Dryjhnathe Apocayptic,” Leoman said, ‘1 now rule the First Holy City of Y’ Ghatan.
Who istheranking officer here?

A woman pushed her horse forward. ‘| am. Captain Dunsparrow.’

Corabb squinted at her. Solid features, sun-darkened, light grey eyes. Twenty-five years of age,
perhaps. The glint of achain vest was just visible beneath her plaintelaba. ‘Y ou,” Corabb said, ‘are
Madazan.

The cool eyesfixed on him. ‘What of it?

‘Captain,” Leoman said, ‘your troop will precede us. Clear the way to the palace for me and my
warriors. The secure barracks spoken of by the late Falah’ d will be used to house those soldiersin the
city garrison and from the palace who might be disinclined to follow my orders. Please ensure that they
areindeed secured. Once you have done these things, report to me in the palace for further orders.’

‘Sir,; thewoman said, ‘1 am of insufficient rank to do asyou ask—
‘No longer. Y ou are now my Third, behind Corabb Bhilan Thenu' alas’

Her gaze briefly flicked back to Corabb, revealing nothing. ‘ Asyou command, Leoman of the Halils,
Falah'd of Y’ Ghatan.’

Dunsparrow twisted in her saddle and bellowed out to her troops, * About face! Smartly now, you
damned pig-herdersl We advancethe arrival of the new Falah' d’

Vedor’s horse turned aong with al the others, and began trotting, the headless body pitching about in
itssaddle.

Corabb watched as, twenty paces along, the dead Falah' d’ s mount came up alongside the captain.
She noted it and with asingle straight-armed shove sent the corpse toppling.

Leoman grunted. ‘ Yes. Sheis perfect.’
A Malazan. ‘| have misgivings, Commander.’



‘Of courseyou have. It swhy | keep you at my side.” He glanced over. ‘ That, and the Lady’ stug.
Come now, ride with meinto our new city.’

They kicked their horsesinto motion. Behind them followed the others.
‘Our new city,” Corabb said, grinning. ‘We shdl defend it with our lives’
Leoman shot him an odd look, but said nothing.

Corabb thought about that. Commander, | have more misgivings...

Chapter Five

Thefirst cracks appeared shortly after the execution of Sha ik. None could know the mind of
Adjunct Tavore. Not her closest officers, and not the common soldier under her command.
But there were distant tirrings, to be sure, more easily noted in retrospect, and it would be
presumptuous and indeed dismissive to claim that the Adjunct wasignorant of the growing
troubles, not only in her command, but at the very heart of the Maazan Empire. Given that,
the eventsat Y’ Ghatan could have been afatal wound. Were someone elsein command,
were that someone’s heart any less hard, any less cold.

This, more than at any other time beforehand, gave bruta truth to the conviction that
Adjunct Tavorewas cold iron, thrust into the soul of araging forge...

‘None to Witness
(The Lost History of the Bonehunters)
Duiker of Darujhistan

“ Put that down, Samar Dev said wearily from where she sat near the window.
‘Thought you were adeep,” Karsa Orlong said. He returned the object to the tabletop. ‘What isit?

“Two functions. The upper besker containsfilters for the water, removing al impurities. The water
gathering in the lower beaker isflanked by strips of copper, which livensthe water itself through a
complicated and mysterious process. A particular ethered gasisreleased, thus dtering the air pressure
above the water, which in turn—’

‘But what do you useit for?
Samar’ seyes narrowed. ‘Nothing in particular.’

He moved away from the table, approached the work benches and shelves. She watched him
examining the various mechanisms she had invented, and the long-term experiments, many of which
showed no evident dteration of conditions. He poked. Sniffed, and even sought to taste one dish filled
with gdlatinousfluid. She thought to stop him, then decided to remain quiet. The warrior’ swounds had
healed with appdling swiftness, with no sgns of infection. Thethick liquid he waslicking from hisfinger
wasn't particularly hedthy to inget, but not fatal. Usudly.

Hemade aface. ‘Thisisterrible’
‘l am not surprised.’

‘What do you useit for?

‘“What do you think?

‘Rub it into saddles. Leather.’



‘Saddles? Indirectly, | suppose. It isan ointment, for the suppurating wounds that sometimes arise on
thelining of the anus—

He grunted loudly, then said,  No wonder it tasted awful,” and resumed his examination of theroom’s
contents.

She regarded him thoughtfully. Then said, * The Fdah' d sent soldiersinto the keep. They found signs of
past daughter —asyou said, not one Maazan left dlive. They aso found ademon. Or, rather, the corpse
of ademon, freshly killed. They have asked meto examineit, for | possessalittle knowledge of anatomy
and other, related subjects.’

He made no reply, peering into the wrong end of a spyglass.

‘If you come to the window, and look through the other end, Karsa, you will seethings far avay
drawn closer.’

He scowled at her, and set theingtrument down. ‘ If something isfar away, | Smply ride closer.’

‘Andif itisat thetop of acliff? Or adistant enemy encampment and you want to determine the picket
lines?

He retrieved the spyglass and walked over. She moved her chair to one sdeto give him room. ‘ There
isafacon’snest on the ledge of that tower, the copper-sheathed one.’

He held up the glass. Searched until he found the nest. * That isno falcon.’

“You areright. It' sabokh’ ard that found the abandoned nest to itsliking. It carries up armfuls of
rotting fruit and it spends the morning dropping them on peoplein the streetsbelow.’

‘It appearsto be snarling...’
‘That would be laughter. It isforever driven to bouts of hilarity.’
‘Ah—no, that wasn't fruit. It was abrick.’

‘Oh, unfortunate. Someone will be sent to kill it, now. After al, only people are dlowed to throw
bricks at people.’

He lowered the spyglass and studied her. * That is madness. What manner of laws do you possess, to
permit such athing?

“Which thing? Stoning people or killing bokh' arda?

“You are strange, Samar Dev. But then, you are awitch, and amaker of usdless objects—'
‘Isthat spyglass usdess?

‘No, | now understand itsvalue. Yet it waslying on ashdf...’

Sheleaned back. ‘| have invented countless things that would prove of grest value to many people.
And that presents me with adilemma. | must ask mysdlf, with each invention, what possible abuses await
such an object? More often than not, | conclude that those abuses outweigh the value of theinvention. |
cdl thisDev'sFirg Law of Invention.

‘Y ou are obsessed with laws!
‘Perhaps. In any case, thelaw issmple, asdl truelavs must be—’
“You have alaw for that, too?

‘Founding principle, rather than law. In any case, ethics are thefirst consderation of an inventor
following aparticular invention.’

“You cdl that smple?
‘The statement is, the consderation isnot.’
‘Now that sounds more like atrue law.’



She closed her mouth after amoment, then rose and walked over to the scriber’ s desk, sat and
collected astylus and awax tablet. ‘| distrust philosophy,” she said as she wrote. * Even so, | will not turn
away from the subject... when it dgps mein the face. Nor am | particularly eloquent asawriter. | am
better suited to manipulating objects than words. Y ou, on the other hand, seem to possess an unexpected
talent for... uh... cogent brevity.’

“Y ou tak too much.’

“No doubt.” She finished recording her own unexpectedly profound words— profound only in that
Karsa Orlong had recognized afar vaster gpplication than she had intended. She paused, wanting to
dismisshisgeniusas blind chance, or even the preening false wisdom of savage nohility. But something
whispered to her that Karsa Orlong had been underestimated before, and she vowed not to legp into the
same pit. Setting the stylus down, sheroseto her feet. ‘1 am off to examine the demon you killed. Wil
you accompany me?

‘No, | had a close enough examination thefirst time’

She collected the leather satchd containing her surgica instruments.  Stay inside, please, and try not to
bresk anything.’

“How can you cdl yoursdlf an inventor if you didike bresking things?

At the door, she paused and glanced back at him. His head was brushing the calling in this, the highest
chamber in her tower. There was something... therein hiseyes. ‘ Try not to break any of my things’

‘Very well. But | an hungry. Bring morefood.’

* * * %

The reptilian corpse was lying on the floor of one of the torture chambers situated in the palace crypts. A
retired Avower had been given the task of standing guard. Samar Dev found him aslegp in one corner of
the room. Leaving him to his snores, she stationed around the huge demon’ s body the four lit lanterns she
had brought down from above, then settled onto her knees and untied the flap of her satchel, withdrawing
avariety of polished surgical instruments. And, finaly, her preparations complete, she swung her attention
to the corpse.

Teeth, jaws, forward-facing eyes, dl the makings of asuperior carnivore, likely an ambush hunter. Y et,
thiswas no smpleriver lizard. Behind the orbita ridges the skull swept out broad and long, with massve
occipital bulges, the sheer mass of the cranid region implying intelligence. Unless, of course, the bone
was absurdly thick.

She cut away the torn and bruised skin to reveal broken fragments of that skull. Not so thick, then.
Indentations made it obvious that Karsa Orlong had used hisfigts. In which, it was clear, there was
agtonishing strength, and an equdly astonishing will. The brain beneath, marred with broken vessdsand
blood |eakage and pulped in places by the skull pieces, wasindeed large, dthough arranged in a
markedly different manner from ahuman’s. There were more lobes, for onething. Six more, inal,
positioned beneath heavy ridged projections out to the sides, including two extra vessel-packed masses
connected by tissue to the eyes. Suggesting these demons saw adifferent world, a more complete one,

perhaps.
Samar extracted one mangled eye and was surprised to find two lenses, one concave, the other
convex. She set those aside for later examination.

Cuitting through the tough, scaled hide, she opened the neck regions, confirming the oversized veinsand
arteries necessary to feed an active brain, then continued on to reveal the chest region. Many of theribs
were dready broken. She counted four lungs and two proto-lungs attached beneath them, these latter
ones saturated with blood.



She cut through the lining of the firgt of three somachs, then moved quickly back as the acids poured
out. The blade of her knife sizzled and she watched as pitting etched into the iron surface. More hissng
sounds, from the stone floor. Her eyes began watering.

Movement from the stomach, and Samar rose and took a step back. Worms were crawling out. A
score, wriggling then dropping to the muddy stone. The colour of blued iron, segmented, each aslong as
an index finger. She glanced down at the crumbling knife in her hand and dropped the instrument, then
collected wooden tongs from her satchel, moved to the edge of the acid pool, reached down and
retrieved one of theworms.

Not aworm. Hundreds of legs, strangely finned, and, even more surprising, the creatures were
mechanisms. Not living a al, the metd of their bodies somehow imperviousto the acids. Thething
twisted about in the grip of the tongs, then stopped moving. She shook it, but it had goneimmobile, likea
crooked nail. An infestation? She did not think so. No, there were many creatures that worked in
concert. The pond of ssomach acid had been home to these mechanisms, and they in turn worked in
some fashion to the demon’ s benefit.

A hacking cough gtartled her, and she turned to see the Avower ssumbleto hisfeet. Hunched, twisted
with arthritis, he shambled over. ‘ Samar Dev, the witch! What' s that smell? Not you, | hope. Y ou and
me, we're the same sort, aren’'t we just?

‘We are?

‘Ohyes, Samar Dev.” He scratched at his crotch. ‘We strip the layers of humanity, down to the very
bones, but where does humanity end and animal begin? When does pain defeat reason? Where hides the
soul and to where does it flee when al hope in the flesh islost? Questions to ponder, for such asyou and
me. Oh how | have longed to meet you, to share knowledge—'

‘You'reatorturer.

‘Someone hasto be,’ he said, offended. ‘ In a culture that admits the need for torture, there must
perforce be atorturer. A culture, Samar Dev, that values the acquisition of truths more than it does any
single human life. Do you see? Oh,” he added, edging closer to frown down at the demon’ s corpse, ‘the
judtifications are dways the same. To save many more lives, this one must be surrendered. Sacrificed.
Even the words used disguise the brutdity. Why are torture chambersin the crypts? To mask the
screams? True enough, but there smore. This,” he said, waving one gnarled hand, ‘isthe nether realm of
humanity, the rotted heart of unpleasantness’

‘1 am seeking answers from something already deed. It is not the same—'

‘Details. We are questioners, you and I. We dice back the armour to uncover the hidden truth.
Besides, I' m retired. They want meto train another, you know, now that the Malazan laws have been
struck down and torture' s popular once more. But, the foolsthey send me! Ah, what isthe point? Now,
Falah’ d Krithasanan, now he was something —you werelikdly just achild, then, or younger even. My,
how he liked torturing people. Not for truths—he well understood that facile rubbish for what it was—
facile rubbish. No, the greater questionsinterested him. How far along can a soul be dragged, trapped
gtill within its broken body, how far? How far until it can no longer crawl back? Thiswas my challenge,
and oh how he gppreciated my artistry!’

Samar Dev looked down to see that the rest of the mechanisms had al ceased to function. She placed
the one she had retrieved in asmall leather pouch, then repacked her kit, making sure to include the eye
lenses. She' d get them to burn the rest of the body —well away from the city, and upwind.

‘Will you not dinewith me?

‘Alas, | cannot. | have work to do.’

‘If only they’ d bring your guest down here. Toblakai. Oh, he would be fun, wouldn’t he?
She paused. ‘1 doubt | could talk him into it, Avower.’



‘The Falah' d has been congdering it, you know.’
‘No, | didn’'t know. | think it would be amistake.’
‘Well, those things are not for usto question, arethey?

‘Something tells me Toblaka would be delighted to meet you, Avower. Although it would be a short
acquaintance.’

‘Not if | have my way, Samar Dev!’
‘Around Karsa Orlong, | suspect, only Karsa Orlong has hisway.’

* * * %

She returned to find the Teblor warrior poring over her collection of maps, which he'd laid out on the
floor in the hallway. He had brought in adozen votive candles, now lit and set out around him. He held
one close as he perused the precious parchments. Without looking up, he said, * This one here, witch.
Thelands and coast west and north... | was led to believe the Jhag Odhan was unbroken, that the plains
ran al theway to the far-lands of Nemil and the Trdll, yet here, this shows something different.’

‘If you burn holesin my maps,’ Samar Dev said, ‘1 will curse you and your bloodlinefor dl eternity.’

‘The Odhan sweeps westward, it seems, but only in the south. There are places of ice marked here.
This continent looks too vast. There has been amistake.’

‘Possibly,” she conceded. ‘ Sincethat isthe one direction | have not travelled, | can make no clam as
to the map’ s accuracy. Mind you, that one was etched by Othun Dela Farat, a century ago. He was
reputed to berdiable’

‘“What of thisregion of lakes? he asked, pointing to the northerly bulge along the coast, west of Y ath
Alban.

She set her equipment down, then, sighing, she crouched at hisside. ‘ Difficult to cross. The bedrock is
exposed there, badly folded, pocked with lakes and only afew, mostly impassablerivers. Theforest is
spruce, fir and pine, with low-lying thicketsin the basins’

“How do you know al that if you have never been there?

She pointed. ‘1 am reading Dela s notes, there, along the border. He aso says he found signs
suggesting there were people living there, but no contact was ever made. Beyond liesthe idand kingdom

of Sepik, now aremote subject of the Maazan Empire, dthough | would be surprised if the Maazans
ever visted. The king was clever enough to send delegates proposing conditions of surrender, and the

Emperor smply accepted.’
‘The mapmaker hasn't written that much.’

‘No, some of that information was mine. | have heard, now and then, certain odd stories about Sepik.
There are, it seems, two distinct populations, one the subject of the other.” She shrugged at his blank
look. * Such thingsinterest me.” Then frowned, asit became obvious that the distant expression on the
giant’ stattooed visage was born of something other than indifference. *Is something wrong?

KarsaOrlong bared histeeth. ‘ Tell me more of this Sepik.’
‘| am afraid | have exhausted my knowledge.’

Scowling a her answer, he hunched down over the map once more. ‘| shal need supplies. Tell me, is
the weather the same as here?

“You aregoing to Sepik?

‘Yes. Tdl the Flah' d that | demand equipment, two extra horses, and five hundred crescentsin silver.
Dried foods, more waterskins. Three javelins and a hunting bow with thirty arrows, ten of them



bird-pointed. Six extrabowstrings and asupply of fletching, abrick of wax—
‘Wait! Wait, Karsa Orlong. Why would the Fa' d smply gift you dl these things?
‘Tel him, if hedoesnat, | will gay inthiscity.’
‘Ah, | see’ She considered for atime, then asked, *Why are you going to Sepik?
He began rolling up the map. ‘| want this one—'
‘Sorry, no. It isworth afortune—’
‘I will returnit.
‘No, KarsaOrlong.” She straightened. ‘ If you are prepared to wait, | will copy it —on hide, whichis
morereslient—'
“How long will that take?
‘I don’t know. A few days...’

‘Very well, but | am getting restless, witch.” He handed her the rolled-up map and walked into the
other chamber. * And hungry.’

She stooped once more to gather in the other maps. The candles she left done. Each onewas
aspected to alocal, minor god, and the flames had, one and dl, drawn the attention of the host of spirits.
This hallway was crowded with presences, making the air taut, bridling, since many of them counted
others as enemies. Y et, she suspected, it had been more than just the flickering flames that had earned
the regard of the spirits. Something about Toblakai himself...

There were mysteries, she believed, swirling in Karsa Orlong' s history. And now, the spirits drawn
close, closeand... frightened...

‘Ah,” shewhispered, ‘| see no choicein the matter. None at al...” She drew out a belt-knife, spat on
the blade, then began waving the iron through the flame of each candle.

The spirits howled in her mind, outraged at this unexpected, brutal imprisonment. She nodded. ‘ Yes,
wemortalsarecrudl...

* * * %

‘Threeleagues,” Quick Ben said under his breath.

Kadam scratched at the stubble on his chin. Some old wounds —that enkar’ d at the edge of the
Whirlwind' swall had torn him up pretty bad —were aching after the long forced march back towards the
Fourteenth Army. After what they had seen in the warren, no-one wasin the mood to complain,
however. Even Stormy had ceased his endless griping. The squad was hunkered down behind the
assassin and the High Mage, motionless and virtudly invisblein the darkness.

‘So,” Kalam mused, ‘do we wait for them here, or do we keep waking?

‘Wewait,” Quick Benreplied. ‘| need therest. In any case, we al more or less guessed right, and the
trail isn't hard to follow. Leoman’sreached Y’ Ghatan and that’ swhere he' Il make his stand.’

‘ And us with no siege equipment to speek of .’
The wizard nodded. ‘ This could bealong one’
‘Well, we're used to that, aren’t we?

‘| keep forgetting, you weren't at Cora .’

Kalam settled down with his back against theridge’ s dope and pulled free aflask. He drank then
handed it to the High Mage. ‘ Asbad asthe last day at Pale?

Quick Ben spped, then made aface. ‘ Thisiswater.’



‘Of courseitis’
‘Pde... we weren't fighting anyone. Just collgpsing earth and raining rocks.’
*So, the Bridgeburners went down fighting.’

‘Most of Onearm’s Host went down fighting,” Quick Ben said. * Even Whiskeyjack,” he added. *His
leg gave out under him. Mallet won't forgive himsdlf for that, and | can't say I’ m surprised.” He shrugged
inthe gloom. ‘It was messy. A lot went wrong, as usud. But Kalor turning on us... that we should have
foreseen.’

‘I’ ve got agpace on my blade for anotch in hisname,” Kaam said, retrieving the flask.

“Y ou' re not the only one, but he’ s not an easy manto kill.’

Sergeant Geder edged into view. * Saw you two passing something.’

‘Just water,” Kdam said.

‘Thelast thing | wanted to hear. Wdll, don’'t mind me.’

‘We were discussing the Sege to come,” the assassin said. ‘ Could be along one’’

‘Even 0, Geder said with agrunt, ‘ Tavore' s a patient woman. We know that much about her,
anyway.

‘Nothing else? Quick Ben asked.

‘Y ou ve talked with her more than any of us, High Mage. She keeps her distance. No-oneredly
seemsto know what sheis, behind the title of Adjunct. Nobleborn, aye, and from Unta. From House
Paran.’

Kaam and Quick Ben exchanged glances, then the assassin pulled out a second flask. ‘ Thisone ain't
water,” he said, tossing it to the sergeant. ‘We knew her brother. Ganoes Paran. He was attached to the
Bridgeburners, rank as captain, just before weinfiltrated Darujhistan.’

‘He led the squadsinto Cora,” Quick Ben said.
‘And died? Geder asked after pulling at the flask.

‘Most everyone died,” answered the High Mage. * At any rate, he wasn't an embarrassment asfar as
officersgo. Asfor Tavore, well, I'min the dark as much asthe rest of you. She'sal edges, but they’re
for keeping people away, not cutting them. At least from what I’ ve seen.’

‘She’ sgoing to start losing soldiersat Y’ Ghatan,” Kdam said.

No-one commented on that observation. Different commanders reacted in different waysto thingslike
that. Somejust got stubborn and threw more and more lives away. Othersflinched back and if nothing
then happened, the spirit of the army drained away. Sieges were battles of will, for the most part, dong
with cunning. Leoman had shown a capacity for both in thislong pursuit west of Raraku. Kdam wasn't
surewhat Tavore had shown a Raraku — someone el se had done most of the killing for her, for the entire
Fourteenth, in fact.

Ghosts. Bridgeburners... ascended. Gods, what a chilling thought. They were all half-mad when
alive, and now... ‘Quick,” Kalam said, ‘those ghosts at Raraku... where are they now?

‘Noidea Not with us, though.’

‘Ghosts; Geder sad. * So the rumours were true — it wasn't no sorcerous spell that daughtered the
Dogdayers. We had unseen dlies—who were they? He paused, then spat. Y ou both know, don’t you,
and you're not telling. Fiddler knows, too, doesn't he? Never mind. Everybody’ s got secrets and don't
bother asking me to share mine. So that’ sthat.” He handed the flask back. ‘ Thanks for the donkey piss,
Kaam.

They listened as he crawled back to regjoin his squad.



‘Donkey piss? Quick Ben asked.
‘Ground-vine wine, and he'sright, it tastesawful. | found it a the Dogdayer camp. Want some?

‘Why not? Anyway, when | said the ghostsweren’t with us, | think | wastelling the truth. But
something is following thearmy.’

‘Well, that’sjust great.’
‘I’'m not—'
‘Hush! | hear—

Figuresrose from behind the ridge. Gleaming, ancient armour, axes and scimitars, barbaric, painted
faces— Khundryl Burned Tears. Swearing, Kaam settled back down, resheathing hislong-knives. ‘ That
was a stupid move, you damned savages—'

One spoke: * Comewith us!’

* * * %

Three hundred paces up the road waited a number of riders, among them the Adjunct Tavore. Flanked
by the troop of Khundryl Burned Tears, Kalam, Quick Ben and Geder and his squad approached the

group.
The misshapen moon now cast down asilvery light on the land —it was looking rougher round the

edges, Kalam redized, asif the surrounding darkness was gnawing at it — he wondered that he' d not
noticed before. Had it dways been like that?

‘Good evening, Adjunct,” Quick Ben said asthey arrived.
‘“Why have you returned? she demanded. ‘ And why are you not in the Imperid Warren?

With Tavore were the Fisgts, the Wickan Temul, Blistig, Keneb and Tene Bardta, aswel asNil and
Nether. They looked, one and all, to have been recently roused from deep, barring the Adjunct herself.

Quick Ben shifted uneadily. ‘ The warren was being used... by something else. We judged it unsafe, and
we concluded you should be told of that as soon as possible. Leomanisnow in Y’ Ghatan.’

‘And you believe he will await usthere?

‘Y’ Ghatan, Kalam said, ‘isabitter memory to most Maazans —those that care to remember,
anyway. Itiswherethe Firg—'

‘1 know, Kdam Mekhar. Y ou need not remind me of that. Very well, | shall assume your assessment
iscorrect. Sergeant Geder, please join the Khundryl pickets’

The marine' s sdlute was haphazard, his expresson mocking.

Kdam watched Tavore s eyesfollow the sergeant and his squad as they headed off. Then shefixed
her gaze on Quick Ben once more,

‘High Mage’

He nodded. ‘ There were... Moon's Spawnsin the Imperia Warren. Ten, twelve came into sight
before we retreated.’

‘“Hood take us,” Blistig muttered. ‘ Foating fortresses? Has that white-haired bastard found more of
them?

‘| don't think so, Fist,” Quick Ben said.  Anomander Rake has settled in Black Coral, now, and he
abandoned Moon’s Spawn, since it wasfaling to pieces. No, | believe the oneswe saw in the warren
havetheir, uh, origind ownersinside”

‘ And who might they be? Tavore asked.



‘K’ Chain Che' Mdlle, Adjunct. Long-Tails or Short-Talils. Or both.’
‘And why would they be using the Imperial Warren?

‘I don’t know,” Quick Ben admitted. ‘But | have some notions.’
‘Let ushear them.

‘It'san old warren, effectively dead and abandoned, athough, of course, not nearly as dead or
abandoned as it first seems. Now, there is no known warren attributed to the K’ Chain Che Malle, but
that does not mean one never existed.’

“You believe the Imperid Warren was origindly the K’ Chain Che Male warren?
The High Mage shrugged. * It s possible, Adjunct.’

‘What els2?

‘Well, wherever the fortresses are going, they don’'t want to be seen.’

‘ Seen by whom?

‘That | don’t know.’

The Adjunct studied the High Mage for along moment, then she said, ‘1 want you to find out. Take
Kaam and Geder’ s squad. Return to the Imperia Warren.’

The assassin dowly nodded to himsdlf, not at al surprised at thisinsane, absurd command. Find out?
Precisdly how?

‘Have you any suggestions,” Quick Ben asked, hisvoice now strangdly lilting, asit dwayswaswhen he
struggled against speaking hismind, ‘ on how we might do that?

‘AsHigh Mage, | am certain you can think of some.’
‘May | ask, why isthisof particular importanceto us, Adjunct?

‘The breaching of the Imperid Warren isimportant to al who would serve the Maazan Empire, would
you not agree?

‘1 would, Adjunct, but are we not engaged in amilitary campaign here? Againg the last rebel leader in
Seven Cities? Are you not about to lay siegeto Y’ Ghatan, wherein the presence of aHigh Mage, not to
mention the empire smost skilled assassin, might prove pivota to your success?

‘Quick Ben,” Tavore said coally, *the Fourteenth Army is quite capable of managing this siege without
your assistance, or that of Kalam Mekhar.’

All right, that clinchesit. She knows about our clandestine meeting with Dujek Onearm and
Tayschrenn. And she does not trust us. Probably with good reason.

‘Of course,” Quick Ben said, with amodest bow. ‘1 trust the Burned Tears can resupply our soldiers,
then. | request we be permitted to rest until dawn.’

‘Acceptable’

The High Mage turned away, his eyes momentarily meeting Kdam’sown. Aye, Quick, she wants me
asfar away from her back as possible. Wédll, thiswas the Maazan Empire, after al. Laseen’ sempire,
to be more precise. But Tavore, it’s not me you have to worry about...

At that moment afigure emerged from the darkness, approaching from one side of the road. Green
dlks, graceful motion, aface very nearly etherea in the moonlight. ‘ Ah, amidnight assgnation! | trust dl
matters of grave import have dready been addressed.’

Pearl. Kalam grinned at the man, one hand making a gesture that only another Claw would understand.
Seeing it, Pearl winked.
Soon, you bastard.



Tavore whedled her horse round. ‘We are done here!’

‘Might | ride double with one of you? Pearl asked the assembled Fists.
None replied, and moments later they were cantering up the road.

Pearl coughed ddlicately in the dust. ‘How rude.’

“Y ou waked out here, Quick Ben said, ‘you canwalk back in, Claw.’

‘It seems | have no choice.” A fluttering wave of agloved hand. *Who knowswhen we' [l meet again,
my friends. But until then... good hunting...” He walked off.

Now how much did he hear? Kaam took a half-step forward, but Quick Ben reached out and
restrained him.

‘Relax, hewasjust fishing. | sensed him circling closer —you had him very nervous, Ka.’
‘Good.’

‘Not redly. It meansheisn’'t supid.’

‘“True. Too bad.’

‘Anyway,” Quick Ben said, ‘you and me and Geder have to come up with away to hitch aride on one
of those fortresses.’

Kalam turned his head. Stared at hisfriend. * That wasn't ajoke, wasit?
‘I'mafrad not.

* k k %

Joyful Union was basking in the sun asit dined, ringed in by stones, with Bottle lying close by and
studying the way it fed as the scorpion snipped gpart the capemoth he had given it for breskfast, when a
military issue boot crunched down on the arachnid, the hedl twisting.

Bottle jerked back in dumbfounded horror, stared up at the figure standing over him, asurge of
murderousintent filling hisbeing.

Backlit by the morning light, the figure waslittle more than asilhouette.
‘Soldier,” the voice was awoman'’s, the accent Korelri, ‘which squad isthis?

Bottle'smouth opened and closed afew times, then he said in alow tone, ‘ Thisis the squad that will
gtart making plansto kill you, once they find out what you' ve just done’

‘Allow me’ she said, ‘to clarify mattersfor you, soldier. | am Captain Faradan Sort, and | cannot
abide scorpions. Now, | want to see how well you manage a salute while lying down.’

“Y ou want a salute, Captain? Which one? | have plenty of salutesto choose from. Any preference?

‘The salute that tells me you have just become aware of the precipice | am about to kick your ass over.
After | shovethe sack of bricksup it, of course.’

Oh. * Standard salute, then. Of course, Captain.” He arched his back and managed to hold the salute
for afew heartbeats... waiting for her to respond, which she did not. Gasping, he collapsed back down,
inhding amouthful of dug.

‘Wewill try that again later, soldier. Y our name?

‘Uh, Smiles, ar.’

‘“Wdll, | doubt I will see many of those on your ugly face, will 17
‘No, gr.’

She then walked on.



Bottle stared down at the mashed, glittering pulp that had been Joyful Union and half a capemoth. He
wanted to cry.

* * * %

‘Sergeant.’

Strings glanced up, noted the torc on the arm, and dowly climbed to hisfeet. He saluted, studying the
tall, straight-backed woman standing before him. * Sergeant Strings, Captain. Fourth Squad.’

‘Good. You are mine, now. My nameis Faradan Sort.’

‘| was wondering when you' d show up, Sir. The replacements have been herefor days, after dl.’
‘| was busy. Do you have a problem with that, Sergeant”?

‘No, gir, not one’’

‘You areaveteran, | see. Y ou might think that fact yields some relief on my part. It doesnot. | do not
care where you have been, who you served under, or how many officersyou knifed in the back. All |
care about is how much you know about fighting.”

‘Never knifed asingle officer, gr... in the back. And | don’t know a damned thing abouit fighting,
except surviving it
‘That will do. Where are the rest of my squads?

‘“Well, you're missing one. Geder’s. They’re on areconnai ssance mission, no ideawhen they’ll be
back. Borduke' s squad is over there.” He pointed. ‘With Cord' sjust beyond. Therest you'll find here
and there’

“Y ou do not bivouac together?

‘Asaunit? No.’

“You will from now on.’

‘Yessr.

She cast her eyes over the soldiers till sprawled in deep around the hearth. * The sunisup. They
should be awake, fed and equipped for the march by now.’

‘Yesdr.

‘S0... wake them.’

‘Yesdr.

She garted to walk off, then turned and added, * Y ou have a soldier named Smilesin your squad,
Sergeant Strings?

‘I have’

‘Smilesisto carry adouble load today.’

‘Sr?

“You heard me.’

He watched her leave, then swung about and looked down at his soldiers. All were awvake, their eyes
onhim.

‘What did | do? Smiles demanded.

Strings shrugged. * She' sacaptain, Smiles’

‘So?

‘S0, captainsareinsane. At least, thisoneis, which proves my claim. Wouldn't you agree, Cuttle?



‘Ohyes, Strings. Raving wide-eyed insane.’

‘A double load!’

Bottle sumbled into the camp, in his cupped hands a mangled mess. * She stepped on Joyful Union!”’
‘Well, that settlesit,” Cuttle said, grunting as he sat up. ‘ She'sdead.’

* * * %

Fist Keneb strode into histent, unstrapping hishelm and pulling it free to tossit on the cot, then paused
upon seeing atouded head lift clear of the opened travel trunk at the back wall. * Grub! What were you
doinginthere?

‘Seeping. Sheisnot stupid, no. They are coming, to await the resurrection.” He clambered out of the
trunk, dressed, as ever, in ragged leathers, Wickan in style yet badly worn. The childish roundness of his
cheeks had begun to thin, hinting at the man he would one day become.

‘She? Do you mean the Adjunct? Who is coming? What resurrection?

“They will try to kill her. But that iswrong. Sheisour last hope. Our last hope. I'm going to find
something to eat, we' re marching to Y’ Ghatan.” He rushed past Keneh. Outside the tent, dogs barked.
The Figt pulled the flap aside and stepped out to see Grub hurrying down the aid e between the tents,
flanked by the Wickan cattle-dog, Bent, and the Hengese |apdog, Roach. Soldiers deferentialy moved
asdetolet them pass.

The Fist headed back insde. A baffling child. He sat down on the cot, Stared a nothing in particular.

A sege. ldedly, they needed four or five thousand more soldiers, five or six Untan catapults and four
towers. Balistae, mangonels, onagers, scorpions, whedled rams and ladders. Perhaps afew more units
of sappers, with afew wagonsloaded with Moranth munitions. And High Mage Quick Ben.

Had it been just amatter of pride, sending the wizard away? The meetings with Dujek Onearm had
been strained. Tavore srefusal of assistance beyond a contingent of replacements from Quon Tai made
little sense. Granted, Dujek had plenty to occupy himsdlf and hisHost, reinforcing garrisons and pacifying
recalcitrant towns and cities. Then again, the arrival of Admiral Nok and athird of theimperid fleet inthe
Maedil Seahad done much to quell rebellious tendencies among the locals. And Keneb suspected that
the anarchy, the horrors, of the rebellion itsalf was as much aforcefor pacification as any military
presence.

A scratch againgt the outer wall of histent. ‘Enter.’

Blistig ducked under the flap. ‘ Good, you' re aone. Tene Barata has been speaking with Warleader
Gdl. Look, we knew asiege waslikely—'

‘Bligtig,” Keneb cut in, ‘thisisn’t right. The Adjunct leads the Fourteenth Army. She was commanded
to crush the rebellion, and sheisdoing just that. Fitting that the final spark should be snuffed out at
Y’ Ghatan, the mythical birthplace of the Apocaypse—

‘Aye, and we're about to feed that myth.’

‘Only if wefal.

‘Mdazansdieat Y’ Ghatan. That city burned to the ground that |ast Siege. Dassem Ultor, the company
of theFirst Sword. The First Army, the Ninth. Eight, ten thousand soldiers? Y’ Ghatan drinks Ma azan
blood, and itsthirst isendless’

‘Isthiswhat you' retelling your officers, Blistig?

The man walked over to the trunk, tipped down the lid, and sat. * Of course not. Do you think me
mad? But, gods, man, can’t you fed this growing dread?



‘The same as when we were marching on Raraku,” Keneb said, ‘ and the resolution was frustrated, and
that is the problem. The only problem, Blistig. We need to blunt our swords, we need that release, that's
al’

* She should never have sent Quick Ben and Kalam away. Who gives arhizan’ s squinting asswhat's
going on in the Imperid Warren?

Keneb |ooked away, wishing he could disagree. * She must have her reasons.’
‘I"d liketo hear them.’
‘Why did Bardta spesk with Gall?

‘We'redl worried, iswhy, Keneb. We want to corner her, al the Fists united on this, and force some
answers. Her reasonsfor things, some real sense of how shethinks!’

‘No. Count me out. We haven't even reached Y’ Ghatan yet. Wait and see what she hasin mind.’

Bligtig rose with agrunt. ‘I’ ll pass your suggestions dong, Keneb. Only, well, it ain't just the soldiers
who are frustrated.’

‘I know. Wait and see.’

After he had left, Keneb settled back on the cot. Outside, he could hear the sounds of tents being
struck, equipment packed away, the distant lowing of oxen. Shoutsfilled the morning air asthe army
roused itsdf for another day of marching. Burned Tears, Wickans, Seti, Malazans. What can this
motley collection of soldiers do? We are facing Leoman of the Flails, dammit. Who's already
bloodied our noses. Mind you, hit-and-run tactics are one thing, a city under siege is another.
Maybe he'sasworried aswe are..

A comforting thought. Too bad he didn’t believe aword of it.

* * * %

The Fourteenth had been kicked awake and was now swarming with activity. Head pounding, Sergeant
Hellian sat on the Sde of the road. Eight days with this damned miserable army and that damned tyrant of
acaptain, and now she was out of rum. The three soldiers of her undersized squad were packing up the
last of their kits, none daring to address their hungover, murderoudy inclined sergeant.

Bitter recollections of the event that had triggered dl this haunted Hellian. A temple of daughter, the
frenzy of priests, officias and investigators, and the need to send all witnesses asfar awvay as possible,
preferably into a situation they would not survive. Well, she couldn’t blame them — no, wait, of course
she could. Theworld was run by stupid people, that was the truth of it. Twenty-two followers of D’rek
had been butchered in their own temple, in adigtrict that had been her responsibility — but patrols were
never permitted insde any of the temples, so she could have done nothing to prevent it in any case. But
no, that wasn't good enough. Where had the killers gone, Sergeant Hellian? And why didn’t you see
them leave? And what about that man who accompanied you, who then vanished?

Killers. There weren't any. Not natura ones. A demon, more likely, escaped from some secret ritud, a
conjuration gone awry. The foolskilled themsalves, and that was the way of it. The man had been some
defrocked priest from another temple, probably a sorceror. Once he figured out what had happened,
he' d hightailed it out of there, leaving her with the mess.

Not fair, but what did fairness have to do with anything?

Urb lowered hismassive bulk in front of her. ‘We re dmost ready, Sergeant.’
“You should' ve drangled him.’

‘l wanted to. Redlly.’

‘Did you? Truth?



‘Truth.
‘But then he dipped away,” Hellian said. ‘Likeaworm.’

‘Captain wants usto join the rest of the squadsin her company. They’re up the road some. We should
get going before the march begins.’

Shelooked over at the other two soldiers. The twins, Brethless and Touchy. Y oung, lost —well, maybe
not young in years, but young anyway. She doubted they could fight their way out of amidwives picnic—
though, granted, she’ d heard those could be rough events, especidly if somefool pregnant woman
wandered in. Oh, well, that was Kartoal, city of spiders, city that crunched underfoat, city of webs and
worse. They werealong way from any midwives picnic.

Out here, spidersfloated inthe air, but at least they weretiny, easily destroyed with amedium-sized
stone. ‘ Abyssbelow,” she groaned. ‘ Find me something to drink.’

Urb handed her awaterskin.

‘Not that, idiot.’

‘Maybe in the company we' rejoining...’

Shelooked up, squinted at him. ‘ Good idea. All right, help me up —no, don’'t help meup.” She
staggered upright.

“You dl right, Sergeant?

‘I will be, shesad, ‘after you take my skull in your hands and crushit flat.’

Hefrowned. ‘I’d get introubleif | did that.’

‘Not with me you wouldn’t. Never mind. Touchy, take point.’

‘We'reon aroad, Sergeant.’

‘Just doit. Practice’

‘1 won't be ableto see anything,” the man said. * Too many people and thingsin theway.’

Oh, gods crawling in the Abyss, just let me live long enough to kill that man. *Y ou got any
problem with taking point, Brethless?

‘No, Sergeant. Not me.’

‘Good. Doit and let’ sget going.’

“Want me out on flank? Touchy asked.

‘Y eah, somewhere past the horizon, you brain-stunted cactus.’

* * % %

‘It snot your average scorpion,” Maybe said, peering close but not too close.
‘It sdamned huge,” Lutes said.  Seen that type before, but never one so... huge.’

‘Could be afresk, and al its brothers and sstersweretiny. Making it londly and that’ swhy it'sso
mean.’

Lutes stared across at Maybe. ‘ Y eah, could beit. You got ared brainin that skull. All right, now, you
think it can kill Joyful Union? | mean, there stwo of those...’

‘“Well, maybe we need to find another one just likethisone.’
‘But | thought dl its brothers and sstersweretiny.’

‘Oh, right. Could be it sgot an uncle, or something.’
‘Who'shig.’



‘“Huge. Huger than thisone.’
‘We need to start looking.’

‘1 wouldn't bother,” Bottle said from where he sat in the shadow of a boulder, five paces away from
the two soldiers of Borduke' s squad.

They started, then Lutes hissed and said, * He' s been spying!”’

‘Not spying. Grieving.’

‘What for? Maybe demanded. ‘Wean't even arrived a Y’ Ghatan yet.’

‘Met our new captain?

Thetwo looked at each other, then Lutes said, * No. Knew one was coming, though.’
‘She' shere. Shekilled Joyful Union. Under her hedl. Crunch!”

Both men jumped. ‘ That murderer!” Maybe said in agrowl. He looked down &t the scorpion ringed in
by stones at hisfeet. ‘Oh yes, let’s see her try with Sparkle here—he' d get her ankle for sure, right
through the boot |eather—

‘Don’'t beafool,” Bottle said. ‘ Anyway, Sparkle’ snot aboy. Sparkle sagirl.’
‘Even better. Girlsare meaner.

‘The smaller ones you adways see are the boys. Not as many girls around, but that’ sjust the way of it.
They’re coy. Anyway, you' d better let her go.’

‘Why? Lutes demanded. ‘ Ain't no prissy captain going to—'

‘She' d betheleast of your problems, Lutes. The maeswill pick up her distress scent. You'll have
hundreds following you. Then thousands, and they’ |l be damned aggressive, if you get my meaning.’

Maybe smiled. ‘ Interesting. Y ou sure of that, Bottle?

‘Don’'t get any stupid idess.’

‘“Why not? We re good at stupid ideas. | mean, uh, well—'

‘What Maybe means,” Lutessaid, ‘iswe can think things through. Right through, Bottle. Don't you
worry about us’

‘Shekilled Joyful Union. Therewon't be any more fights— spread the word, al those squads with new
scorpions—let thelittle ones go.’

‘All right,” Lutes said, nodding.
Bottle studied the two men. * That includes the one you got there’
‘Sure. WE I just ook at her awhilelonger, that'sal.” Maybe smiled again.

Climbing to hisfeet, Bottle hesitated, then shook his head and walked off, back towards the squad's
camp. The army was dmost ready to resume the march. With al the desultory lack of enthusasm one
might expect of an army about to lay Segeto acity.

A sky without clouds. Again. More dust, more hest, more swest. Bloodflies and chigger fleas, and the
damned vultures whedling overhead — as they had been doing since Raraku — but this, he knew, would
be the last day of that march. The old road ahead, afew more abandoned hamlets, fera goatsin the
denuded hills, distant riderstracking them from theridge.

The othersin the squad were on their feet and waiting when he arrived. Bottle saw that Smileswas
labouring under two packs. ‘What happened to you? he asked her.

The look she turned on him was filled with abject misery. ‘| don’t know. The new captain orderedit. |
hate her.’

‘I'm not surprised,’” Bottle said, collecting his own gear and shrugging into the pack’ s straps. ‘ Isthat



Strings skit you got there?
‘Not dl of it,” shesad. ‘Hewon't trust me with the Moranth munitions.’
Thank Oponn for that. ‘ The captain been by since?
‘No. The bitch. We're going to kill her, you know.’
‘Redlly. Wdll, | won't shed any tears. Who isthis“we” anyway?
‘Meand Cuttle. HE Il digtract her, I'll stick aknifein her back. Tonight.’
‘Fist Keneb will have you strung up, you know.’
‘We Il makeit look like an accident.’
Distant horns sounded. *All right, everyone,” Strings said from theroad. ‘Let’ smove!

Groaning wagon whedls, clacking and thumping on the uneven cobbles, rocking in the ruts, the lowing
of oxen, thousands of soldierslurching into motion, the sounds arising clatter and roar, thefirst dust
swirlingintotheair.

Koryk fell indongsdeBottle. ‘ They won't doit,” he said.

‘Do what? Kill the captain?

‘1 got along look at her,’ he said. ‘ She'snot just from Korelri. She'sfrom the Stormwall.’
Bottle squinted at the burly warrior. *How do you know that?

‘There’ sasver tracing on her scabbard. She was a section commander.’

‘That’ sridiculous, Koryk. Firgt, standing the Wall isn’t something you can just resign from, if what I've
heard istrue. Besdes, thiswoman’sacaptain, in the least-prepared Madazan army in the entire empire. If
she’ d commanded a section againgt the Stormriders, she'd rank as Fit at the very least.’

‘Only if shetold people, Bottle, but that tracing tells another story.’

Two strides ahead of them, Strings turned his head to regard them. * So, you saw it too, Koryk.’
Bottle swung round to Smilesand Cuttle. * Y ou two hearing this?

‘So? Smiles demanded.

‘We heard,” Cuttle said, his expression sour. ‘ Maybe she just looted that scabbard from somewhere...
but | don't think that’ s likely. Smiles, lass, we' d best put our plans on a pyre and strike aspark.’

‘Why? she demanded. ‘What' sthis Stormwall mean, anyway? And how come Koryk thinks he
knows so much? He doesn’t know anything, except maybe the back end of ahorse and that only in the
dark. Look at al your faces—1"m saddled with abunch of cowards!’

‘“Who plan on staying dive,’ Cuttle said.

‘Smiles grew up playing in the sand with farm boys,” Koryk said, shaking his head. ‘Woman, lisen to
me. The Stormwall isleagues long, on the north coast of Kordiri. It stands as the only barricade between
the idand continent and the Stormriders, those demonic warriors of the seas between Malaz Idand and
Kordri —you must have heard of them?

‘Oldfishers taes’

‘No, al toored,” Cuttlesaid. ‘| seen them mysdf, plying those waters. Their horses are the waves.
They widd lances of ice. We dit the throats of Six goatsto paint the water in appeasement.’

‘And it worked? Bottle asked, surprised.
‘No, but tossing the cabin boy over the sdedid.’

‘Anyway,” Koryk said after amoment of silence, ‘ only chosen warriors are given the task of standing
the Wall. Fighting those eerie hordes. It' san endlesswar, or at least it was...’



‘Ilsover?

The Seti shrugged.

‘So,” Smilessaid, ‘what’ s she doing here? Bottle' sright, it doesn’t make sense’

“You could ask her,” Koryk replied, ‘ assuming you survive thisday’ s march.’

‘Thisisn't so bad,” she sniffed.

“We ve gone a hundred paces, soldier,” Strings called back. * So best save your breath.’
Bottle hesitated, then said to Smiles. *Here, give me that —that captain ain’t nowhere about, is she?
‘1 never noticed nothing,” Strings said without turning round.

‘l cando this—'

‘We'll spell each other.’

Her eyes narrowed suspicioudy, then she shrugged. * If you like.

He took the second pack from her.

‘Thanks, Bottle. At least someonein thissquad’ sniceto me.’

Koryk laughed. ‘Hejust doesn't want aknifein hisleg.’

“We got to stick together,” Bottle said, ‘ now that we got ourselves atyrant officer over us’
‘Smart lad,” Strings said.

‘Still,” Smilessad, ‘thanks, Bottle’

He smiled swestly at her.

* * * %

‘They’ ve stopped moving,” Kalam muttered. ‘ Now why would that be?
‘Noidea,’ Quick Bensaid at hisside.

They werelying flat on the summit of alow ridge. Eleven Moon’s Spawns hovered in an even row
above another rise of hills two thousand paces distant. * So,” the n asked, ‘what passesfor night in
thiswarren?

‘I sonitsway, and itisn't much.’

Kalam twisted round and studied the squad of soldiers sprawled in the dust of the dope behind them.
‘And your plan, Quick?

“We make use of it, of course. Sneak up under one—'’

‘ Sneak up? There sno cover, there' s nothing to even throw shadows!’
‘That’ swhat makesit so brilliant, Kalam.’

The assassin reached out and cuffed Quick Ben.

‘Ow. All right, so the plan stinks. Y ou got a better one?

‘First off, we send this squad behind us back to the Fourteenth. Two people sneaking up isalot better
than eight. Besides, I’ ve no doubt they can fight but that won’t be much use with athousand K’ Chain
Che Malle charging down on us. Another thing — they’ re so cheery it' sastruggle to keep from dancing.’

At that, Sergeant Geder threw him akiss.
Kalam rolled back round and glared at the stationary fortresses.
Quick Ben sighed. Scratched his smooth-shaven jaw. ‘ The Adjunct’ s orders...”



‘Forget that. Thisisatactica decision, it’sinour purview.’
Geder cdled up from below,  She don't like us around either, Kadam.’
‘Oh? And why’ sthat?

* She keegps cracking up in our company. | don’t know. We was on the Slanda, you know. We went
through wals of fireon that ship.’

‘We'vedl led hard lives, Geder...

‘Our purview? Quick Benasked. ‘I likethat. You cantry it on her, later.

‘Let’s send them back.’

‘Gede?

‘Finewith us. | wouldn't follow you two into alatrine, begging your Srs' pardon.’
Stormy added, ‘ Just hurry up about it, wizard. I’ m getting grey waiting.’

‘That would be the dust, Corpord .’

‘Soyou say.’

Kalam considered, then said, *We could take the hairy Falari with us, maybe. Care to come dong,
Corpora? Asrearguard?

‘Rearguard? Hey, Geder, you wereright. They are going into alatrine. All right, assuming my sergeant
here won't miss me too much.’

‘Missyou? Geder sneered. ‘Now at least I'll get women to talk to me.’

‘It sthe beard puts them off,” Stormy said, ‘but | ain’'t changing for nobody.’
‘It snot the beard, it' swhat livesin the beard.’

‘Hood take us,” Kaam bresthed, ‘ send them away, Quick Ben, please.’

* * * %

Four leagues north of Ehrlitan, Apsalar stood facing the sea. The promontory on the other sde of A’rath
Strait wasjust visble, rumpling the sunset’ s line on the horizon. Kansu Reach, which stretched inalong,
narrow arm westward to the port city of Kansu. At her feet prowled two gut-bound skeletons, pecking
a grubsin thedirt and hissing in frugtration as the mangled insects they attempted to swallow smply fell
out beneath their jaws.

Even bone, or the physical remembrance of bone, held power, it seemed. The behaviour patterns of
the lizard-birds the creatures once were had begun to infect the ghost spirits of Telorast and Curdle. They
now chased snakes, legpt into the air after rhizan and capemoths, duelled each other in dominance
contests, srutting, spitting and kicking sand. She believed they were losing their minds.

No great loss. They had been murderous, vile, entirdly untrustworthy in their lives. And, perhaps, they
hed ruled arealm. As usurpers, no doubt. She would not regret their dissolution.

‘Not-Apsdar! Why are we waiting here? We didike water, we have discovered. The gut bindings will
loosen. We Il fall gpart.’

‘Weare crossing thisstrait, Telorast, Apsdar said. * Of course, you and Curdle may wish to stay
behind, to leave my company.’

‘Do you plan on swimming?
‘No, | intend to use the warren of Shadow.’
‘Oh, that won't be wet.’



‘No,” Curdle laughed, prancing around to stand before Apsaar, head bobbing. ‘ Not wet, oh, that’s
very good. W€ |l come dong, won't we, Telorast?

‘We promised! No, we didn’t. Who said that? We' rejust eager to stand guard over your rotting
corpse, Not-Apsdar, that's what we promised. | don’t understand why | get so confused. Y ou haveto
die eventudly. That's obvious. It' swhat happensto mortas, and you are mortd, aren’t you? Y ou must
be, you have been bleeding for three days—we can smdll it.’

‘Idiot!” Curdle hissed. ‘ Of course she' s mortal, and besides, we were women once, remember? She
bleeds because that’ swhat happens. Not al the time, but sometimes. Regularly. Or not. Except just
before shelays eggs, which would mean amae found her, which would mean...

‘She'sasnake? Tdorast asked in adroll tone.
‘But sheisn’'t. What were you thinking, Telorast?

The sun’slight was fading, the waters of the gtrait crimson. A lone sail from atrader’s carrack was
cutting a path southward into the Ehrlitan Sea

‘The warren feds strong here,” Apsalar said.
‘Ohvyes’ Tdorast said, bony tail caressng Apsdar’ sleft ankle. ‘ Fiercely manifest. Thisseaisnew.’

‘That ispossible,’” shereplied, eyeing the jagged cliffs marking the narrows. * Are there ruins beneath
the waves?

“How would we know? Probably. Likely, absolutely. Ruins. Vast cities. Shadow Temples!’
Apsdar frowned. ‘ There were no Shadow Templesin the time of the First Empire.’

Curdle shead dipped, then lifted suddenly. * Dessmbelackis, acurse on his multitude of souls We
speak of the time of the Forests. The great forests that covered thisland, long before the First Empire.
Beforeeventhe T'lan Imass—'

*Shhh!” Telorast hissed. ‘ Forests? Madness! Not atreein sight, and those who were frightened of
shadows never existed. So why would they worship them? They didn’t, because they never existed. It's
anaturd ferocity, this shadow power. It'safact that the first worship was born of fear. Theterrible
unknown—'

‘Even moreterrible, Curdle cut in, ‘when it becomes known! Wouldn't you say, Telorast?

‘No | wouldn’t. | don’t know what you' re talking about. Y ou’ ve been babbling too many secrets,
none of which aretruein any case. Look! A lizard! It'smine!’

‘No, mine’

Thetwo skeletons scrambled aong the rocky ledge. Something small and grey darted away.

A wind was picking up, sweeping rough the surface of the drait, carrying with it the seel s primal scent
to flow over the cliff where she stood. Crossing stretches of water, even through awarren, was never a

pleasant prospect. Any waver of control could fling her from the rellm, whereupon she would find herself
leagues from land in dhenrabi-infested waters. Certain degth.

She could, of course, choose the overland route. South from Ehrlitan, to Pan’ potsun, then skirting the
new Raraku Seawestward. But she knew she was running out of time. Cotillion and Shadowthrone had
wanted her to take care of anumber of small players, scattered here and there inland, but something
within her sensed a quickening of distant events, and with it the growing need — a desperate insgstence —
that she be there without delay. To cast her dagger, to affect, as best she could, ahost of destinies.

She assumed Caotillion would understand dl of this. That he would trust her ingtincts, even if shewsas,
ultimately, unable to explain them.

Shemust... hurry.
A moment’ s concentration. And the scene before her was transformed. The cliff now adope, crowded



with collapsed trees, firs, cedars, their roots torn loose from dark earth, the boles flattened asif the entire
hillside had been struck by some unimaginable wind. Beneath aleaden sky, avast forested valley clothed
inmist stretched out across what had moments before been the waters of the Strait.

The two skeletons pattered up to crowd her feet, heads darting.

‘| told you there’d be aforest,” Telorast said.

Apsalar gestured at the wreckage on the dope immediately before them. “What happened here?
‘Sorcery,” Curdlesaid. ‘Dragons.’

‘Not dragons.’

‘No, not dragons. Telorast isright. Not dragons.’

‘Demons!’

‘Y es, terrible demons whose very breath isawarren’ s gate, oh, don’t jump down those throats!’

‘No breath, Curdle; Telorast said. ‘ Just demons. Small ones. But lots of them. Pushing trees down,
one by one, because they’ re mean and inclined to senseless acts of destruction.’

‘Likechildren.’

‘Right, as Curdle says, like children. Children demons. But strong. Very strong. Huge, muscled arms!’

‘So,” Apsdar said, ‘dragonsfought here.’

‘Yes’ Telorast said.

‘In the Shadow Redm.’

Ves

‘Presumably, the same dragons that are now imprisoned within the stone circle’

‘Ves’

Apsda nodded, then began making her way down. * Thiswill be hard going. | wonder if | will save
much timetraversing the forest.’

‘Tiste Edur forest,” Curdle said, scampering ahead. ‘ They like their forests.’

‘All those natural shadows,” Telorast added. ‘ Power in permanence. Blackwood, bloodwood, al sorts
of terriblethings. The Ereswereright to fear.’

In the distance a strange darkness was diding across the treetops. Apsdar studied it. The carrack,
casting an ethered presenceinto this realm. She was seeing both worlds, acommon enough occurrence.
Y et, even s0... someone is on that carrack. And that someone is important...

* * * %

T’ rolbarahl, ancient creature of the First Empire of Dessmbelackis, Dejim Nebrahl crouched at the base
of adead tree, or, rather, flowed like a serpent round the bleached, exposed roots, seven-headed,
seven-bodied and mottled with the colours of the ground, the wood and the rocks. Fresh blood, dowly
losng its heet, filled the D’ ivers somachs. There had been no shortage of victims, even in this wasteland.
Herders, sdt-miners, bandits, desert wolves, Dgjim Nebrahl had fed continuoudly on this journey to the
place of ambush.

Thetree, thick-boled, squat, with only afew twisted branches surviving the centuries since it had died,
rose from acrack in therock between aflat stretch that marked the trail and an upthrust tower of pitted,
wind-worn stone. Thetrail twisted at this point, skirting the edge of adliff, the drop below ten or more
man-heights to boulders and jagged rubble.

On the other side of the trail, more rocks rose, hegped, the stone cracked and shelved.



The D’iverswould strike here, from both sides, lifting free of the shadows.

Dgim Nebrahl was content. Patience easily purchased by fresh mest, the echoing screams of degth,
and now it need but await the coming of the victims, the ones the Nameless Ones had chosen.

Soon, then.

* k% k %

Plenty of room between the trees, a cathedra of shadows and heavy gloom, the flow of damp air like
water againg her face as Apsalar jogged onward, flanked by the darting forms of Telorast and Curdle.
To her surprise, she was indeed making good time. The ground was surprisingly level and tree-fdls
seemed nonexistent, asif no treein this expanse of forest ever died. She had seen no wildlife, had come
upon no obvious gametrail, yet there had been glades, circular sweeps of mosstightly ringed by evenly
gpaced cedars, or, if not cedar, then something much likeiit, the bark rough, shaggy, black astar. The
circleswere too perfect to be natural, though no other evidence of intent or design wasvisible. In these
places, the power of shadow was, as Telorast had said, fierce.

Tigte Edur, Kurald Emurlahn, their presence lingered, but only in the same manner as memories clung
to graveyards, tombs and barrows. Old dreams snarled and fading in the grasses, in the twist of wood
and the crystd latticework of stone. Lost whispersin the winds that ever wandered across such
death-laden places. The Edur were gone, but their forest had not forgotten them.

A darkness ahead, something reaching down from the canopy, straight and thin. A rope, asthick round
as her wrigt, and, resting on the needle-strewn humus of the floor, an anchor.

Directly in her path. Ah, so even as| sensed a presence, so it in turn sensed me. Thisis, | think, an
invitation.

She approached the rope, grasped it in both hands, then began climbing.

Telorast hissed below, “What are you doing? No, dangerousintruder! Terrible, terrifying, horrible,
crudl-faced stranger! Don't go up there! Oh, Curdle, look, she' sgoing.’

‘She’snot ligening to us!’

“WEe' ve been talking too much, that’ s the problem.’

“You'reright. We should say something important, so she sartslistening to usagan.’
‘Good thinking, Curdle. Think of something!’

‘I'mtrying!’

Their voicesfaded away as Apsdar continued climbing. Among thick-needled branches now, old
cobwebs strung between them, small, glittering shapes scampering about. The leather of her gloveswas
hot against her palms and her calves were beginning to ache. She reached the first of aseries of knots
and, planting her feet on it, she paused to rest. Glancing down, she saw nothing but black boles vanishing
into mist, likethelegs of some giant beast. After afew moments, she resumed her climb. Knots, now,
every ten or so arm-lengths. Someone was being considerate.

The ebon hull of the carrack loomed above, crusted with barnacles, glistening. Reaching it, she planted
her boots against the dark planks and climbed the last two man-heights to where the anchor line ran into
achutein the gunnd. Clambering over the Sde, she found herself near the three stepsleading to the aft
deck. Faint smudges of migt, dightly glowing, marked where mortals stood or sat: here and there, near
rigging, at the sde-mounted steering oar, one perched high among the shrouds. A far more substantia,
solid figure was standing before the mainmast.

Familiar. Apsalar searched her memory, her mind rushing down one fasetrail after another. Famiiliar...
yet not.



With afaint smile on his clean-shaven, handsome face, he stepped forward and held up both hands.
‘I"'m not sure which name you go by now. Y ou werelittle more than achild —wasit only afew years
ago? Hard to believe.

Her heart was thudding hard againgt her chest, and she wondered at the sensation within her. Fear?
Y es, but more than that. Guilt. Shame. She cleared her throat. ‘| have named mysdlf Apsdar.’

A quick nod. Recognition, then his expression dowly changed. Y ou do not remember me, do you?
‘Yes. No, I'm not sure. | should — I know that much.’

‘Difficult times, back then,” he said, lowering his hands, but dowly, asif unsure how he would be
received as he said, ‘ Ganoes Paran.’

She drew off her gloves, driven by the need to be doing something, and ran the back of her right hand
across her brow, was shocked to see it come away wet, the swest beading, trickling, suddenly cold on
her skin. ‘What are you doing here?

‘I might ask you the same. | suggest werretireto my cabin. Thereiswine. Food.” Hesmiled again. ‘In
fact, | am gtting thereright now.’

Her eyes narrowed. * It seems you have come into some power, Ganoes Paran.’
‘In amanner of speeking.’

She followed him to the cabin. As he closed the door behind her, hisform faded, and she heard
movement from the other side of the map-table. Turning, she saw afar less substantial Ganoes Paran. He
was pouring wine, and when he spoke the words seemed to come from avast distance. Y ou had best
emerge from your warren now, Apsdar.’

Shedid so, and for thefirst time felt the solid wood benegth her, the pitch and sway of aship at sea.
‘Sit,; Paran said, gesturing. ‘ Drink. There s bread, cheese, sdted fish.’

“How did you sense my presence? she asked, settling into the bolted-down chair nearest her. ‘| was
travelling through aforest—'

‘A Tiste Edur forest, yes. Apsdar, | don't know whereto begin. ThereisaMaster of the Deck of
Dragons, and you are sharing a bottle of wine with him. Seven monthsago | wasliving in Darujhistan, in
the Finnest House, in fact, with two eterndly deeping house-guests and a Jaghut manservant... dthough
he' d likely kill meif he heard that word ascribed to him. Raest is not the most pleasant company.’

‘Darujhistan,” she murmured, looking away, the glass of wine forgotten in her hand. Whatever
confidence she felt she had gained since her time there was crumbling away, assailed by aswvarm of
disconnected, chaotic memories. Blood, blood on her hands, again and again. ‘1 ill do not
understand...’

‘Weareinawar,” Paran said. * Oddly enough, there was something one of my ssters once said to me,
when we were young, pitching toy armies againgt each other. To win awar you must cometo know al
the players. All of them. Living ones, who will face you acrossthefield. Dead ones, whose legends are
wielded like wegpons, or held like eternally besting hearts. Hidden players, inanimate players—theland
itsdlf, or the seq, if you will. Forests, hills, mountains, rivers. Currents both seen and unseen —no, Tavore
didn’t say dl that; she was far more succinct, but it’staken me along timeto fully understand. It’s not
“know your enemy”. That'ssmplistic and facile. No, it's“know your enemies’. There sabig difference,
Apsaar, because one of your enemies could be the face in the sllver mirror.’

“Y et now you call them players, rather than enemies,” she said. * Suggesting to me acertain shiftin
perspective—what comes, yes, of being the Master of the Deck of Dragons?

“Huh, I hadn’t thought about that. Players. Enemies. Isthere adifference?
‘Theformer implies... manipulation.’



‘And you would understand that well.’
‘YVes’

‘Does Caitillion haunt you still?

‘Yes, but not as... intimately.’

‘And now you are one of his chosen servants, an agent of Shadow. An assassin, just like the assassin
you once were.’

Shelevdled her gaze on him. “What isyour point?

‘I'mnot sure. I’'mjust trying to find my feet, regarding you, and whatever mission you are on right
now.’

‘If you want details of that, best speak with Catillion yourself.’
‘l am congderingit.
‘Isthat why you have crossed an ocean, Ganoes Paran?

‘No. Asl said, weare a war. | wasnot idlein Darujhistan, or in the weeks before Coral. | was
discovering the players... and among them, true enemies’

‘Of you?
‘Of peace.’
‘I trust you will kill themal.’

He seemed to wince, looked down at the winein hisglass. ‘ For ashort time, Apsdar, you were
innocent. Naive, even.’

‘ Between the possession of agod and my awakening to certain memories.”
‘| was wondering, who created in you such cynicisn?

‘Cynicism?Y ou speak of peace, yet twice you have told mewe are at war. Y ou have spent months
learning the lie of the battle to come. But | suspect that even you do not comprehend the vastness of the
coming conflict, the conflict we arein right now.’

“You areright. Which iswhy | wanted to spesk with you.’
‘It may be we are on different sides, Ganoes Paran.’
‘Maybe, but | don’t think so.’

She said nothing.

Paran refilled ther glasses. ‘ The pantheon is splitting asunder. The Crippled God isfinding dlies’
‘Why?

‘What?Wel... | don't redly know. Compassion?

‘And isthat something the Crippled God has earned?

‘1 don’'t know that, either.’

‘Months of study? Her browsrose.

Helaughed, aresponse that grestly relieved her.

‘You arelikely correct,’ shesaid. ‘We are not enemies.’
‘By “we’ | takeit you include Shadowthrone and Catillion.’

‘Asmuch asispossble, whichisn't asmuch as| would like. None can fathom Shadowthrone' s mind.
Not even Catillion, | suspect. Certainly not me. But he has shown... restraint.’

‘Y es, he has. Quite surprising, if you think about it



‘For Shadowthrone, the pondering of the field of battle has consumed years, maybe decades.’
He grunted, a sour expression on hisface. * Good point.’

“What role do you possess, Paran? What role are you seeking to play?

‘1 have sanctioned the Crippled God. A placein the Deck of Dragons. A House of Chains.’

She considered for atime, then nodded. ‘| can see the reason in that. All right, what has brought you to
Seven Cities?

He stared at her, then shook his head. ‘A decison | chewed on for what seemed forever, and you
grasp my motivesin an instant. Fine. | am hereto counter an enemy. To remove athrest. Only, | am
afraid | will not get thereintime, in which case | will clean up the messasbest | can, before moving
on—'

‘ToQuon Tdi.

‘How — how did you know that?

She reached for the brick of cheese, produced aknife from her deeve and diced off apiece. ‘ Ganoes
Paran, we are going to have arather long conversation now. But first, where do you plan to make
landfall?

‘Kansu.’

‘Good, thiswill make my journey quicker. Two minuscule companions of mine are even now
clambering onto the deck, having ascended viathe trees. They will any moment begin hunting rats and
other vermin, which should occupy them for sometime. Asfor you and me, let us settleto thismedl .’

He dowly leaned back in hischair. *Wewill reach port in two days. Something tells me those two days
will fly past likeagull inagde’

For me aswell, Ganoes Paran.

* k x %

Ancient memories whispered through Dglim Nebrahl, old stonewalslit red with reflected fire, the
cascade of smoke down streetsfilled with the dead and the dying, the luscious flow of blood in the
gutters. Oh, there was agrandnessto the First Empire, that first, rough flowering of humanity. The

T’ rolbarahl were, in Dgim’ s mind, the culmination of truly human traits, blended with the strength of
beasts. Savagery, theinclination towards vicious cruelty, the cunning of a predator that draws no
boundaries and would sooner destroy one of its own kind than another. Feeding the spirit on thetorn
flesh of children. That sunning exercise of intdligence that could justify any action, no metter how
abhorrent.

Mated with talons, dagger-long teeth and the D’ ivers gift of becoming many from one... we should
have survived, we should have ruled. We were born masters and all humanity were rightly our
daves. If only Dessimbelackis had not betrayed us. His own children.

Well, even among T’ rolbarahl, Dglim Nebrahl was supreme. A cregtion beyond even the First
Emperor’ s most dread nightmare. Domination, subjugation, the rise of anew empire, thisiswhat awaited
Dgjim, and oh how he would feed. Bloated, sated by human blood. He would make the new, fledgling
gods kned before him.

Once histask was complete, the world awaited him. No matter itsignorance, itsblind disregard. That
would al change, so terribly change.

Dgim’squarry neared, drawn ever so subtly onto this deadly track. Not long now.

* * * %



The seashdll vest glimmered whitein the morning light. Karsa Orlong had drawn it from his pack to
replace the shredded remnants of the padded leather he had worn earlier. He sat on histall, lean horse,
the blood-spattered, stitched white fur cloak sweeping down from his broad shoulders. Bare-headed,
with alone, thick braid hanging down the right Side of his chest, the dark hair knotted with fetishes: finger
bones, strips of gold-threaded silk, bestia canines. A row of withered human ears was sewn onto his
belt. The huge flint sword was strapped diagonally across his back. Two bone-handled daggers, each as
long and broad-bladed as a short sword, were sheathed in the high moccasins that reached to just below
hisknees.

Samar Dev studied the Toblakai amoment longer, gaze lifting to fix on histattooed face. The warrior
was facing west, his expression unreadable. She turned back to check the tethers of the packhorses once
more, then drew hersalf up and into the saddle. She settled the toes of her bootsinto the stirrups and
gathered the reins. * Contrivances,’ she said, ‘that require no food or water, that do not tire or grow lame,
imagine the freedom of such aworld asthat would bring, Karsa Orlong.’

The eyes he set upon her were those of abarbarian, revealing suspicion and a certain animal wariness.
‘ People would go everywhere. What freedom in asmaller world, witch?

Smadler?*Y ou do not understand—'
‘The sound of thiscity isan offenceto peace,” KarsaOrlong said. ‘We leaveit, now.’

She glanced back at the palace gate, closed with thirty soldiers guarding it. Hands restless near
weapons. ‘ The Falah’ d seems disinclined for aforma leavetaking. So beit.

The Toblakai in the lead, they met few obstacles passing through the city, reaching the west gate before
the morning’ stenth bell. Initidly discomforted by the attention they received from virtudly every citizen,
on the street and at windows of flanking buildings, Samar Dev had begun to see the dlure of notoriety by
the time they rode past the silent guards at the gate, enough to offer one of the soldiers abroad smile and
aparting wave with one gloved hand.

Theroad they found themselves on was not one of the impressive Maazan feats of engineering linking
the mgjor cities, for the direction they had chosen led... nowhere. West, into the Jhag Odhan, the ancient
plainsthat defied the farmer’ s plough, the mythical conspiracy of land, rain and wind spirits, content only
with the deep-rooted natural grasses, eager to wither every planted crop to blackened stalks, the soil
blown into the sky. One could tame such land for a generation or two, but in the end the Odhan would
reclam itswild mien, fit for naught but bhederin, jackrabbits, wolves and antelope.

Westward, then, for ahaf-dozen or so days. Whereupon they would come to along-dead river-bed
wending northwestward, the valey sides cut and gnawed by the seasond run-off from countless centuries
past, gnarled now with sage brush and cacti and grey-oaks. Dark hills on the horizon where the sun s&t, a
sacred place, the oldest maps noted, of some tribe so long extinct their name meant nothing.

Out onto the battered road, then, the city falling away behind them. After atime, Karsa glanced back
and bared histeeth at her. ‘Listen. That is better, yes?

‘I hear only thewind.’
‘Better than ten thousand tirel ess contrivances!”

He turned back, leaving Samar to mull on hiswords. Inventions cast moral shadows, shewell knew,
better than mogt, in fact. But... could smple convenience prove so pernicioudy evil? The action of doing
things, laboriousthings, repetitive things, such actionsinvited ritud, and with ritua came meaning that
expanded beyond the accomplishment of the deed itself. From such ritua saf-identity emerged, and with
it self-worth. Even s0, to make life easier must possess some inherent vaue, mustn't it?

Easier. Nothing earned, the language of recompense fading away until as lost as that ancient
tribe' s cherished tongue. Worth diminished, value transformed into arbitrariness, oh gods below,



and | was so bold as to speak of freedom! She kicked her horse forward until she came alongsidethe
Toblakal. ‘But isthat all? KarsaOrlong! | ask you, isthat all?

‘Among my people,’ he said after amoment, ‘the day isfilled, asisthe night.’

‘With what? Weaving baskets, trapping fish, sharpening swords, training horses, cooking, eating,
sewing, fucking—'

‘Tdling stories, mocking fools who do and say foolish things, yes, dl that. Y ou must have visited there,
then?

‘| havenot.’

A faint smile, then gone. ‘ There are thingsto do. And, aways, witch, ways of cheating them. But
no-onetruly inther livesisnaive’

‘Truly intheir lives?

‘Exulting in the moment, witch, does not require wild dancing.’
‘And S0, without thoserituds...’

‘The young warriors go looking for war.

‘Asyou must have done’

Another two hundred paces passed before he said, ‘ Three of us, we came to deliver death and blood.
Y oked like oxen, we were, to glory. To great deeds and the heavy shackles of vows. We went hunting
children, Samar Dev.’

‘Children?

He grimaced. * Y our kind. The small creatures who breed like maggotsin rotting meat. We sought —
no, | sought —to cleanse the world of you and your kin. Y ou, the cutters of forests, the breakers of earth,
the binders of freedom. | was ayoung warrior, looking for war.’

She studied the escaped dave tattoo on hisface. * Y ou found more than you bargained for.’
‘1 know al about small worlds. | wasbornin one’

‘S0, experience has now tempered your zeal,” she said, nodding. ‘No longer out to cleanse the world
of humeanity.’

He glanced across and down at her. ‘1 did not say that.’

‘Oh. Hard to manage, | would imagine, for alone warrior, even a Toblaka warrior. What happened to
your companions?

‘Dead. Yes, itisasyou say. A lonewarrior cannot day a hundred thousand enemies, evenif they are
children.’

‘A hundred thousand? Oh, Karsa, that’ s barely the population of two Holy Cities. Y our enemy does
not number in the hundreds of thousands, it numbersin thetens of millions’

‘That many?

‘Areyou reconddering?

He shook his head dowly, clearly amused. * Samar Dev, even tens of millions can die, onecity a a
time’

“Youwill needanarmy.’

‘| havean army. It awaits my return.’

Toblakai. An army of Toblakai, now that would be a sight to loosen the bladder of the Empress
herself. *Needlessto say, Karsa Orlong, | hope you never make it home.’

‘Hope asyou like, Samar Dev. | shal do what needs doing in my own time. None can stop me.’



A satement, not aboast. Thewitch shivered in the hest.

* * * %

They approached arange of diffs marking the Turul’ a Escarpment, the sheer face of the limestone
pocked with countless caves. Cutter watched Heboric Ghost Hands urge his mount into a canter,
drawing aheed, then reining in sharply, the reins cutting into hiswrigts, aflare of greenish fire blossoming
at hishands.

‘Now what? the Daru asked under his bresth.
Greyfrog bounded forward and halted at the old man’sside.

‘They sense something,” Felisn Y ounger said behind Cuitter. * Greyfrog says the Destriant is suddenly
fevered, areturn of the jade poison.’

‘Thewhat?
‘ Jade poison, the demon says. | don’t know.’

Cutter looked at Scillara, who rode at his sde, head lowered, dmost deeping inthe saddle. She's
getting fat. Gods, on the meals we cook? Incredible.

‘Hismadnessreturns,” Felisn said, her voicefearful. ‘ Cutter, | don't like this—'

‘The road cuts through, there.” He pointed. ‘Y ou can see the notch, beside that tree. We' Il camp just
up ahead, a the base, and make the climb tomorrow.’

Cuitter in the lead, they rode forward until they reached Heboric Ghost Hands. The Destriant was
glaring at the cliff rearing before them, muttering and shaking his head. ‘ Heboric?

A quick, fevered glance. ‘ Thisisthewar,” he said. Green flamesflickered across his barbed hands.
‘The old belong to the ways of blood. The new proclaim their own justice.” The old man’stoadlike face
dtretched into a ghastly-grimace. * These two cannot — cannot — be reconciled. It is so smple, do you
see? Sosmple’

‘No,’” Cuitter replied, scowling. ‘I do not see. What war are you talking about? The Maazans?

‘The Chained One, perhaps he was once of the old kind. Perhaps, yes, he was that. But now, now he
issanctioned. Heis of the pantheon. Heis new. But then, what are we? Are we of the blood? Or do we
bow to the justice of kings, queens, emperors and empresses? Tell me, Daru, isjustice written in blood?

cillara asked, * Are we going to camp or not?
Cuitter looked at her, watched as she pushed rustleaf into the bowl of her pipe. Struck sparks.

‘They cantak dl they want,” Heboric said. ‘ Every god must choose. In the war to come. Blood, Daru,
burnswith fire, yes? Y et... yet, my friend, it tastes of cold iron. Y ou must understand me. | am spesking
of what cannot be reconciled. Thiswar —so many lives, logt, dl to bury the Elder Gods once and for all.
That, my friends, isthe heart of thiswar. The very heart, and al their arguing means nothing. I am done
with them. Donewith al of you. Treach has chosen. He has chosen. And so must you.’

‘I don’t like choosing,” Scillarasaid behind awreath of smoke. ‘ Asfor blood, old man, that’ sajustice
you can never put to deep. Now, let usfind acamp ste. I'm hungry, tired and saddlesore.’

Heboric dipped down from his horse, gathered the reins, and made hisway towards aside track.
‘Theré sahollow inthewadl,” he said. ‘ People have camped there for millennia, why not us? One day,’
he added as he continued on, ‘the jade prison shdl shatter, and the foolswill ssumble out, coughing in the
ashes of their convictions. And on that day, they will redizethat it' stoo late. Too late to do adamned
thing.’

More sparks and Cutter glanced over to see Felisin Y ounger lighting her own pipe. The Daruran a



hand through his hair, squinting in the glare of the sun’slight reflecting off the diff-sde. He dismounted.
‘All right,” he said, leading hishorse. *Let’scamp.’

Greyfrog bounded after Heboric, clambering over the rock like a bloated lizard.

‘What did he mean? Felisin asked Cutter asthey made their way aong thetrail. * Blood and Elder
Gods—what are Elder Gods?

‘Old ones, mostly forgotten ones. There' s atemple dedicated to one in Darujhistan, must have stood
there athousand years. The god was named K’ rul. The worshippers vanished long ago. But maybe that
doesn't matter.’

* k x %

Tugging her own horse dong in their wake, Scillarastopped listening to Cutter as he went on. Elder
gods, new gods, blood and wars, it made little difference to her. She just wanted to rest her legs, ease
the achesin her lower back, and et everything they till had in the saddle-packs.

Heboric Ghost Hands had saved her, drawn her back into life, and that had lodged something like
mercy in her heart, sifling her inclination to dismiss the mad old man outright. He was haunted in truth,
and such things could drag the sanest mind into chaos. But what value could be found in trying to make
sense of dl that he said?

The gods, old or new, did not belong to her. Nor did she belong to them. They played their
ascendancy games asif the outcome mattered, asif they could change the hue of the sun, the voice of the
wind, asif they could make forests grow in deserts and motherslove their children enough to keep them.
The rules of mortd flesh were al that mattered, the need to breathe, to est, drink, to find warmth in the
cold of night. And, beyond these struggles, when the last breath had been taken insde, well, shewould
be in no condition to care about anything, about what happened next, who died, who was born, the cries
of starving children and the vicious tyrants who starved them — these were, she understood, the smple
legacies of indifference, the consequences of the expedient, and thiswould go on in the morta ream until
thelast spark winked out, gods or no gods.

And she could make peace with that. To do otherwise would beto rail at theinevitable. To do
otherwise would be to do as Heboric Ghost Hands did, and look whereit took him. Into madness. The
truth of futility was the hardest truth of al, and for those clear-eyed enough to seeit, there was no

escape.
She had been to oblivion, after dl, and had returned, and so she knew there was nothing to fear in that
dream-thick place.

True to Heboric’ swords, the rock shelter revealed the signs of countless generations of occupation.
Boulder-lined hearths, red ochre paintings on the bleached walls, heaps of broken pottery and fire-split,
charred bones. The clay floor of the hollow was packed hard as stone by countless passings. Nearby
was the sound of trickling water, and Scillara saw Heboric crouched there, before a spring-fed pooal, his
glowing hands held over the placid, dark-mirror surface, asif hesitating to plunge them down into the
coolness. White-winged butterflies danced in the air around him.

He journeyed with the gift of salvation. Something to do with the green glow of his hands, and the
ghosts haunting him. Something to do with his past, and what he saw of the future. But he belonged to
Treach now, Tiger of Summer. No reconciliation.

She spied aflat rock and walked over to sit, stretching out her weary legs, noting the bulge of her belly
as she leaned back on her hands. Staring down upon it, cruel extrusion on what had once been alithe
form, forcing an expression of disgust on her features.

‘Areyou with child?



She glanced up, studied Cutter’ sface, amused at his dawning revelation asit widened hiseyesand
filled themwith darm.

‘Bad luck happens,” shesaid. Then, ‘I blamethe gods.’

Chapter Six

Paint aline with blood and, standing over it, shake anest of spiders good and hard. They fall
to thissde of the divide. They fal to that side of the divide. Thus did the godsfdll, taut-legged
and ready, asthe heavenstrembled, and in the scattering rain of drifting web —al these dread
cut threads of scheming settling down — skirling now in the winds that roared sudden, dive
and vengeful, to pronounce in tongues of thunder, the gods were a war.

Sayer of Magic

A history of the Host of Days
Sarathan

T hrough dlitted eyes, in the bar of shadow cast by the great helm’ s ridged brow, Corabb Bhilan
Thenu' aas studied the woman.

Harried aides and functionaries rushed past her and Leoman of the Halls, like leavesin atorrentia
flood. And the two, standing there, like stones. Boulders. Like things... rooted, yes, rooted to
bedrock. Captain Dunsparrow, now Third Dunsparrow. A Maazan.

A woman, and Leoman... well, Leoman liked women.

So they stood, oh yes, discussing detalls, finaizing the preparations for the Sege to come. The smell of
sex aheady smugness enveloping the two like a poisonous fog. He, Corabb Bhilan Thenu' alas, who had
ridden at Leoman’ s side through battle after battle, who had saved Leoman'’ s life more than once, who
had done dl that had ever been asked of him, wasloyal. But she, sheis desirable.

Hetold himsdlf it made no difference. There had been other women. He'd had afew himself from time
to time, dthough not the same ones as Leoman had known, of course. And, one and dl, they had been
nothing before the faith, withering into insignificance in the face of hard necessity. The voice of Dryjhna
the Apocdyptic overwhelmed with its descending squall of destruction. Thiswas asit should be.

Dunsparrow. Maazan, woman, distraction and possible corrupter. For Leoman of the Flailswas hiding
something from Corabb, and that had never before happened. Her fault. She wasto blame. Hewould
have to do something about her, but what?

He rose from the Falah' d' s old throne, that Leoman had so contemptuoudy discarded, and walked to
the wide, arched window overlooking the inner keep compound. More chaotic scurrying bel ow, dust
twisting in the sun-speared air. Beyond the palace wall, the bleached rooftops of Y’ Ghatan, clothes
drying in the sun, awnings rippling in the wind, domes and the cylindrica, flat-topped storage buildings
called maethgarathat housed in vast containersthe olive ail for which the city and its outlying groves were
renowned. In the very centre of the city rose the eight-sided, monstroudy buttressed Temple of
Scdissara, with itsinner dome amottled hump of remnant gold-leaf and green copper tilesliberdly
painted by bird droppings.

Scdissara, Matron Goddess of Olives, the city’s own, cherished protector, now in abject disrepute.
Too many conguests she could not withstand, too many gates battered down, walls pounded into rubble.
Whilethe city itself seemed capable of ever rising again from the dust of destruction, Scalissara had
reved ed amorefinite number of possible resurrections. And, following the last conquest, she did not



return to pre-eminence. Indeed, shedid not return at al.
Now, the temple bel onged to the Queen of Dreams.
A foreign goddess. Corabb scowled. Wdll, maybe not entirely foreign, but till...

The great statues of Scalissarathat once rose from the corners of the city’ s outer fortifications, marble
arms plump and fleshy, upraised, an uprooted olive tree in one hand, a newborn babe in the other, the
umbilical cord wrapped snake-like up her forearm, then across and down, into her womb — the statues
were gone. Destroyed in the last conflagration. Now, on three of the four corners, only the pedestal
remained, bare feet broken clean above the ankles, and on the fourth even that was gone.

In the days of her supremacy, every foundling child was named after her if female, and, male or femde,
every abandoned child was taken into the temple to be fed, raised and schooled in the ways of the Cold
Dream, amydteriousritud celebrating akind of divided spirit or something — the esoterica of cultswere
not among Corabb’ sintellectua strengths, but Leoman had been one such foundling child, and had
spoken once or twice of such things, when wine and durhang loosened histongue. Desire and necessity,
the war within amorta’ s spirit, thiswas at the heart of the Cold Dream. Corabb did not understand
much of that. Leoman had lived but afew years under the guidance of the templ€e' s priestesses, before his
wild indulgences saw him expelled into the Streets. And from the streets, out into the Odhans, to live
among the desert tribes, and so to be forged by the sun and blowing sands of Raraku into the greatest
warrior Seven Cities had ever beheld. At least in Corabb’ slifetime. The Fala dhan of the Holy Cities
possessed grand championsin their day, of course, but they were not leaders, they had nothing of the
wiles necessary for command. Besides, Dassem Ultor and his First Sword had cut them down, every one
of them, and that wasthat.

Leoman had sedled Y’ Ghatan, imprisoning within its new walls an emperor’ sransomin olive ail. The
maethgarawere filled to bursting and the merchants and their guilds were shrieking their outrage, dthough
less publicly since Leoman, in afit of irritation, had drowned seven representatives in the Grand Maeth
attached to the palace. Drowned them in their very own oil. Priests and witches were now petitioning for
beskers of that fell amber liquid.

Dunsparrow had been given command of the city garrison, amaob of drunken, lazy thugs. Thefirst tour
of the barracks had reved ed the military base aslittle more than a raucous harem, thick with smoke and
pool-eyed, prepubescent boys and girls staggering about in anightmare world of sick abuse and davery.
Thirty officerswere executed that first day, the most senior one by Leoman’s own hand. The children
had been gathered up and redistributed among the temples of the city with the ordersto heal the damage
and purge what was possible of their memories. The garrison soldiers had been given the task of scouring
clean every brick and tile of the barracks, and Dunsparrow had then begun drilling them to counter
Malazan siege tactics, with which she seemed suspicioudy familiar.

Corabb did not trust her. It was as smple asthat. Why would she choose to fight against her own
people? Only acrimind, an outlaw, would do that, and how trustworthy was an outlaw? No, there were
likely horrific murders and betrayals crowding her sordid past, and now here she was, spreading her legs
beneath Falah' d Leoman of the Hails, the known world’s most feared warrior. He would have to watch
her carefully, hand on the grip of hisnew cutlass, ready at amoment’ s notice to cut her clean in haf, head
to crotch, then across, diagonally, twice— swish swish! —right shoulder to l€ft hip, Ieft shoulder to right
hip, and watch her part ways. A duty-bound execution, yes. At thefirst hint of betrayal.

‘What has s0 lightened your expression, Corabb Bhilan Thenu das?

Stiffening, he turned, to find Dunsparrow standing at hisside. “Third,” he said in sour grunt of greeting.
‘| wasthinking, uh, of the blood and death to come.’

‘Leoman says you are the most reasonable of thelot. | now dread closer acquaintance with his other
officars’

‘Y ou fear the Segeto come?



‘Of course | do. | know what Imperiad Armiesare capable of. Thereis said to be aHigh Mage among
them, and that isthe most disturbing newsof dl.’

‘The woman commanding them is smple-minded,” Corabb said. ‘ No imagination, or nonethat she's
bothered showing.’

‘And that ismy point on that issue, Corabb Bhilan Thenu' das!’
Hefrowned. ‘What do you mean?

“She’ shad no need, as yet, to display the extent of her imagination. Thusfar, it' s been easy for her.
Little more than marching endlessleaguesin Leoman’sdust.’

‘We are her match, and better,” said Corabb, straightening, chest swelling. * Our spears and swords
have dready drawn their foul Maazan blood, and shdl do so again. More of it, much more’

‘That blood,” she said after amoment, ‘isasred asyours, warrior.’

‘Isit? Seemsto me,’ he continued, looking out upon the city once more, ‘that betrayal isadark taint
upon it, to so easily twist one of itsown into switching Sides’

‘Aswith, for example, the Red Blades?

‘Corrupted fools!’

‘Of course. Yet... Seven Cities born, yes?

‘They have severed their own roots and now flow on the Maazan tide’
‘Niceimage, Corabb. Y ou do stumble on those often, don't you?

‘Y ou’ d be amazed at the things | stumble on, woman. And | will tell you this, | guard Leoman’s back,
as | have always done. Nothing has changed that. Not you and your... your—'

‘Charms?

‘Wiles. | have marked you, Third, and best you be mindful of that.’
‘Leoman has done wdll to have such aloyal friend.’

‘He shal lead the Apocaypse—

‘Oh, hewill at that.’

‘—for none but heis equa to such athing. Y’ Ghatan shall be a curse namein the Maazan Empire for
al time—

‘It dready is’

‘Yes, well, it shall bemore so.’

‘What isit about this city, | wonder, that has driven so degp aknife into the empire? Why did the Claw
act here againgt Dassem Ultor? Why not somewhere € se? Somewhere less public, lessrisky? Oh yes,

they made it seem like awayward accident of battle, but no-onewasfooled. | admit to afascination with
thiscity, indeed, it iswhat brought me herein thefirst place’

“Y ou are an outlaw. The Empress has a price on your head.’
‘ She does? Or are you just guessing?
‘| am certain of it. Y ou fight against your own people.’

‘My own people. Who are they, Corabb Bhilan Thenu’ das? The Maazan Empire has devoured many
peoples, just asit has done those of Seven Cities. Now that the rebellion is over, are your kin now
Maazan? No, that thought isincomprehensbleto you, isn't it? 1 was born on Quon Tali, but the Maazan
Empire was born on Maaz Idand. My people too were conquered, just as yours have been.’

Corabb said nothing, too confused by her words. Maazanswere... Maazans, dammit. All of akind,
no matter the hue of their skin, thetilt of their eyes, no matter dl the variations within that Hood-cursed



empire. Malazang! ‘Y ou will get no sympathy fromme, Third.’

‘1 did not ask for it.’

‘Good.’

‘Now, will you accompany us?

Us? Corabb dowly turned. Leoman stood afew paces behind them, arms crossed, leaning against the
map-table. In hiseyesady, amused expression.

‘Wearegoing into the city,” Leoman said. ‘| wishto vidt acertain temple’

Corabb bowed. ‘I shal accompany you, sword at the ready, Warleader.’

Leoman’sbrows lifted fractiondly. ‘Warleader. Isthere no end of titles you will bestow upon me,
Corabb?

‘None, Hand of the Apocalypse.’

Heflinched at that honorific, then turned away. A half-dozen officers sood waiting at one end of the
long table, and to these warriors, Leoman said, ‘ Begin the evacuation. And no undue violence! Kill every
looter you catch, of course, but quietly. Ensure the protection of families and their possessions, including
livestock—'

One of the warriors started. ‘ But Commander, we shal need—

‘No, we shdl not. We have al we need. Besides, those animals are the only wealth most of the
refugees will have to take with them. | want escorts on the west road.” He glanced over at Dunsparrow.
‘Have the messengers returned from Lotha ?

‘Y es, with delighted greetings from the Falah'd.’
‘Ddighted that | am not marching on to hiscity, you mean.’
Dunsparrow shrugged.

*And s0 heis dispatching troops to manage the road?
‘Heis, Leoman.’

Ah! Sheisalready beyond titles! Corabb struggled to keep the snarl from hisvoice. ‘He is Warleader
to you, Third. Or Commander, or Fah’ d—'

‘Enough,’ cut in Leoman. ‘| am pleased enough with my own name to hear it used. From now on,
friend Corabb, we shdl dispense with titles when only officers are present.’

As | thought, the corruption has begun. He glared at Dunsparrow, but she was paying him no
attention, her eyes settled possessively on Leoman of the Flails. Corably’ s own gaze narrowed. Leoman
the Fallen.

* * % %

No track, alley or street in Y’ Ghatan ran straight for more than thirty paces. Laid upon successive
foundations, rising, it waslikely, from the very first maze-wound fortress city built here ten thousand years
or more past, the pattern resembled a termite mound with each twisting passageway exposed to the sky,
athough in many casesthat sky was no more than adlit, lessthan an arm’ slength wide, overhead.

Tolook upon Y’ Ghatan, and to wander its corridors, was to step into antiquity. Cities, Leoman had
once told Corabb, were born not of convenience, nor lordship, nor markets and their babbling
merchants. Born not even of harvest and surplus. No, said Leoman, cities were born from the need for
protection. Fortresses, that and nothing more, and all that followed did just that: follow. And o, cities
were awayswalled, and indeed, walls were often dl that remained of the oldest ones.

And thiswas why, Leoman had explained, a city would aways build upon the bones of itsforebears,



for thislifted itswalls yet higher, and made of the place a more formidable protection. It wasthe
marauding tribes, he had said, laughing, that forced the birth of cities, of the very cities capable of defying
them and, ultimately, conquering them. Thus did civilization arise from savagery.

All very well, Corabb mused as they waked towards this city’ s heart, and possibly even true, but
aready helonged for the open lands of the Odhans, the desert’ s sweet whispering wind, the sultry hegt
that could bake aman’ s brain inside his helmet until he dreamed raving that he was being pursued by
herds of fat aunts and leathery grandmothers who liked to pinch cheeks.

Corabb shook his head to dispel therecollection and al its attendant terrors. He walked at Leoman's
left, cutlass drawn and ascowl of belligerence reedy for any suspicious-looking citizen. Third
Dunsparrow was to Leoman’ sright, the two brushing arms every now and then and exchanging soft
words, probably grim with romance, that Corabb was pleased he could not overhear. That, or they were
talking about ways of doing away with him.

‘Oponn pull me, push her,” he said under his bregth.
Leoman’shead turned. ‘Y ou said something, Corabb?
‘| was cursing this damned rat path, Avenger.’

‘We reamost there, Leoman said, uncharacteristicaly considerate, which only deepened Corabb’s
foul mood. ‘ Dunsparrow and | were discussing what to do with the priesthood.’

‘“Were you now? That’s nice. What do you mean, what to do with them?
‘They areresgting the notion of leaving.’

‘| am not surprised.’

‘Nor am [, but leave they shdl.’

‘It sal thewedlth,” Corabb said. * And their reliquaries and icons and wine cellars— they fear they will
be set upon on theroad, raped and robbed and their hair al unbunned.’

Both Leoman and Dunsparrow peered over at him with odd expressions.
‘Corabb,” Leoman said, ‘1 think it best you remove that new great helm of yours.’
‘Yes,' Dunsparrow added. ‘ There are streams of sweat pouring down your face.’

‘I anfine,’ Corabb said in growl. ‘ Thiswas the Champion’s hem. But Leoman would not take it. He
should have. Intruth, | am only carrying it for him. At the appropriate time, he will discover the need to
tear it from my head and don it himself, and the world shdl right itself once more, may dl theyelow and
blue gods be praised.’

‘Corabb—'

‘1 am fine, although we had better do something about al those old women following us. | will spit
myself on my own sword before | let them get me. Ooh what anicelittle boy! Enough of that, | say.’

‘Givemethat hdm,” Leoman said.
‘It s about time you recognized your destiny, Adjunct Sayer.’

* * * %

Corabb’ s head was pounding by the time they reached the Temple of Scalissara. Leoman had elected
not to wear the grest helm, even with its sodden quilted under-padding removed —without which it would
have been too loosein any case. At least the old women were gone; in fact, the route they had taken was
amost deserted, dthough they could hear the chaotic sounds of crowdsin the main thoroughfares, being
driven from the city, out onto the west road that led to Lothal on the coast. Panic rode the sweltering
currents, yet it was clear that most of the four thousand soldiers now under Leoman’s command were out



in the streets, maintaining order.

Seven lesser temples, each dedicated to one of the Seven Holies, encircled the octagond edifice now
sanctified in the name of the Queen of Dreams. The formal approach was spira, wending through these
smaller domed structures. The flanking compound walls had been twice defaced, firgt with rededication
to Maazan gods soon after the conquest; then again with the rebellion, when the temples and their new
foreign priesthoods had been led, the sanctuaries sundered and hundreds daughtered. Friezes and
metopes, caryatids and paneswere al ruined now, entire pantheons defiled and made incomprehensible.

All, that is, but the temple of the Queen of Dreams, itsimpressive fortifications making it virtualy
impregnable. There werein any case mysteries surrounding the Queen, Corabb knew, and it was
generdly believed that her cult had not originated in the Maazan Empire. The Goddess of Divinations
cast athousand reflections upon a thousand peoples, and no one civilization could claim her as
exclusvey itsown. So, having battered futilely at the temple swalsfor six days, the rebelshad
concluded that the Queen was not their enemy after dl, and had thereafter |eft her in peace. Desire and
necessity, Leoman had said, laughing, upon hearing the tale.

Nonetheless, as far as Corabb was concerned, the goddess was... foreign.
‘“What business do we have,” Corabb asked, ‘ vigiting this temple?

Leoman replied with aquestion of hisown: ‘Do you recdl, old friend, your vow to follow me no matter
what seeming madness| undertake?

‘| do, Warleader.’

‘Well, Corabb Bhilan Thenu' das, you shdl find yoursdf sorely tested in that promise. For | intend to
speak with the Queen of Dreams.’

‘The High Priestess—'
‘No, Corabb,” said Leoman, ‘with the goddess hersalf.’

* * * %

‘Itisadifficult thing, killing dragons’

Blood the colour of false dawn continued to spread across the buckled pavestones. Mappo and
Icarium remained beyond itsreach, for it would not do to make contact with that dark promise. The Jhag
was seated on a stone block that might have once been an dtar but had been pushed up againgt the wall
to the | eft of the entrance. Thewarrior’ s head wasin his hands, and he had said nothing for sometime.

Mappo aternated his attention between his friend and the enormous draconean corpse rearing over
them. Both scenes|eft him distraught. There was much worthy of grieving in thiscavern, intheterrible
ritual murder that had taken place here, and in the fraught torrent of memories unleashed within Icarium
upon itsdiscovery.

‘Thisleaves naught but Osserc,” Mappo said. * And should he fdl, the warren of Serc shal possess no
ruler. | believe, Icarium, that | am beginning to see a pattern.’

‘Desecration,” the Jhag said in awhisper, not looking up.

‘The pantheon is being made vulnerable. Fener, drawn into thisworld, and now Osserc —the very
source of his power under assault. How many other gods and goddesses are under siege, | wonder? We
have been away from thingstoo long, my friend.’

‘Away, Mappo? Thereisno away.’

The Trell studied the dead dragon once more. ‘ Perhaps you are right. Who could have managed such
athing? Within the dragon is the heart of the warren itsdlf, itswell-fount of power. Y et... someone



defeated Sorrit, drove her down into the earth, into this cavern within a sky keep, and spiked her to
Blackwood — how long ago, do you think? Would we not have flt her desth? With no answers
forthcoming from Icarium, Mappo edged closer to the blood pool and peered upward, focusing on that
massive iron, rust-streaked spike. ‘No,” he murmured after amoment, ‘that is not rust. Otataral. She was
bound by otataral. Y et, she was Elder — she should have been able to defeat that eager entropy. | do not
understand this...’

‘Old and new,” Icarium said, histone twisting the words into a curse. He rose suddenly, his expression
ravaged and eyes hard. * Speak to me, Mappo. Tell me what you know of spilled blood.’

Heturned away. ‘I carium—'
‘Mappo, tell me.’

Gaze stling on the aguamarine pooal, the Trell was slent as emotions warred within him. Then he
sghed. ‘“Who firg dipped their handsinto thisfell stream?Who drank deep and so was transformed, and
what effect did that otataral spike have upon that transformation? Icarium, this blood isfouled—

‘Mappo.”

‘Very well. All blood spilled, my friend, possesses power. Beasts, humans, the smalest bird, blood is
thelife-force, the soul’ sown stream. Within it islocked the time of living, from beginning to end. It isthe
most sacred force in existence. Murdererswith their victims blood staining their hands feed from that
force, whether they chooseto or not. Many are sickened, others find a new hunger within themsdlves,
and so become davesto the violence of daying. Therisk isthis: blood and its power become tainted by
such things asfear and pain. The stream, sensing its own demise, grows stressed, and the shock isasa
poison.’

‘“What of fate? Icarium asked in aheavy voice.

Mappo flinched, hiseyes still on the pool. *Yes,” he whispered, ‘ you cut to the matter’ s very heart.
What does anyone take upon themsealves when such blood is absorbed, drawn into their own soul? Must
violent death be in turn delivered upon them? s there some overarching law, seeking ever to redressthe
imbalance? If blood feeds us, what in turn feedsit, and isit bound by immutablerulesor isit as
capricious as we are? Are we creatures on this earth the only ones free to abuse our possessions?

‘The K’ Chain Che' Mdledid not kill Sorrit,” Icarium said.  They knew nothing of it.’

‘Y et this creature here was frozen, so it must have been encompassed in the Jaghut’ sritua of Omtose
Phellack —how could the K’ Chain Che' Mdle not have known of this? They must have, evenif they
themsdves did not day Sorrit.

‘No, they are innocent, Mappo. | am certain of it.’
‘Then... how?

‘The crucifix, it is Blackwood. From the realm of the Tiste Edur. From the Shadow Readlm, Mappo. In
that redlm, as you know, things can bein two places at once, or beginin one yet find itsaf eventualy
manifesting in another. Shadow wanders, and respects no borders.’

‘Ah, then... this... was trapped here, drawn from Shadow—'

‘ Snared by the Jaghut’ sice magic — yet the spilled blood, and perhaps the otataral, proved too fierce
for Omtose Phellack, thus shattering the Jaghut' s enchantment.’

‘Sorrit was murdered in the Shadow Realm. Y es. Now the pattern, Icarium, grows that much clearer.’
Icarium fixed bright, fevered eyes upon the Trell. ‘I1sit? Y ou would blame the Tiste Edur?
“Who e se holds such command of Shadow? Not the Maazan pretender who now sits on the throne!’

The Jhag warrior said nothing. He walked adong the pool’ s edge, head down asiif seeking sgnsfrom
the battered floor. ‘1 know this Jaghut. | recognize her work. The carelessnessin the unleashing of



Omtose Phellack. She was... distraught. Impatient, angry, weary of the endless pathsthe K’ Chain

Che Malle employed in their effortsto invade, to establish colonies on every continent. She cared nothing
for the civil war aflicting the K’ Chain Che Mdle. These Short-Tailswerefleeing their kin, seeking a
refuge. | doubt she bothered asking questions’’

‘Do you think,” Mappo asked, *that she knows of what has happened here?
‘No, else she would have returned. It may be that sheisdead. So many are...’
Oh, Icarium, would that such knowledge remained lost to you.

The Jhag halted and half-turned. ‘| am cursed. Thisisthe secret you ever keep from me, isn't it? There
are... recollections. Fragments.” Helifted ahand asif to brush hisbrow, then let it fal. ‘| sense... terrible
things...’

‘Y es. But they do not belong to you, Icarium. Not to the friend standing before me now.’

Icarium’ s degpening frown tore at Mappo's heart, but he would not look away, would not abandon his
friend at this tortured moment.

‘You, Icarium said, ‘are my protector, but that protection isnot asit seems. You are a my side,
Mappo, to protect the world. From me.’

‘Itisnot that smple’

‘lan'tit?

‘No. | am hereto protect the friend | ook upon now, from the... the other Icarium...’

‘Thismust end, Mappo.’

‘No.’

Icarium faced the dragon once more. ‘Ice;’ he said in murmur. ‘Omtose Phellack.” He turned to
Mappo. ‘We shdl leave here now. Wetravel to the Jhag Odhan. | must seek out kin of my blood.
Jaghut.’

To ask for imprisonment. Eternal ice, sealing you from all life. But they will not trust that. No,
they will seek to kill you. Let Hood deal with you. And this time, they will be right. For their hearts
do not fear judgement, and their blood... their blood isas cold asice.

* k x %

Sixteen barrows had been raised half aleague south of Y’ Ghatan, each one ahundred paces long, thirty
wide, and three man-heights high. Rough-cut limestone blocks and internal columnsto hold up the curved
roofs, sixteen eternally dark abodes, home to Maazan bones. Newly cut, stone-lined trenches reached
out to them from the digtant city, carrying Y’ Ghatan’ s sewagein turgid flows swarming with flies.
Sentiments, Fist Keneb reflected sourly, could not be made any clearer.

Ignoring the stench as best he could, Keneb guided his horse towards the central barrow, which had
once been surmounted by a stone monument honouring the empire’ sfalen. The statue had been toppled,
leaving only the broad pedestal. Standing on it now were two men and two dogs, al facing Y’ Ghatan's
uneven, whitewashed walls.

The Barrow of Dassem Ultor and his First Sword, which held neither Dassem nor any of his guard
who had fdlen outside the city al those years ago. Most soldiers knew the truth of that. The deadly,
legendary fighters of the First Sword had been buried in unmarked graves, to keep them from
desecration, and Dassem’ s own grave was believed to be somewhere outside Unta, on Quon Tali.

Probably empty.

The cattle-dog, Bent, swung its huge head to watch Keneb push his horse up the steep dope.



Red-rimmed eyes, set widein anest of scars, aregard that chilled the Maazan, reminding him yet again
that he but imagined his own familiarity with that beast. It should have died with Coltaine. The animal
looked as though pieced together from disparate, unidentifiable parts, only roughly approximating adog's
shape. Humped, uneven shoulder muscles, aneck asthick round as agrown man’ sthigh, misshapen,
muscle-knitted haunches, a chest deep as adesert lion's. Beneath the empty eyesthe cresture was all
jaw, overwide, the snout misaligned, the three remaining canines visible even when Bent’ s fierce mouth
was closed, for most of the skin covering them had been torn away at the Fall, and nothing had replaced
it. One shorn ear, the other hedled flat and out to the side.

The stub that was dl that was|eft of Bent’ stail did not wag as Keneb dismounted. Had it done o,
Keneb alowed the possihility that he would have been shocked to death.

The mangy, rat-like Hengese dog, Roach, trotted up to sniff at Keneb' sleft boot, whereupon it
squatted ladylike and urinated againgt the leather. Cursing, the Maazan stepped away, cocking one foot
for asavage kick, then halting the motion at a deep growl from Bent.

Warleader Gall rumbled alaugh. ‘ Roach but clamsthis heap of stones, Fist. Hood knows, there's
no-one below to get offended.’

“Too bad one cannot say the same for the other barrows,” Keneb said, drawing off hisriding gloves.
‘Ah, but that insult belongs at the feet of the citizens of Y’ Ghatan.’

‘Roach should have displayed more patience, then, Warleader.’

‘Hood take us, man, she’sadamned dog. Besides, you think she'll run out of piss any time soon?

If 1 had my way, she’d run out of a lot more besides. ‘Not likdly, I'll grant you. That rat has more
maign fluidsin it than arabid bhederin bull.’

‘Poor diet.’
Keneb addressed the other man: *Fist Temul, the Adjunct wishesto know if your Wickan scouts have
ridden round the city.’

The young warrior was a child no longer. He had grown two hands widths since Aren. Lean,
hawk-faced, with far too many losses pooled in his black eyes. The Crow clan warriors who had so
resented his command at Aren were sllent these days. Gaze fixed on Y’ Ghatan, he gave no indication of
having heard Keneb'swords.

More and more like Coltaine with every passing day, Gall says. Keneb knew enough to wait.

Gall cleared histhroat. ‘ The west road shows signs of an exodus, no more than aday or two before
we arrived. A haf-dozen old Crow horse-warriors demanded that they pursue and ravage the fleeing
refugees’

‘And where are they now? Keneb asked.

‘Guarding the baggage train, hah!’

Temul spoke. ‘ Inform the Adjunct that al gates are sedled. A trench has been dug at the base of the
tel, cutting through the ramped roads on al sides, to a depth of nearly aman’sheight. Yet, thistrenchis
but two paceswide — clearly the enemy ran out of time.’

Out of time. Keneb wondered at that. With pressed workers, Leoman could have had afar broader
barrier excavated within the span of asingle day. ‘Very well. Did your scouts report any large weapons
mounted on thewalls or on the roofs of the corner towers?

‘Mdazan-built balistae, an even dozen,” Temul replied, ‘ranged about at equd intervas. No sign of
concentrations.”

‘Wdl,” Keneb said with agrunt, ‘foolish to suppose that Leoman would give away his perceived
wesk-points. And those walls were manned?



‘Y es, crowds, dl shouting tauntsto my warriors.’
‘ And showing their naked backsides,” Gall added, turning to spit.
Roach trotted over to sniff at the gleaming phlegm, then licked it up.

Nauseous, Keneb looked away, |oosening the chin-strap of hishelm. ‘ Fist Temul, have you made
judgement as to our surest approach?

Temul glanced over, expressionless. ‘| have!

‘And?

‘And what, Fist? The Adjunct cares nothing for our opinions.’
‘Perhaps not, but | would like to hear your thoughtsin any case.’

‘Ignore the gates. Use Moranth munitions and punch right through awall midway between tower and
gate. Any sdewill do. Two sideswould be even better.’

‘ And how will the sappers survive camping out &t the base of awall?
‘We attack at night.’

‘That isarisky thing to do.’

Temul scowled, and said nothing.

Gall turned to regard Keneb, histear-etched face mildly incredulous. ‘We begin asiege, man, not a
Hood-damned fly dance.’

‘1 know. But Leoman must have mages, and night will not hide sappers from them.’

‘They can be countered,” Gdll retorted. ‘ It' swhat our mages are for. But we waste our breaths with
such things. The Adjunct will do as she chooses’

Keneb faced right and studied the vast encampment of the Fourteenth Army, arrayed to fend off a
sortie, should Leoman prove so foolish. The investiture would be a careful, measured exercise,
conducted over two or three days. The range of the Maazan ballistae on the wallswas well known, so
there would be no surprisesthere. Even so, encirclement would stretch their lines gppallingly thin. They
would need advance emplacements to keep an eye on the gates, and Temul’ s Wickans and Seti, aswell
as Gall’ s Khundryl horse-warriors, divided into companies and positioned to respond should Leoman
surprisethem.

The Fist shook hishead. ‘ Thisiswhat | do nhot understand. Admira Nok’ s fleet is even now sailing for
Lotha with five thousand marines on board, and once Dujek forcesthe last city to capitulate he will begin
afast march to join us. Leoman must know his position is hopeless. He cannot win, even should he maull
us. Wewill still be able to keep this noose knotted tight round Y’ Ghatan, whilst we wait for
reinforcements. Heisfinished. So why does he continueto resst?

‘Aye,’ said Gall. ‘He should have carried on riding west, out into the odhan. We would never have
caught him out there, and he could begin rebuilding, drawing warriorsto his cause.’

Keneb glanced over. ‘ So, Warleader, you are as nervous about thisas | am.’

‘He meansto bleed us, Keneb. Before he falls, he meansto bleed us’” A rough gesture. ‘More
barrowsto ring this cursed city. And hewill diefighting, and so will become yet another martyr.’

‘S0, thekilling of Mdazansis sufficient causeto fight. What have we done to deserve this?

“Wounded pride, Temul said. ‘It isonething to suffer defeat on afield of battle, it isanother to be
crushed when your foe has no need even to draw a sword.’

‘Humiliated in Raraku,” Gall said, nodding. ‘ The growing cancer in their souls. This cannot be carved
out. The Maazans must be made to know pain.’

‘That isridiculous,” Keneb said. ‘Was not the Chain of Dogs glory enough for the bastards?



‘Thefirst casudty among the defeated isrecdling their own list of crimes, Fist, Temul said.

Keneb studied the young man. The foundling Grub was often in Temul’ s company, and among the
strange lad’ s disordered host of peculiar observations, Grub had hinted of glory, or perhapsinfamy,
bound to Temul’ sfuture. Of course, that future could be tomorrow. Besides, Grub might be no more
than a brain-addled waif... all right, | don’t believe that — he seems to know too much. If only half
the things he said made any sense... Well, in any case, Temul still managed to startle Keneb with
statements more suited to some veteran campaigner. ‘Very well, Fist Temul. What would you do, were
you in Leoman’ s place?

Silence, then aquick look at Keneb, something like surprisein Temul’ sangular features. A moment
later the expressionless mask returned, and he shrugged.

‘Coltainewaksin your shadow, Temul,” Gdl said, running hisfingers down hisown face asif to mimic
the tearstattooed there. ‘| see him, again and again—'

‘No, Gdll. | havetold you before. Y ou see naught but the ways of the Wickans,; al elseis but your
imagination. Coltaine sent me away; it isnot to methat he will return.’

He haunts you still, Temul. Coltaine sent you with Duiker to keep you alive, not to punish or
shame you. Why won'’t you accept that?

‘1 have seen plenty of Wickans,’ Gal saidinagrowl.

This had the sound of an old argument. Sighing, Keneb walked over to hishorse. * Any last words for
the Adjunct? Either of you? No?Very well.” He swung up into the saddle and gathered thereins.

The cattle-dog Bent watched him with its sand-coloured, dead eyes. Nearby, Roach had found abone
and was lying sprawled onitsbelly, legs spread out as it gnawed with the mindless concentration unique
to dogs.

Hafway down the dope, Keneb redized where that bone had likely come from. A kick, all right,
hard enough to send that rat straight through Hood' s Gate.

* * % %

Corpora Deadsmell, Throatditter and Widdershins were Stting round agame of Troughs, black stones
bouncing off the rudder and rolling in the cups, as Bottle walked up.

‘“Wher€e syour sergeant? he asked.

Deadsmd| glanced up, then back down. *Mixing paint.’

‘Paint? What kind of paint?

‘I swhat Da Honese do,” said Widdershins, ‘ death-mask paint.’
‘Beforeasiege?

Throatditter hissed —what passed for laughter, Bottle supposed —and said, ‘ Hear that? Before asiege.
That’ svery cute, very cute, Bottle’

‘It sadeath mask, idiot,” Widdershins said to Bottle. ‘ He paintsit on when he thinks he' s about to
die’

‘Grest attitude for a sergeant,” Bottle said, looking around. The other two soldiers of the Ninth Squad,
Gdt and Lobe, were feuding over what to put in apot of boiling water. Both held handfuls of herbs, and

as each reached to toss the herbsin the other soldier pushed that hand away and sought to throw in his
own. Again and again, over the boiling water. Neither spoke. * All right, whereis Balm finding his paint?

‘There saloca cemetery north of the road,” Deadsmell said. ‘I’ d guess maybe there’
‘If I don't find him,” Bottle said, ‘ the captain wants a meeting with al the sergeantsin her company.



Dusk.’
‘Where?
“The sheep pen back of the farm south of the road, the one with the caved-in roof.’
Over by the hearth the pot had boiled dry and Galt and L obe were fighting over water jugs.

Bottle moved on to the next encampment. He found Sergeant Moak sprawled with his back resting on
aheap of bedrolls. The Falari, copper-haired and bearded, was picking at his overlarge teeth with afish
gpine. Hissoldierswere nowherein sight.

‘ Sergeant. Captain Faradan Sort’ s called ameeting—'
‘I heard. | ain’t deaf.’

‘Where syour squad?

‘Got the squats.’

‘All of them?

‘| cooked last night. They got weak stomachs, that’sall.” He belched, and amoment later Bottle
caught awnhiff of something like rotting fish guts.

“Hood take me! Where d you find anywhere to catch fish on thistrail ?

‘Didn’t. Brought it with me. Wasabit high, it’ strue, but nothing ared soldier couldn’t handle. There's
some scrapings in the pot —want some?

‘No.

‘“No wonder the Adjunct’ sin trouble, what with awhole damn army of cowardly whiners’

Bottle stepped past to move on.

‘Hey,” Moak cdlled out, ‘tell Fid thewager’ s<till on asfar as1’m concerned.’

‘What wager?

‘Between him and me and that’ s al you got to know.’

‘Fine’

He found Sergeant Mosdl and his squad dismantling a broken wagon in the ditch. They had piled up

the wood and Flashwit and Mayfly were prying nails, studs and fittings from the weathered planks, whilst
Taffo and Uru Hela struggled with an axle under the sergeant’ swatchful eye.

Mosdl glanced over. ‘Bottle, isn't it? Fourth Squad, Fid's, right? If you' relooking for Neffarias Bredd
you just missed him. A giant of aman, must have Fenn blood in him.’

‘No, | wasn't, Sergeant. Y ou saw Bredd?
‘Well, not me, I'vejust come back, but Flashwit...’

At mention of her name the burly woman looked up. ‘Y ah. | heard he wasjust by here. Hey, Mayfly,
whowasit said hewasjust by?

‘“Who?
‘Neffarias Bredd, you fat cow, who else would we be talking * bout?

‘1 don't know who said what. | was only haf listening, anyway. | think it was Smiles, wasit Smiles?
Might have been. Anyway, I'd liketo roll in the blankets with that man—'

‘Smilesisn't aman—

‘Not her. Bredd, | mean.’

Bottle asked, Y ou want to bed Bredd?

Mosd stepped closer, eyes narrowing. *Y ou making fun of my soldiers, Bottle?



‘I"d never do that, Sergeant. Just cameto tell there' sameeting—'
‘Oh, yes, | heard.’

‘From who?

The lean man shrugged. ‘ Can’'t remember. Does it matter?
‘It doesif it means|’m wasting my time.”

“You ain't got time to waste? Why, what makes you unique?
‘That axle doesn’t look broken,” Bottle observed.

‘Who said it was?

‘Then why are you taking the wagon apart?

“We been eating its dust so long we just took revenge.’
‘“Where' sthe wagoner, then? The load crew?

Hashwit laughed an ugly laugh.

Mosel shrugged again, then gestured further down the ditch. Four figures, bound and gagged, were
lying motionlessin theyelow grass.

The two squads of sergeants Sobelone and Tugg were gathered round awrestling match between,
Bottle saw as he pushed hisway in for abetter look, Sdltlick and Shortnose. Coins were being flung
down, puffing the dust of the road, as the two heavy infantrymen strained and heaved in aknot of arm
and leg holds. Sdltlick’ smassive, round face was visble, red, sweaty and stresked with dust, the
expression fixed in itsusua cow-like, uninterested incomprehensbility. He blinked dowly, and seemed to
be concentrating on chewing something.

Bottle nudged Toles, the soldier on hisright. ‘What are they fighting over?

Toleslooked down on Bottle, histhin, pallid face twitching. ‘ It'svery smple. Two squads, marching in
step, one behind the other, then the other in front of the one that had been in front beforehand, proving
the mythical camaraderie to be no more than some epic ingtigator of bad poetry and bawdy songs
designed to appease lowbrows, in short, alie. Culminating at the last in this disreputable display of animal
indincts—'

‘Sdtlick bit Shortnose' sear off,’ cut in Corpora Reem, standing on Bottle s|eft.

‘Oh. Isthat what he' s chewing?

“Yeah. Taking histimewithit, too.’

‘Do Tugg and Sobel one know about the captain’s meeting?

“Yeah!

‘S0, Shortnose who got his nose tip cut off now has only one ear, too.’

“Yeah. HE Il do anything to spite hisface’

‘Is he the one who got married last week?

‘Y eah, to Hanno there. She' s the one betting againgt him. Anyway, fromwhat | hear, it ain't hisface
that she adores, if you know what | mean.’

Bottle caught sight of alow hill on the north side of the road on which stood a score of twisted,
hunched guldindhatrees. ‘Isthat the old cemetery?
‘Lookslikeit, why?

Without answering, Bottle pushed hisway back through the crowd and set off for the buria ground.
Hefound Sergeant Bam in alooter’ s pit, face streaked with ash, making a strange monotonous nasal
groaning sound as he danced in tight circles.



‘ Sergeant, cagptain wants ameseting—
‘Shut up, I'm busy.’
‘Dusk, in the sheep pen—'

‘Interrupt a Da Honese death dirge and you' Il know athousand thousand lifetimes of curses, your
bloodlinesfor ever. Hairy old women will stedl your children and your children’s children and chop them
up and cook them with vegetables and tubers and a few precious threads of saffron—'

‘I’m done, Sergeant. Orders delivered. Goodbye.’

‘—and Da Honese warlocks wearing snake girdles will lie with your woman and she'll birth venomous
wormsall coveredin curly black hair—'

‘Keepit up, Sergeant, and I'll make adoll of you—'

Bam legpt from the pit, eyes suddenly wide. * Y ou evil man! Get away from me! | never done nothing
to you!” He spun about and ran away, gazelle-skins flapping.

Bottle turned and began the long walk back to the camp.

* * % %

He found Strings assembling his crossbow, Cuittle watching with avid interest. A crate of Moranth
munitions was to one side, the lid pried loose and the grenados lying like turtle eggs in nests of padding.
The others of the squad were sitting some distance away, |ooking nervous.

The sergeant glanced up. ‘ Bottle, you found them al?
lAye.l
‘Good. So, how are the other squads holding up?

‘Just fine,” Bottle replied. He regarded the others on the far Side of the hearth. *What' sthe point? he
asked. ‘If that box goes up, it’ll knock down Y’ Ghatan’ swall from here, and you and most of thisarmy
will bered hail.’

Sudden sheepish expressions. Grunting, Koryk rose, deliberately casud. ‘1 was dready sitting here;’
he said. ‘ Then Tarr and Smiles crawled over to huddie in my shadow.’

‘Theman lies; Smilessaid. ‘Besides, Bottle, why did you volunteer to go wandering with the captain’s
orders?

‘Because I’m not stupid.’
‘“Yeah? Tarr said. ‘Well, you' re back now, aren’t you?

‘| thought they’ d be finished by now.” He waved afly away that had been buzzing in front of hisface,
then walked over to St downwind of the hearth. * So, Sergeant, what do you figure the captain’ s got to

say?
‘Sappersand shields,” Cuttle said in agrowl.
‘Shields?

‘Aye. We scurry in hunched low and the rest of you shield usfrom all the arrows and rocks until we' re
done planting the mines, then whoever’ sleft runs back out, asfast asthey can and it won't be fast
enough.’

‘A one-way trip, then.’

Cuittle grinned.

‘It' [l be more eldorate than that,” Stringssaid. ‘| hope.”
‘She goes straight in, that’ swhat she does’



‘Maybe, Cuttle. Maybe not. She wants most of her army till breathing when the dust’ s settled.’
‘Minus afew hundred sappers.’

‘We're getting rare enough asit is,; Strings said. * She won't want to waste us!’

‘That’d be afirst for the Mdazan Empire;’

The sergeant looked over at Cuittle. ‘ Tell you what, why don't | just kill you now and be done with it?
‘Forget it. | want to take the rest of you sorry humpers with me.’

Nearby, Sergeant Geder and his squad had appeared and were making their camp. Corporal Stormy,
Bottle noted, wasn't with them. Geder strode over. ‘Fid.

‘Kaam and Quick back, too?
‘No, they went on, with Stormy.’
‘On? Where?

Geder crouched opposite Strings. “Let’ sjust say I’ m actually glad to see your ugly face, Fid. Maybe
they’ll makeit back, maybethey won't. I'll tell you about it later. Spent the morning with the Adjunct.
She had lots of questions.’

‘ About what?

About the tuff I’ll tell you about later. So we' ve got anew captain.’
‘Faradan Sort.’

‘Kordri?

Strings nodded. * Stood the Wall, wethink.’

* So she can probably take apunch.’

‘Then punch back, aye.’

‘Well that’sjust gresat.’

‘Shewants al the sergeants for amesting tonight.’

‘I think 1’1l go back and answer afew more of the Adjunct’ s questions.”

“You can't avoid meeting her for ever, Geder.’

‘Oh yeah? Watch me. So, where did they move Captain Kindly to?

Strings shrugged. ‘ To some company that needs pulling into shape, I'd imagine.’
‘And we don’t?

‘Harder terrifying usthan most in thisarmy, Geder. | think he'd dready given up on us, in any case.
I”’m not sorry to see the miserable bastard on hisway. This meeting tonight will likely be about what we'll
be doing in the Siege. Either that or she just wantsto waste our time with someinspiring tirade.’

‘For theglory of theempire, Geder said, grimacing.

‘For vengeance,” Koryk said from where he sat tying fetishes onto his badric.
‘Vengeanceisglorious, solong asit’' susddivering it, soldier.

‘Noit'snot,” said Strings. ‘It' s sordid, no matter how you look &t it.’

‘Ease up, Fid. | wasonly half serious. Y ou're so tense you' d think we was heading into asiege or
something. Anyway, why ain’t there afew hands of Claw to do the dirty work? Y ou know, infiltrate the
city and the palace and stick aknifein Leoman and be done with it. Why do we have to get messed up
with ared fight? What kind of empire are we, these days?

No-one spoke for atime. Bottle watched his sergeant. Strings was testing the pull on the crossbow,
but Bottle could see that he was thinking.



Cuttlesad, ‘Laseen’spulled’emin. Close and tight.’

The regard Geder fixed on the sapper waslevel, gauging. ‘ That the rumour, Cuttle?

‘Oneof "em. What do | know? Maybe she caught something on thewind.’

“You certainly have,’ Strings muttered as he examined the case of quarrels.

‘Only that the few veteran companies till on Quon Tdi were ordered to Untaand Mdaz City.’

Stringsfinaly looked up. ‘Madaz City? Why there?

‘The rumour weren't that specific, Sergeant. Just the where, not the why. Anyway, there’ s something
gaingon’

‘“Where' d you catch dl this? Geder asked.

‘That new sergeant, Hellian, from Kartool.’

‘The drunk one?

‘That'sher.

* Surprised she noticed anything,” Strings observed. ‘What got her shipped out here?

‘That shewon't talk about. In the wrong place at the wrong time, | figure, from the way her face twists
all sour on the subject. Anyway, she went to Maaz City first, then joined up with the transports at Nap,
then on to Unta. She never seems so drunk she can't keep her eyes open.’

“Y ou trying to get your hand on her thigh, Cuttle?
‘A hit too young for me, Fid, but aman could do worse!’
‘A bleary-eyed wife, Smilessaid with asnort. * That’s probably the best you could manage, Cuttle!

‘When | wasalad,” the sapper said, reaching out to collect a grenado — a sharper, Bottle noted with
adarm as Cuttle began tossing it up in the air and catching it one-handed —*every time| said something
disrespectful of my betters, my father’ d take me out back and dap me half-unconscious. Something tells
me, Smiles, your dawasway too indulgent when it cameto hislittlegirl.’

“Youjust try it, Cuttle, and I'll stick aknifein your eye’
‘If | wasyour da, Smiles, I'd have long ago killed mysdif.’

She went pae at that, athough no-one el se seemed to notice, sincetheir eyeswere following the
grenado up and down.

‘Put it away,” Stringssaid.

Anironic lifting of the brows, then, smiling, Cuittle returned the sharper to the crate. ‘ Anyway, it looks
like Hellian’ s got a capable corpora, which tells me she' d held onto good judgement, despite drinking
brandy likewater.’

Bottlerose. *Actualy, | forgot about her. Where are they camped, Cuttle?

‘Near the rum wagon. But she aready knows about the meeting.’

Bottle glanced over at the crate of munitions. ‘Oh. Well, I'm going for awalk in the desert”’

‘Don't stray too far,” the sergeant said, ‘ could be some of Leoman’ swarriors out there.’

‘Right.’

A short whilelater he came within sight of the intended meeting place. Just beyond the collgpsed
building was an overgrown rubbish heap, misshapen with tufts of yellow grass sprouting from the
barrow-szed mound. There was no-one in sight. Bottle made his way towards the midden, the sounds of

the encampment dwindling behind him. It was |ate afternoon but the wind remained hot as the breath of a
furnace.



Chisdlled wdl and foundation stones, shattered idals, lengths of splintered wood, anima bones and
broken pottery. Bottle clambered up the side, noting the most recent leavings — Mal azan-style pottery,
black-glazed, squat, fragmented images of the most common motifs; Dassem Ultor’ s death outside
Y’ Ghatan, the Empress on her throne, the First Heroes and the Quon pantheon. The locd style, Bottle
had seen from the villages they had passed through, was much more elegant, e ongated with cream or
white glazing on the necks and rims and faded red on the body, adorned with full-toned and redlitic
images. Bottle paused at seeing one such shard, a body-piece, on which had been painted the Chain of
Dogs. He picked it up, wiped dust from theillustrated scene. Part of Coltaine was visible, affixed to the
cross of wood, overhead awild flurry of black crows. Beneath him, dead Wickans and Malazans, and a
cattle-dog impaled on aspear. A chill whispered along his spine and he let the shard drop.

Atop the mound, he stood for atime, studying the sprawl of the Maazan army aong the road and
spilling out to the sides. The occasiona rider wending through carrying messages and reports; carrion
birds, capemoths and rhizan whesling overhead like swarming flies.

He so didiked omens.

Drawing off hishelm, Bottle wiped sweat from his brow and turned to face the odhan to the south.
Oncefertile, perhaps, but now awasteland. Worth fighting for? No, but then, there wasn't much that
was. The soldier a your side, maybe —he' d been told that enough times, by old veterans with nothing left
but that dubious companionship. Such bonds could only be born of desperation, aclosing in of the spirit,
down to amanageable but pitiful area containing things and people one could care about. For the rest,
pure indifference, twisting on occasion into viciousness.

Gods, what am | doing here?

Stumbling into ways of living didn’t seem aworthy path to take. Barring Cuttle and the sergeant, the
squad was made up of people no different from Bottle. Y oung, eager for aplace to stand that didn’t fedl
30 isolated and londly, or filling onesdlf with bravado to mask the fragile salf hiding within. But al thet was
no surprise. Y outh was headlong, even when it fet Satic, Sagnant and tifling. It liked itsemotions
extreme, doused in fiery spices, enough to burn the throat and set flame to the heart. The future was not
conscioudly rushed into — it wasjust the place you suddenly ended up in, battered and weary and
wondering how in Hood' s name you got there. Well. He could see that. He didn’t need the echoes of his
grandmother’ s ceasel ess advi ce whispering through his thoughts.

Assuming, of course, that voice belonged to his grandmother. He had begun to suspect otherwise.

Bottle crossed the heap, moved down onto the south side. At the base here the desiccated ground was
pitted, revealing much older leavings of rubbish — red-glazed sherds with faded images of chariots and
stilted figures wearing ornate headdresses and wielding strange hook-bladed wegpons. The massve
olive-ail jars common to this region retained these old forms, clinging to amostly forgotten antiquity asif
the now lost golden age was any different from the present one.

His grandmother’ s observations, those ones. She' d had nothing good to say about the Malazan
Empire, but even less about the Untan Confederacy, the Li Heng League and al the other despotic rulers
of the pre-empire days on Quon Tali. She had been a child through all the Itko Kan-Cawn Por wars, the
Seti Tide, the Wickan migrations, the Quon attempt at hegemony. All blood and stupidity, she used to
say. All prod and pull. The old with their ambitions and the young with their eager mindless zeal.
At least the Emperor put an end to all that — a knife in the back for those grey tyrants and distant
wars for the young zealots. It ain’t right but nothing ever is. Ain't right, as| said, but better than
worst, and | remember the worst.

Now here he was, in the midst of one of those distant wars. Y et there had been no zed in his
motivations. No, something far more pathetic. Boredom was a poor reason to do anything. Better to hold
high some raging brand of righteousness, no matter how misguided and lacking in subtlety.

Cuttle talks of vengeance. But he makes his trying to feed us something too obvious, and we're



not swelling with rage like we' re supposed to. He couldn’t be sure of it, but thisarmy fdlt lost. At its
very core was an empty place, waiting to befilled, and Bottle feared it would wait for ever.

He settled down onto the ground, began asilent series of summonings. Before long, ahandful of lizards
scampered across the dusty earth towards him. Two rhizan settled down onto his right thigh, their wings
faling still. An arch spider, big asahorse' s hoof and the colour of green glass, legpt from a nearby rock
and landed light as afeather on hisleft knee. He studied hisarray of companions and decided they would
do. Gestures, the stroke of fingers, slent commands, and the motley servants hurried off, making oneand
all towards the sheep pen where the captain would address the sergeants.

It paid to know just how wide Hood' s Gate was going to be come the assaullt.
And then something el se was on itsway.
Sudden sweat on Bottle' s skin.

She appeared from the heat haze, moving like an anima — prey, not predator, in her every careful,
watchful motion —fine-furred, deep brown, aface far more human than ape, filled with expresson—or at
least its potentid, for the ook she fixed upon him now was singular initscuriosity. Astdl asBottle, lean
but heavy-breasted, belly distended. Skittish, she edged closer.

Sheisnot real. A manifestation, a conjuration. A memory sprung from the dust of this land.

He watched her crouch to collect ahandful of sand, then fling it a him, voicing aloud barking grunt.
The sand fdll short, afew pebbles bouncing off his boots.

Or maybe | am the conjured, not her. In her eyes the wonder of coming face to face with a god,
or a demon. He looked past her, and saw the vista of a savannah, thick with grasses, stands of trees and
wildlife. Nothing like it should have been, only what it once was, long ago. Oh, spirits, why won't you
leave me alone?

She had been following. Following them al. The entire army. She could smell it, seethe sgns of its
passing, maybe even hear the distant clack of metal and wooden whedls punching down the sides of
stonesin the road as they rocked aong. Driven on by fear and fascination, she had followed, not
understanding how the future could echo back to her world, her time. Not understanding? Well, he
couldn’'t either. Asif all is present, asif every moment co-exists. And here we two are, face to face,
both too ignorant to partition our faith, our way of seeing the world — and so we see them all, all
at once, and if we're not careful it will drive us mad.

But there was no turning back. Simply because back did not exidt.

He remained seated and she came closer, chattering now in some strange glottal tonguefilled with
clicks and stops. She gestured at her own belly, ran an index figure along it asif drawing a shape on the

downy, paer pdlt.
Bottle nodded. Yes, you carry a child. | understand that much. Sill, what is that to me?

She threw more sand a him, most of it striking below his chest. He waved & the cloud in front of his
dinging eyes.

A lungeforward, surprisngly swift, and she gripped hiswrist, drew hisarm forward, settled his hand
on her belly.

He met her eyes, and was shaken to hisvery core. Thiswas no mindless creature. Eres al. The
yearning in those dark, sunningly beautiful eyes made him mentdly red.

‘All right, hewhispered, and dowly sent his senses questing, into that womb, into the spirit growing
withinit.
For every abomination, there must emerge its answer. Its enemy, its counterbalance. Here,

within this Eres’ al, is such an answer. To a distant abomination, the corruption of a once-innocent
spirit. Innocence must be reborn. Yet... | can see so little... not human, not even of this world,



barring what the Eres al herself brought to the union. Thus, an intruder. From another realm, a
realm bereft of innocence. To make them part of this world, one of their kind must be born... in
thisway. Their blood must be drawn into this world’ s flow of blood.

But why an Eres d? Because... gods below... because she is the last innocent creature, the last
innocent ancestor of our line. After her... the degradation of spirit begins. The shifting of
per spective, the separation fromall else, the carving of borders—in the ground, in the mind’ s way
of seeing. After her, there’sonly... us.

The redlization —the recognition —was devastating. Bottle pulled his hand away. But it wastoo late.
He knew too many things, now. Thefather... Tiste Edur. The child to come... the only pure candidate for
anew Throne of Shadow —athrone commanding a healed ream.

And it would have so many enemies. SO many...

‘No,” he said to the creature, shaking his head. Y ou cannot pray to me. Must not. I'm not agod. I'm
onlya..

Yet... to her | must seemjust that. A vision. Sheis spirit-questing and she barely knows it. She's
stumbling, as much aswe all are, but within her there sa kind of... certainty. Hope. Gods... faith.

Humbled beyond words, filling with shame, Bottle pulled away, clawing up the dope of the mound,
amidst the detritus of civilization, potsherds and fragments of mortar, rusted pieces of metal. No, he
didn’t want this. Could not encompassthis... thisneed in her. He could not be her... her faith.

She drew yet closer, hands closing round his neck, and dragged him back. Teeth bared, she shook
him.

Unableto bresthe, Bottleflaled in her grip.
Shethrew him down, straddled him, released his neck and raised two fists asif to batter him.

Y ou want meto be your god? he gasped, ‘ Fine, then! Have it your way!” He stared up at her eyes,
a thefigslifted high, framed by bright, blinding sunlight.

S0, isthis how a god feels?

A flash of glare, asif asword had been drawn, an eager hiss of iron filling his head. Something likea
fierce chdlenge—

Blinking, he found himsdf staring up at the empty sky, lying on the rough scree. She was gone, but he
could still fed the echo of her weight on his hips, and the gppalling erection her position had triggered in
him.

* k% k %

Fist Keneb walked into the Adjunct’ stent. The map-table had been assembled and on it was an imperia
map of Y’ Ghatan that had been delivered aweek earlier by arider from Onearm’sHost. It wasa
scholar’ srendition drawn shortly after Dassem’ sfall. Standing at Tavore' sside was Tene Bardta, busy
scrawling al over the vellum with acharcod gtick, and the Red Blade was speaking.

“... rebuilt here, and here, in the Maazan style of sunk columns and counter-sunk braces. The
engineers found the ruins benesth the streets to be amaze of pockets, old rooms, haf-buried streets,
wellsand insde-wall corridors. It should al have been flattened, but &t least one age of construction was
of agtatureto rival what's possible these days. Obvioudy, that gave them problems, which iswhy they
gave up on the fourth bastion.’

‘l understand,’ the Adjunct said, ‘ however, as| stated earlier, Fist Bardta, | am not interested in
assalling the fourth bastion.’

Keneb could see the man’ sfrugtration, but he held histongue, smply tossing down the charcoa stick



and stepping away from thetable.
Over inthe corner sat Figt Bligtig, legs sprawled out in a posture bordering on insubordination.
‘Fist Keneb, Tavore said, eyes still on the map, ‘ have you met with Temul and Warleader Gall?

‘“Temul reportsthe city has been evacuated — an exodus of citizens on the road to Lothd. Clearly,
Leoman is planning for along siege, and is not interested in feeding anyone but soldiers and support
gaff.

“He wants room to manoeuvre,” said Blistig from where he sat. ‘ Panic in the Streetswon't do. We
shouldn’t read too much into it, Keneb.’

‘| suspect,” Tene Baraltasaid, ‘we re not reading enough intoit. | am nervous, Adjunct. About this
whole damned situation. Leoman didn’t come here to defend the last rebel city. Hedidn't cometo
protect the last believers— by the Seven Holies, he has driven them from their very homes, from their
very own city! No, hisneed for Y’ Ghatan was tactical, and that’ s what worries me, because | can make
no senseof it.’

The Adjunct spoke: ‘ Did Temul have anything eseto say, Keneb?

‘He had thoughts of anight attack, with sappers, taking out asection of wall. Presumably, wewould
then follow through in strength, into that breach, thrusting deep into Y’ Ghatan’ s heart. Cut through far
enough and we can isolate Leoman in the Falah'd' s paace...’

‘Toorisky,” TeneBardtasaid inagrumble. ‘ Darknesswon't cover those sappers from their mages.
They' d get daughtered—'

‘Risks cannot be avoided,” Tavore said.

Keneb'sbrowsrose. * Temul said much the same, Adjunct, when the danger was discussed.’

‘Tene Baralta, Tavore continued after amoment, ‘you and Blistig have been directed asto the
disposition of your companies. Best you begin preparations. | have spoken directly with Captain Faradan
Sort on what will be required of her and her squads. We shal not waste time on this. We move tonight.
Fist Keneb, remain, please. Therest of you are dismissed.’

Keneb watched Blistig and Bardtaleave, reading in an array of small sgns— posture, the set of their
shoulders and the stiffness of their gaits—the depth of their demordization.

‘Command does not come from consensus,” the Adjunct said, her tone suddenly hard as she faced
Keneb. ‘| deliver the orders, and my officers are to obey them. They should be relieved that is the case,
for al respongbility lieswith me and me aone. No-one e se shdl have to answer to the Empress.’

Keneb nodded, ‘ Asyou say, Adjunct. However, your officers do fed responsible —for their
soldiers—

‘Many of whom will die, sooner or later, on somefield of battle. Perhaps even herein Y’ Ghatan. This
isasiege, and sSeges are messy. | do not have the luxury of starving them out. Thelonger Leoman resists,
the greater therisk of flare-ups all over Seven Cities. High Fist Dujek and | arefully agreed on this’

‘Then why, Adjunct, did we not accept his offer of more troops?

Shewas slent for ahalf-dozen heartbegts, then, ‘1 am aware of the sentiments among the squads of
thisarmy, none of whom, it seems, are aware of the true condition of Onearm’sHost.’

‘Thetrue condition?

She stepped closer. ‘ There' samost nothing left, Keneb. The core—the very heart — of Onearm’s
Host —it's gone.’
‘But — Adjunct, he has received replacements, has he not?

“What was lost cannot be replaced. Recruits: Genabarii, Nathii, haf the Pale Garrison, oh, count the
boots and they ook to be intact, up to full complement, but Keneb, know this— Dujek is broken. And



0 istheHos.'

Shaken, Keneb turned away. He unstrapped his helm and drew the battered iron from his head, then
ran ahand through his matted, sweaty hair. ‘Hood take us, the last great imperid army...’

‘Is now the Fourteenth, Fist.’
He stared at her.

She began pacing. * Of course Dujek offered, for heis, well, heis Dujek. Besides, the ranking High Fist
could do no less. But he—they — have suffered enough. Their task now isto make the imperia presence
felt —and we should dl pray to our gods that they do not find their mettle tested, by anyone.’

‘That iswhy you arein such ahurry.’

‘Leoman must be taken down. Y’ Ghatan must fdl. Tonight.’

Keneb said nothing for along moment, then he asked, *Why, Adjunct, are you telling me this?
‘Because Gamet isdead.’

Gamet? Oh, | see.

‘And T’ amber is not respected by any of you. Whereas,” she glanced at him, with an odd expression,
‘you are’

“Y ou wish for meto inform the other Fists, Adjunct?

‘Regarding Dujek? Decide that for yoursdlf, but | advise you, Fig, to think very carefully before
reaching that decison.’

‘But they should betold! At least then they will understand...’

‘Me? Understand me? Perhaps. But that is not the most important issue here.’

He did not comprehend. Not at once. Then, agrowing redization. ‘ Their faith, beyond you, beyond
the Fourteenth, lieswith Dujek Onearm. So long asthey believe heisthere, poised behind us and ready
to march to our aid, they will do asyou command. Y ou do not want to take that away from them, yet by
your silence you sacrifice yourself, you sacrifice the respect they would accord you—'

‘ Assuming such respect would be granted, Fist, and of that | am not convinced.” She returned to the
map-table. ‘ The decisonisyours, Figt.’

He watched her studying the map, then, concluding he had been dismissed, Keneb |eft the tent. He felt
sick inside. The Host — broken? Was that smply her assessment? Maybe Dujek wasjust tired... yet,
who might know better? Quick Ben, but he wasn't here. Nor that assassin, Kalam Mekhar. Leaving...
well, one man. He paused outside the tent, studied the sun’ s position. There might be time, before Sort
spoketo them dl, if he hurried.

Keneb set out towards the camps of the marines.

* * * %

‘What do you want meto say, Fist? The sergeant had laid out a half-dozen heavy quarrels. He had
aready tied sharpersto two of them and was working on athird.

Keneb stared at the clay-ball grenado in Strings' shands. ‘I don’t know, but make it honest.’

Strings paused and looked over & his squad, eyes narrowing. ‘ Adjunct’s hoping for reinforcementsif
things go bad? Hewas speaking in alow voice.

‘That'sjust it, Sergeant. Sheisn't.’
‘So, Fig,” Stringssaid, ‘she thinks Dujek’ sfinished. And so’'sthe Hogt. Isthat what she thinks?
‘Y es. You know Quick Ben, and the High Mage was there, after all. At Coral. He' snot herefor meto



ask him, so I’m asking you. Isthe Adjunct right?
He resumed affixing the grenado to the quarrdl head.
Keneb waited.
‘Seems,” the sergeant muittered, ‘| migudged the Adjunct.’
‘Inwhat way?
‘ She' s better at reading sgnsthan | thought.’
Hood' s balls, | really did not want to hear that.

* k k %

‘Y ou arelooking well, Ganoes Paran.’
His answering smilewaswry. ‘My new life of ease, Apsaar.’

Shouts from the sailors on the deck as the carrack swung towards the harbour of Kansu, the sound of
gulls amuted accompaniment to the creak of cordage and timber. A cool breeze rode the sty air
coming through the cabin’ s round window portside, smelling of the shore.

Apsaar studied the man seated across from her amoment longer, then returned to her task of roughing
with a pumice stone the grip of one of her in-fighting knives. Polished wood was pretty, but far too dick
in aswesty hand. Normaly she used leather gloves, but it never hurt to consider less perfect
circumstances. For an n, theidea stuation was choosing when and whereto fight, but such
luxuries were not guaranteed.

Paran said, ‘| seethat you're as methodicd as ever. Although at least now, there’smore animation in
your face. Your eyes...

“You've been at seatoo long, Captain.’
‘Probably. Anyway, I’'m not acaptain any more. My days asa soldier are done’’
‘Regrets?

He shrugged. ‘ Some. | was never where | wanted to be with them. Until the very end, and then,” he
paused, ‘well, it wastoo late’

‘That might have been for the better,” Apsalar said. ‘Less... sullied.’

*Odd, how the Bridgeburners mean different things for us. Memories, and perspectives. | was treated
well enough among the survivors—

‘Survivors. Yes, there' sadways survivors.”

‘Picker, Antsy, Blend, Mallet, afew others. Proprietors of K’rul’ s Bar, now, in Darujhistan.’
‘K'rul’sBar?

‘The old temple once sanctified to that Elder God, aye. It’'s haunted, of course’

‘Morethan you redize, Paran.’

‘| doubt thet. I've learned alot, Apsaar, about alot of things.’

A heavy thud to starboard, as the harbour patrol arrived to collect the mooring fees. The dap of lines.
More voices.

‘K’rul played avery active role againgt the Pannion Domin,” Paran went on. ‘ Since that time, I've
grown less easy with his presence — the Elder Gods are back in the game—'

‘Yes, you' ve dready said something to that effect. They are opposing the Crippled God, and one
cannot find faultinthat.’



‘Arethey? Sometimes I’ m convinced... other times,” he shook hishead. Thenrose. “We' re pulling in. |
need to make arrangements.’

‘What kind of arrangements?

‘Horses!’

‘ Pa.a,]ll

‘Yes?

‘Are you now ascended?

Hiseyeswidened. ‘1 don't know. Nothing feels different. | admit I’ m not even sure what ascendancy
means’

‘Meansyou're harder to kill.’

‘Why?

“Y ou have ssumbled onto power, of apersond nature, and with it, well, power draws power. Always.
Not the mundane kind, but something other, aforce in nature, a confluence of energies. Y ou begin to see
things differently, to think differently. And others take notice of you —that’ s usually bad, by theway.” She

sighed, studying him, and said, ‘ Perhaps | don’t need to warn you, but | will. Be careful, Paran; of dl the
landsin thisworld, there are two more dangerous than al others—'

“Y our knowledge, or Caotillion’s?

‘Catillion’ sfor one, mine for the other. Anyway, you' re about to set foot on one of those two. Seven
Cities, Paran, isnot a hedlthy place to be, especidly not for an ascendant.’

‘I know. | can fed that... what's out there, what | have to deal with.’

‘ Get someone el se to do your fighting for you, if possible’

His gaze narrowed on her. *Now that’saclear lack of faith.’

‘I killed you once—'

‘And you were possessed by agod, by the Patron of Assassins himsdlf, Apsdar.’
‘Who played by the rules. There are things here that do not.’

‘I'll givethat some consideration, Apsalar. Thank you.’

‘ And remember, bargain from strength or don’t bargain at all.’

He gave her astrange smile, then headed topside.

A skittering sound from one corner, and Telorast and Curdle scampered into view, bony feet clattering
on the wooden floor.

‘Heisdangerous, Not-Apsdar! Stay away, oh, you' ve spent too long with him!’
‘Don’'t worry about me, Telorast.’

‘“Worry? Oh, we have worries, dl right, don't we, Curdle?

‘Endlessworries, Telorast. What am | saying? We're not worried.’

Apsdar said, ‘ The Master of the Deck knows all about you two, no doubt compounding those
worries’

‘But hetold you nothing!’
‘Areyou so certain of that?

‘Of course!” The bird-like skeleton bobbed and weaved in front of its companion. ‘ Think onit,
Curdle! If she knew she'd step on us! Wouldn't she?

“Unless she hasamore devious betraya in mind, Telorast! Have you thought of that? No, you haven't,



have you?| haveto do dl thethinking.’
“You never think! Y ou never have!’
Apsalar rose. ‘ They’ ve dropped the gangplank. Timeto leave.’
‘Hide us under your cloak. Y ou haveto. There are dogs out there, in the Streets!”
She shesthed the knife. * All right, but no squirming.’

* * % %

A squalid port, four of the sSix piers battered into treacherous hulks by Nok’ s fleet a month earlier, Kansu
wasin no way memorable, and Apsalar was relieved asthey rode past the last sprawl of shanties on the
inland road and saw before them a scattering of modest stone buildings, marking the herders, the pens
and the demon-eyed goats gathered beneath guldindha trees. And beyond that, tharok orchards with
their slvery, thread-like bark prized for rope-making, the uneven rows looking ghostly with their boles
shimmering inthewind.

There had been something odd in the city behind them, the crowds smaler than was norma, the voices
more muted. A number of merchant shops had been shut, and this during peak market time. The modest
garrison of Maazan soldiers was present only at the gates and down at the docks, where at least four
trader ships had been denied berths. And no-one seemed inclined to offer explanations to outsiders.

Paran had spoken quietly with the horse trader and Apsaar had watched as more coin than was
necessary changed hands, but the ex-captain had said nothing during their ride out.

Reaching a crossroads, they drew rein.
‘Paran,’ Apsdar said, ‘did you note anything strange about Kansu?

He grimaced. ‘| don’t think we need worry,” he said. Y ou’ ve been possessed by a god, after al, and
asfor me, well, asl said, there sno real cause for worry.’

‘What are you talking about?

‘Plague. Hardly surprising, given dl the unburied corpses following thisrebellion. It began aweek or so
ago, somewhere east of Ehrlitan. Any shipsthat made port or hail from there are being turned away.’

Apsda sad nothing for atime. Then she nodded. ‘ Polidl.’
‘Ayell
* And not enough healers |l ft to intercede.’

‘The horse trader said officials went to the Temple of D’rek, in Kansu. The foremost healers are found
there, of course. They found everyone within daughtered.’

She glanced over a him.
‘| takethe south track,” Paran said, fighting with his edgy gelding.

Yes, thereis nothing more to be said, isthere. The gods areindeed at war. ‘ The west for us,’
Apsdar replied, dready uncomfortable with the Seven Cities style of saddle. Neither she nor Catillion
had ever had much success with horses, but at least the mare beneath her seemed a docile beast. She
opened her cloak and dragged out Telorast, then Curdle, tossing them both onto the ground, where they
raced ahead, long tailsflicking.

‘All too short,” Paran said, meeting her eyes.

She nodded. ‘But just aswell, | think.’

Her comment was not well received. ‘| am sorry to hear you say that.’

‘1 do not mean to offend, Ganoes Paran. It sjust that, well, | was rediscovering... things.’



‘Like comradeship?

‘YVes’

‘And that is something you fed you cannot afford.’

‘Invites carelessness,” shesaid.

‘Ah, well. For what it isworth, Apsaar, | believe we will see each other again.’
She alowed that sentiment, and nodded. ‘I will ook forward to that.’

‘Good, then there' s hope for you yet.’

She watched him ride away, histwo packhorsestrailing. Changes came to aman in ways few could
imagine. He seemed to have let go of so much... shewas envious of that. And aready, sheredized with a
faint stab of regret, aready she missed him. Too close, too dangerous by far. Just as well.

Asfor plague, well, he was probably right. Neither he nor Apsalar had much to fear. Too bad for
everyone else, though.

* * * %

The broken remnants of the road made for an agonized traverse up the limestone hillside, rocks tumbling
and skittering down in clouds of dust. A flash flood had cut through the passage unknown years or
decades padt, reveding countless layers of sediments on the channel’ s steep-cut walls. Leading her horse
and the pack-mules by thereins, Samar Dev studied those multi-hued layers. *Wind and water, Karsa
Orlong, without end. Time' s endless did ogue with itsdlf.’

Three paces ahead, the Toblakal warrior did not reply. He was nearing the summit, taking the
down-flow path of the past flood, ragged, gnawed rock rising to either sde of him. The last hamlet was
days behind them now; these lands were truly wild. Reclaimed, since surely thisroad must have led
somewhere, once, but there were no other signs of past civilization. In any case, she waslessinterested
inwhat had gone before. What was to come was her fascination, the wellspring of dl her inventions, her
ingpirdtions.

‘Sorcery, Karsa Orlong, that isthe heart of the problem.’

‘What problem now, woman?

‘Magic obviates the need for invention, beyond certain basic requirements, of course. And so we
remain eterndly stifled—

‘To the Faces with gtifled, witch. Thereis nothing wrong with where we are, how we are. Y ou spit on
satisfaction, leaving you aways unsettled and miserable. | am aTeblor —we live smply enough, and we
see the crudty of your so-called progress. Saves, children in chains, athousand liesto make one person
better than the next, athousand liestdling you thisis how things should be, and there’ sno stopping it.
Madness called sanity, davery caled freedom. | am done talking now.’

‘Wdl, I’'m not. Y ou' re no different, calling ignorance wisdom, savagery noble. Without striving to
make things better, we' re doomed to repeat our litany of injustices—’

Karsareached the summit and turned to face her, his expression twisting. * Better is never what you
think itis, Samar Dev.’

‘“What does that mean?

Heraised ahand, suddenly ill. * Quiet. Something’ s not right.” He dowly looked round, eyes
narrowing. ‘Theré sa.. smdl.’

She joined him, dragging the horse and mules onto level ground. High rocksto either Sde, the edge of
agorge just beyond —the hill they were on was aridge, blade-edged, with more jagged rock beyond. A



twisted ancient tree squeatting on the summit. ‘1 don’t smell anything...’

The Toblaka drew his stone sword. * A beast haslaired here, nearby, | think. A hunter, akiller. And |
think itisclose...

Eyeswidening, Samar Dev scanned the area, her heart pounding hard in her chest. “Y ou may beright.
Thereare no spiritshere...’

Hegrunted. ‘Hed.
Fled. Oh.

* * * %

Likeamass of iron filings, the sky was dowly lowering on al sides, aheavy migt that was dry as sand.
Not that that made any sense, Kalam Mekhar alowed, but thiswas what came of sustained terror, the
wild pathetic conjurations of abel eaguered imagination. He was clinging with every part of his body that
was capable of clinging to the sheer, battered underside of asky keep, the wind or whatever it was
moaning in his ears, atrembling seding the srength from hislimbs ashefdt thelast of Quick Ben's
magic seep away.

Unanticipated, this sudden repudiation of sorcery — he could see no otatard, nothing veined through
thisbrutal, black basalt. No obvious explanation. Leather gloves cut through, blood dicking his hands,
and above, amountain to climb, with thisdry slver migt closing in around him. Somewherefar below
crouched Quick Ben and Stormy, the former wondering what had gone wrong and, hopefully, trying to
come up with an ideafor dedling withit. The latter likely scratching hisarmpits and popping licewith his
fingernalls

Wall, there was no point in waiting for what might not come, when what was going to come was
inevitable. Groaning with the effort, Kdam began pulling himsdlf dong the rock.

The last sky keep he had seen had been Moon's Spawn, and its pocked sides had been home to tens
of thousands of Great Ravens. Fortunately, this did not seem to be the case here. A few more
man-heights worth of climbing and hewould find himsalf on aside, rather than virtually upside-down as
he was now. Reach there, he knew, and he would be able to rest.

Sort of.

That damned wizard. That damned Adjunct. Damned everybody, in fact, since not one of them was
here, and of course they weren't, since this was madness and nobody else wasthis stupid. Gods, his
shoulderswere on fire, the insdes of histhighs a solid ache edging towards numbness. And that
wouldn’t be good, would it?

Tooold for thisby far. Men hisage didn't reach hisagefaling for stupid planslike thisone. Was he
Qgetting soft? Soft-brained.
He pulled himself round a chisdlled projection, scrabbled with hisfeet for amoment, then edged over,

drew himsdf up and found ledges that would take hisweight. A whimper escaped him, sounding pathetic
even to hisown ears, as he settled againgt the stone.

A whilelater, helifted his head and began looking round, searching for a suitable outcrop or knob of
rock that he could loop hisrope over.

Quick Ben’srope, conjured out of nothing. Will it even work here, or will it just vanish? Hood' s
breath, I don’t know enough about magic. Don’t even know enough about Quick, and I’ ve known
the bastard for bloody ever. Why isn’t he the one up here?

Becausg, if the Short-Tails noticed the gnat on their hide, Quick was better backup, even down there,
than Kaam could have been. A crossbow quarrel would be spent by the timeiit reached thishigh—you
could just pluck it out of theair. Asfor Stormy — a whole lot more expendable than me, asfar asl’m



concerned —the man swore he couldn’t climb, swore that as a babe he never once made it out of his
crib without help.

Hard imagining that hairy-faced miserable hulk ever fitting into acrib in thefirst place.
Regaining contral of hisbreething, Kalam looked down.

To find Quick Ben and Stormy nowherein sight. Gods bel ow, now what? The modest features of the
ash-laden plain beneath offered little in the way of cover, especidly from thisheight. Y et, no matter
where he scanned, he saw no-one. The tracks they had made were faintly visible, leading to where the
n had left them, and at that location there was... something dark, a crack in the ground. Difficult to
determine scale, but maybe... maybe big enough to swallow both of the bastards.

He resumed his search for projectionsfor the rope. And could see none. ‘Al right, | guessit’stime.
Catillion, consider thisasharp tug on your rope. No excuses, you damned god, | need your help here’

He waited. The moan of the wind, the dippery chill of the migt.
‘I don't like thiswarren.’

Kaam turned his head to find Catillion ongside him, one hand and one foot holding the god in place.
He held an apple in the other hand, from which he now took alarge bite.

“You think thisisfunny? Kaam demanded.
Catillion chewed, then swallowed. * Somewhat.’

‘In case you hadn’t noticed, we' re clinging to asky keep, and it’ s got companions, awhole damned
row of them.’

‘If you needed aride,” the god said, ‘you' d be better off with awagon, or ahorse’

‘It snot moving. It stopped. And I’'m trying to break into this one. Quick Ben and amarine were
waiting below, but they’ ve just vanished.’

Catillion examined the gpple, then took another bite.
‘My amsare getting tired.’

Chewing. Swallowing. ‘I'm not surprised, Kalam. Even so, you will haveto be patient, snce| have
some questions. I’ll start with the most obvious one. Why are you trying to bresk into afortressfilled
with K’ Chain Che' Mdle?

‘Filled? Areyou sure?

‘Reasonably.’

‘Then what are they doing here?

‘Waiting, lookslike. Anyway, I'm the one asking questions.’
‘Fine. Go ahead, I've got dl day.’

‘Actualy, | think that was my only question. Oh, wait, there’s one more. Would you like meto return
you to solid ground, so we can resume our conversation in more comfort?

“You're enjoying thisway too much, Catillion.’

‘The opportunities for amusement grow ever rarer. Fortunately, we rein something likethiskeep's
shadow, S0 our descent will berelatively easy.’

‘Any time’

Catillion tossed the apple aside, then reached out to grasp Kalam’ s upper arm.  Step away and leave
therest to me’

“Hold on amoment. Quick Ben's spells were dispelled —that’ s how | ended up stuck here—’

‘Probably because he' s unconscious.’



‘Heis?
‘Or dead. We should confirm things either way, yes?
You sanctimonious blood-lapping sweat-sucking—

‘Risky,” Catillion cut in, *making your cursing sound like praying.” A sharp tug, and Kaam bellowed as
he was snatched out from the rockface. And was held, suspended in the air by Catillion’sgrip on his
am. ‘Relax, you damned ox, “easy” isardativeterm.’

Thirty heartbests | ater their feet touched ground. Kalam pulled hisarm away and headed over to the
fissure gaping in the place where Quick and Stormy had been waiting. He approached the edge carefully.
Called down into the dark. * Quick! Stormy!” No answer.

Catillionwas at hissde. * Stormy? That wouldn't be Adjutant Stormy, would it? Pig-eyed, hairy,
scowling—

‘He'snow acorporal, Kadam said. ‘ And Geder’sa sergeant.’

A snort from the god, but no further comment.

The assassin leaned back and studied Catillion. ‘1 didn’t redly think you' d answer my prayer.’

‘l anagod virtudly brimming with surprises’

Kalam’'s gaze narrowed. * Y ou came damned fast, too. Asif you were... close by.’

‘ An outrageous assumption,” Catillion said. ‘Y et, oddly enough, accurate.’

The assassin drew the cail of rope from his shoulder, then looked around, and swore.

Sighing, Catillion held out one hand.

Kalam gave him one end of the rope. ‘ Brace yoursdlf,” he said, as he tumbled the coil down over the
pit’s edge. He heard adistant snap.

‘Don’t worry about that,” Cotillionsaid. ‘I’ll makeit aslong asyou need.’

Hood-damned gods. Kaam worked hisway over the edge, then began descending through the
gloom. Too much climbing today. Either that or I’ m gaining weight. Hismoccasinsfinaly settled on
stone. He stepped away from the rope.

From overhead asmadl globule of light drifted down, illuminating the nearest wall, vertical, man-made,
featuring large painted pandls, the images seeming to dance in the descending light. For amoment, Kalam
smply stared. No idle decoration, this, but awork of art, amaster’s hand exuberantly displayed in each
and every detail. Heavily clothed, more or less human in form, the figures were in positions of
transcendence, arms upraised in worship or exdtation, facesfilled with joy. Whilst, crowding their fedt,
dismembered body parts had been painted, blood-splashed and buzzing with flies. The mangled flesh
continued down to the chamber’ s floor, then on out, and Kaam saw now that the bloody scene covered
the entire expanse of floor, asfar as he could seein every direction.

Pieces of rubble were scattered here and there, and, less than a half-dozen paces away, two
motionless bodies.

Kaam headed over.

Both men lived, he was rdlieved to discover, though it was difficult to determine the extent of their
injuries, beyond the obvious. Stormy had broken both legs, one above the knee, the other both bones
bel ow the knee. The back of his helm was dented, but he breathed evenly, which Kaam took for agood
sgn. Quick Ben seemed physicaly intact —nothing obvioudy shattered, at least, nor any blood. For both
of them, however, interna injuries were another matter. Kalam studied the wizard' s face for amoment,
then dapped it.

Quick’ s eyes snapped open. He blinked, looked round, coughed, then sat up. ‘ One haf of my faceis
numb —what happened?



‘Noidea’ Kadam said. *You and Stormy fell through ahole. The Fdari’ sin rough shape. But
somehow you made it unscathed — how did you do that?

‘Unscathed? | think my jaw’ s broken.’
‘Noitisn't. Must have hit the floor —looks alittle puffy but you wouldn’t betaking if it was broke.”

“Huh, good point.” He climbed to hisfeet and approached Stormy. * Oh, those legs ook bad. We need
to set those before | can do any heding.’

‘Healing? Dammit, Quick, you never did any heding in the squad.’
‘No, that was Mdllet’ stask. | was the brains, remember?
‘Well, as| recdl, that didn’t take up much of your time.’

‘That’ swhat you think.” The wizard paused and looked round. * Where are we? And where did that
light comefrom?

‘Compliments of Catillion, who ison the other end of that rope.’

‘Oh. Wéll, he can do the hedling, then. Get him down here’

‘Then who will hold the rope?

‘Wedon't need it. Hey, weren't you climbing the Moon’s Spawn? Ah, that’ swhy your god is here,
Right.

‘“To utter the demon’ snameisto cdl him,” Kalam said, looking up to watch Catillion’sdow, dmost
lazy descent.

The god settled near Stormy and Quick Ben. A brief nod to the wizard, one eyebrow lifting, then
Catillion crouched beside the marine. * Adjutant Stormy, what has happened to you?

‘That should be obvious, Kdam said. ‘He broke hislegs.’

The god rolled the marine onto his back, pulled at each leg, drawing the bones back in line, then rose.
‘That will do, I think.’

‘Hardly—'

‘Adjutant Stormy,” Catillion said, ‘ishot quite as morta as he might seem. Annealed in thefires of
Thyrllan. Or Kurdd Liosan. Or Tellann. Or al three. In any case, asyou can see, he' smending dready.
The broken ribs are completely hedled, asisthefailing liver and shattered hip. And the cracked skull.
Alas, nothing can be done for the brain withiniit.’

‘He' slogt hismind?

‘| doubt he ever had one,” the god replied. ‘ He' sworse than Urko. At least Urko hasinterests,
peculiar and pointless asthey are.’

A groan from Stormy.

Cotillion walked over to the nearest wall. * Curious,” he said. ‘ Thisisatemple to an Elder God. Not
sure which one. Kilmandaros, maybe. Or Grizzin Farl. Maybeeven K'rul’

‘A rather bloody kind of worship,” Kalam muttered.
‘The best kind,” Quick Ben said, brushing dust from his clothes.

Kalam noted Catillion’ s gy regard of the wizard and wondered &t it. Ben Adaephon Delat, Cotillion
knows something about you, doesn’t he? Wizard, you’ ve got too many secrets by far. Theassassn
then noticed the rope, till dangling from the hole far above. * Catillion, what did you tie the ropeto?

The god glanced over, smiled. * A surprise. | must be going. Gentlemen...” And he faded, then was
gone.

“Y our god makes me nervous, Kalam,” Quick Ben said as Stormy groaned again, louder thistime.



And you in turn make him nervous. And now... Helooked down a Stormy. Theripsin theleggings
wered| that remained of the ghastly compound fractures. Adjutant Stormy. Annealed in holy fires.
Sill scowling.

* k k %

High rock, the sediments stepped and ragged, surrounded their camp, an ancient tree to one side. Cutter
sat near the smdl dung-firethey had lit, watching as Greyfrog circled the area, evincing ever more
agitation. Nearby, Heboric Ghost Hands looked to be dozing, the hazy green emanations at the ends of
hiswrigsdully pulsing. Scillaraand Felisin Y ounger were packing their pipesfor their new sharing of a
post-medl ritual. Cutter’ s gaze returned to the demon.

Greyfrog, what's ailing you?

‘Nervous. | have intimations of tragedy, swiftly approaching. Something... worried and
uncertain. In the air, in the sands. Sudden panic. We should leave here. Turn back. Flee.’

Cuitter felt sweat bead his skin. He had never heard the demon so... frightened. ‘ We should get off this
ridge?

Thetwo women looked up at his spoken words. Felisin Y ounger glanced at Greyfrog, frowned, then
paled. Sherose. ‘We reintrouble,’ shesaid.

Scillaragtraightened and walked over to Heboric, nudged him with aboot. ‘Wake up.’

The Dedtriant of Treach blinked open his eyes, then sniffed the air and rosein asingle, fluid motion.

Cutter watched dl thisin growing darm. Shit. He kicked sand over thefire. * Collect your gesr,
everyone’

Greyfrog paused in his circling and watched them. * So imminent? Uncertain. Troubled, yes. Need
for panic? Changing of mind? Foolishness? Uncertain.’

‘“Why take chances? Cutter asked. ‘ There' senough light —we' Il seeif we can find amore defensible
placeto camp.’

‘ Appropriate compromise. Nerves easing their taut sensitivity. Averted? Unknown.’

‘Usudly,” Heboric said in arough voice, pausing to spit. * Usualy, running from one thing throwsyou
into the path of another.’

‘Well, thanks for that, old man.’
Heboric gave Cutter an unplessant smile. ‘My pleasure’

* * % %

The cliff-face was pocked with caves which had, over countless centuries, seen use as places of refuge,
ascryptsfor internment of the dead, as storage chambers, and as sheltered panels for rock-paintings.
Detritus littered the narrow ledges that had been used as pathways, here and there adark sooty stain
marred overhangs and crevasses where fires had been lit, but nothing looked recent to Mappo’ s eye, and
he recognized the funerary ceramics as belonging to the First Empire era.

They were gpproaching the summit of the escarpment, |carium scrambling up towards an obvious
notch cut into the edge by past rains. The lowering sun on their left was red behind a curtain of
suspended dust that had been raised by the passing of a distant ssorm. Bloodflies buzzed the air around
thetwo travelers, frenzied by the storm’ s brittle, energized breath.

|carium’ s drive had become obsessive, a bardly restrained ferocity. He wanted judgement, he wanted
the truth of his past revealed to him, and when that judgement came, no matter how harsh, he would



stand beforeit and raise not asingle hand in his own defence.

And Mappo could think of nothing to prevent it, short of somehow incapacitating hisfriend, of striking
him into unconsciousness. Perhapsit would cometo that. But there were risks to such an attempt. Fail
and | carium’ srage would burgeon into life, and al would be lost.

He watched as the Jhag reached the notch and clambered through, then out of sight. Mappo quickly
followed. Reaching the summit, he paused, wiping grit from his hands. The old drainage channd had
carved achanne through the next tiers of limestone, creeting anarrow, twisting track flanked by steep
wadlls. A short distance beyond, Mappo could see the edge of another drop-off, towards which Icarium
was heading.

Thick shadows within the channel, insects svarming in the few shafts of sunlight spearing through a
gnarled tree. Three strides from reaching I carium’ s Side, and the gloom seemed to explode around the
Trel. He caught amomentary glimpse of something closing on Icarium from the pinnacle of soneto the
Jhag' sright, then figures swarmed him.

The Trell lashed out, fdt hisfist connect with flesh and bone to hisleft, the sound solid and crunching.
A spatter of blood and phlegm.

A brawny arm snaked round from behind to close on his neck, twisting his head back, the glistening
skin of that limb diding asif oiled before the arm locked tight. Another figure plunged into view from the
front, long-taloned hands snagpping out, puncturing Mappo’ s belly. He bellowed in agony asthe claws
raked acrossin an eviscerating dash.

That failed, for the Trell’ s hide was thicker than the leather armour covering it. Even so, blood sprayed.
The creature behind him tightened its stranglehold. He could fed something of itsimmense weight and
Sze. Unable to draw aweapon, Mappo pivoted, then flung himsalf backward into arock wall. The
crunch of bone and skull behind him, a gasp from the beast that rose into ascreech of pain.

The creature with its clawsin Mappo’ s belly had been dragged closer by the Trell’ s backward lunge.
He closed his hands round its squat, bony skull, flexed, then savagely twisted the head to one side. The
neck snapped. Another scream, thistime seeming to come from al sides.

Roaring, Mappo staggered forward, grasping at the forearm drawn across his neck. The beast’s
weight dammed into him, sent him stumbling.

He caught aglimpse of Icarium, collapsing beneath a swarm of dark, writhing creatures.

Too late hefet hisleading foot pitch down over the crumbled edge of the cliff-side, down into... open
air. The creature’ sweight pushed him further forward, then, asit saw the precipice they were both about
to plunge over, the forearm loosened.

But Mappo held fast, twisting to drag the beast with him as hefdll.

Another shriek, and hefinaly caught full sght of the thing. Demonic, mouth opened wide, needle-like
fangsfully locked in their hinges, each aslong as Mappo’ sthumb, glistening black eyes, the pupils vertica
and the hue of fresh blood.

T rolbarahl.

How?

He saw itsrage, its horror, asthey both plummeted from the cliff.
Fdling.

Falling...

Gods, thiswas—
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L eoman of the Flails staggered from the inner sanctum, a sheen of sweat on hisface. In ahoarse voice
he asked, ‘Isit night yet?

Corabb rose quickly, then sat back down on the bench as blackness threatened to engulf him —he had
been sitting too long, watching Dunsparrow attempt to pace atrench in the stone floor. He opened his
mouth to reply, but the Maazan woman spoke first.

‘No, Leoman, the sun rides the horizon.’
‘Movement yet from the Malazan camps?
‘Thelast runner reported haf abel ago. Nothing at that time.’

There was a strange, triumphant gleam in Leoman’s eyes that troubled Corabb, but he had no timeto
ask asthe great warrior strode past. ‘We must hurry. Back to the palace —some find instructions.’

The enemy was attacking this very night? How could Leoman be so certain? Corabb stood once again,
more dowly thistime. The High Priestess had forbidden witnesses to the ritual, and when the Queen of
Dreams manifested, even the High Priestess and her acolytes had | eft the chamber with discomfited



expressions, leaving Leoman aone with the goddess. Corabb fdl in two steps behind hisleader,
prevented from drawing closer by that damned woman, Dunsparrow.

‘Their mages will make detection difficult,’ the Third was saying asthey headed out of the temple.

‘No matter,” Leoman snapped. ‘It’s not like we have any worthy of the name anyway. Even so, we
need to make it look asif we'retrying.’

Corabb frowned. Trying? He did not understand any of this. ‘We need soldiersonthewalls’ he said.
‘As many as can be mustered!’

‘We can't hold thewalls, Dunsparrow said over her shoulder. Y ou must have redlized that, Corabb
Bhilan Thenu'das’

‘Then —then, why are we here?
The sky overhead was darkening, the bruise of dusk only moments away.

Through empty Streets, the three of them rushed along. Corabb’ s frown degpened. The Queen of
Dreams. Goddess of divination and who knew what else. He despised all gods, except, of course, for
Dryjhnathe Apocayptic. Meddlers, deceivers, murderers one and al. That Leoman would seek one
out... thiswas troubling indeed.

Dunsparrow’ s fault, he suspected. She was awoman. The Queen’ s priesthood was mostly women —
at least, hethought it was—there' d been aHigh Priestess, after dl, a blurry-eyed matron swimming in the
fumes of durhang and likely countless other substances. Just to stand near her wasto feel drunk. Too
seductive by far. Nothing good was going to come of this, nothing at all.

They approached the palace and, findly, some signs of activity. Warriors moving about, wegpons
clanking, shouts from the fortifications. So, the outer walls would be breached —no other reason for all
this preparation. Leoman expected a second siege, here a the paace itsalf. And soon.

‘Warleader!” Corabb said, shouldering Dunsparrow aside. ‘ Give me command of the palace gates!
We shdl hold againgt the Maazan storm in the name of the Apocaypse!’

Leoman glanced back at him, considering, then he shook hishead. ‘No, friend. | need you for afar
more important task.’

‘“What will that be, Great Warrior? | am equd toiit.’

“You'd better be,” Leoman said.

Dunsparrow snorted.

‘Command me, Commander.’

Thistime shelaughed outright. Corabb scowled &t her.

Leoman replied, * Y our task this night isthis, my friend. Guard my back.’

‘Ah, we shall be leading the fight, then, in the very frontmost ranks! Glorious, we shdl ddiver unto the
Ma azan dogs ajudgement they shall never forget.’

Leoman dapped him on the shoulder. ‘ Aye, Corabb,” hesaid. ‘ That we shall.’
They continued on, into the palace.

Dunsparrow was il laughing.

Gods, how Corabb hated her.

* * % %

LostaraYil swept back the tent-flgp and marched insde. She found Pearl lounging on looted silk pillows,
ahookah of wine-flavoured durhang settled like abowl in hislap. Through the smoke haze, he met her



fury with alazy, fume-laden regard, which of course made her even angrier.

‘1 seeyou’ ve planned out the rest of this night, Pearl. Even asthis damned army prepares to assault
Y’ Ghatan.’

He shrugged. ‘ The Adjunct doesn’'t want my help. | could have snuck into the palace by now, you
know —they have no magesto speak of. | could be at this very moment diding aknife acrossLeoman's
throat. But no, shewon't haveit. What am | to do?

*She doesn't trust you, Pearl, and to be honest, I’ m not surprised.’

Hisbrowslifted. ‘ Darling, | am offended. Y ou, more than anyone e se, know the sacrifices| have
made to protect the Adjunct’ sfragile psyche. Needlessto say,” he added, pausing for alungful of the
cloying smoke, ‘I have of late been tempted to shatter that psyche with the truth about her sster, just out
of spite’

“Your regtraint impressesme,’ Lostara said. * Of coursg, if you did something as crudl asthat, I'd have
tokill you.’

‘What arelief, knowing how you endeavour to protect the purity of my soul.’
‘Purity isnot theissue,” shereplied. ‘Not yours, at least.’
Hesmiled. ‘1 was attempting to cast mysdlf in amore favourable light, my sweet.’

‘Itisclear to me, Pearl, that you imagined our brief romance—if one could call it that — asindicative of
genuinefedings. | find that rather pathetic. Tell me, do you plan on ever returning me to my company in
the Red Blades?

‘Not quite yet, I'm afraid.’
‘Has she given us another misson?

‘The Adjunct? No, but as you may recall, what we did for Tavore was afavour. We work for the
Empress’

‘Fine. What does our Empress command?
His eyeswere heavy-lidded asthey studied her for amoment. ‘Wait and see’
* She commands us to wait and see?

‘All right, Snceyou ind<t, you are temporarily detached from me, anotion that should give you untold
satisfaction. Go join the marines, or the sappers, or whoever in Hood' s nameis attacking tonight. And if
you get alimb lopped off don’t come crawling back to me—gods, | can’t believe | just said that. Of
course you can come crawling back to me, just be sureto bring the limb along.’

“You don't possess High Denul, Pearl, so what point in bringing back the limb?

‘I'djust liketo seeit, that'sdl.’

‘If | do come crawling back, Pearl, it will beto stick aknifein your neck.’

‘With those cheery words you can go now, dear.” She whedled and marched from the tent.

* * % %

Fist Keneb joined Tene Bardtain the mustering area just ingde the north pickets. Moths and biting flies
were swarming in the crepuscular air. Heaps of rocky earth rose like modest barrows where the soldiers
had dug their trenches. Asyet, few squads had assembled, so as not to reved the army’ sintentions too
early, athough Keneb suspected that Leoman and hiswarriors already knew al that needed to be
known. Even so, the Fist noted as he stared at the distant, uneven wall, topmost among thetiers of earth
and rubble, there seemed to be no activity. Y’ Ghatan was deathly quiet, virtualy unlit as darkness spread



itscloak.

Tene Bardtawasin full armour: scaled vest, chain skirt and camail, greaves and vambraces of beaten
bronze rimmed with iron. He was adjusting the Strgps of hishelm as Keneb cameto hisside.

‘Bligtig isnot happy,” Keneb said.

Bardta slaugh waslow. ‘ Tonight belongsto you and me, Keneb. He only movesinif wegetin
trouble. Temul was wondering... this plan, it matches his own. Did you advise the Adjunct?

‘1 did. Inform Temul that she was pleased that his strategy matched her own in this matter.’
‘Ah.
“Have your company’ s mages begun? Keneb asked.

A grunt, then, ‘ They say there’ s no-one there, no-one waiting to counter them. Nil and Nether have
made the same discovery. Could Leoman have lost al his mages, do you think?

‘1 don’'t know. Seemsunlikely.’
‘| trust you' ve heard the rumours, Keneb.’
‘ About whet?

‘Plague. From the esst. It has swept through Ehrlitan. If wefail tonight and find ourselves bogged down
outsdethiscity...

Keneb nodded. ‘ Then we must succeed, Tene Bardta.’

A rider was galoping on the road behind and to their right, fast pproaching. Both men turned asthe
pounding hoofs reverberated through the ground at their feet. * An urgent message? Keneb wondered,
squinting to make out the grey-cloaked figure, face hidden by ahood. A longsword at hisside, the
scabbard banded in white enamél. ‘1 do not recog—'

Therider rode straight for them. Bellowing in anger, Tene Bardtaleapt to one side. Keneb followed,
then spun astherider flew past, hiswhite horse reaching the trenches, and launching itsdf over. The
picket guards shouted. A crossbow discharged, the quarrd striking the stranger on the back, then
caroming off into the night. Still riding at full gallop, the figure now leaning forward over the horse' s neck,
they sailed over the narrow inside trench, then raced for the city.

Where agate cracked open, spilling muted lantern light.

‘Hood' s breath!” Tene Berdtaswore, regaining hisfeet. * An enemy ridesright through our entire
amy!’

‘WEe veno exclusive claim on bravery,” Keneb said. * And | admit to agrudging admiration—1 am glad
to have witnessed it.’

‘A rider to bring word to Leoman—
‘Nothing he doesn't aready know, Tene Baralta. Consider this alesson, areminder—'

‘1 need none, Keneb. Look at this, my helm’sfull of dirt. Light grey cloak, white horse and
white-banded sword. A tall bastard. | will find him, | swear it, and he will pay for histemerity.’

“WEe ve enough concerns ahead of usthisnight,” Keneb said. ‘ If you go off hunting one man, Tene
Barata..

He emptied the dirt from the helm. ‘I hear you. Pray to Treach, then, that the bastard crosses my path
onemoretimethisnight.’

Treach, isit? Fener... gone so quickly from men’s minds. A message no god would dare to heed,
| think.



* k x %

Lieutenant Pores stood with Captain Kindly and the Kordri Faradan Sort, within sight of their respective
companies. Word of aspy inthearmy’smidst, boldly riding into Y’ Ghatan, had everyone more on edge
than they aready were, given that at any moment would come the order to move. Seppersin the lead, of
course, disguised within gloomy magic.

Magic. It'sall gloomy. Worse than sappers, in fact. In combination, well, this night was headed
straight into the Abyss, asfar as Pores was concerned. He wondered where old Ebron was, and if he
was participating in therituals—he missed his old squad. Limp, Bell, and that new lass, Sinn —now there
wasascary cresture. Well, maybe he didn’t missthem all that much. Dangerous, one and dl, and mostly
to each other.

Captain Kindly had been trying to take the measure of the woman standing beside him —a choice of
phrase that brought asmal smileto the lieutenant’ s mouth. Take her measure. But ain’t nobody’ s got
that close, fromwhat | hear. Inany case, it wasfrustrating being unable to get asense of afdlow
officer. Cold iron, probably —you don’t stand the Wall long enough to survive without something icy,
brutal and cal culated wrapped round the soul — but this one was cold in every other way besides. Rarest
of dl, awoman of few words. He smiled again.

‘Wipethat grin off your face, Lieutenant,” Kindly said, ‘or I'll conclude you' ve lost your mind and
promote you.’

‘Apologies, Captain, | promise | won't do it again. Please don’t promote me.’
“You two areidiots,’ Faradan Sort said.
WEell, that’ s one way to halt a conversation.

* * % %

Sergeant Hellian looked on the wavering scene, comforted by an overwhelming sense of propriety,
athough the way everyone was swaying was making her nauseous. Corpora Urb separated himsdlf from
the squad and came up to her.

“You ready for this, Sergeant?

‘Ready for what? she demanded. Then scowled, al sense of propriety vanishing. ‘If that bastard
hadn’t disappeared the way he did, | wouldn't be trading my sword for ajug of that loca rot, would 17
She reached down for the weapon, her hand groping asit found only air, then the empty scabbard. ‘Why
didn’'t you stop me, Urb?1 mean, it was my sword, after al. What am | s posed to use?

He shifted nervoudly, then leaned closer. * Get anew one from the armoury, Sergeant.’
‘And that’ Il get back to the captain and we' ll get shipped off somewhere even worse.’
‘Worse? Where isworse than this, Sergeant?

‘Kord. Theftian Penins'la. Black Coral, under the empty eyes of the Tiste Andii. The Wreckers Coast
on North Assail—'

‘Ain’t no Maazan forcesthere!’
‘No, but it' sworse than this!’

‘One story from some addled sailor in Kartool and you' re now convinced that Hood himself strides the
shadows—'

‘He sdridin’ our shalows — shadows, | mean.’
‘Listen, Sergeant, we' re about to head into battle—’



‘Right, where sthat jug? Shelooked round, found it lying on its Side near somebody’ s bedrall. ‘Hey,
who in my squad ain't packed up their kit?

‘That’ syours, Sergeant,” Urb said.

‘Oh.” Collecting the jug, she gave it ashake and was pleased at the doshing sounds within. She

glanced over to stare at her... squad. There were two soldiers. Two. Some squad. Captain had said
something about afew newcomers on the way. ‘Wdl, where are they?

‘“Who? Urb asked. ‘ Y our squad? They’reright in front of you.’
‘Touchy and Brethless!’

‘Thet'sright.’

‘Well, where are the rest? Didn’t we have more?

‘Had four marching with usthelast day, but they were reassigned.’

‘So my squad isacorpord and two soljers.’

‘Twins, Sergeant,” Touchy said. ‘But I'm older, as|’m sureyou can tell’

‘ And mentally underdevel oped, Sergeant,’ Brethless said. * Those last few minutes were obvioudy
crucid, asI’m sureyou cantell.’

Hellian turned away. ‘ They look the sameto me, Urb. All right, hasthe word come yet? We S posed
to be mustering somewhere right now?

‘ Sergeant, you might want to pass that jug around —we' re about to get in afight and | don’'t know
about you and them two, but | joined the local city guard so’s| wouldn't have to do any of this. | beento
the latrines four times since supper and I'm il dl squishy insde’

At Urb’' s suggestion Hellian clutched the jug tight to her chest. * Getyerown.’
‘Sergeant.’

‘All right, acouple mouthfuls each, then | get the rest. | see anybody take more’ ntwo swallowsand |
cut’em down where they stand.’

‘Withwhat? Urb asked as he pulled the jug from her reluctant hands.

Hellian frowned. With what? What was he talking about? Oh, right. She thought for amoment, then
smiled. ‘I'll borrow your sword, of course” There, what apleasing solution.

* * % %

Sergeant Balm squatted in the dirt, studying the array of pebbles, stone discs and clay buttons resting on
the elongated Troughs board. He muttered under his breath, wondering if this was adream, a nightmare
and hewas il adeep. He glanced across at Sergeant Moak, then looked back down at the
game-board.

Something was wrong. He could make no sense of the pieces. He d forgotten how to play the game.
Straws, discs,buttons, pebbles—what were they all about? What did they signify? Who was winning?
‘Who' s playing this damned game? he demanded.

“Y ou and me, you Da Honese weasdl,” Moak said.

‘1 think you'relying. | never seen thisgame beforein my life” He glared round at dl the faces, the
soldiersdl looking down to watch, al looking a him now. Strange expressons—had he ever seen any of
them before? He was a sergeant, wasn't he? ‘Where' s my damned squad? I’ m supposed to be with my
damned squad. Has the call come? What am | doing here? He shot upright, making sure one foot
toppled the game-board. Pieces flew, soldiers jumping back.

‘Bad omen!’ one hissed, backing away.



Growling, Moak rose, reaching for the knife at his belt. * Swamp scum, you'll pay for that. | was
winning—

‘No you weren't! Those pieceswereamess! A jumble! They didn’'t make sense!” He reached up and
scratched a hisface. ‘What —thisisclay! My faceiscoveredin clay! A death mask! Who did thisto
me?

A familiar but musty-smelling man stepped close to Bam. * Sergeant, your squad’ sright here. I'm
Deadsmdl—

Tl sy,

‘Corporal Deadsmell. And that's Throatditter, and Widdershins, Galt and Lobe—'

‘All right, dl right, be quiet, | ain't blind. When' sthe call coming? We should' ve heard something by
now.’

Moak closedin. ‘1 wasn't finished with you —that was a curse, what you did, Bam, on me and my
sguad —since | waswinning the game. Y ou cursed us, you damned warlock—

‘I did not! It was an accident. Come on, Deadsmell, let’s make our way to the pickets, I’'m done
waiting here’

“Y ou' re headed the wrong way, Sergeant!’

‘Lead on, then! Who designed this damned camp, anyway? None of it makes any sense!’

Behind them, Sergeant Moak made to step after them, but his corporal, Stacker, pulled him back. ‘It's
al right, Sergeant. | heard about thisfrom my da. It'sthe Confusion. Comesto some before a battle.
They lose track — of everything. It should settle down once the fighting starts — but sometimesit don't,
and if that’ sthe case with Bam, then it' s his squad that’ s doomed, not us'’

“You sure about al that, Stacker?
Y eah. Remember Fist Gamet? Ligten. It'sdl right. We should check our weapons, one last time.’
Moak shesthed hisknife. * Good idea, get them on it, then.’

Twenty paces away, Deadsmell fdll in step longside his sergeant. * Smart, dl that back there. Y ou was
losing bad. Faking the Confusion, well, Sergeant, I'm impressed.’

Bam gtared at the man. Who was he again? And what was he blathering on about? What language
wasthefool speaking, anyway?

* * % %

‘I got no appetite,” Lutes said, tossing the chunk of bread away. A camp dog closed in, collected the
food and scampered off. ‘1 fed sick,” the soldier continued.

‘“Youan'ttheonly one’ Maybe said. ‘I’ mintherefirgt, you know. Us sappers. Rest of you got it
easy. We got to set charges, meaning we' re running with cussers and crackers over rough ground,
climbing rubble, probably under fire from the walls. Then, down &t the foot of the wall and Hood knows
what’ s gonna pour down on us. Boiling water, oil, hot sand, bricks, offa, barrack-buckets. Soit’ sraining
down. Set the munitions. Acid on the wax —too much and we dl go up right there and then. Dozens of
sappers, and any one of 'em makes amistake, or some piece of rock drops smack onto a munition.
Boom! We're as good as dead dready, if you ask me. Bits of meat. Tomorrow morning the crows will
come down and that’ sthat. Send word to my family, will you? Maybe was blown to bitsat Y’ Ghatan,
that’ sal. No point in going into the gory details— hey, where you going? Gods below, L utes, do your
throwing up outamy sight, will you? Hood take us, that’ sawful. Hey, Bagrid! Look! Our squad heder's
heaving hisguts out!”



* k x %

Geder, Strings, Cuittle, Truth and Pella sat around the dying cods of ahearth, drinking tea.
‘They'redl losng their mindswith thiswaiting,” Geder sad.

‘| get just as bad before every battle,” Strings admitted. ‘ Cold and looseinside, if you know what |
mesan. It never goes away.’

‘But you settle onceit’sbegun,” Cuttle said. “We all do, ’ cause we' ve done this before. We settled,
and we know we settle. Mogt of these soldiers, they don’t know nothing of the sort. They don’'t know
how they’ll be once the fighting starts. So they’re all terrified they’ Il curl up into cringing cowards’

‘Most of them probably will,; Geder said.

‘I don’t know about that, Sergeant,” Pellasaid. * Saw plenty of soldiersjust like these ones at Skullcup.
When the rebdlion hit, well, they fought and they fought well, dl things considered.’

‘Outnumbered.’
‘YVes’

‘Sothey died.’
‘Mogt of them.

‘That’ sthething withwar,” Geder sad. * Ain’'t nearly as many surprises, when dl’ s said and done, as
you might think. Or hope. Heroic stands usudly end up with not asingle hero left standing. Held out
longer than expected, but the end was the same anyway. The end’ sawaysthe same.’

‘Abyssbelow, Geder,” Stringssaid, ‘ain’t you a cheery one’

‘Just being redligtic, Fid. Damn, | wish Stormy was here, now it’'s up to me to keep an eye on my
squad.’

‘Yes’ Cuttlesaid, ‘that’s what sergeantsdo.’
“Y ou suggesting Stormy should’ ve been sergeant and me corporal ?

‘Now why would | do that? the sapper asked. ‘Y ou're both just as bad as each other. Now Pella
here...

‘No thanks,’ Pdllasaid.

Strings sipped histea. * Just make sure everybody sticks together. Captain wants us on thetip of the
spear, asfast and asfar in aswe can get —the rest will just have to catch up. Cuttle?

‘Oncethewal’ sblown I’ll pull our sappers together and we meet you inside the breach. Where's
Borduke right now?

‘Went for awalk. Seems his squad got into some kind of sympathetic heaves. Borduke got disgusted
and stormed off.’

‘Solong as everybody’ sbelly isempty by thetimewe get thecall,” Cuttle said. ‘ Especidly Maybe.’
‘Especidly maybe,’ Geder said, with alow laugh. * That’ sagood one. Y ou’ ve made my day, Cuittle’
‘Believeme, it wasn't intentiond .’

* k% k %

Seated nearby, hidden from the othersin a brush-bordered hollow, Bottle smiled. So that’ s how the
veterans get ready for a fight. Same as everyone else. That did indeed comfort him. Mostly. Well,
maybe not. Better had they been confident, brash and swaggering. This—what was coming — sounded al



too uncertain.

He had just returned from the mage gathering. Magica probes had reveded a muted presencein
Y’ Ghatan, the priestly kind, for the most part, and what there was of that was confused, panicked. Or
strangely quiescent. For the sappers advance, Bottle would be drawing upon Meanas, rolling banks of
migt, tumbling darkness on dl Sdes. Easily dispelled, if amage of any skill wasonthewal, but there
didn’t seem to be any. Most troubling of al, Bottle would need al his concentration to work Meanas,
thus preventing him from using spirit magic. Leaving him as blind asthose few enemy soldiers on thewall.

He admitted to abad run of nerves— he hadn’t been nearly so shaky at Raraku. And with Leoman’s
ambush in the sandstorm, well, it was an ambush, wasn't it — there’ d been no time for terror. In any case,
hedidn’t likethisfeding.

Rising into a crouch, he moved away, up and out of the hollow, straightening and walking casudly into
the squad’ s camp. It seemed Strings didn’t mind leaving his soldiers donefor awhile before things
heated up, letting them chew on their own thoughts, then — hopefully —reining everyonein a the last
moment.

Koryk wastying yet more fetishes onto the various rings and loopsin his armour, strips of coloured
cloth, bird bones and chain-linksto add to the ubiquitous finger bones that now signified the Fourteenth
Army. Smileswasflipping her throwing-knives, the blades dapping softly on the leather of her gloves.
Tarr stood nearby, shield dready strapped on hisleft arm, short sword in his gauntleted right hand, most
of hisface hidden by hishem'’s cheek-guards.

Turning, Bottle sudied the distant city. Dark — there seemed not a single lantern glowing from that
squat, squalid heap. He already hated Y’ Ghatan.

A low whigtlein the night. Sudden stirring. Cuittle appeared. * Sappers, to me. It' stime”’
Godsbelow, soitis.

* * % %

Leoman stood in the Falah’ d’ s throne room. Eleven warriors were arrayed before him, glassy-eyed, their
leather armour webbed in harnesses with straps and loops dangling. Corabb Bhilan Thenu das studied
them —familiar faces one and all, yet now barely recognizable benegath the blood and strips of skin.
Déliverers of the Apocaypse, siworn now to fanaticism, sworn not to see the coming dawn, bound to
death thisnight. The very sight of them, with their drug-soaked eyes, chilled Corabb.

“You know what is asked of you thisnight,” Leoman said to his chosen warriors. ‘ Leave now, my
brothers and sisters, under the pure eyes of Dryjhna, and we shall meet again at Hood' s Gate.’

They bowed and headed off.

Corabb watched until the last of them vanished beyond the great doors, then faced Leoman.
‘Warleader, what isto happen? What have you planned? Y ou spoke of Dryjhna, yet this night you have
bargained with the Queen of Dreams. Speak to me, before | begin to losefaith.’

‘Poor Corabb,” Dunsparrow murmured.

Leoman shot her aglare, then said, *No time, Corabb, but | tell you this— 1 have had my fill of fanatics,
through thislifetime and adozen others, | have had my fill—'

Boots sounded on the floor in the hallway beyond, and they turned as atdl, cloaked warrior strodein,
drawing his hood back. Corabb’ s eyes widened, and hope surged through him as he stepped forward.
‘High MageL’oric! Truly, Dryjhnashines bright in the sky tonight!’

Thetal man was massaging one shoulder, wincing as he said, ‘Would that | could have arrived within
the damned city walls—too many mages stirring in the Maazan camp. Leoman, | did not know you had



the power to summon — | tell you, | was headed el sewhere—’
‘The Queen of Dreams, L’ oric.’
‘Again?What does she want?
Leoman shrugged. ‘Y ou were part of thededl, I'm afraid.’
‘What deal ?
‘1 will explain later. In any case, we need you this night. Come, we climb to the South Tower.’

Another surge of hope. Corabb knew he could trust Leoman. The Holy Warrior possessed aplan, a
diabolicd, brilliant plan. He had been afoal to doubt. He set off in the wake of Dunsparrow, High Mage
L’ oric and Leoman of the Halls.

Loric. Now we can fight the Malazans on equal terms. And in such a contest, we can naught but
win!

* * * %

In the dark, beyond the rough ground of the pickets, Bottle crouched afew paces away from the handful
of sappers he had been assigned to protect. Cuttle, Maybe, Crump, Ramp and Widdershins. Nearby
was a second group being covered by Balgrid: Taffo, Able, Gupp, Jump and Bowl. People he knew
from the march, now reveaed as sappers or would-be sappers. Insane. Never knew there were so
many in our company. Stringswasin neither group; he would be leading the rest of the squadsinto the
breach before the smoke and dust settled.

Y’ Ghatan’ swalls were amess, tiered with older efforts, the last series Maazan-built in the classic
doping style, twenty pacesthick at itsbase. Asfar as anyone knew, thiswould be the first time the
sapperswould challenge the engineering of imperia fortifications— he could seethe gleam in their eyes.

Someone approached from his right and Bottle squinted through the gloom as the man arrived to
crouch down beside him. *Ebron, isn'tit?

‘Aye, Ashok Regiment.’

Bottle smiled. ‘ They don't exist no more, Ebron.’

He tapped his chest, then said, * Y ou got a squad-mate of mine in your group.’

‘The one named Crump.’

‘Aye. Just thought you should know — he’ s dangerous.’

‘Aren't they dl?

‘No, this one especidly. He was tossed out of the Mott Irregulars back on Genabackis.’
‘Sorry, that don’t mean nothing to me, Ebron.’

‘Too bad. Anyway, consider yourself warned. Might think about mentioning it to Cuttle’
‘All right, | will.’

‘Oponn’spull on you thisnight, lad.’

‘And onyou, Ebron.’

The man vanished into the darkness once more.

Morewaiting. No lights visible dong the city’ swall, nor the flanking corner bastions. No movement
among the battlements.

A low whistle. Bottle met Cuttle' s eyes, and the sapper nodded.
Meanas, the warren of shadows, illusion and deception. He fashioned a mental image of the warren, a



swirling wal before him, then began focusing hiswill, watched as awound formed, lurid red &t firgt, then
ahole burning through. Power poured into him. Enough! No more. Gods, why is it so strong? Faint
sound, something like movement, a presence, there, on the other sde of thewarren’swall...

Then... nothing.

Of course there was no wall. That had been smply aconstruct, afashioning in Bottle' smind to
manifest an ideainto something physica. Something that he could then breach.

Simple, redly. Just incredibly dangerous. We damned mages must be mad, to play with this, to
persist in the conceit that it can be managed, shaped, twisted by will alone.

Power is blood.
Blood is power.
And thisblood, it belongs to an Elder God...

A hissfrom Cuttle. He blinked, then nodded as he began shaping the sorcery of Meanas. Mists, shot
through with inky gloom, spreading out across the rough ground, snaking among the rubble, and the
sappers set out, plunged into it, and moved on, unseen.

Bottle followed afew paces behind. The soldiers hiding in that magic could see. Nothing of theillusion
confounded their senses. Illusonswere usualy one- or at best two-sided; seen from the other sides, well,
there was nothing to see. True masters, of course, could cheat light in dl directions, could fashion
something that |ooked physicaly redl, that moved asit should, casting its own shadow, even scuffing up
illusona dust. Bottle' sleve of skill was nowhere near that. Balgrid had managed it — barely, it wastrue,
but ill.... impressve.

But | hate this kind of sorcery. Sure, it’s fascinating. Fun to play with, on occasion, but not like
tonight, not when it’s suddenly life and death.

They threw wagon-planks across the narrow moat Leoman’ s soldiers had dug, then drew closer to the
wadl.

* * * %

LogaraYil cameto Tene Bardta sside. They were positioned at the picket line, behind them the massed
ranks of soldiery. Her former commander’ s face revealed surprise as he looked upon her.

‘1 did not think to see you again, Captain.’
She shrugged. ‘| was getting fat and lazy, Commander.’

‘That Claw you were with is not a popular man. The decision was made that he was better off staying
in histent —indefinitely.’

‘1 have no objection to that.’

Through the gloom they could see swirling clouds of deeper darkness, rolling ominoudy towardsthe
cty’swal.

‘Areyou prepared, Captain,’ Bardtaasked, ‘to bloody your sword this night?

‘More than you could imagine, Commander.’

* * * %

Waves of vertigo rippled through Sergeant Hellian, nausea threatening as she watched the magics draw
ever closer to Y’ Ghatan. It was Y’ Ghatan, wasn't it? She turned to the sergeant standing beside her.
‘What city isthat? Y’ Ghatan. | know about that city. It' swhere Maazans die. Who areyou? Who's
undermining the walls? Where are the S .ege weapons? What kind of Segeisthis?



‘I"'m Strings, and you ook to be drunk.’

‘S0?1 hate fighting. Strip me of my command, throw mein chains, find adungeon —only, no spiders.
And find that bastard, the one who disappeared, arrest him and chain him within reach. | want to rip out
histhroat.’

The sergeant was staring at her. She stared back — at least he wasn't weaving back and forth. Not

“Y ou hate fighting, and you want to rip out someone' sthroat?

‘Stop trying to confuse me, Stirrings. I’'m confused ' nough asitis’
‘Wher€e s your squad, Sergeant?

‘Somewhere’

‘“Whereisyour corporal? What is his name?

‘Urb?1 don’'t know.’

‘Hood' s breath.’

* * * %

Pedlla sat watching his sergeant, Geder, talking with Borduke. The sergeant of the Sixth Squad had only
three soldiers|eft under his command — Lutes, 1bb and Corpora Hubb — the others either magicking or
sapping. Of course, there were only two left to Geder’ s Fifth Squad — Truth and Pellahimsdf. The plan
wasto link up after the breach, and that had Pella nervous. They might have to grab anyone close by and
to Hood with red squads.

Borduke wastugging a hisbeard asif he wanted to yank it off. Hubb stood closeto his sergeant, a
sckly expresson on hisface.

Geder looked damn near bored.

Pella thought about his squad. Something odd about all three of them. Gesler, Sormy and Truth.
Not just that strangely gold skin, either... Well, he'd stick closeto Truth —that lad still seemed too
wide-eyed for dl of this, despite what he’ d dready gone through. That damned ship, Slanda, which had
been commandeered by the Adjunct and was now likely north of them, somewhere in the Kansu Seaor
west of it. Along with the transport fleet and a sizeable escort of dromons. The three had sailed it, sharing
the deck with still-alive severed heads and alot worse bel ow-decks.

Pella checked his sword one moretime. He' d tied new leather strapping round the grip’ stang —not as
tight as he would have liked. He hadn’t soaked it yet, either, not wanting the grip still wet when he went
into battle. He drew the crossbow from his shoulder, kept aquarrdl in hand, ready for aquick load once
the order came to advance.

Bloody marines. Should’ ve volunteered for plain old infantry. Should’ ve gotten a transfer.
Should’ve never joined up at all. Skullcup was more than enough for me, dammit. Should’ ve run,
that’s what | should’ ve done.

* * % %

Night wind whistling about them, Corabb, Leoman, L’ oric, Dunsparrow and aguard stood on the gently
swaying platform atop the palace tower. The city spread out in dl directions, frighteningly dark and
seeming lifdess.

‘What are we here to see, Leoman? L’ oric asked.

‘Wait, my friend — ah, there!” He pointed to the rooftop of adistant building near the west wal. Onits



flat top flickered muted lantern-light. Then... gone.
‘And there!’
Another building, another flash of light.
‘Ancther! More, they aredl in place! Fanaticsl Damned fools! Dryjhnatake us, thisis going to work!’
Work? Corabb frowned, then scowled. He caught Dunsparrow’ s gaze on him — she mouthed akiss.
Oh how he wanted to kill her.

* k x %

Heaps of rubble, broken pots, adead, bloated dog, and animal bones, there wasn’t a single stretch of
even ground at the base of the wall. Bottle had followed on the hedls of the sappers, up thefirdt tier,

brick fragments spilling away benesth their boots, then cries of pain and cursing as someone stumbled
over awasp nest — darkness a one had saved them from what could have been afatal few moments—the
wasps were 5 uggish — Bottle was astonished they had come out at al, until he saw what the soldier had
managed. Knocking over one rock, then thumping his entire foot down the nest’s maw.

He' d momentarily relinquished Meanas, then, to dip into the swarming soul-sparks of the wasps,
quelling their panic and anger. Devoid of disguisng magic for thelast two tiers, the sgppers had
scrambled like terrified beetles — the rock they had hidden under suddenly vanishing —and made the base
of thewall well ahead of the others. Where they crouched, unlimbering their packs of munitions.

Bottle scampered up to crouch at Cuttle’ sside. * The gloom'’ s back,” he whispered. ‘ Sorry about that —
good thing they weren't black wasps— Maybe' d be dead by now.’

‘Not to mention yourstruly,” Cuttle said. ‘It was me who stepped in the damned thing.’

‘“How many stings?

Two or three, right leg’ s numb, but that’ s better than it was fifteen heartbeats ago.’

‘Numb? Cuittle, that’ s bad. Find Lutes fast as you can once we' re done here.’

‘Count on it. Now, shut up, | got to concentrate.’

Bottle watched him lift out from his pack abundle of munitions—two cussers strapped together,
looking like apair of ample breasts. Affixed to them at the base were two spike-shaped explosves—
crackers. Gingerly setting the assemblage on the ground beside him, Cuittle then turned his attention to the
base of the wall. He cleared bricks and rocks to make an angled hole, large and deep enough to
accommodate the wall-breaker.

That was the easy part, Bottle reminded himself as he watched Cuittle place the explosive into the
hole. Now comes the acid on the wax plug. He glanced up and down the length of wall, saw other
sappers doing the very same thing Cuttle had just done. ‘ Don't get ahead of therest,” Bottle said.

‘1 know what needs knowing, mage. Stick to your spellsand leave me done’

Miffed, Bottle looked away again. Then his eyeswidened. ‘Hey, what’ s he doing — Cuittle, what's
Crump doing?
Cursing, the veteran glanced over. ‘ Gods bel ow—'

The sapper from Sergeant Cord’ s squad had prepared not one wall-breaker, but three, the mass of
cussers and crackersfilling his entire pack. His huge teeth were gleaming, eyes glittering as he wrestled it
loose and, lying on hisback, head closest to thewall, settled it on his stomach and began crawling until
there was the audible crunch of the back of his skull contacting the rearing stonework.

Cuittle scrambled over. “You!” he hissed. * Are you mad? Take those damned things apart!’
Theman'sgrin collgpsed. ‘But | madeit mysdf!’



‘Keep your voice down, idiot!

Crump rolled and shoved the mass of munitions up againgt thewall. A small glittering vid gppeared in
hisright hand. *Wait till you seethis’ he whispered, smiling once more.

‘Wait! Not yet!”
A szzle, threads of smoke risng—

Cuttlewas on hisfest, and, dragging aleg, he began running. And he began screaming. ‘ Everyone!
Back! Run, you fools! Run!’

Figures pelting away on al sides, Bottle among them. Crump raced past asif the mage had been
gtanding ill, the man’ s absurdly long legs pumping high and wild, knobby knees and huge boots scything
the air. Munitions had been left against the wall but unset, others remained a pace or more back. Sacks
of sharpers, smokers and burnerseft behind — gods below, thisis going to be bad—

Shouts from atop the wall, now, voicesraised in darm. A balistathumped asamissilewasloosed a
the fleeing sappers. Bottle heard the crack and skitter asit struck the ground.

Faster —He glanced over his shoulder, and saw Cuttle hobbling adong in hiswake. Hood take us!
Bottle skidded to a halt, turned and ran back to the sapper’ s side.

‘Fool!” Cuttle grunted. ‘ Just go’

‘Lean on my shoulder—'

“You'vejust killed yoursdf—'

Cuttlewas no lightweight. Bottle sagged with hisweight asthey ran.

‘“Twelve!’ the sapper gasped.
The mage scanned the ground ahead in growing panic. Some cover—

‘Eleven!’

A shdf of old foundation, solid limestone, there, ten, nine paces—
‘Ten!’

Five more paces— it was|ooking good — a hollow on the other sde—
‘Ning!’

Two paces, then down, as Cuittle screamed: ‘Eight!”’

The night vanished, flinging stark shadows forward as the two men tumbled down behind the shelf of
limestone, into a heap of rotting vegetation. The ground lifted to meet them, agod' s uppercut, driving the
ar from Bottle' slungs.

Sound, like a collgpsing mountain, then awal of stone, smoke, fire, and arain filled with flames—

* * * %

The concussion threw Logtara Yl from her feet moments after she' d stared, uncomprehending, at the
squads of marines arrayed beyond the picket line— stared, asthey were one and dl flattened, rolling
back before an onrushing wave — multiple explosions now, rapid-fire, marching along thewall to either
sde—then she was hammered in the chest, flung to the ground amidst other soldiers.

Rocks arrived in an dmogst-horizonta hall, fast as ding-stones, cracking off armour, thudding deep into
exposed flesh — bones snapping, screams—

—the light dimmed, wavered, then contracted to aknot of flames, filling an enormousgapin
Y’ Ghatan’ swall, dmost dead-centre, and as L ostara— propped on one elbow, braving the hail of stones
—watched, she saw the flanks of that huge gap dowly crumble, and, beyond, two three-storey tenements



folding inward, flames shooting up like fleeing souls—
Among the dowing rain, now, body-parts.

* * * %

Atop the paace tower, Corabb and the others had been thrown down — the guard who had
accompanied them cartwhedling over the platform’slow wall and vanishing with adwindling scream,
barely heard as the tower swayed, as the roar settled around them like the fury of athousand demons, as
huge stones dammed into the tower’ sSide, others ricocheting off to crash among the buildings bel ow,
and, now, aterrible cracking, popping sound that sent Corabb clawing across the pavestones towards
the hatch.

‘It' sgoing down!” he screamed.

Two figures reached the hatch before him — Leoman and Dunsparrow.

Cracking, sagging, the platform starting itsinexorable pitch. Clouds of choking dust. Corabb reached
the hatch and pulled himsdlf into it headfirgt, joining Leoman and the Ma azan woman asthey dithered
like snakes down the winding steps. Corabb’ sleft hedl connected with ajaw and he heard L’ oric’ sgrunt
of pain, then cursing in unknown languages.

That explosion —the breach of the wall — gods below, he had never seen anything like it. How could
one chalenge these Mdazans? With their damned M oranth munitions, their gleeful disregard of therules
of honourable war.

Tumbling, rolling, sprawling out onto a scree of rubble on the main floor of the palace — chambersto
their left had vanished beneath the section of tower that had broken off. Corabb saw aleg jutting from
the collapsed ceiling, strangely unmarred, free even of blood or dust.

Coughing, Corabb clambered upright, eyes stinging, countless bruises upon hisbody, and stared at
Leoman, who was aready on hisfeet and brushing mortar dust from his clothes. Near him, L’ oric and
Dunsparrow were a so pulling themselves free of bricks and shards of wood.

Glancing over, Leoman of the Flalls said, ‘ Maybe the tower wasn't such agood idea after dl. Come
on, we need to saddle our horses—if they il live—and ride to the Temple!’

The Temple of Scalissara? But— what— why?

* k% k %

Therattle of gravel, the thump of larger chunks, and gusts of smoky, dusty hest. Bottle opened his eyes.
Sebar husks, hairy and leathery, crowded hisvision, his nose filling with the pungent overripe scent of
sebar pulp. Thefruit’ sjuice was consdered a delicacy — the reek was nausesting — he knew he' d never
be able to drink the stuff again. A groan from the rubbish somewhereto hisleft. ‘ Cuttle? That you?

‘The numb fedling’ s gone. Amazing what a shot of terror can do to abody.’
“You suretheleg sl there?

‘Reasonabdly.’

“Y ou counted down to eight!’

‘What?

“You said eight! Then—boom!”’

“Had to keep your hopes up, didn’t I? Wherein Hood' s pit are we, anyway?

Bottle began clawing hisway free, amazed that he seemed uninjured — not even a scratch. * Among the
living, sapper.’” Hisfirgt view of the scene on the killing ground made no sense. Too much light —it had



been dark, hadn’t it? Then he saw soldiers amidst the rubble, some writhing in pain, others picking
themselves up, covered in dugt, coughing in thefoul air.

The breach on Y’ Ghatan’ s south wall ran afull third of itslength, fifty pacesin from the southwest
bastion to well beyond the centre gate fortifications. Buildings had collapsed, whilst those that remained
upright, flanking the raging flames of the gap, were themsalves burning, athough it seemed that most of
that had come from the innumerable burners among the sapper-kits left behind. Thefires danced on
cracked stone as if seeking somewhere to go before the fudl vanished.

Thelight cast by the aftermath of the detonation was dimming, shrouded by descending dust. Cuttle
appeared at his sde, plucking scraps of rotted fruit from his armour. *We can head into that gap soon —
gods, when | track down Crump—'

‘Getinline, Cuttle. Hey, | see Strings... and the squad...’

* * * %

Horns sounded, soldiers scrambling to form up. Darkness was closing in once more, asthe last of the
firesdwindled in the breach. Therain of dust seemed unending as Fist Keneb moved to theraly position,
his officers drawing round him and bellowing orders. He saw Tene Bardtaand Captain Logtara Yil at the
head of anarrow column that had aready begun moving.

The sappers had messed up. That much was clear. And some of them had not made it back. Damned
fools, and they weren’t even under fire.

He saw the fires guttering out in the gap, athough webs of flame clung stubbornly to the still-upright
buildingsto either side. ‘ First, second and third squads,” Keneb said to Captain Faradan Sort. ‘ The
heavies|ead the way into the breach.’

‘The marines are dready through, Fist.
‘1 know, Captain, but | want backup close behind them if things get hairy. Get them moving.’
‘Aye, Fig’

Keneb glanced back to the higher ground on the other side of the road and saw arow of figures
watching. The Adjunct, T'amber, Nil and Nether. Fist Blistig and Warleader Gall. Fist Temul waslikely
out with hishorse-warriors, ranging round the city on the other sides. There was dways a chance
Leoman would leave hisfollowersto their gridy fate and attempt to escape on his own. Such things were
not unknown.

‘ Sergeant Cord!’

The soldier strolled up. Keneb noted the sigil of the Ashok Regiment on the man’ s battered |eather
armour, but elected to ignoreit. For now. ‘ Lead the mediumsin, seventh through twelfth squads.’

‘Aye, Fig, we're dogging the heavies heds’

‘Good. Thiswill be street and dley fighting, Sergeant, assuming the bastards don’t surrender outright.’
‘I"d be surprised if they did that, Fist.’

‘Metoo. Get going, Sergeant.’

Finally, some motion among the troops of his company. The waiting was over. The Fourteenth was
heading into battle. Hood ook away from us this night. Just ook away.

* * * %

Bottle and Cuttle rgoined their squad. Sergeant Strings carried hislobber crossbow, acusser quarrel
dotted and locked.



‘There saway through the flames,” Strings said, wiping sweet from his eyes, then spitting. ‘Koryk and
Tarr up front. Cuittle to the rear and keep asharper in your hand. Behind the front two, me and Smiles.
You're astep behind us, Bottle’

“Y ou want moreillusons, Sergeant?

‘No, | want your other stuff. Ride the rats and pigeons and bats and spiders and whatever in Hood's
name elseisinthere. | need eyesyou can look through into placeswe can't see’

‘Expecting atrap? Bottle asked.
‘There’ s Borduke and his squad, dammit. First into the breach. Come on, on their heds!’

They sprinted forward across the uneven, rock-littered ground. Moonlight struggled through the dust
haze. Bottle quested with his senses, seeking life somewhere ahead, but what he found wasin pain,
dying, trickling away benesth mounds of rubble, or stunned insensate by the concussons. *We haveto
get past the blast area,” he said to Strings.

‘Right,’” the sergeant replied over ashoulder. ‘ That' stheidea’

They reached the edge of the vast, sculpted crater created by Crump’s munitions. Borduke and his
squad were scrambling up the other side, and Bottle saw that the wall they climbed wastiered with
once-buried city ruins, ceilings and floors compressed, cracked, collapsed, sections of wall that had did
out and down into the pit itself, taking with them older layers of floor tiles. He saw that both Balgrid and
Maybe had survived the explosion, but wondered how many sappers and squad mages they had lost.
Some gut ingtinct told him Crump had survived.

Borduke and his squad were having ahard time of it.
‘Totheright, Stringssaid. ‘We can sKirt it and get through before them!”

Borduke heard and twisted round from where he clung to the wall, three quarters of the way up.
‘Bagtards! Balgrid, get that fat butt of yours moving, damn you!’

Koryk found away round the crater, clambering over the rubble, and Bottle and the others followed.
Too distracted for the moment by the effort of staying on hisfeet, Bottle did not attempt to sense the
myriad, minuscule life beyond the blast areg, in the city itsdf. Time for that later, he hoped.

The half-blood Seti’ s progress halted suddenly, and the mage |ooked up to see that Koryk had
encountered an obstacle, abroad crack in a sharply angled, subterranean floor, aman’s height below
ground-level. Dust-smeared tiles revedled the painted images of yelow birdsinflight, al ssemingto be
heading deep underground with the danting pitch of the floor.

Koryk glanced back at Strings. * Saw the whole dab move, Sergeant. Not sure how solid our footing
will be’

‘Hood take us! All right, get the ropes out, Smiles—

‘| tossed’em,” she said, scowling. *On the run in here. Too damned heavy—

‘And | picked them up,” Cuttle interjected, tugging the coilsfrom hisleft shoulder and flinging them
forward.

Strings reached out and rapped a knuckle against Smiles's chin —her head snapped back, eyes
widening in shock, then fury. * Y ou carry what | tell you to carry, soldier,’ the sergeant said.

Koyrk collected one end of the rope, backed up afew paces, then bolted forward and leapt over the
fissure. He landed clean, athough with very little room to spare. Therewas no way Tarr or Cuittle could
manage such along jump.

Strings cursed, then said, * Those who can do what Koryk just did, go to it. And nobody |eave gear
behind, either.’

Moments later both Bottle and Smiles crouched at Koryk’ s Side, helping anchor the rope asthe



sergeant, twin sacks of munitions dangling from him, crossed hand over hand, the bags swinging wild but
positioned so that they never collided with one another. Bottle released the rope and moved forward to
help, once Strings found footing on the edge.

Cuittlefollowed. Then Tarr, with the rope wrapped about himsalf, made his way down onto the danted
floor and was dragged quickly across asit shifted then did away benesth hisweight. Armour and
weapons clanking, the rest of the squad pulled the corpora onto level ground.

‘Gods,” Cuttle gasped. * The man weighs as much as a damned bhederin!’
Koryk re-coiled the rope and handed it, grinning, to Smiles.

They set off once more, up over aridge of wreckage from some kind of stall or lean-to that had
abutted the inner wall, then more rubble, beyond which was a strest.

And Borduke and his squad were just entering it, Spread out, crossbows at the ready. The bearded
sergeant wasin the lead, Corporal Hubb on his right and two steps behind. 1bb was opposite the
corporal, and two paces behind the pair were Tavos Pond and Balgrid, followed by L utes, with the rear
drawn up by the sapper Maybe. Classic marine advance formation.

The buildingsto the sides were dark, silent. Something odd about them, Bottle thought, trying to work
out what it might be... no shutters on the windows — they' re all open. So are the doors... every door,
in fact— ‘ Sergeant—"

The arrows that suddenly sped down from flanking windows, high up, were loosed at the precise
moment that ascore of figures rushed out from nearby buildings, screaming, spears, scimitars and shidds
at the ready. Those arrows had been fired without regard to the charging warriors, and two cried out as
iron-barbed pointstore into them.

Bottle saw Borduke spin round, saw the arrow jutting from hisleft eye socket, saw a second arrow
transfixing his neck. Blood was praying as he staggered, clawing and clutching at histhroat and face.
Behind him, Corpora Hubb curled up round an arrow in his gut, then sank to the cobbles. Ibb had taken
an arrow in the left shoulder, and he was plucking at it, swearing, when awarrior rushed in on him,
scimitar swinging to strike him across the side of his head. Bone and helm caved in, agush of blood, and
the soldier fell.

Strings s squad arrived, intercepting ahaf-dozen warriors. Bottle found himsdlf in the midst of avicious
exchange, Koryk on hisleft, the half-Seti’ slongsword batting away ascimitar, then driving point first into
the man’ sthroat. A screaming visage seemed to lunge at Bottle, asif the warrior was seeking to tear into
his neck with bared teeth, and Bottle recoiled at the madnessin the man’ s eyes, then reached in with his
mind, into the warrior’ s fierce maglstrom of thoughts— little more than fractured images and black rage—
and found the most primitive part of hisbrain; aburst of power and the man’s coordination vanished. He
crumpled, limbstwitching.

Cold with sweet, Bottle backed away another step, wishing he had aweapon to draw, beyond the
bugh-knifein hisright hand.

Fighting on al sides. Screams, the clash of metd, snapping of chain links, grunts and gasps.
And till arrows rained down.

One cracked into the back of Strings s hem, pitching him down to his knees. He twisted round, lifting
his crossbow, glaring at the building opposite— its upper windows crowded with archers.

Bottle reached out and grasped Koryk’ sbaldric. ‘Back! Fid's cusser! Everyone! Back!’
The sergeant raised the crossbow to his shoulder, aimed towards an upper window—

There were heavy infantry among them now, and Bottle saw Taffo, from Mosdl’ s squad, wading into a
crowd of warriors, now ten paces from the building — from Strings starget—

—asthe crossbow thunked, the misshapen quarrd flying out, up, into the maw of the window.



Bottle threw himsdf flat, arms covering his heed—

The upper floor of the building exploded, huge sections of wal bulging, then crashing down into the
street. The cobbles jumped beneath Bottle.

Someonerolled up againgt him and he felt something flop heavy and dimy onto hisforearm, twitching
and hot. A sudden reek of bile and faeces.

The patter of stones, piteous moans, the lick of flames. Then another massive crash, aswhat remained
of the upper poor collapsed into the level below. The groan of the nearest wall preceded its sagging
dissolution. Then, beyond the few groans, silence.

Bottlelifted hishead. To find Corpord Harbyn lying beside him. The lower haf of the soldier’ s body
was gone, entrails spilled out. Beneath the helm'’ sridge, eyes stared sightlessly. Pulling away, Bottle
leaned back on his hands and crabbed across the rock-strewn street. Where Taffo had been fighting a
mob of warriors, there was now nothing but a heap of rubble and afew dust-sheathed limbsjutting from
benegthiit, dl motionless.

Koryk moved past him, stabbing down at stunned figures with his sword. Bottle saw Smiles crossthe
half-Seti’ s path, her two knives dready dick with blood.

Bodiesin the street. Figures dowly rising, shaking their heads, spitting blood. Bottle twisted round onto
his knees, dipped his head, and vomited onto the cobbles.

‘Fiddler —you bastard!’

Coughing, but stomach quiescent for the moment, Bottle looked over to see Sergeant Mosdl advancing
on Strings.

‘We had them! We were rushing the damned building!’

‘Then rush that one!” Strings snapped, pointing at the tenement on the other side of the Street. * They
just been knocked back, that’ s al —any moment now and another rain of arrows—'

Curang, Mosd gestured at the three heaviesleft — Mayfly, FHashwit and Uru Hela—and they lumbered
into the building’ s doorway.

Strings wasfitting another quarrel into his crossbow, this one loaded with asharper. ‘Bagrid! Who's
left in your squad?

The portly mage staggered over. ‘What? he shouted. ‘| can’t hear you! What?

‘Tavos Pond!’

‘Here, Sergeant. We got Maybe, uhm, Balgrid — but he' s bleeding out from his ears. Lutesis down,
but he should live —with some hedling. We re out of this—'

“To Hood you are. Pull Lutes clear —there’ s a squad coming up — the rest of you are with me—’
‘Balgrid' sdesf!’

‘Better he was mute —we got hand signals, remember? Now remind the bastard of that! Bottle, help
Tarr out. Cuittle, take Koryk to that corner up ahead and wait there for us. Smiles, load up on quarrels—
| want that weapon of yours cocked and your eyes sharp on everything from rooftops on down.’

Bottle climbed to his feet and made his way to where Tarr was struggling to clamber free of rubble—a
part of thewall had fallen on him, but it seemed his armour and shield had withstood the impact. L ots of
swearing, but nothing voiced in pain. ‘Here,” Bottle said, ‘ give meyour arm—'

‘I'mfine,’ the corpora said, grunting as he kicked hisfeet clear. He il gripped his shortsword, and
snagged on itstip was ahairy piece of scalp, coated in dust and dripping from the underside. ‘Look at
that,” he said, gesturing up the street with his sword, ‘ even Cuittl€’ s shut up now.’

‘Fid had no choice,” Bottle said. * Too many arrows coming down—



‘l ain't complaining, Bottle. Not one bit. See Borduke go down? And Hubb? That could ve been us; if
we' d reached herefirst’

‘Abysstakeme, | hadn't thought of that.’

He glanced over as a squad of medium infantry arrived — Sergeant Cord’ s— Ashok Regiment and all
that. “What in Hood' s name happened?

‘Ambush,” Bottle said. * Sergeant Strings had to take a building down. Cusser.’

Cord'seyeswidened. ‘Bloody marines,” he muttered, then headed over to where Strings crouched.
Bottle and Tarr followed.

“Y ou formed up again? Cord asked their sergeant. * We re bunching up behind you—

“WEe re ready, but send word back. There |l be ambushes aplenty. Leoman means usto buy every
Street and every building with blood. Fist Keneb might want to send the sappers ahead again, under
marine cover, to drop buildings—it’ sthe safest way to proceed.’

Cord looked round. * Safest way? Gods below.” He turned. ‘ Corpora Shard, you heard Fid. Send
word back to Keneb.’

‘Aye, Sergeant.’
‘Sinn,” Cord added, speaking to ayoung girl nearby, ‘ put that knife away —he' saready dead.’

Shelooked up, even as her blade cut through the base of the dead warrior’ sright index finger. She
held it up for display, then stuffed it into a belt pouch.

‘Nicegirl you got there,” Strings said. ‘Had us one of those, once.’

‘Shard! Hold back there! Send Sinn with the message, will you?

‘I don't want to go back!” Sinn shouted.

‘Too bad,” Cord said. Then, to Strings: *We'll link up with Mosdl’ s heavies behind you.’
Strings nodded. * Al right, squad, let’ stry out the next street, shall we?

Bottle swallowed back another surge of nausea, then he joined the others as they scrambled towards
Koryk and Cuttle. Gods, thisis going to be brutal.

* * * %

Sergeant Geder could smell it. Troublein the night. Unrdieved darkness from gaping windows, yawning
doorways, and on flanking streets, where other squads were moving, the sounds of pitched battle. Y et,
before them, no movement, no sound — nothing at al. He raised hisright hand, hooked two fingersand
made a downward tugging motion. Behind him he heard boots on the cobbles, one padding off to hisleft,
the other to hisright, away, hating when the soldiers reached the flanking buildings. Truth on hisleft, Pela
on hisright, crosshows out, eyes on opposite rooftops and upper windows.

Another gesture and Sands came up from behind to crouch at hisside. ‘Well? Geder demanded,
wishing for the thousandth time that Stormy was here.

‘It'sbad,” Sands said. ‘ Ambushes!’

‘Right, so where' s ours? Go back and call up Moak and his squad, and Tugg's— | want those heavies
clearing these buildings, beforeit al comes down on us. What sappers we got with us?

‘“Thom Tissy’ ssquad' sgot some,” Sands said. ‘ Able, Jump and Gupp, athough they just decided to
become sapperstonight, abell or so ago.’

‘Grest, and they got munitions?
‘Aye, Sergeant.’



‘Madness. All right. Get Thom Tissy’ s squad up here, too. | heard one cusser go off already — might
be the only way to do this’

‘Okay, Sergeant. Il beright back.’

Under-strength squads and a night engagement in astrange, hostile city. Had the Adjunct lost her
mind?

* * * %

Twenty paces away, Pella crouched low, his back against amud-brick wall. He thought he’ d caught
movement in a high window opposite, but he couldn’t be certain —not enough to call out the darm. Might
well have been acurtain or something, plucked by thewind.

Only... thereain’t much wind.
Eyesfixed on that particular window, he dowly raised his crosshow.
Nothing. Just darkness.

Distant detonations— sharpers, he guessed, somewhere to the south. We' re supposed to be pushing
in hard and fast, and here we are, bogged down barely one street in from the breach. Gesler’s
gotten way too cautious, | think.

He heard the clank of wegpons, armour and the thud of footfals as more squads came up. Hicking his
gaze away from the window, he watched as Sergeant Tugg led his heavies towards the building opposite.
Three soldiers from Thom Tissy’ s squad padded up to the doorway of the building Pellawas huddled
againgt. Jump, Gupp and Able. Pella saw sharpersin their hands— and nothing else. He crouched lower,
then returned his attention to the distant window, cursing under his breath, waiting for one of them to toss
agrenado in through the doorway.

On the other side of the street, Tugg' s squad plunged into the building — there was a shout from within,
the clang of wesapons, sudden screams—

Then more shrieking, thistime from the building at Pella’ s back, as the three sappersrushed inside.
Pdllacringed — no, you fools! You don’t carry theminside — you throw them!

A sharp crack, shaking dust from thewal behind Pella, grit raining down onto the back of his neck,
then screams. Another concussion —ducking still lower, Pellalooked back up at the opposite window—

To see, momentarily, asingle flash—
—to fed the shock of surprise—

—asthe arrow sped a him. A hard, splintering cracking sound. Pella s head was thrown back, helm
crunching againgt the wall. Something, wavering, at the upper edge of hisvision, but those edges were
growing darker. He heard his crosshow clatter to the cobbles at hisfeet, then distant pain as hisknees
struck the stones, thejolt pedling skin away — he’ d done that once, asachild, playinginthedley.
Stumbling, knees skidding on gritty, filthy cobbles—

Sofilthy, the murk of hidden diseases, infections— his mother had been so angry, angry and frightened.
They’ d had to go to a hedler, and that had cost money — money they had been saving for amove. Toa
better part of the dum. The dream... put away, al because he' d skinned his knees.

Jugt like now. And darkness closing in.
Oh Momma, | skinned my knees. I'msorry. I'm so sorry. | skinned my knees...

* * % %

Asmayhem was exploding in the buildings to ether sde, Geder crouched lower. He glanced over to his



right and saw Pella. An arrow was jutting from hisforehead. He was on his kneesfor amoment, his
wesgpon faling, then he sank down to the side.

Sharpers going off in that building, then something worse—aburner, the flare of red flame bursting
through the ground-floor windows. Shrieks—someone stumbled outside, wreathed in flames—a
Maazan, running, arms waving, dapping — straight for Moak and his squad—

‘Get away!” Geder bellowed, risng and raising his crossbow.

Moak had pulled out his rain-cape — the soldiers were rushing towards the burning man —they didn’t
see — the satchel — the munitions—

Geder fired his crosshow. The quarrel caught the sapper in the midsection, even as the munitions went
off.

Flung back, punched in the chest, Geder sprawled, rolled, then, cameto hisfest.

Moak, Stacker, Rove. Burnt, Guano and Mud. All gone, all pieces of meat and shattered bone. A
helm, the head Hill init, struck awall, spun wildly for amoment, then wobbled to a hdlt.

‘Truth! Tome!” Geder waved as he ran towards the building the heavies had entered, and where the
sounds of fighting had grown fiercer. * Y ou see Sands? he demanded as he reloaded his crossbow.

‘N-no, Sergeant. Pella—

‘Pella sdead, lad.” He saw Thom Tissy and what was left of his squad — Tulip and Ramp — heading
towards the doorway after Tugg and his heavies. Good, Thom' s thinking clear—

The building that had swallowed Able, Jump and Gupp was amass of flames, the heat pouring out like
scading liquid. Gods, what did they set off in there?

He darted through the doorway, skidded to a halt. Sergeant Tugg' sfighting dayswere over —the
soldier had been speared through just below the sternum. He had thrown up agout of bloody bile before
dying. At the inner doorway opposite, leading into ahdl, lay Robello, his head caved in. Beyond, out of
sight, the rest of the heavieswerefighting.

‘“Hang back, Truth,” Geder said, ‘and use that crossbow to cover our backs. Tissy, let’'sgo.’
The other sergeant nodded, gesturing towards Tulip and Ramp.
They plunged into the halway.

* * * %

Hellian sumbled after Urb, who suddenly halted —it waslike hitting awall — she bounced off, fell on her
behind. * Ow, you bloody ox!’

All a once there were soldiers around them, pulling back from the street corner, dragging falen
comrades.

‘Who? What?

A woman dropped down beside her. *Hanno. Welost our sergeant. We lost Sobelone. And Toles.
Ambush—

One hand leaning hard on Hanno' s shoulder, Hellian pulled hersalf upright. She shook her head.
‘Right,” she said, something cold and hard straightening within her, asif her spine had turned into a
sword, or aspear, or whatever else won’t bend, no, it’'ll bend, maybe, but not break. Gods, | feel
sick. *Join up with my squad. Urb, what squad are we?

‘No idea, Sergeant.’

‘Don’t matter, then, you' re with us, Hanno. Ambush? Fine, let’s go get the bastards. Touchy,



Brethless, pull out those grenados you stole—'

The twins faced her —innocence, indignation, both dreadful efforts, then the two pulled out munitions.
‘They’ re smokers, Sergeant, and one cracker,” Touchy said. ‘ That'sall—'

‘ Smokers? Perfect. Hanno, you' re going to lead usinto the building the bastards attacked from.
Touchy, you throw yours ahead of her. Brethless, pick the open flank and do the same. Wean't gonna
gtand around —we ain't even going in dow and cautious. | want fast, you dl got that? Fast.’

‘Sergeant?

‘What isit, Urb?

‘Nothing. Only, I’'m ready, | guess.’

WEell that makes one of us. | knew I’ d hate this city. ‘Weapons out, soldiers, it stimeto kill people.’
They st off.

* * * %

‘We done |eft everybody behind,” Gdt said.

‘Shut that whining,” Sergeant Bam snapped, wiping sweat arid mud from hiseyes. *We just made it
eader for therest of 'em.” He glared at the soldiersin his squad. Breathing hard, afew cuts here and
there, but nothing serious. They’ d carved through that ambush quick and dirty, like he'd wanted it.

They were on a second floor, in aroom filled with bolts of cloth —afortune sworth of silks. Lobe had
said they’ d come from Darujhistan, of all places. A damned fortune’ sworth, and now most of it was
soaked with blood and bits of human mest.

“Maybe we should check thetop floor,” Throatditter said, eyeing the nicksin hislong-knives. * Thought
| heard some scuffing, maybe.’

‘All right, take Widdershins. Deadsmell, go to the stairs—'

‘Leading up? It saladder.’

‘Fine, the Hood-damned fucking ladder, then. Y ou’ re backup and mouthpiece, got it? Hear any
scrapping upstairs and you join it, but not before letting us know about it. Understood?

‘Clear aspiss, Sergeant.’

‘Good, the three of you go. Gdlt, stay at the window and keep looking at what' s opposite you. Lobe,
do the same & that window. There' smore crap waiting for us and we' re gonna carve right through al of
it

A short while later, the sound of footfals padding back and forth from above ceased and Deadsmell
cdled out from the halway that Throatditter and Widdershins were coming down the ladder. A dozen

heartbeats later and dl three entered the silk room. Throatditter came close to Balm’s side and crouched.
‘Sergeant,’” he said, hisvoice near awhisper.

‘What?

‘We found something. Don't much like the looks of it. We think you should take alook.’
Bam sghed, then straightened. ‘ Galt?

‘They'rethere, dl right, dl threefloors’

‘Lobe?

‘ Same here, including on the roof, some guy with ahooded lantern.’

‘Okay, keep watching. Lead on, Throatditter. Deadsmell, back into the hallway. Widdershins, do
some magic or something.’



Hefollowed Throatditter back to the ladder. The floor above was low-cellinged, more of an attic than
anything else. Plenty of rooms, the wallsthick, hardened clay.

Throatditter led him up to one such wall. At hisfeet stood huge urns and casks. ‘ Found these,” he said,
reaching down behind one cask and lifting into view afunnel, made from a gourd of some sort.

‘All right, Bam sad, ‘what about it?

His soldier kicked one of the casks. * These ones arefull. But the urns are empty. All of "em.’
‘Okay...

‘Oliveail.’

‘Right, thiscity’ sfamousfor it. Go on.’

Throatditter tossed the funnedl aside, then drew aknife. * See these damp spots on these walls? Here!
He pointed with the knife-tip, then dug into the patch. ‘ The clay’ s soft, recently plugged. Thesewalls,
they’ re hollow.’

‘For Fener’ s sake, man, what are you going on about?

‘Jugt this. | think these wals—the whole building, it’ sfilled with il .’

‘Flled?With... with oil 7

Throatditter nodded.

Filled with oil? What, some kind of piping system to supply it downstairs? No, for Hood' s sake,
Balm, don’'t be an idiot. ‘ Throatditter, you think other buildings are rigged like this? Is that what you're
thinking?

‘| think, Sergeant, that Leoman’ sturned Y’ Ghatan into one big trap. He wants usin here, fighting in the
dreets, pushing in and in—'

‘But what about hisfollowers?

‘What about them?

But... that would mean... He thought back — the faces of the enemy, the fanaticism, the gleam of
drugged madness. ‘ Abyss take us!”’

‘We got to find Fist Keneb, Sergeant. Or the captains. We got—'
‘I know, | know. Let’sget out of here, before that bastard with the lantern throwsiit!’

* * * %

It had begun messy, only to get messier ill. Yet, from that initiad regling back, as ambusheswere
unveiled one after another, mauling the advance squads of marines, Fist Kenety sand Fist Tene Bardlta's
companies had rallied, regrouped, then pushed inward, building by building, street by street. Somewhere
ahead, Keneb knew, what was |ft of the marines was penetrating till further, cutting through the fanatic
but poorly armed and thoroughly undisciplined warriors of Leoman’ srenegade army.

He had heard that those warriorswere in adrug-fuelled frenzy, that they fought without regard to
injury, and that none retreated, dying where they stood. What he had expected, truth betold. A last
stand, a heroic, martyred defence. For that was what Y’ Ghatan had been, what it was, and what it would
awaysbe.

They would take this city. The Adjunct would have her firgt true victory. Bloody, brutd, but avictory
nonetheless.

He stood one street in from the breach, smouldering rubble behind him, watching the line of wounded
and unconscious soldiers being helped back to the hedersin camp, watching fresh infantry filing forward,
through the secured areas, and ahead to the battle that was the closing of the Maazan fist around



Leoman and hisfollowers, around the last living vestiges of the rebellion itsdlf.

He saw that Red Blade officer of Tene Baralta's, Lostara Y'il, leading three squads towards the distant
sounds of fighting. And Tene himself siood nearby, spesking with Captain Kindly.

Keneb had sent Faradan Sort ahead, to make contact with the advance squads. Therewasto bea
second rendezvous, near the paaceitself, and hopefully everyone was till following the battle plan.

Shouits, then cries of dlarm — from behind him. From outside the breach! Fist Keneb spun round,
and saw awall of flamerising in thekilling field beyond —where the narrow, deep trench had been dug
by Leoman’ swarriors. Buried urnsfilled with olive oil began exploding from the trench, spraying burning
liquid everywhere. Keneb saw the line of retreating wounded scatter apart near the trench, figures aflame.
Shrieks, theroar of fire—

His horrified gaze caught motion to hisright, up on the nearest building’ s rooftop, where it faced onto
the rubble of the breach. A figure, lantern in one hand, flaring torch in the other — bedecked in web-dung
flasks, surrounded by amphorag, at the very edge of the roof, arms outstretched, kicking over thetdll
clay jars— ropes affixed between them and his ankles, the weight then plunging the figure over the side.

Down into the rubble of the breach.
He struck, vanished from view, then asudden flaring of flames, rushing out in sheets—

And Keneb saw, upon other rooftops, lining the city’ swalls, more figures— flinging themsalves down.
Down, then the glow of raging fire, risng up, encircling — from the bastions, more flames, billowing out,
spreading wild like aflood unleashed.

Heat rushed upon Keneb, driving him back astep. Oil from shattered casks, beneath the wreckage of
falenwal and collgpsed buildings, suddenly caught flame. The breach was closing, demonic fire lunging
into Sght.

Keneb looked about, horror rising within him, and saw the haf-dozen signdlers of his staff huddled
near afragment of rubble. Bellowing, heran to them. * Sound the recall! Damn you, soldiers, sound the
recal!’

* k k %

Northwest of Y’ Ghatan, Temul and a company of Wickans rode up the dope to the Lothd road. They
had seen no-one. Not asingle soul fleeing the city. The Fourteenth’ s horse-warriors had fully encircled it.
Wickans, Seti, Burned Tears. There would be no escape.

Temul had been pleased, hearing that the Adjunct’ sthinking had followed identica trackswith hisown.
A sudden gtrike, hard as a knife pushed into a chest, straight into the heart of this cursed rebellion. They
had heard the munitions go off —loud, louder than expected, and had seen the flame-shot black clouds
billowing upward, dong with most of Y’ Ghatan’ s south wall.

Reining in on the road, seeing beneath them the signs of the massive exodus that had clogged this route
only daysearlier.

A flaring of firdight, distant rumbling, as of thunder, and the horse-warriorsturned as one to face the
city. Wherewalls of flame rose behind the stone walls, from the bastions, and the sealed gates, then,
building after building within, more flames, and more.

Temul stared, his mind battered by what he was seeing, what he now understood.
A third of the Fourteenth Army wasin that city by now. A third.
And they were dready as good as dead.

* * % %



Fist Blistig stood beside the Adjunct on the road. Hefelt Sck insde, the fegling rising up from aplace and
atime he had bdieved left behind him. Standing on the walls of Aren, watching the daughter of Coltaine' s
army. Hopeless, helpless—

‘Fig,’ the Adjunct snapped, ‘ get more soldiersfilling in that trench.’

He started, then haf-turned and gestured towards one of his aides —the woman had heard the
command, for she nodded and hurried off. Douse the trench, aye. But... what’ s the point? The breach
had found anew wall, this one of flames. And more had risen dl round the city, beginning just within the
tiered wdls, buildings bursting, voicing terrible roars asfiery oil exploded out, flinging mud-bricks that
were themsalves deedly, burning missiles. And now, further in, at junctures and aong the wider streets,
more buildings were igniting. One, just beyond the palace, had moments earlier erupted, with geysers of
burning oil shooting skyward, obliterating the darkness, revesling the sky filling with tumbling black
clouds.

‘Nil, Nether,” the Adjunct said in abrittle voice, ‘ gather our mages—dl of them — I want the flames
smothered in the breach. | want—'

‘Adjunct,” Nether cut in, ‘we have not the power.’

‘The old earth spirits, Nil added inadull tone, * are dying, fleeing the flames, the baking agony, al
dying or fleeing. Something is about to be born...’

Before them, the city of Y’ Ghatan was brightening into day, yet alurid, terrible day .

* k *x %

Coughing, staggering, wounded soldiers haf-carried, haf-dragged through the press— but there was
nowhereto go. Keneb stared — the air burning his eyes— at the mass of his soldiers. Seven, eight
hundred. Where were the others? But he knew.

Gone. Dead.

In the streets beyond, he could see naught but fire, legping from building to building, filling the fierce,
hot air, with avoice of glee, demonic, hungry and eager.

He needed to do something. Think of something, but this het, thisterrible heat — hislungs were
heaving, desperate despite the searing pain that blossomed with each strained breath. Lungful after
lungful, yet it was asif theair itsdlf had died, dl life sucked fromit, and so could offer him nothing.

His own armour was cooking him dive. He was on his knees, now, with dl the others. * Armour!” he
ragped, not knowing if anyone could hear him. * Get it off! Armour! Weapons!” Gods below, my chest —
the pain—

* k x %

A blade-on-blade parry, holding contact, two edges rasping against each other, then, asthe warrior
pushed harder with hisscimitar, Lostara Yil ducked low, disengaged her sword downward, dashing up
and under, taking him in the throat. Blood poured out. Stepping past, she batted aside another wespon
thrusting at her —a spear — hearing splinters from the shaft as she pushed it to one side. In her left hand
was her kethra knife, which she punched into her foe’ sbelly, twisting as she yanked it back out again.

Lostara staggered free of the crumpling warrior, aflood of sorrow shooting through her as she heard
him cal out awoman’s name before he struck the cobbles.

The fight raged on dl sides, her three squads now down to fewer than adozen soldiers, whilst yet more
of the berserk fanatics closed in from the flanking buildings— market shops, shuttered doors kicked



down and now hillowing smoke, carrying out into the street the reek of overheated ail, spitting, crackling
sounds —something went thump and al at once there wasfire—

Everywhere.

LogtaraYil cried out awarning, even as another warrior rushed her. Parrying with the knife,
stop-thrusting with her sword, then kicking the impaed body from her blade, his sagging weight nearly
tugging the wegpon from her hand.

Terrible shrieks behind her. She whirled.
A flood of burning ail, roaring out from buildings to either sde, sweeping among the fighters—their

legs, then clothes—telaba, |eathers, linens, the flames gppearing dl over them. Warrior and soldier, the
fireheld to no alegiance—it was devouring everyone.

She staggered away from that onrushing river of death, sumbled and fell, sprawling, onto acorpse,
clambered onto it amoment before fiery oil poured around her, swept past her aready burning idand of
torn flesh—

A building exploded, thefireball expanding outward, plunging towards her. She cried out, throwing up
both arms, as the searing incandescence reached out to take her—

A hand from behind, snagging her harness—
Pain —the breath torn from her lungs— then... nothing.

* * * %

‘Stay low!” Balm shouted as he led his squad down the twisting dley. After his bellowed advice, the
sergeant resumed hislitany of curses. They werelost. Pushed back in their effortsto return to Keneb and
the breach, they were now being herded. By flames. They had seen the palace a short while earlier,
through amomentary break in the smoke, and asfar as Bam could determine they were sill heading in
that direction — but the world beyond had vanished, in fire and smoke, and pursuing in their wake was the
growing conflagration. Alive, and hunting them.

‘I’ sbuilding, Sergeant! We got to get out of thiscity!’

“You think | don’t know that, Widdershins? What in Hood' s name do you think we' re trying to do
here? Now be quiet—'

‘WEe regonnarun out of air.’

‘We are dready, you idiot! Now shut that mouth of yours!’

They reached an intersection and Bam halted his soldiers. Six alley-mouths beckoned, each leading
into tracks as twisted and dark as the next. Smoke was tumbling from two of them, on their left. Head
spinning, every bresth growing more pained, lessinvigorating, the Da Honese wiped hot sweet from his
eyes and turned to study his soldiers. Deadsmell, Throatditter, Widdershins, Gat and Lobe. Tough
bastards one and dl. Thiswas't the right way to die —there were right ones, and this wasn't one of
them. ‘Gods,” he muttered, ‘I'll never look at a hearth the same again.’

“Y ou got that right, Sergeant,’” said Throatdlitter, punctuating his agreement with a hacking cough.

Bam pulled off hishelm. * Strip down, you damned foals, before we bake oursalves. Hold on to your
wespons, if you can. We ain't dying here tonight. Y ou understand me? All of you listen —do you
understand me?

‘Aye, Sergeant,” Throatditter said. ‘We hear you.’
‘Good. Now, Widdershins, got any magic to make us apath? Anything at all?
The mage shook hishead. ‘Wish | did. Maybe soon, though.’



‘What do you mean?

‘I mean afire dementa’ s being born here, | think. A fire spirit, agodling. We got afirestorm on the
way, and that will announceitsarrival —and that’ swhen we dieif we ain't dead dready. But an dementdl
isdive. It'sgot awill, amind, damned hungry and eager to kill. But it knowsfear, fear because it knows
it won't last long —too fierce, too hot —days at best. And it knows other kinds of fear, too, and that’s
where maybe | can do something —illusions. Of water, but not just water. A water elemental.” He stared
round at the others, who were dl staring back, then shrugged. ‘ Maybe, maybe not. How smartisan
elementa ? Got to be smart to be fooled, you see. Dog-smart, at least, better if it was smarter. Problem
is, not everybody agreesthat el ementals even exist. | mean, I’m convinced it'sagood theory—'

Bam cracked him across the head. * All thison a theory? Y ou wasted dl that air on that? Gods bel ow,
Widdershins, I'm minded to kill you right now.” Herose. ‘ Let’ sget going, while we can. To Hood with
the damned palace— | et’ s take the alley opposite and when the theoretica elementa arrives we can
shakeits hand and curseit to the nonexistent Abyss. Come on —and you, Widdershins, not another
word, got it?

* * % %

The soldier returned, wresthed in flames. Running, running from the pain, but there was nowhereto go.
Captain Faradan Sort aimed the crossbow and loosed a quarrel. Watched the poor man fal, grow till as
theflameslegpt al over him, blackening the skin, cracking open the flesh. Sheturned away. ‘Last
quarrel,” she said, tossing the weapon to one side.

Her new lieutenant, with the mouthful name of Madan' Tul Rada, said nothing —a characterigtic
Faradan was already used to, and of which she was, most of the time, appreciative.

Except now, when they were about to roast. ‘ All right,” she said, ‘ scratch that route —and I’ m out of
scouts. No back, no forward, and, from the looks of it, no left and no right. Any suggestions?

Madan’ Tul Rada s expression soured, jaw edging down as tongue probed alikely rotted molar, then
he spat, squinted in the smoke, and undung his round shield to study its charred face. Looked up again,
dowly tracking, then: ‘No.’

They could hear awind above them, shrieking, whirling round and round over the city, drawing the

flames up, spinning tails of firethat dashed like giant swords through the convulsing smoke. It was getting
harder and harder to breathe.

Thelieutenant’ s head lifted suddenly, and he faced the wall of flame up the street, then rose.

Faradan Sort followed suit, for she could now see what he had seen — a strange black stain spreading
out within the flames, the tongues of fire flickering back, dying, the stain degpening, circular, and out from
its heart staggered a figure shedding charred lesthers, clasps and buckles faling away to bounce on the
dreet.

Stumbling towards them, flames dancing in the full head of hair —dancing, yet not burning. Closer, and
Faradan Sort saw it was agirl, aface she then recognized. * She' sfrom Cord’'s Ashok squad. That's
Snn’

‘“How did she do that? Madan' Tul Rada asked.

‘1 don’t know, but let’ s hope she can do it again. Soldier! Over herel’

* k% k %

An upper level had smply sheared away, down, crashing in an explosion of dust and smoke onto the
street. Where Bowl had been crouching. He had not even seen it coming, Hellian suspected. Lucky
bastard. Shelooked back at her squad. Blistered, red as boiled lobsters. Armour shed, weapons flung



away —too hot to hold. Marines and heavies. Hersdlf the only sergeant. Two corporas—Urb and Reem
—their expressons dulled. Red-eyed dl of them, gasping in the dying air, damn near hairless. Not much
longer, | think. Gods, what | would do for a drink right now. Something nice. Chilled, delicate, the
drunk coming on slow and sly, peaceful sleep beckoning as sweet as the last trickle down my
ravaged throat. Gods, I’m a poet when it comes to drink, oh yes. *Okay, that way’ s blocked now.
Let' stake thisdamned aley—

‘“Why? Touchy demanded.

‘Because | don't see flames down there, that’ s why. We keep moving until we can’t move no more,
got it?
‘Why don’t we just stay right here— another building’ s bound to land on us sooner or later.’

‘Tdl youwhat,” Hellian snarled. * Y ou do just that, but me, | ain’t waiting for nothing. Y ou want to die
aone, you go right ahead.’

She st off.
Everyone followed. There was nothing e seto do.

* * % %

Eighteen soldiers— Strings had carried them through. Three more skirmishes, bloody and without mercy,
and now they crouched before the palace gates— which yawned wide, ahuge mouith filled with fire,
Smoke billowed above the fortification, glowing in the night. Bottle, on his knees, gasping, dowly looked
round a hisfellow soldiers. A few heavies, the whole of Strings' s squad, and most of Sergeant Cord's,
aong with the few marines surviving from Borduke' s squad.

They had hoped, prayed, even, to arrive and find other squads— anyone, more survivors, defying this
damned conflagration... thisfar. Just this far, that’s all. It would have been enough. But they were
aone, with no sgn anywhere that any other Maazans had madeiit.

If Leoman of the Hailswasin the paace, he was naught but ashes, now.

‘Crump, Maybe, Cuittle, over to me,” Strings ordered, crouching and setting down his satchel. * Any
other sappers? No? Anyone carrying munitions? All right, | just checked mine—the wax isway too soft
and getting softer —it’sal gonnago up, and that’ sthe plan. All of it, except the burners—toss those —the
rest goesright into the mouth of that palace—'

‘What' sthe point? Cord demanded. ‘| mean, fine by meif you' rethinking it’s a better way to go.’

‘l want to try and blow a holein this growing firestorm — knock it back —and we' re heading through
that hole, for aslong asit survives—Hood knowswhereit’ll lead. But | don't see any fire right behind the
paace, and that’ll do for me. Problems with that, Cord?

‘No. I loveit. It'sbrilliant. Genius. If only | hadn’t tossed my helm away.’
A few laughs. Good sign.
Then hacking coughs. Bad sign.

Someone shrieked, and Boittle turned to see afigure lumbering out from anearby building, flasks and
bottles hanging from him, another bottle in one hand, atorch in the other — heading straight for them. And
they had discarded their crossbows.

A bellowing answer from asoldier in Cord' s squad, and the man, Bell, rushed forward to intercept the
fanatic.

‘Get back!” Cord screamed.
Sprinting, Bl flung himself at the man, colliding with him twenty paces away, and both went down.



Bottle dropped flat, rolled away, bumping up against other soldiers doing the same.

A whoosh, then more screams. Terrible screams. And awave of hedt, blistering, fierce as the breath of
aforge.

Then Strings was swearing, scrambling with his collection of saichels. * Away from the palace!
Everyone!’

‘Not me!” Cuttle growled. “You need help.’
‘Fine. Everyone dse! Sixty, seventy pacesat least! Moreif you can! Gol’

Bottle climbed upright, watched as Strings and Cuitle ran crab-like towards the palace gates. Then he
looked round. Sixty paces? We ain’t got sixty paces —flames were devouring buildingsin every
direction he could see, now.

Still, asfar away as possible. He began running.
And found himsdf colliding with someone —who gripped hisleft arm and spun him round.

Geder. And behind him Thom Tissy, then ahandful of soldiers. *What are those fools doing? Geder
demanded.

‘Blow — ahole—through the sorm—'

‘Puckered gods of the Abyss. Sands—you till got your munitions?
‘Aye, Sergeant—

‘Damned fool. Give’emto me—'

‘No,” said Truth, stepping in between. *I'll take them. W€ ve gone through fire before, right,
Sergeant? With that he snatched the satchel from Sands' s hands and ran towards the pal ace gates—

Where Strings and Cuittle had been forced back — the hest too fierce, the flames dashing bright arms
out & them.

‘Damn him!” Geder hissed. * That was adifferent kind of fire—
Bottle pulled loose from the sergeant’ s grip. ‘We got to get going! Away!’

Moments later al were running — except Geder, who was heading towards the sappers outside the
gate. Bottle hesitated. He could not help it. He had to see—

Truth reached Cuttle and Strings, tugged their bags away, dung them over a shoulder, then shouted
something and ran towards the pal ace gates.

Both sappers leapt to their feet, retreating, intercepting Geder —who looked determined to follow his
young recruit — Cuttle and Strings dragged the sergeant back. Geder struggled, turning aravaged facein
Truth’ sdirection—

But the soldier had plunged into the flames.
Bottle ran back, joined with the two sappersto help drag a shrieking Geder away.
Away.

They had managed thirty paces down the street, heading towards a huddled mass of soldiers shying
from awal of flames, when the palace blew up behind them.

And out, huge sections of stone flung skyward.

Batted into the air, tumbling in asavage wind, Bottlerolled in the midst of bouncing rubble, limbsand
bodies, faces, mouths opened wide, everyone screaming — in silence. No sound — no... nothing.

Painin hishead, stabbing fiercein hisears, apressure closing on histemples, hisskull ready to
implode—

Thewind suddenly reversed, pulling sheets of flame after it, closing in from every street. The pressure



loosed. And the flames drew back, writhing like tentacles.
Thenthear wasdill.
Coughing, staggering upright, Bottle turned.

The palace' s heart was gone, split asunder, and naught but dust and smoke filled the vast swath of
rubble.

‘Now!” Strings shrieked, his voice sounding leagues away. ‘ Go! Everyone! Gol”
The wind returned, sudden, ascream rising to awail, pushing them onward — onto the battered road
between jagged, sagging paace wdlls.

* * * %

Dunsparrow had been first to the temple doors, shoving them wide even as explosons of firelit up the
horizon, dl round the city... all within the city walls.

Gasping, heart pounding and something like aknife-blade twigting in his gut, Corabb Bhilan Thenu' das
followed Leoman and the Maazan woman into the Temple of Scalissara, L’ oric two paces behind him.

No, not Scalissara — the Queen of Dreams. Scalissara the matron goddess of olive oil would not
have... no, she would not have allowed this. Not... this.

And things had begun to make sense. Terrible, avful sense, like chisdlled stones fitting together, raising
awall between humanity... and what Leoman of the Flails had become.

The warriors—who had ridden with them, lived with them since the rebellion first began, who had
fought at their Sde againgt the Maazans, who even now fought like fiendsin the streets— they were dl
goingtodie Y’ Ghatan, thiswholecity, it'sgoing to die.

Hurrying down the central hallway, into the nave, from which gusted acold, dusty wind, wind that
seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere a once. Reeking of mould, rot and degath.

Leoman spunto L’ oric. ‘ Open agate, High Mage! Quickly!”

“Y ou must not do this,” Corabb said to his commander. ‘We mugt die, this night. Fighting in the name
of Dryjhna—'

‘“Hood take Dryjhnal’ Leoman rasped.

L’ oric was gtaring a Leoman, asif seeing him, understanding him, for thefirgt time. * A moment,” he
sad.

‘We venotimefor that!’

‘Leoman of the Flalls,” the High Mage said, unperturbed, ‘you have bargained with the Queen of
Dreams. A precipitous thing to do. That goddess has no interest in what' sright and what’ swrong. If she
once possessed a heart, sheflung it away long ago. And now you have drawn meinto this—you have
used me, so that a goddess may make use of meinturn. | do not—'

‘The gate, damn you! If you have objections, L’ oric, raise them with her !’
‘They aredl to die, Corabb said, backing away from his commander, ‘ so that you can live.’

‘So that we can live, Corabb! Thereis no other way — do you think that the Maazans would ever
leave us be? No matter where or how far we fled? | thank Hood' s dusty feet the Claw hasn't struck
aready, but | do not intend to live therest of my life looking over my shoulder! | was a body-guard,
damn you —it was her cause, not mine!’

“Y our warriors—they expected you to fight at their sdes—'

‘They expected nothing of the sort. The fools wanted to die. In Dryjhna sname.” He bared histeethin
contempt. ‘Wdll, let them! Let them die! And best of all, they are going to take half the Adjunct’ sarmy



with them. There syour glory, Corabb!” He advanced on him, pointing towards the temple doors. * Y ou
want to join the fools? Y ou want to fed your lungs searing with the heat, your eyes bursting, skin
cracking? 'Y ou want your blood to bail in your veins?

‘ An honourable death, Leoman of the Flails, compared to this’

He voiced something like a snarl, spun back to L’ oric. * Open the way —and fear not, | made no
promisesto her regarding you, beyond bringing you here’

‘Thefire growsinto life outside thistemple, Leoman,” L’ oric said. ‘| may not succeed.’
“Y our chances diminish with each moment that passes,” Leoman said in agrowl.

There was panic in the man’ s eyes. Corabb studied it, the way it seemed s0... out of place. There, in
the features he thought he knew so well. Knew every expression possible. Anger, cold amusement,
disdain, the stupor and lidded eyes within the fumes of durhang. Every expression... except thisone.
Panic.

Everything was crumbling insde, and Corabb could fed himsdf drowning. Sinking ever deeper,
reaching up towards alight that grew ever more distant, dimmer.

With ahissed curse, L’ oric faced the dtar. 1ts stones seemed to glow in the gloom, so new, the marble
unfamiliar —from some other continent, Corabb suspected — traced through with purple veins and
capillariesthat seemed to pulse. There was acircular pool beyond the dtar, the water steaming —it had
been covered the last time they had visited; he could see the copper pandsthat had seded it lying against
agdewal.

The air swirled abovethe dtar.

She waswaiting on the other side. A flicker, asif reflected from the pool of water, then the porta
opened, engulfing the dtar, edges spreading, curling black, then wavering fitfully. L’ oric gasped, Straining
beneath someinvisble burden. ‘I cannot hold thislong! | see you, Queen!”’

From the portal came alanguid, cool voice, ‘L’ oric, son of Osserc. | seek no geasfrom you.’
‘Then what do you want?

A moment, during which the portal wavered, then: ‘ Sha ik is dead. The Whirlwind Goddessisno
more. Leoman of the Fails, aquestion.” A new toneto her voice, something likeirony. ‘1sY’ Ghatan —
what you have done here—isthisyour Apocalypse?

The desert warrior scowled, then said, “Well, yes.” He shrugged. ‘ Not as big aswe' d hoped...’

‘But, perhaps, enough. L’ oric. Therole of Sha'ik, the Seer of Dryjhna, is... vacant. It needsto be
filled—

‘Why? L’ oric demanded.

‘Lest something el se, something less desirable, assume the mantle’
‘And the likelihood of that?

‘Imminent.

Corabb watched the High Mage, sensed arush of thoughts behind the man’ s eyes, as mysterious
implicationsfdl into place following the goddess swords. Then, 'Y ou have chosen someone.’
Ves
 Someone who needs... protecting.’
‘YVes’
‘Isthat someonein danger?

“Very much o, L’ oric. Indeed, my desires have been anticipated, and we may well have run out of
time’



‘Very well. | accept.’

‘Comeforward, then. Y ou, and the others. Do not delay — I too am sordly tried maintaining this path.’

His soul nothing but ashes, Corabb watched the High Mage stride into the portd, and vanish within the
swirling, liquid gain.

Leoman faced him one more time, hisvoice dmost pleading ashe sad, My friend...

Corabb Bhilan Thenu’ das shook his head.

‘Did you not hear? Another Shaik —anew Sha ik—

‘And will you find her anew army aswell, Leoman? Morefoolsto lead to their deasths? No, | am done
with you, Leoman of the Flails. Take your Maazan wench and be gone from my sight. | chooseto die
here, with my felow warriors’

Dunsparrow reached out and grasped Leoman’sarm. ‘ The porta’ s crumbling, Leoman.’

Thewarrior, last commander of Dryjhna, turned away, and, the woman at his side, strode into the gate.
Moments later it dissolved, and there was nothing.

Nothing but the strange, swirling wind, skirling dust-devilstracking theinlaid tile floor.

Corabb blinked, looked round. Outside the temple, it seemed the world was ending, voicing a
degth-cry ever rising in timbre. No... not a death-cry. Something else...

Hearing a closer sound —from a side passage — a scuffle— Corabb drew his scimitar. Approached the
curtain barring the corridor. With thetip of hisblade, he swung the cloth aside.

To see children. Crouching, huddled. Ten, fifteen —sixteen in al. Smudged faces, wide eyes, dl looking
up a him. *Oh gods,’ he murmured. ‘ They have forgotten you.’

They all have. Every single one of them.

He sheathed his weapon and stepped forward. ‘It sdl right,” he said. *We shal find usaroom, yes?
And wait thisout.’

Something else... Thunder, the death of buildings, the burgeoning wails of fire, howling winds. Thisis
what is outside, the world beyond, this... spirits below, Dryjhna—

Outsde, the birth-cries of the Apocalypse rose till higher.

* * % %

‘Therel’ Throatditter said, pointing.

Sergeant Balm blinked, the smoke and hest like broken glassin his eyes, and could just make out a
half-score figures crossing the street before them. *Who?

‘Maazans’ Throatditter said.
From behind Bam: ‘ Great, more for the clam-bake, what anight we re going to have—’

‘When | said be quiet, Widdershins, | meant it. All right, let’s go meet them. Maybe they ain't aslost
asus’

‘Ohyeah? Look who'sleading them! That drunk, what's her name? They’ re probably trying tofind a
bar!’

‘l an't lying, Widdershinsl One moreword and I'll skewer you!’

* * * %

Urb’ s huge hand landed on her arm, gripping hard, turning her round, and Hellian saw a squad stumbling



towards them. * Thank the gods,’ she said in aravaged voice, ‘they got to know where they’ re going—

A sergeant gpproached in ahdf-crouch. Dal Honese, hisface patchy with dried mud. ‘I'm Bam,” he
said. ‘Wherever you ' re headed, we re with you!’

Hellian scowled. ‘Fine’ shesad. *Just fdl inand we ll dl berosy innotime.”
‘Got usaway out?

“Yeah, downthat dley.’

‘Great. What' s down there?

‘The only place not yet burning, you Da Honese monk-rat!” She waved at her troop and they
continued on. Something was visible ahead. A huge, smudgy dome of some kind. They were passing
temples now, the doors swinging wide, banging in the gusting, furnace-hot wind. What little clothes she
was still wearing had begun smoking, thready wisps stretching out from the rough weave. She could smell
her own burning hair.

A soldier came up dongside her. He was holding twin long-knivesin gloved hands. ‘ Y ou ain't got no
cause to curse Sergeant Bam, woman. He brought us through thisfar.’

‘What' syour name? Hellian demanded.
‘Throatditter—'

‘Nice. Now go and dit your own throat. Nobody’ s gotten through nowhere, you damned idiot. Now,
unlessyou got abottle of chilled wine under that shirt, go find someone else to annoy.’

“You wasnicer drunk,” he said, falling back.
Yeah, everyone s nicer drunk.

* * * %

At the far edge of the collapsed paace, Limp'sleft leg was trapped by adiding piece of stonework, his
screams loud enough to chalenge the fiery wind. Cord, Shard and afew others from the Ashok squad
pulled him free, but it was clear the soldier’ sleg was broken.

Ahead was a plaza of some sort, once the site of amarket of some kind, and beyond it rose ahuge
domed temple behind ahigh wall. Remnants of gold leaf trickled down the dome' sflanks like rainweter.
A heavy layer of smoke roiled across the scene, making the dome seemto float in the air, firdlit and
smeared. Strings gestured for everyoneto closein.

‘We're heading for that temple,” he said. ‘It likely won't hel p —there’ s a damned firestorm coming.
Never seen one mysdlf, and I’m wishing that was il the case. Anyway,’ he paused to cough, then spit,
‘| can't think of anything ese’

‘Sergeant,’ Bottle said, frowning, ‘| sense... something. Life. In that temple’

‘All right, maybe we Il haveto fight to find aplace to die. Fine. Maybe there’ senough of *emto kill us
al and that ain't so bad.’

No, Sergeant. Nowhere close. But never mind.
‘All right, let’ stry and get acrossthisplaza.’

It looked easy, but they were running out of air, and the winds racing across the concourse were
blistering hot —no cover provided by building walls. Bottle knew they might not makeit. Rasping hesat
tore at hiseyes, poured like sand into histhroat with every gasping breeth. Through blurred pain, he saw
figures appear off to hisright, racing out of the smoke. Ten, fifteen, then scores, spilling onto the
concourse, some of them on fire, others with spears— * Sergeant!”



‘Gods bel ow!”

Thewarriorswere attacking. Here, in thissquare, this... furnace. Burning figuresfell away, sumbling,
clawing at their faces, but the others came on.

‘“Form up!” Strings bellowed. ‘ Fighting retreat —to that temple wall!’
Bottle stared at the closing mass. Form up? Fighting retreat? With what?

One of Cord' s soldiers appeared beside him, and the man reached out, gesturing. ‘ You! A mage,
right?

Bottle nodded.
‘I’m Ebron —we got to take these bastards on —with magic — no other weapons left—’
‘All right. Whatever you got, I'll add toiit.’

Three heavy infantry, the women Hashwit, Mayfly and Uru Hela, had drawn knives and were forming
up afront line. A heartbest |ater, Shortnose joined them, huge hands closed into fidts.

The lead score of attackers closed to within fifteen paces, and launched their spears asif they were
javelins. In the momentary flash of the shafts crossing the short distance, Bottle saw that the wood had
ignited, spinning wreaths of smoke.

Shouted warnings, then the solid impact of the heavy wegpons. Uru Helawas spun round, a spear
transfixing her left shoulder, the shaft scything into Mayfly’ s neck with a cracking sound. AsUru Hela
stumbled to her knees, Mayfly staggered, then straightened. Sergeant Strings sprawled, a spear impaling
hisright leg. Swvearing, he pulled at it, his other leg kicking like a thing gone mad. Tavos Pond staggered
into Bottle, knocking him down asthe soldier, one side of hisface dashed away, the eye dangling,
stumbled on, screaming.

Moments before the frenzied attackers reached them, awave of sorcery rosein awall of billowing,
argent smoke, sweeping out to engulf the warriors. Shrieks, bodiesfaling, skin and flesh blackening,
curling away from bones. Sudden horror.

Bottle had no ideawhat kind of magic Ebron was using, but he unleashed Meanas, redoubling the
smoke' sthickness and breadth —illusona, but panic toreinto the warriors. Falling, tumbling out of the
smoke, hands at their eyes, writhing, vomit gushing onto the cobbles. The attack shattered against the
sorcery, and as the wind whipped the poisonous cloud away, they could see nothing but fleeing figures,
aready well beyond the heap of bodies.

Bodies smouldering, catching fire.

Koryk had reached Strings, who had pulled the spear from hisleg, and began stuffing knots of cloth
into the puncture wounds. Bottle went to them — no spurting blood from the holes, he saw. Still, lots of
blood had smesared the cobbles. “Wrap that leg!’ he ordered the half-Seti. “*We ve got to get off this
plazal’

Cord and Corpord Tulip were attending to Uru Hela, whilst Scant and Balgrid had chased down and
tackled Tavos Pond to the ground. Bottle watched as Scant pushed the dangling eye back into its socket,
then fumbled with a cloth to wrap round the soldier’ s head.

‘Drag thewounded!” Sergeant Geder yelled. ‘ Come on, you damned fools! To that wall! We need to
find usaway in!’

Numbed, Bottle reached down to help Koryk lift Strings.

He saw that hisfingers had turned blue. He was desfened by aroaring in his heed, and everything was
spinning round him.

Air. We need air.
Thewall rose before them, and then they were skirting it. Seeking away in.



* k x %

Lying in hegps, dying of asphyxiation. Keneb pulled himsdf across shattered stone, blistered hands
clawing through the rubble. Blinding smoke, searing heat, and now he could fed hismind, starving,
disntegrating —wild, digointed visons—awoman, aman, achild, sriding out from the flames.

Demons, servants of Hood.

Voices, soloud, thewail endless, growing —and darkness flowed out from the three apparitions,
poured over the hundreds of bodies—

Y es, hismind was dying. For hefdt asudden faling off of the vicious hest, and sweet air filled his
lungs. Dying, what else can thisbe? | have arrived. At Hood' s Gate. Gods, such blessed relief—
Someone' s hands pulled a him — gpasms of agony from fingers pressing into burnt skin —and hewas
being rolled over.

Blinking, staring up into asmeared, blistered face. A woman. He knew her.
And she was speaking.

We're all dead, now. Friends. Gathering at Hood' s Gate—

‘Fist Keneb! There are hundreds here!’

Yes.

‘Still dive! Sinnis keeping thefire back, but she can’t hold on much longer! We' re going to try and
push through! Do you understand me! We need help, we need to get everyone on their feet!”

What? ‘Captain,” he whispered. ‘ Captain Faradan Sort.’
“Yes! Now, on your feet, Figt!’

* k k %

A storm of firewas building above Y’ Ghatan. Bligtig had never seen anything likeit. Flames, twigting,
spinning, dashing out long tendrils that seemed to shatter the billowing smoke. Wild windstore into the
clouds, annihilating them in flashes of red.

The hest— Gods below, this has happened before. This Hood-damned city...
A corner bastion exploded in avast firebdl, the legping gouts writhing, climbing—

The wind that struck them from behind staggered everyone on the road. In the besiegers' camp, tents
were torn from their moorings, flung into the air, then racing in wild billows towards Y’ Ghatan. Horses
screamed amidst curtains of sand and dust rising up, whipping like the fiercest stcorm.

Bligtig found himsdlf on hisknees. A gloved hand closed on his cloak collar, pulled him round. He
found himsdf staring into aface that, for amoment, he did not recognize. Dirt, Swest, tears, and an
expression buckled by panic —the Adjunct. ‘ Pull the camp back! Everyone!’

He could barely hear her, yet he nodded, turned into the wind and fought hisway down from the road.
Something is about to be born, Nil said. Something...

The Adjunct was shouting. More commands. Blistig, reaching the edge of the road, dragged himsdlf
down onto the back dope. Nil and Nether moved past him, towards where the Adjunct sill stood on the
road.

Theinitid blast of wind had eased dightly, thistime alonger, steadier breath drawn in towards the city
and its burgeoning conflagration.

‘There are soldiers!’ the Adjunct screamed. ‘ Beyond the breach! | want them out!”



The child Grub clambered up the dope, flanked by the dogs Bent and Roach.

And now other figureswere swarming past Blistig. Khundryl. Warlocks, witches. Keening voices,
jabbering undercurrents, aforce building, risng from the battered earth. Fist Blistig twisted round —a
ritual, magic, what were they doing? He shot aglance back at the chaos of the encampment, saw officers
amidst scrambling figures—they weren't fools. They were aready pulling back—

Nil’svoice, loud from the road. *We can fed her! Someone! Spirits below, such power!”
‘Help her, damn you!”

A witch shrieked, burgting into flames on the road. Moments later, two warlocks huddled near Blistig
seemed to melt before his eyes, crumbling into white ash. He stared in horror. Help her? Help who?
What is happening? He pulled himsalf onto the road’ s edge once more.

And could see, in the heart of the breach, adarkening within the flames.

Fireflickered round another witch, then snapped out as something rolled over everyone on the road —
cool, sweet power — like a merciful god’s breath. Even Bligtig, despiser of dl thingsmagic, could fed
thisemanation, thisterrible, beautiful will.

Driving the flamesin the breach back, opening aswirling dark tunndl.
From which figures staggered.

Nether was on her knees near the Adjunct — the only person on the road still standing —and Blistig saw
the Wickan girl turn to Tavore, heard her say, ‘It's Sinn. Adjunct, that child'saHigh Mage. And she
doesn't even know it—

The Adjunct turned, saw Blitig.

‘Fist! Onyour feet. Squads and healers forward. Now! They’ re coming through — Fist Blitig, do you
understand me? They need help!’

He clambered to his knees, but got no further. He stared at the woman. She was no more than a
slhouette, the world behind her nothing but flames, afirestorm growing, ever growing. Something cold,
riven through with terror, filled hischest.

Avision.
He could only Stare.

Tavore snarled, then turned to the scrawny boy standing nearby. * Grub! Find some officersdown in
our camp! We need—'

‘Yes, Adjunct! Seven hundred and ninety-one, Adjunct. Fist Keneb. Fist Tene Bardta. Alive. I'm
going to get help now.’

And then he was running past Blistig, down the dope, the dogs padding dong in hiswake.

Avision. An omen, yes. | know now, what awaits us. At the far end. At the far end of thislong,
long road. Oh gods...

She had turned about, now, her back to him. She was staring at the burning city, at the pathetic,
weaving line of survivors stumbling through the tunnel. Seven hundred and ninety-one. Ouit of three
thousand.

But sheisblind. Blind to what | see.
The Adjunct Tavore. And a burning world.

* * * %

The doors dammed open, pulling in an undercurrent of smoke and heat that swept across Corabb’'s
ankles, then up and round, the smoke massing in the dome, pulled and tugged by wayward currents. The



warrior sepped in front of the huddled children and drew out his scimitar.

He heard voices — Maazan — then saw figures gppearing from the halway’ s gloom. Soldiers, awoman
in the lead. Seeing Corabb, they halted.

A man stepped past the woman. His blistered face bore the mangled traces of tattooing. ‘1 am lutharal
Gdt,’ hesaidinaragged voice. ‘ Pardu—

‘Traitor,” Corabb snapped. ‘| am Corabb Bhilan Thenu aas, Second to Leoman of the Flails. Y ou,
Pardu, are atraitor.’

‘Does that matter any more? We'redl dead now, anyway.’

‘Enough of this,” amidnight-skinned soldier said in badly accented Ehrlii. ‘ Throatditter, go and kill the
fool—

‘Wait!" the Pardu said, then ducked his head and added: * Sergeant. Please. Thereain’t no point to
this—'

‘It was these bagtards that led usinto thistrap, Gdt,” the sergeant said.

‘No," Corabb said, drawing their attention once more. ‘ Leoman of the Flails has brought usto this. He
and he alone. We—we were all betrayed—

‘And where she hiding? the one named Throatdlitter asked, hefting hislong-knives, a murderous|ook
inhispaeeyes.

‘Hed.
“Temul will have him, then,” lutharal Gdlt said, turning to the sergeant. * They’ ve surrounded the city—

‘No use,’ Corabb cut in. ‘He did not leave that way.” He gestured behind him, towardsthe dtar. ‘A
sorcerous gate. The Queen of Dreams— shetook him from here. Him and High Mage L’ oricand a
Ma azan woman named Dunsparron—’

The doors opened once again and the Malazans whirled, then, as voices approached — cries of pain,
coughing, cursing —they relaxed. More brethren, Corabb redlized. More of the damned enemy. But the
Pardu had been right. The only enemy now wasfire. He swung back to look upon the children, flinched
at their terror-filled eyes, and turned round once more, for he had nothing to say to them. Nothing worth
hearing.

* * % %

As he stumbled into the hallway, Bottle gasped. Cold, dusty air, rushing past him —where? how?—and
then Cuttle pushed the doors shut once more, swearing as he burned his hands.

Ahead, a the threshold leading into the altar chamber, stood more Maazans. Bam and his squad. The
Kartoolian drunk, Hellian. Corpora Reem and afew others from Sobelone' s heavies. And, beyond them
inthe naveitsdf, alonerebd warrior, and behind him, children.

But the air —the air...

Koryk and Tarr dragged Strings past him. Mayfly and Flashwit had drawn their meat-knives again,
even astherebe flung hisscimitar to one side, the weapon clanging hollowly on thetiled floor. Gods
below, one of them has actually surrendered.

Heat was radiating from the stone walls — the firestorm outside would not spare thistemple for much
longer. Thelast twenty paces round the temple corner to the front fagade had nearly killed them —no
wind, the air filled with the crack of exploding bricks, buckling cobblestones, the flames seeming to feed
upon the very air itsdlf, roaring down the streets, spiraling upward, flaring like huge hooded snakes
abovethecity. And the sound — he could heer it ill, beyond the walls, closing in—the sound... is



terrible. Terrible.

Geder and Cord strode over to Balm and Hdllian, and Bottle moved closer to listen in on their
conversation.

‘ Anybody here worship the Queen of Dreams? Geder asked.

Hellian shrugged. ‘| figureit'salittle late to sart. Anyway, Corabb Bhilan Thenu’ aas— our prisoner
over there—he said Leoman’ s aready done that deal with her. Of course, maybe sheain’t into playing
favourites—

A sudden loud crack startled everyone—the dtar had just shattered —and Bottle saw that Crump, the
insane saboteur, had just finished pissng onit.

Hellian laughed. *Well, scratch thet idea.’

‘Hood' sballs,’ Geder hissed.  Someone go kill that bastard, plesse’

Crump had noticed the sudden attention. He looked round innocently. ‘What?

‘“Want aword or two with you,” Cuttle said, rising. *’ Bout the wall—'

‘It weren't my fault! | ain’t never used cussers afore!’

‘Crump—’

‘And that ain’t my name neither, Sergeant Cord. It's Jamber Bole, and | was High Marshal inthe
Mott Irregulars—'

‘Well, you ain't in Mott any more, Crump. And you ain't Jamber Bole ether. Y ou’ re Crump, and you
better get used to it.’

A voice from behind Bottle: ‘Did he say Mott Irregulars?
Bottle turned, nodded at Strings. ‘ Aye, Sergeant.’
‘Gods below, who recruited him?

Shrugging, Bottle studied Strings for amoment. Koryk and Tarr had carried him to just within the
nave s entrance, and the sergeant was leaning againgt aflanking pillar, the wounded leg stretched out in
front of him, hisface pae. ‘| better get to that—'

‘No point, Bottle —the wals are going to explode — you can fed the heat, even from this damned pillar.
It samazing there' sair in here...” Hisvoicefel away, and Bottle saw his sergeant frown, then lay both
hands palm-down on thetiles. ‘Huh.’

‘What isit?
‘Cooal ar, coming up from between thetiles’

Crypts? Cellars? But that would be dead air down there.. ‘I'll be back in amoment, Sergeant,” he
said, turning and heading towards the cracked atar. A pool of water steamed just beyond. He could fedl
that wind, now, the currents rising up from the floor. Halting, he settled down onto his hands and knees.

And sent his senses downward, seeking life-sparks.

Down, through layers of tight-packed rubble, then, movement in the darkness, the flicker of life.
Panicked, clambering down, ever down, the rush of air sweeping past dick fur —rats. Fleeing rats.

Fleeing. Where? His senses danced out, through the rubble beneath, brushing cresture after creature.
Darkness, sghing streams of air. Smells, echoes, damp stone...

‘Everyone!’ Bottle shouted, rising. ‘We need to break through thisfloor! Whatever you can find —we
need to bash through!’

They looked a him asif he'd gone mad.
‘Wedig down! Thiscity —it’sbuilt on ruins We need to find away down —through them —damn you



al —that ar iscoming from somewhere!’
‘And what arewe? Cord demanded. ‘ Ants?
‘There srats, below — | looked through their eyes—I saw! Caverns, caves— passages!’
“You did what? Cord advanced on him.

‘Hold it, Cord!” Strings said, twisting round where he sat. ‘ Listen to him. Bottle — can you follow one
of those rats? Can you control one?

Bottle nodded. ‘ But there are foundation stones, under this temple —we need to get through—'
‘How? Cuttle demanded. ‘Wejust got rid of al our munitions!”’
Hellian cuffed one of her soldiers. * Y ou, Brethless! Still got that cracker?

Every sapper in the chamber suddenly closed in on the soldier named Brethless. He stared about in
panic, then pulled out a wedge-shaped copper-sheathed spike.

‘Back off him!” Strings shouted. ‘ Everyone. Everyone but Cuttle. Cuttle, you can do this, right? No
mistakes'’

‘Noneat dl,” Cuttle said, gingerly taking the spike from Brethless shand. ‘Who' s still got asword?
Anything hard and big enough to break these tiles—'

‘I do.” The man who spoke was the rebel warrior. ‘Or, | did —it’sover there.’” He pointed.

The scimitar went into the hands of Tulip, who battered thetilesin afrenzy that had inset precious
stones flying everywhere, until arough angular hole had been chopped into thefloor.

‘ Good enough, back off, Tulip. Everybody, get as close to the outer walls as you can and cover your
faces, your eyes, your ears—'

“How many hands you think each of us has got? Hellian demanded.
Laughter.
Corabb Bhilan Thenu' das stared at them dl asif they’d lost their minds.

A reverberating crack shuddered through the temple, and dust drifted down. Bottle looked up with al
the others to see tongues of fire reaching down through afissure in the dome, which had begun sagging.
‘Cuttle—'

‘| seeit. Pray this cracker don't bring it all down on us'’

He et the spike. *Bottle, which way you want it pointing?

‘Towardsthe altar sde. There' sa space, two maybe three arm-lengths down.’
‘Three? Gods below. Well, we'll see’

The outer walls were oven-hot, sharp cracking soundsfilling the air as the massive temple began
ettling. They could hear the grate of foundation stones diding benegth shifting pressures. The heat was
building.

*Six and counting!” Cuttle shouted, scrambling away.

Five... four... three...

The cracker detonated in adeadly hail of stone-chips and tile shards. People cried out in pain, children
screamed, dust and smokefilling the air —and then, from the floor, the sounds of rubblefaling, striking
thingsfar below, bouncing, tumbling down, down...

‘Bottle’

At Strings svoice, he crawled forward, towards the gaping hole. He needed to find another rat.
Somewhere down below. A rat my soul can ride. A rat to lead us out.



He said nothing to the others of what € se he had sensed, flitting among life-gparksin the seeming
innumerable layers of dead, buried city below —that it went down, and down, and down —theair risng
up stinking of decay, the pressing darkness, the cramped, tortured routes. Down. All those rats, fleeing,
downward. None, none within my reach clambering free, into the night air. None.

Rats will flee. Even when there's nowhere to go.

* * * %

Wounded, burned soldiers were being carried past Blistig. Pain and shock, flesh cracked open and lurid
red, like cooked meat —which, he redlized numbly, was what it was. The white ash of hair —on limbs,
where eyebrows had once been, on blistered pates. Blackened remnants of clothing, hands melted onto
weapon grips— he wanted to turn away, so desperately wanted to turn away, but he could not.

He stood fifteen hundred paces away, now, from the road and its fringes of burning grass, and he could
gtill fedl the heat. Beyond, afire god devoured the sky above Y’ Ghatan — Y’ Ghatan, crumbling inward,
melting into dag —the city’ sdeath was as horrible to his eyes as thefile of Keneb and Bardta s surviving
soldiers.

How could he do this? Leoman of the Flails, you have made of your name a curse that will
never die. Never.

Someone cameto hisside and, after along moment, Blistig looked over. And scowled. The Claw,
Pearl. The man’ s eyes were red — durhang, it could be nothing else, for he had remained in histent, at the
far end of the encampment, asif indifferent to this brutal night.

‘Whereisthe Adjunct? Pearl asked in alow, rough voice.
‘Helping with the wounded.’
‘Has she broken? Is she on her hands and knees in the blood-soaked mud?

Blistig studied the man. Those eyes— had he been weeping? No. Durhang. ‘ Say that again, Claw, and
you won't stay dive for much longer.’

Thetal man shrugged. ‘ L ook at these burned soldiers, Fist. There are worse things than dying.’
‘The heders are among them. Warlocks, witches, from my company—'

‘ Some scars cannot be healed.’

‘What are you doing here? Go back to your tent.’

‘| havelost afriend thisnight, Fist. | will go wherever | choose’

Blistig looked away. Logt afriend. What of over two thousand Maazan soldiers? Keneb has lost
most of his marines and among them, invaluable veterans. The Adjunct has lost her first battle —
oh, the imperial recordswill note a great victory, the annihilation of the last vestiges of the Sha’ik
rebellion. But we, we who are here this night, we will know the truth for the rest of our lives.

And this Adjunct Tavore, sheis far fromfinished. | have seen. ‘Go back to the Empress,” Bligtig
sad. ‘Tdl her thetruth of thisnight—'

‘ And what would be the point of that, Fist?
He opened his mouth, then shut it again.

Pearl said, “Word will be sent to Dujek Onearm, and hein turn will report to the Empress. For now,
however, it ismore important that Dujek know. And understand, as| am sure he will.’

‘Understand what?
‘That the Fourteenth Army can no longer be counted on as afighting force on Seven Cities!’
Isthat true? ‘ That remainsto be seen,” he said. ‘In any case, the rebdllion is crushed—'



‘Leoman escaped.’
‘What?
‘He has escaped. Into the Warren of D’riss, under the protection of the Queen of Dreams— only she

knows, | suppose, what use he will beto her. | admit, that part worries me— gods are by nature
unfathomable, most of the time, and sheis more so than most. | find this detall... troubling.’

‘Stand here, then, and fret.” Blistig turned away, made for the hastily erected hospitd tents. Hood take
that damned Claw. The sooner the better. How could he know such things? Leoman... dive. Well,
perhaps that could be made to work in their favour, perhaps his name would become a curse among the
people of Seven Citiesaswell. The Betrayer. The commander who murdered his own army.

But it ishow we are. Look at High Fist Pormqual, after all. Yet, his crime was stupidity.
Leoman’swas... pure evil. If such a thing truly exists.

The storm raged on, unleashing waves of heat that blackened the surrounding countryside. The city’s
walls had vanished — for no human-built wall could withstand this demon’ sfury. A distant, paereflection
wasvishbleto the east. The sun, rising to meet its child.

* k% k %

His soul rode the back of asmadl, inggnificant creature, fed on atiny, racing heart, and |ooked through
eyesthat cut into the darkness. Like some remote ghodt, tethered by the thinnest of chains, Bottle could
fed hisown body, somewhere far above, dithering through detritus, cut and scraped raw, face gone
dack, eyes gtraining. Battered hands pulled him aong — his own, he was certain —and he could hear
soldiers moving behind him, the crying of children, the scrape and catch of buckles, leather straps
snagging, rubble being pushed aside, clawed at, clambered over.

He had no ideahow far they had gone. The rat sought out the widest, highest passages, following the
howling, whistling wind. If people remained in the temple, awaiting their turn to enter thistortured tunndl,
that turn would never come, for the air itself would have burst aflame by now, and soon the temple would
collgpse, burying their blackened corpsesin melting stone.

Strings would have been among those victims, for the sergeant had inssted on going last, just behind
Corabb Bhilan Thenu’ das. Bottle thought back to those frantic moments, before the dust-clouds had
even cleared, as chunks of the domed ceiling rained down...

* * % %

‘Bottlel’

‘I'm looking!” Questing down, through cracks and fissures, hunting life. Warm-blooded life. Brushing
then closing in on the muted awareness of arat, deek, hedthy — but overheating with terror.
Overwhelming its meagre defences, clasping hard an iron control about its soul —that faint, flickering
force, yet strong enough to reach beyond the flesh and bones that sheltered it. Cunning, strangely proud,
warmed by the presence of kin, the rule of the swarm’s master, but now al wasin chaos, the drive of
surviva overpowering al ese. Racing down, following spoor, following therich scentsin theair—

And then it turned about, began climbing upwards once more, and Bottle could fed itssoul in his
grasp. Perfectly ill,, unresisting now that it had been captured. Observing, curious, calm. There was
more, he had aways known —so much more to crestures. And so few who understood them the way he
did, so few who could reach out and grasp such souls, and so find the strange web of trust al tangled
with suspicion, fear with curiosity, need with loyaty.

He was not leading this morsdl of a creature to its death. He would not do that, could not, and
somehow it seemed to understand, to sense, now, agreater purposeto itslife, its existence.



‘I have her,’ Bottle heard himself saying.

‘Get down there, then!”

‘Not yet. She needsto find away up —to lead us back down—'
‘Gods below!’

Geder spoke: * Start adopting children, soldiers. | want one between everyone behind Cuittle, since
Cuttlewill beright behind Bottle—'

‘Leave metothelast, Stringssad.

“Your leg—

‘That’ sexactly right, Geder.’

‘We got other injured — got someone guiding or dragging each of 'em. Fid—'

‘No. | go last. Whoever’ sright ahead of me, we' re going to need to close up thistunnd, esethefire
follow us down—

‘There are copper doors. They covered the pool.” That was Corabb Bhilan Thenu' aas. ‘I will stay
with you. Together, we shal use those panelsto sedl our retreat.’

‘Second to last? someone snarled. *You'll just kill Fid and—

‘And what, Maazan? No, would | be alowed, | would go last. | stood at Leoman’s side—

‘I'm satisfied with that,” Strings said. * Corabb, you and 1, that will do.’

‘Hold on,” said Hellian, leaning closeto Bottle. ‘| ain't going down there. Someone better kill meright
NOW—’

‘Sergeant—'

‘No way, there' s spiders down there—’

The sound of afist cracking into ajaw, then acollapsing body.

“Urb, you just knocked out your own sergeant.’

‘Aye. | known her along time, you see. She'sagood sergeant, no matter what al of you think.’

‘Huh. Right.’

‘It’ sthe spiders. No way she' d go down there—now | got to gag her and tie her arams and feet —I'll
drag her mysdf—'

‘If she’ sagood sergeant, Urb, how do you treat bad ones?

‘Ain’'t had any other sergeant, and | mean to keep it that way.’

Below, the broad crevasse that Bottle had sensed earlier, hisrat scrambling free, now seeking to follow
that wide but shalow crack —too shalow? No, they could scrape through, and there, beneath it, atilted
chamber of some kind, most of the ceiling intact, and the lower haf of adoorway —he sent the rat that
way, and beyond the doorway... ‘| haveit! There sastreet! Part of astreet — not sure how far—

‘Never mind! Lead us down, damn you! I’ m gtarting to blister everywhere! Hurry!’

All right. Why not? At the very leadt, it’ll purchase us a few more moments. He dithered down
into the pit. Behind him, voices, the scrabble of boots, the hissing of pain as flesh touched hot stone.

Faintly: ‘How hot isthat water in that pool? Boiling yet? No? Good, those with canteens and skins, fill
"em now—'

Into the crevasse... while the rat scurried down the canted, littered street, benesth a ceiling of packed
rubble...



* k x %

Bottle felt hisbody push through afissure, then plunge downward, onto the low-ceilinged section of
street. Rocks, mortar and potsherds under his hands, cutting, scraping as he scrabbled forward. Once
walked, thisavenue, in an age long past. Wagons had rattled here, horse-hoofs clumping, and there had
been rich smells. Cooking from nearby homes, livestock being driven to the market squares. Kings and
paupers, great mages and ambitious priests. All gone. Gone to dust.

The street doped sharply, where cobbles had buckled, sagging down to fill a subterranean chamber —
no, an old sewer, brick-lined, and it was into this channel hisrat had crawled.

Pushing aside broken pieces of cobble, he pulled himsdf down into the shaft. Desiccated faecesin a
thin, shallow bed benesth him, the husks of dead insects, carapaces crunching as he dithered dong. A
paelizard, long as hisforearm, fled in awhisper into aside crack. Hisforehead caught strands of
Spider’ sweb, tough enough to hat him momentarily before audibly sngpping. He felt something dight on
his shoulder, race across his back, then leap off.

Behind him Bottle heard Cuttle coughing in the dust in hiswake, asit swept over the sapper on the
gusting wind. A child had been crying somewhere back there, but was now silent, only the sound of
movement, gasps of effort. Just ahead, a section of the tunnd had falen in. Therat had found away
through, so he knew the barrier was not impassable. Reaching it, he began pulling away the rubble.

* k% k %

Smiles nudged the child ahead of her. *Go on,” she murmured, ‘keep going. Not far now.” She could ill
hear the girl’ s sniffles— not crying, not yet, anyway, just the dust, so much dust now, with those people
crawling ahead. Behind her, small hands touched her blistered feet again and again, lancing vicious stabs
of pain up her legs, but she bit back on it, making no outcry. Damned brat don’t know any better,
does he? And why they got such big eyes, looking up like that? Like starving puppies. ‘Keep
crawling, little one. Not much farther...’

The child behind her, aboy, was hel ping Tavos Pond, whose face was wrapped in bloody bandages.
Koryk was right behind them. Smiles could hear the haf-Seti, going on and on with some kind of chant.
Probably the only thing keeping the fool from deadly panic. He liked his open savannah, didn’t he. Not
cramped, twisting tunnels.

None of this bothered her. She’ d known worse. Times, long ago, she'd lived in worse. You learned to
only count on what’ sin reach, and so long as the way ahead stayed clear, there was still hope, ill a
chance.

If only thisbrat of agirl wouldn’'t keep stopping. Another nudge. * Go on, lass. Not much more, you'll

* * * %

Geder pulled himsdf dong in pitch darkness, hearing Tulip’ s heavy grunts ahead of him, Crump’s
maddening singing behind him. The huge soldier whose bare feet Geder’ s outstretched hands kept
touching was having ahard time, and the sergeant could fedl the smears of blood Tulip |eft behind ashe
sueezed and pulled himsdf through the narrow, twisting passage. Thick gasps, coughing — no, not
coughing—

‘Abysstake us, Tulip, Geder hissed, ‘what’s so funny?

‘“Tickling, the man called back. * Y ou. Keep. Tickling. My. Feet.



‘Just keep moving, you damned fool !’
Behind him, Crump’ sidiotic song continued.
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Geder wanted to scream, like someone up ahead was doing. Scream, but he couldn’t summon the
breath —it was al too close, too fetid, the once cool diding air rank with sweet, urine and Hood knew
what else. Truth’ s face kept coming back to him, rising in hismind like dread accusation. Geder and
Stormy, they’ d pulled the recruit through so much since the damned rebellion. Kept him dive, showed
him thewaysof staying divein this Hood-cursed world.

And what does he do? He runs into a burning palace. With a half-dozen cussers on his back.
Gods, he was right on one thing, though, the fire couldn’t take him — he went, way in, and that’s
what’ s saved us... so far. Blew that storm back. Saved us...

Soldiersal round him were blistered, burned. They coughed with every bresth drawn into scorched
lungs. But not me. He could sense that godling, within that firestorm. Could senseit, achild raging with
the knowledge that it was going to die al too soon. Good, you don’t deserve nothing more. Fire
couldn’t hurt him, but that didn’t mean he had to knedl beforeit in prayer, did it? He didn’t ask for any of
this. Him and Stormy and Truth —only, Truth was dead, now. He d never expected...
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When he got out of here, he was going to wring Crump’ s scrawny neck. High Marsha? Gods
below—

‘and

says
ohl

says
that
warl
ock’

tow

Corpora Tarr pulled on Balgrid’ sarms, ignoring the man’ s squeals. How the mage had managed to stay
fat through that endless march was baffling. And now, al too likely to prove deadly. Mind you, fat could
be squeezed, when muscled bulk couldn’t. That was something, at lesst.

Bagrid shrieked as Tarr dragged him through the crevasse. ' Y ou' re tearing my arms of f!’
“You plug up here, Balgrid,” Tarr said, ‘and Urb behind you' s gonnatake out hisknife—'

A muted voice from the huge man behind Bagrid: * Damnright. I'll joint you like apig, mage. | swear
it

The darkness was the worst of al —never mind the spiders, the scorpions and centipedes, it was the
darknessthat clawed and chewed on Tarr’ s sanity. At least Bottle had arat’ s eyesto look through. Rats
could seein the dark, couldn’t they? Then again, maybe they couldn’t. Maybe they just used their noses,
their whiskers, their ears. Maybe they were too stupid to go insane.

Or they're already insane. We're being led by an insane rat—
‘I'm stuck again, oh gods! | can’'t move!’

‘Stop yelling,” Tarr said, halting and twisting round yet again. Reaching out for the man’sarms. ‘Hear
that, Balgrid?

‘What? What?’
‘Not sure. Thought | heard Urb’ s knives coming outatheir sheaths.’
The mage heaved himsdf forward, kicking, clawing.

* k k %

“Y ou stop moving again,” Bam snarled to the child in front of him, ‘and the lizardswill get you. E&t you
dive Eat usal dive. Thoseare crypt lizards, you damned whelp. Y ou know what crypt lizards do? I'll
tell you what they do. They eat human flesh. That’ swhy they're called crypt lizards, only they don’t mind
if it' sliving flesh—

‘For Hood' s sake!” Deadsmell growled behind him. ‘ Sergeant —that ain’t the way—

“ Shut your mouth! He' s<till moving, ain't he? Ohyes, ain’'t hejust. Crypt lizards, runt! Oh yes!’



‘Hope you ain’'t nobody’ suncle, Sergeant.’

“You're getting as bad as Widdershins, Corpora, with that babbling mouth of yours. | want anew
squac—’

‘Nobody’ I have you, not after this—’

“Y ou don’t know nothing, Deadsmdll.’

‘I know if | wasthat child ahead of you, I’d shit right in your face’

‘Quiet! You give himideas, damnyou! Do it, boy, and I ll tie you up, oh yes, and leave you for the
crypt lizards—'

‘Listento me, little one!” Deadsmell caled out, hisvoice echoing. ‘ Them crypt lizards, they’ re about as
long asyour thumb! Ban'sjust being a—'

‘I’m going to skewer you, Deadsmell. | swear it!’

* * * %

Corabb Bhilan Thenu’ das dragged himsdlf forward. The Maazan in hiswake was gasping —the only
indication that the man till followed. They had managed to drop one of the copper panels over the pit,
burning their hands— bad burns, the pain wouldn't go away — Corabb’s pamsfelt like soft wax, pushed
out of shape by the stones they gripped, the ledges they grasped.

He had never fdt such excruciating pain before. He was sheathed in swet, hislimbs trembling, his
heart hammering like atrapped beast in his chest.

Pulling himsdlf through a narrow space, he sank down onto what seemed to be the surface of a street,
athough his head scraped stone rubble above. He dithered forward, gasping, and heard the sergeant dip
down after him.

Then the ground shook, dust pouring down thick as sand. Thunder, one concussion after another,
pounding down from above. A rush of searing hot air swept over them from behind. Smoke, dust—

‘Forward!” Strings screamed. ‘ Before the ceiling goes—

Corabb reached back, groping, until he clasped one of the Maazan’ s hands — the man was half-buried
under rubble, his breath straining benesth the settling weight. Corabb pulled, then pulled harder.

A savage grunt from the Maazan, then, amidst clattering, thumping bricks and stones, Corabb tugged
the man clear.

‘Comeon!” he hissed. ‘ There’ sapit ahead, a sewer —the rest went down there— grab my ankles,
Sergeant—'

The wind was begting back the roiling hest.
Corabb pitched headfirgt into the pit, dragging Stringswith him.

* k k %

Therat had reached averticd shaft, rough-walled enough so that she could climb down. Thewind
howled up it, filled with rotted leaves, dust and insect fragments. The creature was still descending when
Bottle pulled himself up to the ledge. The detritus bit at his eyes as he peered down.

Seeing nothing. He pulled free a piece of rubble and tossed it downward, out from the wall. His soul,
riding the rat’ s own, sensed its passage. Rodent ears pricked forward, waiting. Four human heartbeats
later there was adull, muted crack of stone on stone, afew more, then nothing. Oh gods...

Cuittle spoke behind him. *What' swrong?



‘A shaft, goes straight down —along away down.’
‘Canweclimbit?

‘My rat can.’

‘How wideisit?

‘Not very, and gets narrower.’

“We got wounded people back here, and Hellian' s ill unconscious.’

Bottle nodded. ‘Do arall cal —1 want to know how many madeit. We aso need straps, rope,
anything and everything. Wasit just me or did you hear the temple come down?

Cuittle turned about and started theroll call and the request for straps and rope, then twisted round
once more. ‘Y eah, it went down dl right. When the wind dropped off. Thank Hood it’ s back, or we'd
be cooking or suffocating or both.’

Well, we're not through this yet...

‘1 know what you' re thinking, Bottle’

“You do?

‘Think there sarat god? | hope so, and | hope you' re praying good and hard.’

A rat god. Maybe. Hard to know with creatures that don’t think in words. ‘I think one of us, one
of the bigger, stronger ones, could wedge himsalf across. And help people down.’

‘If we get enough straps and stuff to climb down, aye. Tulip, maybe, or that other corpora, Urb. But
there ain't room to get past anyone.’

I know. ‘I’'mgoing to try and climb down.’
‘Where stherat?

‘Down below. It' s reached the bottom. It’ swaiting there. Anyway, here goes.” Drawing on the Thyr
Warren to pierce the darkness, he moved out to the very edge. The wall opposite looked to be part of
some monumenta structure, the stones skilfully cut and fitted. Patches of crumbling plaster covered parts
of it, asdid sections of the frieze fronting that plaster. It ssemed dmost perfectly verticad —the narrowing
of the gap was caused by thewal on his sde—amuch rougher facing, with projections remaining from
some kind of elaborate ornamentation. A strange clash of styles, for two buildings standing so close
together. Still, both walls had withstood the ravages of being buried, seemingly unaffected by the
pressures of sand and rubble. * All right,” he said to Cuittle, who had drawn up closer, ‘thismight not be
so bad.’

“You're what, twenty years old? No wounds, thin asa spear...’

‘Fine, you' ve made your point.” Bottle pushed himself further out, then drew hisright leg round.
Stretching it outward, he dowly edged over, onto his ssomach. ‘ Damn, | don't think my leg' slong—

The ledge he leaned on splintered — it was, he suddenly redlized, nothing but rotted wood —and he
began diding, faling.
He spun over, kicking out with both legs as he plummeted, throwing both arms out behind and to the

sdes. Those rough stones tore into his back, one outcrop cracking into the base of his skull and throwing
his head forward. Then both feet contacted the stone of the wall opposite.

Hinging him over, headfirg—

Oh Hood—

Sudden tugs, snapping sounds, then more, pulling at him, ressting, dowing his descent.
Gods, webs—



Hisleft shoulder was tugged back, turning him over. He kicked out again and felt the plastered wall
under hisfoot. Reached out with hisright arm, and his hand closed on a projection that seemed to Sink
like sponge benesath his clutching fingers. His other foot contacted the wall, and he pushed with both legs
until his back was againgt rough stone.

And there were spiders, each as big as an outstretched hand, crawling al over him.
Bottle went perfectly siill, struggling to dow his breathing.

Hairless, short-legged, pale amber — but there was no light — and he redlized that the creatures were
glowing, somehow lit from within, like lantern-flame behind thick, gold-tinted glass. They had swarmed
him, now. From far above, he heard Cuttle calling down in desperate, frightened tones.

Boittle reached out with hismind, and immediately recoiled at the blind rage building in the spiders. And
flashes of memory —therat —their favoured prey —somehow evading al their snares, climbing down right
past them, unseeing, unaware of the hundreds of eyestracking its passing. And now... this.

Heart thundering in his chest, Bottle quested once more. A hive mind, of sorts— no, an extended family
—they would mass together, exchange nutrients —when one fed, they dl fed. They had never known light
beyond what lived within them, and, until recently, never known wind. Terrified... but not starving,
thank Hood. He sought to calm them, flinched once more as al motion ceased, al attention fixed now on
him. Legsthat had been scrambling over his body went ill, tiny claws clagping hard in his skin.

Cam. No reason to fear. An accident, and there will be more— it cannot be helped. Best go away
now, dl of you. Soon, the silence will return, we will have gone past, and before long, thiswind will end,
and you can begin to rebuild. Peace... please.

They were not convinced.
The wind paused suddenly, then agust of heat descended from above.

Flee! Hefashioned images of firein hismind, drew forth from his own memory scenes of people dying,
destruction al around—

The spidersfled. Three heartbeats, and he was alone. Nothing clinging still to his skin, nothing but
strands of wiry anchor lines, tattered sheets of web. And, trickling down his back, from the soles of his
feet, from hisarms: blood.

Damn, I’'mtorn up bad, | think. Pain, now, awakening... everywhere. Too much — Consciousness
fled.

From far above: ‘Bottle!’
Sirring... blinking awake. How long had he been hanging here?

‘I'm here, Cuttle! I'm climbing down —not much farther, | think!” Grimacing againgt the pain, he
started working his feet downward — the space was narrow enough, now, that he could straddle the gap.
He gasped as he pulled hisback clear of thewall.

Something whipped hisright shoulder, stinging, hard, and he ducked — then felt the object dide down
the right Sde of his chest. The strap of aharness.

From above: *I'm climbing down!’

* * % %

Koryk caled behind him, * Shard, you ill with us? The man had been gibbering —they’d dl discovered
an unexpected horror. That of stopping. Moving forward had been atether to sanity, for it had meant
that, somewhere ahead, Bottlewas till crawling, still finding away through. When everyone had cometo
ahalt, terror had dipped among them, closing like tentacles around throats, and squeezing.

Shrieks, panicked fighting againgt immovable, packed stone and brick, hands clawing at feet. Risng



into afrenzy.

Then, voices bellowing, calling back — they’ d reached a shaft of some kind —they needed rope, belts,
harness straps — they were going to climb down.

Therewas till away ahead.

Koryk had, through it all, muttered his chant. The Child Death Song, the Seti rite of passage from
whelp into adulthood. A ritud that had, for girl and boy dike, included the grave log, the hollowed-out
coffin and the night-long internment in acrypt of the bloodline. Buried dive, for the child to die, for the
adult to be born. A test against the spirits of madness, the wormsthat lived in each person, coiled at the
base of the skull, wrapped tight about the spine. Worms that were ever eager to awaken, to crawl,
gnawing apath into the brain, whispering and laughing or screaming, or both.

He had survived that night. He had defeated the worms.
And that was all he needed, for this. All he needed.

He had heard those worms, eating into soldiers ahead of him, soldiers behind him. Into the children, as
the worms raced out to take them aswell. For an adult to break under fear —there could be no worse
nightmare for the child that witnessed such athing. For with that wastorn away dl hope, dl faith.

Koryk could save none of them. He could not give them the chant, for they would not know whet it
meant, and they had never spent anight in acoffin. And he knew, had it gone on much longer, people
would gtart dying, or the madness would devour their minds, completely, permanently, and that would kill
everyone ese. Everyone.

The worms had retreated, and now al he could hear was weeping — not the broken kind, but the
relieved kind —weeping and gibbering. And he knew they could tasteit, could taste what those worms
had |eft behind, and they prayed: not again. No closer, please. Never again.

‘Corpora Shard?
‘W-what, damn you?

‘Limp. How ishe?1 keep kicking at him, hitting what | think isan arm, but he's not moving. Can you
climb ahead, can you check?

‘He' sknocked out.’

‘“How did that happen?

‘| crawled onto him and pounded his head againgt the floor until he stopped screaming.’
“You sure he'sdive?

‘Limp? His skull’ s solid rock, Koryk.’

He heard movement back there, asked, ‘What now?

‘I'll proveit to you. Givethisbrokeleg atwis—

Limp shrieked.

‘Glad you're back, soldier,” Shard said.

‘Get away from me, you bastard!”’

‘“Wasn't me who panicked. Next time you think about panicking, Limp, just remind yoursdf I’'m here,
right behind you.’

‘I"'m going to kill you someday, Corpora—'

‘Asyoulike. Just don't doit again.’

Koryk thought back to the babbling noises he’ d heard from Shard, but said nothing.

More scuffling sounds, then a bundle of rope and leather straps—most of them charred —was pushed



into Koryk’shands. He dragged it close, then shoved it out ahead to the small boy huddled behind Tavos
Pond. ‘Pushit on, lad,” he said.

‘You, theboy said. ‘I heard you. | listened.’

‘And you wasdl right, wasn't you?

‘Ves’

‘I'll teach it to you. For the next time.’

‘Yes.

* * * %

Someone had shouted back ingtructions, cutting through the frenzy of terror, and people had responded,
stripping away whatever could be used as arope. Chilled benesth a gritty layer of sweat, Tarr settled his
forehead onto the stones under him, smelling dust mingled with the remnants of his own fear. When the
bundle reached him he drew it forward, then struggled out of what was left of his own harness and added
it to the pathetic collection.

Now, at least, they had areason to wait, they weren't stopped because Bottle had run out of placesto
crawl.

Something to hold onto. He prayed it would be enough.

Behind him, Balgrid whispered, ‘| wish we was marching across the desert again. That road, dl that
space on both sides...’

‘I hear you,” Tarr said. ‘And | aso remember how you used to curseit. The dryness, the sun—'

‘Sun, hah! I'm so crisp I'll never fear the sun again. Gods, I’ [l knedl in prayer beforeit, | swear it. If
freedom wasagod, Tarr...

If freedom was a god. Now that’ s an interesting thought...

* * * %

‘“Thank Hood al that screaming’ s stopped,” Bam said, plucking at whatever wastingling againgt dl his
skin, tingling, prickling like some kind of heat rash. Heat rash, that was funny—

‘Sergeant,” Deadsmdll said, ‘it wasyou doing al that screaming.’
‘Quiet, you damned liar. Wasn't me, wasthe kid ahead of me.’
‘Redlly?1 didn’'t know he spoke Dal Honese—'

‘I will skewer you, Corpord. Just one moreword, | swear it. Gods, I'mitchy al over, like | been
rolling in Fool’ s pollen—

“Y ou get that after you been panicking, Sergeant. Fear swedt, it’scalled. Y ou didn’t pissyoursdlf too,
didyou?I’'m smdling—'

‘I got my knife out, Deadsmell. Y ou know that? All | got to do istwist round and you won't be
bothering me no more.’

“Y ou tossed your knife, Sergeant. In the temple—’
‘Fine! I'll kick you to death!’
‘Well, if you do, can you do it before | have to crawl through your puddle?

* k k %



‘The heat iswinning thewar,” Corabb said.

‘Aye’ answered Strings behind him, hisvoicefaint, brittle. ‘Here!’

Something was pushed against Corabb’ s feet. He reached back, and his hand closed on acoil of rope.
Y ou were carrying this?

‘Was wrapped around me. | saw Smilesdrop it, outside the temple — it was smouldering, so that’ s not
asurprise...’

Ashedrew it over him, Corabb felt something wet, sticky on the rope. Blood. ‘Y ou’ re bleeding out,
aren't you?

‘Jdugt atrickle. I'mfine’

Corabb crawled forward — there was some space between them and the next soldier, the one named
Widdershins. Corabb could have kept up had he been a one back here, but he would not leave the
Malazan sergeant behind. Enemy or no, such things were not done.

He had believed them all monsters, cowards and bullies. He had heard that they ate their own dead.
But no, they were just people. No different from Corabb himself. The tyranny lies at the feet of the
Empress. These —they're all just soldiers. That's all they are. Had he gone with Leoman... hewould
have discovered none of this. He would have held onto hisfierce hatred for all Maazansand dl things
Maazan.

But now... the man behind him was dying. A Falari by birth —just another place conquered by the
empire. Dying, and there was no room to get to him, not here, not yet.

‘Here’ he said to Widdershins. ‘ Passthisup.’

‘Hood take us, that’ sreal rope!’

‘Aye. Moveit dong fast now.’

‘Don’'t order me around, bastard. Y ou’ re aprisoner. Remember that.’

Corabb crawled back.

The heat was building, devouring the thin streams of cool air diding up from below. They couldn’t lie
dill for much longer. We must move on.

From Strings: * Did you say something, Corabb?
‘No. Nothing much.’

* * * %

From above came sounds of Cuttle making hisway down the makeshift rope, his breath harsh, Srained.
Bottle reached the rubble-filled base of the fissure. It was solidly plugged. Confused, he ran his hands
aong both walls. Hisrat? Ah, there —at the bottom of the sheer, vertical wall hisleft hand plunged into
air that swept up and past. An archway. Gods, what kind of building wasthis? An archway, holding the
weight of at least two — maybe three — storeys worth of stonework. And neither the wall nor the arch
had buckled, after dl thistime. Maybe the legends are true. Maybe Y’ Ghatan was once the first Holy
City, the greatest city of all. And when it died, at the Great Saughter, every building was | eft
standing — not a stone taken. Standing, to be buried by the sands.

He lowered himsdf to twist feet-first through the archway, dmost immediately contacting hegps of
something — rubble?— nearly filling the chamber beyond. Rubble that tipped and tilted with clunking
sounds, rocked by hiskicking feet.

Ahead, hisrat roused itsdlf, startled by the loud sounds as Bottle did into the chamber. Reaching out
with hiswill, he grasped hold of the creature’ s soul once more. * Al right, little one. The work begins



again..” Hisvoicetraled awvay.

He was lying on row upon row of urns, stacked so high they were an arm’ s reach from the chamber’s
ceiling. Groping with his hands, Bottle found that the tall urnswere sealed, capped in iron, the edges and
leve topsof the meta intricately incised with swirling patterns. The ceramic beneath was smooth to the
touch, finely glazed. Hearing Cuittle shouting that he' d reached the base behind him, he crawledin
towards the centre of the room. The rat dipped through another archway opposite, and Bottle sensed it
clambering down, aighting on aclear, level stonefloor, then waddling ahead.

Grasping therim of one urn’siron cap, he strained to pull it loose. The sed wastight, hiseffortseliciting
nothing. He twisted the rim to the right — nothing — then the I eft. A grating sound. He twisted harder. The
cap did, pulled loose fromits sedl. Crumbled wax fell away. Bottle pulled upward on the lid. When that
failed, he resumed twigting it to the I eft, and quickly redlized that the lid wasrising, incrementaly, with
every full turn. Probing fingers discovered a canted, spirdling groove on the rim of the urn, crusted with
wax. Two more turns and theiron lid came away.

A pungent, cloying smell arose.

I know that smell... honey. These things are filled with honey. For how long had they sat here,
stored away by people long since dust? He reached down, and dmost immediately plunged his hand into
the coal, thick contents. A bam againgt his burns, and now, an answer to the sudden hunger awakening
withinhim.

‘Bottle?

‘“Through here. I'min alarge chamber under the straight wall. Cuttle, ther€’ s urns here, hundreds of
them. Filled with honey.” He drew his hands free and licked hisfingers. ‘ Gods, it tastes fresh. When you
get in here, slve your burns, Cuttle—’

‘Only if you promise we re not going to crawl through an ant nest anywhere ahead.’

‘No ants down here. What' s the count?

‘We got everybody.’

‘Strings?

‘Sl with us, though the heat’ sworking itsway down.’

‘Enough rope and straps, then. Good.’

‘Aye. So long asthey hold. Seems Urb's proposing to carry Hellian down. On his back.’
‘Isthe next one on their way?

‘Aye. How do these lids come of f?

“Turn them, widdershins. And keep turning them.’

Bottle listened as the man worked on one of thelids. ‘ Can’'t be very old, this stuff, to till be fresh.’

‘There sglyphson theselids, Cuttle. | can’t seethem, but | can fed them. My grandmother, shehad a
ritua blade she used in her witchery —the markings are the same, | think. If I’'m right, Cuttle, thisiron
work is Jaghut.’

‘What?’

‘But the urns are First Empire. Fed the sides. Smooth as eggshdll —if we had light I’ d wager anything
they’re sky-blue. So, with agood enough sedl...’

‘| can dill taste the flowersin this, Bottle’

‘I know.’

“Y ou' re talking thousands and thousands of years.’
‘Y%’



‘“Wherée syour favouriterat?

‘Hunting usaway through. There’ sanother chamber opposite, but it’s open, empty, | mean —we
should move in thereto give the othersroom...’

‘“What' swrong?

Bottle shook his head. ‘Nothing, just feding alittle... strange. Cut my back up some... it' sgone
numb—'

“Hood' s bresath, there was some kind of poppy in that honey, wasn’'t there? I’ m starting to fedl... gods
below, my head’ sswimming.’

Y eah, better warn the others!’

Though he could see nothing, Bottle fdt asif the world around him was shuddering, spinning. His heart
was suddenly racing. Shit. He crawled towards the other archway. Reached in, pulled himsdlf forward,
andwasfdling.

The collison with the stone floor felt remote, yet he sensed he' d plunged more than aman’s height. He
remembered asharp, cracking sound, redlized it had been hisforehead, hitting the flagstones.

Cuittle thumped down on top of him, rolled off with agrunt.

Bottle frowned, pulling himself dong the floor. The rat —where was she? Gone. | lost her. Oh no, |
lost her.

Moments later, helost everything else aswell.

* k *x %

Corabb had dragged an unconscious Strings down the last stretch of tunnel. They’ d reached the ledge to
find the rope dangling from three sword scabbards wedged across the shaft, and vague sounds of voices
far below. Heat swirled like serpents around him as he struggled to pull the Maazan up closer to the
ledge.

Then he reached out and began drawing up the rope.

Thelast third of the line consisted of knots and straps and buckles— he checked each knot, tugged on
each strand, but none seemed on the verge of breaking. Corabb bound the Malazan’ s arms, tight at the
wrigts, then the man’ s ankles— one of them sheathed in blood, and, checking for bandages, he
discovered none remaining, just the ragged holes | eft by the spear — and from the rope at the ankles he
made a centre knot between the sergeant’ s feet. With the rope end looped in one hand, Corabb worked
the man’sarms over his head, then down so that the bound wrists were againgt his sternum. He then
pushed his own legs through, so that the Maazan's bound feet were againgt his shins. Drawing up the
centre-knotted rope he looped it over his head and beneath one arm, then cinched it into atight knot.

He worked hisway into the shaft, leaning hard for the briefest of moments on the wedged scabbards,
then succeeding in planting one foot against the opposite wall. The distance was alittle too great — he
could manage only thetips of hisfeet on each wall, and asthe weight of Strings on his back fully settled,
the tendonsin hisanklesfelt ready to snap.

Gasping, Corabb worked hisway down. Two man-heights, taken in increasing speed, control dipping
away with every lurch downward, then he found asolid projection on which he could rest hisright foot,
and the gap had narrowed enough to let hisleft hand reach out and ease the burden on that leg.

Corabb rested.

The pain of deep burns, the pounding of his heart. Some time later, he resumed the descent. Easier
now, the gap closing, closing.

Then he was at the bottom, and he heard something like laughter from his left, low, which then trailed



avay.
He searched out that side and found the archway, through which he tossed the rope, hearing it strike a
body alittle way below.

Everyone' s asleep. No wonder. | could do with that myself.

He untied Strings, then clambered through, found his feet balancing on tight-packed, clunking jars, the
sounds of snoring and breathing on al sides and a sweet, cloying smell. He pulled Strings after him, eased
the man down.

Honey. Jarsand jars of honey. Good for burns, | think. Good for wounds. Finding an opened jar,
Corabb scooped out a handful, crawled over to the sergeant and pushed the honey into the puncture
wounds. Salved the burns, on Strings and on himsalf. Then he settled back. Numbing bliss stole through
him.

Oh, this honey, it's Carelbarra. The God Bringer. Oh...

* k x %

Fist Keneb tottered into the morning light, stood, blinking, looking round at the chaotic array of tents,
many of them scorched, and all the soldiers— stumbling, wandering or standing motionless, staring across
the blasted landscape towards the city. Y’ Ghatan, blurred by waves of rising heat, a misshapen mound
melted down atop itsragged hill, fires still flickering here and there, pale orange tongues and, lower
down, fierce deep red.

Ashfilled theair, drifting down like snow.

It hurt to breathe. He was having trouble hearing — the roar of that firestorm still seemed to rageinside
his head, as hungry as ever. How long had it been? A day? Two days? There had been heders. Witches
with salves, practitioners of Denul from the army itsdlf. A jumble of voices, chanting, whispers, somered,
someimagined.

He thought of hiswife. Selv was away from this accursed continent, safe in her family estate back on
Quon Tali. And Kesen and Vaneb, his children. They’d survived, hadn't they? He was certain they had.
A memory of that, strong enough to convince him of itstruth. That assassin, Kaam, he' d had something
to do with that.

Selv. They had grown apart, in the two years before the rebellion, the two years —was it two? — that
they had been in Seven Cities, in the garrison settlement. The uprising had forced them both to set aside
al of that, for the children, for surviva itsdf. He suspected she did not miss him; athough his children
might. He suspected she would have found someone €l se by now, alover, and the last thing shewould
want wasto see him again.

Widll, there could be worse thingsin thislife. He thought back on those soldiers he' d seen with the
fiercest burns— gods how they had screamed their pain.

Keneb stared at the city. And hated it with &l his soul.

The dog Bent arrived to lie down beside him. A moment later Grub appeared. * Father, do you know
what will come of this? Do you?

‘Come of what, Grub?

The boy pointed at Y’ Ghatan with one bare, soot-stained arm. * She wants usto leave. As soon aswe
can.” Hethen pointed towards the morning sun. ‘It’ sthe plague, you see, in the east. So. We' re marching
west. Tofind the ships. But | dready know the answer. To find what’ sinside us, you got to take
everything else away, you see?

‘No, Grub. | don't see’



The Hengese lgpdog, Roach, scrambled into view, sniffing the ground. Then it began digging, asif ina
frenzy. Dugt engulfed it.

‘Something’ sburied,” Grub said, watching Roach.

‘l imaginethereis’

‘But shewon't seethat.” The boy looked up at Keneb. ‘ Neither will you.’

Grub ran off, Bent loping at hisside. The lapdog kept digging, making snuffling, snorting sounds.

Keneb frowned, trying to recall what Grub had said earlier —wasit the night of the breach? Before the
fated order went out? Had there been awarning hidden in the lad’ s words? He couldn’t remember —the
world before the fire seemed to have burned away to nothing in hismind. It had been astruggle to
conjure up the names of hiswife, his children, their faces. | don’t understand. What has happened to
me?

* * % %

In the command tent, the Adjunct stood facing Nil and Nether. Fist Blistig watched from near the back
wall, so exhausted he could barely stand. Tavore had placed him in charge of the healing — setting up the
hospitals, organizing the Denul hedlers, the witches and the warlocks. Two days and one or maybe one
and ahalf nights— he was not sure he could count the short chaotic time before the sun rose on the night
of the breach. Without his officersthat first night, he would have been relieved of command before dawn.
His soul had been drowning in the pit of the Abyss.

Blistig was not yet certain he had climbed back out.

Nil was speaking, hisvoice amonotone, dulled by too long in the sorcery he had grown to hate. *...
nothing but death and heet. Those who made it out —their agony deafens me —they are driving the spirits
insane. They flee, sngpping their bindings. They curse us, for this vast wound upon the land, for the
crimes we have committed—

‘Not our crimes,” the Adjunct cut in, turning away, her gaze finding Bligtig. ‘ How many did we lose
today, Fist?

‘Thirty-one, Adjunct, but the witches say that few will follow, now. The worst are deed, the rest will
live’

‘Begin preparations for the march — have we enough wagons?

‘Provided soldiers pack their own food for awnhile,” Blistig said. * Speaking of which, some storeswere
lost —we' Il end up chewing leather unless we can arrange aresupply.’

‘How long?
‘A week, if weimmediately begin rationing. Adjunct, where are we going?

Her eyes grew velled for amoment, then shelooked away. ‘ The plagueis proving... virulent. It isthe
Mistress sown, | gather, the kiss of the goddess herself. And there isashortage of heders...’

‘Lothal?
Nil shook his head. ‘ The city has aready been struck, Fist.’

‘Sotka,” said the Adjunct. * Pearl hasinformed methat Admiral Nok’ sfleet and the transports have
been unable to dock in any city east of Ashok on the Maadil Peninsula, so he has been forced around i,
and expectsto reach Sotkain nine days, assuming he can draw in for water and food in Taxilaor Rang.’

‘Ninedays? asked Blidtig. ‘If the plague’ sin Lothal dready...

‘Our enemy now istime,” the Adjunct said. * Fist, you have ordersto break camp. Do it as quickly as
possible. The Rebellionisover. Our task now isto survive.” She sudied Bligtig for amoment. ‘1 want us



on the road tonight.’

‘Tonight? Aye, Adjunct. | had best be on my way, then.” He sdluted, then headed out. Outside, he
hated, momentarily blinking, then, recaling his orders, he set off.

* * % %

After Blistig' sfootsteps had trailed away, the Adjunct turned to Nether. * The Mistress of Plague, Nether.
Why now? Why here?

The Wickan witch snorted. * Y ou ask me to fathom the mind of agoddess, Adjunct? It is hopeless. She
may have no reason. Plagueis her aspect, after dl. It iswhat she does.” She shook her head, said nothing
more.

‘Adjunct,” Nil ventured, ‘you have your victory. The Empresswill be satisfied — she hasto be. We
need to rest—

‘Pearl informs me that Leoman of the Hailsisnot dead.’

Neither Wickan replied, and the Adjunct faced them once more. ‘Y ou both knew that, didn’t you?
‘He wastaken... away,” Nil said. ‘By agoddess.’

‘Which goddess? Polid?

‘No. The Queen of Dreams’

‘The Goddess of Divination? What possible use could she have for Leoman of the Flails?

Nil shrugged.

Outside the tent arider reined in and amoment later Temul, dust-sheathed and dripping blood from
three parald dashestracking the sde of hisface, strodein, dragging adishevelled child with him. * Found
her, Adjunct,’ he said.

‘Where?
“Trying to get back into the ruins. She haslost her mind.’

The Adjunct studied the child, Sinn, then said, * She had best find it again. | have need of High Mages.
Sinn, look a me. Look a me.’

She gave no indication of even hearing Tavore, her head <till hanging down, ropes of burnt hair hiding
her face.

Sighing, the Adjunct said, ‘ Take her and get her cleaned up. And keep her under guard at al times—
wewill try thisagain later.’

After they had |eft, Nil asked, * Adjunct, do you intend to pursue Leoman? How? Thereisno trail to
follow —the Queen of Dreams could have spirited him to another continent by now.’

‘No, we shdl not pursue, but understand this, Wickan, while he yet livesthere will be no victory in the
eyes of the Empress. Y’ Ghatan will remain asit dways has been, a curse upon the empire.’

‘It will not riseagain,’ Nil said.

Tavore sudied him. ‘ The young know nothing of history. | am going for awalk. Both of you, get some
rest.’

Sheléft.

Nil met hissgter’ seyes, then smiled. * Y oung? How easily she forgets’
‘They dl forget, brother.’

“Where do you think Leoman has gone?



‘Where e s2? Into the Golden Age, Nil. The glory that wasthe Great Rebellion. He strides the mists of
myth, now. They will say he bresthed fire. They will say you could seethe Apocalypsein hiseyes. They
will say he sailed from Y’ Ghatan on ariver of Maazan blood.’

‘“The locdls believe Coltaine ascended, Nether. The new Patron of Crows—'
‘Fools. Wickans do not ascend. Wejust... reiterate.’

* * * %

Lieutenant Pores was awake, and he lifted his good hand to acknowledge his captain as Kindly hated at
the foot of the camp cot.

‘They say your hand melted together, Lieutenant.’
‘Yes, dr. My left hand, asyou see’

‘They say they have done dl they could, taken away the pain, and maybe one day they will manageto
cut each finger free once again. Find aHigh Denul healer and make your hand look and work like new

agan.’
‘Yes, gr. And until then, sinceit’ smy shield hand, | should be ableto—'
‘Then why in Hood' s name are you taking up this cot, Lieutenant?
‘Ah, well, | just need to find some clothes, then, sir, and I’ Il be right with you.’

Kindly looked down the row of cots. ‘ Haf this hospital isfilled with bleating lambs—you up to being a
wolf, Lieutenant? We march tonight. There' s not enough wagons and, even more outrageous, not enough
palanquins and no howdahs to spesk of —what isthisarmy coming to, | wonder?

‘ Shameful, sr. How does Fist Tene Bardtafare, Sir?

‘Logt that arm, but you don’t hear him whining and fussing and moaning.’

‘No?

‘Of course not, he' s till unconscious. Get on your feet, soldier. Wear that blanket.’
‘I lost my armtorc, Sr—'

“Y ou got the burn mark where it was, though, haven’t you? They see that and they’ Il know you for an
officer. That and your ferocious comportment.’

‘Yes, gr.

‘Good, now enough of wasting my time. We ve work to do, Lieutenant.’

‘Yes, ar.’

‘Lieutenant, if you remain lying there another heartbest, | will fold that cot up with youinit, do you
understand me?

‘Yes, garl’

* k k %

She sat unmoving, limbs limp asadoll’s, while an old Wickan woman washed her down and another cut
away most of her hair, and did not look up as Captain Faradan Sort entered the tent.

‘That will do,” she said, gesturing for the two Wickansto leave. ‘ Get out.’
Voicing, in tandem, strings of what the captain took to be curses, the two women | eft.

Faradan Sort |looked down onthegirl. ‘Long hair just getsin the way, Sinn. Y ou' re better off without
it. | don't missmineat dl. You're not talking, but | think | know what isgoing on. So listen. Don't say



anything. Just ligentome...

* * * %

The dull grey, drifting ash devoured the last light of the sun, while dust-clouds from the road drifted down
into the cut banksto ether sde. Remnant breaths of the dead city till rolled over the Fourteenth Army —
al that remained of the firestorm, yet reminder enough for the mass of soldiers awaiting the horn blasts
that would announce the march.

Fist Keneb lifted himsdlf into the saddle, gathered the reins. All round him he could hear coughing, from
human and beast dike, aterrible sound. Wagons, burdened with the cloth-swathed wounded, were lined
up on theroad like funerd carts, smoke-stained, flame-blackened and reeking of pyres. Among them, he
knew, could be found Fist Tene Bardlta, parts of hisbody burned away and hisface horribly scarred —a
Denul hedler had managed to save his eyes, but the man’s beard had caught fire, and most of hislipsand
nose were gone. The concern now wasfor his sanity, dthough he remained, mercifully, unconscious. And
there were others, so many others...

He watched Temul and two riders cantering towards him. The Wickan leader reined in, shaking his
head. ‘ Nowhere to be found, Fist. It's no surprise— but know this. we' ve had other desertions, and
we' ve tracked them all down. The Adjunct hasissued the command to kill the next oneson sight.’

Keneb nodded, |ooked away.
“From now on,” Temul continued, ‘my Wickanswill not accept counter-orders from Malazan officers’
The Fig’s head turned back and he stared at Temul. ‘Fist, your Wickans are Madazans’

The young warrior grimaced, then whedled hishorse. * They’ re your problem now, Fist. Send out
searchersif you like, but the Fourteenth won't wait for them.’

Even as he and his aides rode away, the horns sounded, and the army lurched into motion.

Keneb rose in his saddle and looked around. The sun was down, now. Too dark to see much of
anything. And somewhere out there were Captain Faradan Sort and Sinn. Two deserters. That damned
captain. | thought shewas... well, | didn’t think she’ d do something like this.

Y’ Ghatan had broken people, broken them utterly —he did not think many would recover. Ever.

The Fourteenth Army began its march, down the western road, towards the Sotka Fork, in itswake
dust and ash, and a destroyed city.

* k k %

Her head was serpentine, the ditted, vertica eyeslurid green, and Bam watched her tongue didein and
out with fixed, morbid fascination. The wavy, ropy black tendrils of her hair writhed, and upon the end of
each was atiny human head, mouth open in piteous screams.

Witch Eater, ThesormaRaadil, al bedecked in zebra skins, her four armslifting thisway and that,
threatening with the four sacred weapons of the Dal Hon tribes. Bola, kout, hook-scythe and rock — he
could never understand that: where were the more obvious ones? Knife? Spear? Bow? Who thought up
these goddesses anyway? What mad, twisted, darkly amused mind conjured such monstrosities?
Whoever it was—is— I hate him. Or her. Probably her. It's always her. 'She'sa witch, isn't she?
No, Witch Eater. Likely a man, then, and one not mad or stupid after all. Someone has to eat all
those witches.

Y et she was advancing on him. Bam. A mediocre warlock —no, alapsed warlock — just asoldier,
now, infact. A sergeant, but wherein Hood' s name was his squad? The army? What was he doing on
the savannah of hishomeand? | ran fromthere, oh yes| did. Herd cattle? Hunt monstrous, vicious



beasts and call it a fun pastime? Not for me. Oh no, not Balm. I’ ve drunk enough bull blood to
sprout horns, enough cow milk to grow udders —* s0 you, Witch Eater, get away from me!’

She laughed, the sound a predictable hiss, and said, *I'm hungry for wayward warlocks—’

‘No! You eat witches! Not warlocks!”

‘Who said anything about eating?

Bam tried to get away, scrabbling, clawing, but there were rocks, rough walls, projections that
snagged him. Hewastrapped. ‘I’ mtrapped!’

‘Get away from him, you rutting snake!’

A voice of thunder. Well, minute thunder. Balm lifted his head, looked round. A huge beetle stood
within arm’ s reach — reared up on its hind legs, its wedge-shaped head would have been level with

Bam’ sknees, could he stand. So, hugein ardative sense. Imparala Ar, the Dung God —* Imparaal
Saveme!’

‘Fear not, morta,” the beetle said, antennae and limbs waving about. * She |l not have you! No, | have
need of you!’

“Y ou do? For what?

‘Todig, my mortd friend. Through the vast dung of theworld! Only your kind, human, with your clear
vision, your endless appetite! Y ou, conveyor of waste and maker of rubbish! Follow me, and we shall
egt our way into the very Abyssitsdf!’

‘Gods, you stink!’
‘Never mind that, my friend — before too long you too—

‘Leave him aone, the both of you!” A third voice, shrill, descending from above and closing fast. “It’'s
the dead and dying who cry out the truth of things!’

Bam looked up. Brithan Troop, the eleven-headed vulture goddess. ‘ Oh, leave me done! All of you!”

From every side, now, agrowing clamour of voices. Gods and goddesses, the whole Dal Honese
menagerie of disgudting deities.

Oh, why do we have so many of them?

* k% k %

It was her Sgter, not her. She remembered, as clearly asif it had been yesterday, the night of liesthat
lumbered into the Itko Kanese village when the seas had been silent, empty, for too long. When hunger,
no, starvation, had arrived, and al the civil, modern beliefs—the stately, just gods— were cast off once
again. In the name of Awakening, the old gridy rites had returned.

The fish had gone away. The seaswere lifeless. Blood was needed, to stir the Awakening, to save
themadl.

They’ d taken her sster. Smileswas certain of it. Y et, here were the rough, sat-gnawed hands of the
elders, carrying her drugged, insensate body down onto the wet sands — the tide drawn far back and
waliting patiently for thiswarm gift —whilst she floated above hersdlf, looking onin horror.

All wrong. Not theway it had happened. They’ d taken her twin sister — so much power in the Mirror
Birth, after al, and so rarein the smal village where she d been born.

Her sgter. That waswhy she' d fled them dl. Cursing every name, every face glimpsed that night.
Running and running, al the way to the grest city to the north —and, had she known what awaited her
there...

No, I’d do it again. | would. Those bastards. ‘ For the lives of everyone else, child, give up your



own. Thisisthe cycle, thisislife and death, and that eternal path liesin the blood. Give up your
own life, for the lives of all of us.’

Odd how those priests never volunteered themsalves for that glorious gift. How they never indsted that
they be the onestied and weighted down to await the tide’ swash, and the crabs, the ever hungry crabs.

And, if it was so damned blissful, why pour durhang oil down her throat, until her eyeswere like black
pearls and she couldn’t even walk, much less think? Still less comprehend what was happening, what
they were planning to do to her?

Drifting above the body of herself, Smiles sensed the old spirits drawing close, eager and gleeful. And,
somewhere in the depths beyond the bay, waited the Eldest God. Magl himsdif, that feeder on misery,
the crue taker of life and hope.

Rage risng within her, Smiles could fed her body straining at the numbing turgid chains— she would not
lie unmoving, she would not smile up when her mother kissed her onelast time. She would not blink
dreamily when the warm water stole over her, into her.

Hear me! All you cursed spirits, hear me! | defy you!

Oh yes, flinch back! You know well enough to fear, because | swear this— | will take you all
down with me. | will take you all into the Abyss, into the hands of the demons of chaos. It’ sthe
cycle, you see. Order and chaos, a far older cycle than life and death, wouldn’t you agree?

So, come closer, all of you.

In the end, it was as she had known. They’ d taken her sister, and she, well, let’s not be coy now, you
delivered the last kiss, dear girl. And no durhang oil to soothe away the excuse, ether.

Running away never fedsasfast, never asfar, asit should.

* * * %

Y ou could believe in whores. He had been born to awhore, a Seti girl of fourteen who' d been flung
away by her parents— of course, she hadn’t been awhore then, but to keep her new son fed and
clothed, well, it was the clearest course before her.

And he had learned the ways of worship among whores, dl those women knitted close to his mother,
sharing fears and everything e se that came with the profession. Their touch had been kindly and sincere,
the language they knew best.

A haf-blood could call on no gods. A half-blood walked the gutter between two worlds, despised by
both.

Y et he had not been aone, and in many ways it was the haf-bloods who held closest to the traditional
ways of the Seti. The full-blood tribes had gone off to wars—al the young lance warriors and the women
archers— beneath the standard of the Malazan Empire. When they had returned, they were Seti no
longer. They were Maazan.

And so Koryk had been immersed in the old rituals— those that could be remembered — and they had
been, he had known even then, godless and empty. Serving only the living, the haf-blood kin around
each of them.

Therewas no shamein that.

There had been atime, much later, when Koryk had come upon his own language, protecting the
miserable lives of the women from whom he had first learned the art of empty worship. A mindful didect,
bound to no cause but that of theliving, of familiar, ageing faces, of repaying the gifts the now unwanted
once-whores had given him in hisyouth. And then watching them one by one die. Worn out, so scarred
by so many bruta hands, the indifferent usage by the men and women of the city —who proclaimed the



ecdasy of god-worship when it suited them, then defiled human flesh with the cold need of carnivores
draddling akill.

Deep inthe deep of Carelbarra, the God Bringer, Koryk beheld no visitors. For him, there was naught
but oblivion. Asfor the fetishes, well, they were for something else. Entirely something else.

* k x %

‘Go on, mortal, pull it.’

Crump glowered, firgt at Stump Hit, the Sdlamander God, Highest of High Marshds, then at the vadt,
gloomy swamp of Mott. What was he doing here? He didn’t want to be here. What if his brothersfound
him?‘No.’

‘Go on, | know you want to. Take my tail, mortal, and watch me thrash about, a trapped god in
your hands, it'swhat you all do anyway. All of you.’

‘No. Go away. | don't want to talk to you. Go away.’

‘Oh, poor Jamber Bole, all so alone, now. Unless your brothers find you, and then you' Il want
me on your side, yesyou will. If they find you, oh my, oh my.’

‘They won't. They ain't looking, neither.’

‘Yes they are, my foolish young friend—'

‘l an'tyour friend. Go away.’

‘They're after you, Jamber Bole. Because of what you did—
‘| didn’'t do nothing!”’

‘Grab my tail. Go on. Here, just reach out...’

Jamber Bole, now known as Crump, sighed, reached out and closed his hand on the Salamander
God'stail.

It bolted, and he was |eft holding the end of thetail in hishand.
Stump Hit raced away, laughing and laughing.
Good thing too, Crump reflected. It wasthe only joke it had.

* * % %

Corabb stood in the desert, and through the hest-haze someone was coming. A child. Sha'ik reborn, the
seer had returned, to lead still more warriorsto their deaths. He could not see her face yet — there was
something wrong with his eyes. Burned, maybe. Scoured by blowing sand, he didn’t know, but to see
wasto fed pain. To see her was... terrible.

No, Sha'ik, please. Thismust end, it must all end. We have had our fill of holy wars— how much
blood can this sand absorb? When will your thirst end?

She came closer. And the closer she drew to where he was standing, the more hiseyesfailed him, and
when he heard her halt before him, Corabb Bhilan Thenu’ daswas blind.

Y et not deaf, as she whispered, ‘ Help me.”’

* * % %

‘Open your eyes, friend.’
But he didn’t want to. Everybody demanded decisions. From him, al the time, and he didn’t want to



make any more. Never again. Theway it was now was perfect. Thisdow sinking away, the whisperings
that meant nothing, that weren't even words. He desired nothing more, nothing else.

‘Wake up, Fiddler. Onelast time, so we can talk. We need to talk, friend.’

All right. He opened his eyes, blinked to clear the mists— but they didn’t clear —infact, the face
looking down at him seemed to be made of those mists. *Hedge. What do you want?

The sapper grinned. ‘1 bet you think you' re dead, don’t you? That you' re back with al your old
buddies. A Bridgeburner, where the Bridgeburners never die. The deathless army — oh, we chested
Hood, didn't wejust. Hah! That'swhat you' re thinking, yeah? Okay, then, so where s Trotts? Where
aredl the others?

‘Youtdl me’

‘I will. You ain't dead. Not yet, maybe not for awhile either. And that’smy point. That’swhy I'm
here. Y ou need akicking awake, Fid, else Hood' Il find you and you won'’t see none of us ever again.
The world' s been burned through, where you are right now. Burned through, relm after realm, warren
after warren. It ain't aplace anybody can clam. Not for along time. Dead, burned down straight to the
Abyss’

“You'reaghost, Hedge. What do you want with me? From me?

“Y ou got to keep going, Fid. Y ou got to take uswith you right to the end—'

‘What end?

‘Theend and that’sdl | can say—'

‘Why?

“’Causeit an't happened yet, you idiot! How am | supposed to know? It' sthe future and | can't see
no future. Gods, you' re so thick, Fid. Y ou dwayswere.’

‘Me?1 didn’'t blow myself up, Hedge'’

‘So?You'relying on abunch of urnsand bleeding out — that’ s better? Messing up dl that sweet honey
with your blood—'

‘“What honey? What are you talking about?
“Y ou better get going, you're running outatime.’
‘Where are we?

‘No place, and that’ s the problem. Maybe Hood' |l find you, maybe no-one will. The ghosts of
Y’ Ghatan —they al burned. Into nothing. Destroyed, dl those locked memories, thousands and
thousands. Thousands of years... gone, now. You'veno ideatheloss...’

‘Bequiet. You're sounding like aghost.’
‘Time to wake up, Fid. Wake up, now. Go on...’

* * * %

Wildfires had torn across the grass ands, and Bottle found himsealf lying on blackened stubble. Nearby lay
acharred carcass. Some kind of four-legged grass-eater —and around it had gathered a half-dozen
human-like figures, fine-furred and naked. They held sharp-edged stones and were cutting into the burnt
flesh.

Two stood as sentinel's, scanning the horizons. One of them weas... her.

My female. Heavy with child, so heavy now. She saw him and came over. He could not ook away
from her eyes, from that regal serenity in her gaze.



There had been wild gpes on Maaz Idand once. He remembered, in Jakatakan, when he was maybe
seven years old, seeing acagein the market, the last idand ape | eft, captured in the hardwood forests on
the north coadt. It had wandered down into a village, ayoung male seeking amate — but there were no
mates |eft. Half-starved and terrified, it had been cornered in a stable, clubbed unconscious, and now it
crouched in afilthy bamboo cage at the dockside market in Jakatakan.

The seven-year-old boy had stood beforeit, his eyes level with that black-furred, heavy-browed
beast’ s own eyes, and there had been a moment, a single moment, when their gazeslocked. A single
moment that broke Bottle' s heart. He' d seen misery, he' d seen awareness —the glint that knew itsdlf, yet
did not comprehend what it had done wrong, what had earned it the loss of its freedom. It could not have
known, of course, that it was now adonein theworld. Thelast of itskind. And that somehow, in some
exclusvely human way, that wasitscrime.

Just asthe child could not have known that the ape, too, was aged seven.

Y et both saw, both knew in their souls—those darkly flickering shapings, not yet solidly formed —that,
for thisonetime, they were each looking upon a brother.

Breaking his heart.

Breaking the ape’ s heart, too — but maybe, he' d thought since, maybe he just needed to believe that, a
kind of flagellation in recompense. For being the one outside the cage, for knowing that there was blood
on the hands of himsdlf and hiskind.

Bottle' s soul, broken away... and so freed, gifted or cursed with the ability to travel, to seek those
duller life-gparks and to find that, in truth, they were not dull at dl, that the failure in fully seeing belonged
to himsdf.

Compassion existed when and only when one could step outside onesdlf, to suddenly see the bars from
ingdethe cage.

Y ears|ater, Bottle had tracked down the fate of that last idand ape. Purchased by a scholar who lived
in asolitary tower on the wild, unsettled coast of Geni, where there dwelt, in the forestsinland, bands of
apeslittle different from the one he had seen; and he liked to believe, now, that that scholar’ s heart had
known compassion; and that those foreign apes had not rejected this strange, shy cousin. His hope: that
there had been areprieve, for that one, solitary life.

Hisfear wasthat the creature’ swired skeleton stood in one of the tower’ s dingy rooms, atrophy of
uniqueness.

Amidst the smell of ash and charred flesh, the fema e crouched down before him, reached out to brush
hard finger pads across his forehead.

Then that hand made afig, lifting high, then flashing down—

* * * %

He flinched, eyes snapping open and seeing naught but darkness. Hard rims and shards digging into his
back — the chamber, the honey, oh gods my head aches... Groaning, Bottle rolled over, the shard
fragments cutting and crunching beneath him. He wasin the room beyond the one containing the urns,
athough at least one had followed him to shatter on the cold stone floor. He groaned again. Smeared in
sticky honey, aches dl over him... but the burns, the pain —gone. He drew a deep breath, then coughed.
Theair wasfoul. He needed to get everyone going — he needed—

‘Bottle? That you?
Cuittle, lying nearby. ‘Aye,’ said Bottle. * That honey—

‘Kicked hard, didn’t it just. | dreamed... atiger, it had died — cut to pieces, in fact, by these giant
undead lizards that ran on two feet. Died, yet ascended, only it was the death part it was telling me abouit.



Thedying part — | don’t understand. Treach had to dig, | think, to arrive. The dying part was important —
I’'m sure of it, only... gods below, listen to me. Thisair’ srotten —we got to get moving.’

Yes. But he'd lost therat, he remembered that, he'd lost her. Filled with despair, Bottle sought out the
creature—

—and found her. Awakened by histouch, ressting not at all as he captured her soul once more, and,
seeing through her eyes, heled the rat back into the room.

‘Wakethe others, Cuttle. It'stime!’

* * % %

Shouting, getting louder, and Geder avoke soaked in swest. That, he decided, was a dream he would
never, ever revigt. Given the choice. Fire, of course, so much fire. Shadowy figures dancing on al sides,
dancing around him, in fact. Night, snapped at by flames, the drumming of feet, voices chanting in some
barbaric, unknown language, and he could fed his soul responding, flaring, burgeoning asif summoned by
someritud.

At which point Geder redized. They were dancing round a hearth. And he waslooking out at them —
fromthe very flameitsdlf. No, he was theflame.

Oh Truth, you went and killed yourself. Damned fool.

Soldiers were awakening on al sides of the chamber — shouts and moans and a chorus of clunking
urns.

Thisjourney was not yet done. They would go on, and on, deeper and deeper, until the passage
dead-ended, until the air ran out, until amass of rubble shook loose and crushed them all.

Any way at all, please, except fire.

* k% k %

How long had they been down here? Bottle had no idea. Memories of open sky, of sunlight and the
wind, were invitations to madness, so fierce was the torture of recaling al those things one took for
granted. Now, the world was reduced to sharp fragments of brick, dust, cobwebs and darkness.
Passages that twisted, climbed, dropped away. His hands were a battered, bloody messfrom clawing
through packed rubble.

And now, on asharp down-dope, he had reached a place too small to get through. Feding with his
half-numbed hands, he tracked the edges. Some kind of cut cornerstone had sagged down at an angle
from the ceiling. Its lowermost corner — barely two hand’ s-widths above the rutted, sandy floor — negtly
bisected the passage.

Boittle settled hisforehead againg the gritty floor. Air gtill flowed pagt, afaint stirring now, nothing more
than that. And water had run down thistrack, heading somewhere.

‘“What' swrong? Culttle asked behind him.
‘We're blocked.’
Silencefor amoment, then, *Y our rat gone ahead? Past the block?

‘Y es. It opens out again —there' s an intersection of some kind ahead, a hole coming down from
above, with air pulling down from it and straight into apit in the floor. But, Cuttle—there sabig cut
stone, no way to squeeze past it. I'm sorry. We have to go back—

‘To Hood we do, move asideif you can, | want to fed thisfor mysdf.’
It was not as easy asit sounded, and it was some time before the two men managed to swap positions.



Bottle listened to the sapper muttering under his breath, then curaing.
‘| told you—'

‘Bequigt, I'm thinking. We could try and bresk it loose, only the whole ceiling might come down with
it. No, but maybe we can dig under, into the floor here. Give me your knife.’

‘l an't got aknife any more. Logt it downahole’

‘Then cdl back for one’

‘Cuttle—'

‘“You an't giving up on us, Bottle. You can't. You ether take usthrough or we'real dead.’

‘Damn you,” Bottle hissed. ‘Hasn't it occurred to you that maybe there' s no way through? Why should
there be? Rats are small —Hood, rats can live down here. Why should there be atunnd big enough for
us, some convenient route al the way out from under this damned city? To be honest, I’ m amazed we' ve
gotten thisfar. Look, we could go back, right to the temple —and dig our way out—

“Y ou're the one who doesn't understand, soldier. There' samountain Sitting over the hole we dropped
into, amountain that used to be the city’ s biggest temple. Dig out? Forget it. There' s no going back,
Bottle. Only forward; now get me aknife, damn you.’

* * * %

Smilesdrew out one of her throwing-knives and passed it up to the child ahead of her. Something told
her that thiswasit — asfar asthey would go. Except maybe for the children. The call had come to send
the urchins ahead. At the very least, then, they could go on, find away out. All this effort — somebody
had better live throughit.

Not that they’ d get very far, not without Bottle. That spineless bastard —imagine, depending on him.
The man who could see eyeto eye with rats, lizards, spiders, fungi. Matching wits, and it was atough
battle, wasn't it just.

Still, he wasn't abad sort — he’ d taken haf the load that day on the march, after that bitch of acaptain
reveded just how psychatic sheredly was. That had been generous of him. Strangely generous. But men
were like that, on occasion. She never used to bdieve that, but now she had no choice. They could
surpriseyou.

The child behind Smileswas climbing over her, dl ebows and knees and running, drippy, smearing
nose. It smelled, too. Smelled bad. Awful things, children. Needy, saf-centred tyrants, the boys dl teeth
and figts, thegirlsal dlaws and spit. Gathering into snivelling packs and sniffing out vulnerabilities—and
woe to the child not cunning enough to hide their own —the others would close in like the grubby sharks
they were. Great pastime, savaging someone.

If these runts are the only ones here who survive, | will haunt them. Every one of them, for the
rest of their days. ‘Look,” she snarled after an elbow in the nosg, ‘just get your smelly dimy hide out of
my face! Go on, you little ape!’

A voice from behind her: * Easy there. Y ou was achild once, you know—

“Y ou don't know nothing about me, so shut it!’

‘What, you was hatched? Hah! | believeit! Along with al the other snakes!’

‘Y eah, well, whoever you are, don't even think of climbing past me’

‘*And get that close? Not achance.’

She grunted. ‘ Glad we' re understood, then.’

If there was no way through —they’ d dl lose their minds. No doubt of that at al. Well, at least she had



acouple knivesleft — anybody fool enough to comefor her and they’ d pay.

* * * %

The children were squirming through — even as Cuttle dug into the floor with the knife—and then huddling
on the other sde. Weeping, clinging to each other, and Bottle' s heart cried out for them. They would
have to find courage, but for the moment, there seemed to be no hope of that.

Cuttle' sgrunts and gasps, then his curse as he broke the knife' s point — not very promising sounds.
Ahead, therat circled the edge of the pit, whiskerstwitching at the flow of warm air coming from the
shaft. She could climb round to the other Sde, and Bottle was willing the creature to do so —yet it
seemed his control was weakening, for the rat was resisting, her head tilted over the edge of the pit,
claws gripping the pocked side, the air flowing up over her...

Bottle frowned. From the shaft above, the air had been coming down. And from the pit, flowing up.
Conjoining in the tunnel, then drifting towards the children.

But therat... that air from below. Warm, not cool. Warm, smelling of sunlight.
‘Cuttlel’
The sapper hdted. ‘What?

‘We ve got to get past this! That pit —its edges, they’ ve been cut. That shaft, Cuttle, it's been mined,
cut through — someone' s dug into the side of the tel —there’ sno other possibility!”

The children’s cries had ceased with Bottle’ swords. He went on, ‘ That explainsthis, don’t you see?
Weain't thefirst onesto use thistunnel — people have been mining the ruins, looking for loot—'

He could hear Cuttle moving about.

‘What are you doing?

‘I"'m gonnakick thisblock out of the way—'

‘No, wait! You said—'

‘| can't dig through the damned floor! I’'m gonnakick this bastard outa the way!’
‘Cuttle, wait!’

A bellow, then a heavy thump, dust and gravel streaming from above. A second thump, then thunder
shook thefloor, and the celling was raining down. Screams of terror through the dust-clouds. Ducking,
covering his head as stones and sherds descended on him, Bottle squeezed his eyes shut — the dust, so
bright—

Bright.

But he couldn’t breathe — he could barely move benesth the weight of rubble atop him.
Muted ydlls from behind, but the terrible hiss of rubble had ceased.

Bottlelifted hishead, gasping, coughing.

To see awhite shaft of sunlight, dust-filled, cutting itsway down. Bathing Cuttle' s splayed legs, the
huge foundation stone between them.

‘Cuttle?

A cough, then, ‘ Gods below, that damned thing — it came down between my legs—just missed my...
oh Hood take me, | fed sick—

‘Never mind that! There slight, coming down. Sunlight!’
‘Cadll your rat back — 1 can’t see... how far up. | think it narrows. Narrows bad, Bottle.’
The rat was clambering over the children, and he could fed itsracing heart.



‘| seeit—your rat—

‘Take her in your hands, help her into the shaft over you. Y es, there’ sdaylight — oh, it’stoo narrow — |
might makeit, or Smiles maybe, but most of the others...’

“You just dig when you're up there, make it wider, Bottle. We re too close, now.’
‘Can the children get back here? Past the block?
‘Uh, I think so. Tight, but yes.’

Bottletwisted round. ‘Rall cal! And listen, we re amost there! Dig your way free! We re dmost
therel’

Therat climbed, closer and closer to that patch of daylight.
Bottle scrambled free of the gravel. * All right,’ he gasped as he moved over Cuitle.
‘Watch where you step!” the sapper said. ‘ My face is ugly enough without adamned hed print onit.’

Bottle pulled himsef into the uneven shaft, then halted. ‘I got to pull suff away, Cuttle. Move from
directly below...

lAye.l
Nameswere being called out... hard to tell how many... maybe most of them. Bottle could not afford

to think about it now. He began tugging at outcrops, bricks and rocks, widening the shaft. * Stuff coming
down!’

As each piece thumped down or bounced off the foundation stone, Cuittle collected it and passed it
back.

‘Bottle!’

‘What?

‘One of the urchins—shefdl into the pit — sheain't making any sound — | think welost her.’
Shit. ‘ Passthat rope ahead — can Smiles get over to them?

‘I"m not sure. Keep going, soldier —we'll see what we can do down here.’

Bottle worked hisway upward. A sudden widening, then narrowing once more—amost within reach
of that tiny opening —too small, he redized, for even so much as his hand. He pulled alarge chunk of
stone from the wall, dragged himself as close as he could to the hole. On adight ledge near his|eft
shoulder crouched the rat. He wanted to kiss the damned thing.

But not yet. Thingslooked badly jammed up around that hole. Big stones. Panic whispered through
him.

With therock in his hand, Bottle struck at the stone. A spurt of blood from one fingertip, crushed by
the impact — he barely felt it. Hammering, hammering away. Chipsraining down every now and then. His
arm tiring — hewas running out of reserves, he didn’t have the strength, the endurance for this. Yet he

kept swinging.
Each impact wesaker than the one before.
No, damn you! No!
He swung again.
Blood spattered his eyes.

* k x %

Captain Faradan Sort reined in on theridge, just north of the dead city. Normaly, acity that had falen to
Sege soon acquired its scavengers, old women and children scrambling about, picking through the ruins.



But not here, not yet, anyway. Maybe not for along time.

Like a cracked pot, the steep sides of Y’ Ghatan’ stel had bled out — melted lead, copper, silver and
gold, veins and poolsfilled with accreted stone chips, dust and potsherds.

Offering an arm, Sort helped Sinn dip down from the saddle behind her — she' d been squirming,
whimpering and clutching at her, growing more agitated the closer the day’ s end came, the light failing.
The Fourteenth Army had |eft the night before. The captain and her charge had walked their lone horse
round the tel, not once, but twice, sincethe sun’srise.

And the captain had begun to doubt her own reading of the child Sinn, her own sense that this
half-mad, now seemingly mute cresture had known something, sensed something — Sinn had tried and
tried to get back into the ruins before her arrest. There had to be areason for that.

Or, perhaps not. Perhaps nothing more than an insane grief —for her lost brother.

Scanning the rubble-strewn base bel ow the tel’ s north wall one more time, she noted that one
scavenger at least had arrived. A child, smeared in white dust, her hair amatted snarl, was wandering
perhaps thirty paces from the rough wall.

Sinn saw her aswell, then began picking her way down the dope, making strange mewling sounds.
The captain unstrapped her hedlm and lifted it clear to settle it on the saddle horn. She wiped grimy
swegt from her brow. Desertion. Wdll, it was't thefirst time, now, wasit? If not for Sinn’s magic, the
Wickans would have found them. And likely executed them. She' d take afew with her, of course, no
matter what Sinn did. People learned that you had to pay to dedl with her. Pay in every way. A lesson

she never tired of teaching.

Shewaiched as Sinn ran to the city’ s cliff-side, ignoring the scavenger, and began climbingit.

Now what?

Replacing the helm, the sodden leather inside-rim momentarily cool againgt her brow, the strap feding

stretched as she fixed the clasp beneath her jaw, Faradan Sort collected the reins and guided her horse
into adow descent down the scree.

The scavenger was crying, grubby hands pressed againgt her eyes. All that dust on her, the websin her
hair —thiswas the true face of war, the captain knew. That child' s face would haunt her memories,
joining the many other faces, for aslong as shelived.

Sinnwas clinging to the rough wall, perhgps two man-heights up, motionless.

Too much, Sort decided. The child was mad. She glanced again at the scavenger, who did not seem
aware that they had arrived. Hands still pressed against eyes. Red scrapes through the dust, atrickle of
blood down one shin. Had she fallen? From where?

The captain rode up to halt her horse beneath Sinn. * Come down now,’ she said. ‘We need to make
camp, Sinn. Come down, it’s no use—the sun’samost gone. We can try again tomorrow.’

Sinn tightened her grip on the broken outcrops of stone and brick.

Grimacing, the captain sde-stepped the mount closer to the wall, then reached up to pull Sinn from her
perch.
Squeding, the girl lunged upward, one hand shooting into ahole—

* k% k %

His strength, hiswill, was gone. A short re<t, then he could begin again. A short rest, the voices below
drifting away, it didn’t matter. Sleep, now, the dark, warm embrace — drawing him down, ever deeper,
then ablush of sweet golden light, wind rippling yellow grasses—



—and hewasfreg, dl pain gone. This, he realized, was not deep. It was death, the return to the most
ancient memory buried in each human soul. Grasslands, the sun and wind, the warmth and click of
insects, dark herds in the distance, the lone trees with their vast canopies and the cool shade
beneath, where lions dozed, tongues lalling, flies dancing round indifferent, languid eyes...

Degth, and thislong buried seed. We return. We return to the world...

And she reached for him, then, her hand damp with sweat, smal and soft, prying hisfingersloose from
the rock they gripped, blood sticking — she clutched at his hand, asif filled with fierce need, and he knew
the child within her belly was cdling out in its own silent language, its own needs, so demanding...

Nails dug into the cuts on his hand—

Bottlejolted avake, eyes blinking — daylight dmost gone—and asmall hand reaching through from
outside, grasping and tugging at hisown.

Help. ‘Help—you, outsde—help us—'

* k x %

As shereached up yet further to tug the girl down, Sort saw Sinn’s head snap around, saw something
blazing in her eyes as she stared down at the captain.

‘What now—" And then there came afaint voice, seemingly from the very stones. Faradan Sort’ s eyes
widened. ‘Sinn?

The girl’shand, shoved into that crack — it was holding on to something.
Someone.
‘Oh, gods bdow!”’

* * * %

Crunching sounds outside, boots digging into stone, then gloved fingers dipped round one edge beside
the child’ sforearm, and Boittle heard: Y ou, ingde —who? Can you hear me?

A woman. Accented Ehrlii... familiar? Fourteenth Army,” Bottle said. ‘Mdazans.” The child’ sgrip
tightened.

‘Oponn’spull, soldier,” thewoman said in Maazan. * Sinn, let go of him. | need room. Make the hole
bigger. Let go of him—it'sdl right —you were right. W€ re going to get them out.’

Snn? The shouts from below were getting louder. Cuittle, calling up something about away out. Bottle
twisted to call back down. ‘ Cuttle! We ve been found! They're going to dig usout! Let everyone know!’

Sinn’s hand released his, withdrew.

The woman spoke again. * Soldier, move away from the hole—1"m going to use my sword.’

‘Captain?Isthat you?

‘Aye. Now, move back and cover your eyes—what? Oh, where' d dl those children come from?1s
that one of Fiddler’ s squad with them? Get down there, Sinn. There' s another way out. Help them.’

The sword-point dug into the concreted brick and stone. Chips danced down.

Cuittle was climbing up from below, grunting. ‘ We gotta widen this some more, Bottle. That runt who
dropped down the hole. We sent Smiles after her. A tunnel, angling back up —and out. A looter’ stunndl.
Thechildren'redl out—

‘Good. Cuttle, it’sthe captain. The Adjunct, she must have waited for us— sent searchers out to find
l'lsl’



‘That makes no sense—'

‘“You'reright, Faradan Sort cut in. * They’ ve marched, soldiers. It'sjust me, and Sinn.’
‘They left you behind?

‘No, we deserted. Sinn knew — she knew you were il dive, don't ask me how.’

‘Her brother’ sdown here,” Cuttle said. * Corpora Shard.’

‘Alive?

‘Wethink so, Captain. How many days hasit been?

‘Three. Four nightsif you count the breach. Now, no more questions, and cover your eyes.’

She chopped away at the hole, tugged loose chunks of brick and stone. The dusk air swept in, cool
and, despite dl the dust, sweet in Bottle' s lungs. Faradan Sort began work on one large chunk, and
broke her sword. A stream of Korelri curses.

‘That your Stormwall sword, Captain? |’ m sorry—'
‘Don’'t beanidiot.’
‘But your scabbard—

‘Aye, my scabbard. The sword it belonged to got |eft behind... in somebody. Now, let me save my
breath for this.” And she began chopping away with the broken sword. * Hood-damned piece of Falari
junk—" The huge stone groaned, then did away, taking the captain withit.

A heavy thump from the ground beyond and below, then more cursing.

Bottle clawed hisway into the gap, dragged himsdlf through, then was suddenly tumbling down, landing
hard, rolling, winded, onto his ssomach.

After along moment he managed agasp of air, and helifted his head —to find himsdf staring at the
captain’ s boots. Bottle arched, raised ahand and saluted — briefly.

“Y ou managed that better the last time, Bottle.’

‘Captain, I'm Smiles—

“Y ou know, soldier, it was agood thing you assumed half theload | dumped on Smiles sback. If you
hadn’t done that, well, you likely wouldn’t have lived thislong—'

He saw her turn, heard agrunted snarl, then one boot lifted, moved out dightly to the sde, hovered—

—above Bottle' srat—

—then stamped down — as his hand shot out, knocked the foot aside at the last moment. The captain
stumbled, then swore. ‘Have you lost your mind—'

Bottlerolled closer to therat, collected her in both hands and held her againgt his chest as he settled
down onto his back. ‘Not thistime, Captain. Thisis my rat. She saved our lives’

‘Vile, disgugting crestures’

‘Not her. Not Y’ Ghatan.’

Faradan Sort stared down at him. * Sheisnamed Y’ Ghatan?

‘Aye. | just decided.’

Cuittle was clambering down. ‘ Gods, Captain—'

‘Quiet, sapper. If you' ve got the strength Ieft —and you' d better —you need to help the others out.’
‘Aye, Captain.” He turned about and began climbing back up.

Still lying on his back, Bottle closed his eyes. He stroked Y’ Ghatan' s smooth-furred back. My
darling. You're with me, now. Ah, you're hungry —we'll take care of that. Soon you' Il be waddling



fat again, | promise, and you and your kitswill be... gods, there’'s more of you, isn’'t there? No
problem. When it comes to your kind, there’s never a shortage of food...

He redlized Smileswas standing over him. Staring down.

He managed afaint, embarrassed smile, wondering how much she’ d heard, how much she' d just put
together.

‘All men arescum.’
So much for wondering.

* * * %

Coughing, crying, babbling, the soldierswere lying or Stting al around Geder, who stood, trying to make
acount —the names, the faces, exhaustion blurred them dl together. He saw Shard, with hissister, Sinn,
wrapped al around him like ababe, fast adeep, and there was something like shock in the corpord’s
staring, unseeing eyes. Tulip was nearby — his body was torn, shredded everywhere, but he' d dragged
himsdlf through without complaint and now sat on astone, silent and bleeding.

Crump crouched near the cliff-side, using rocksto pry loose adab of melted gold and lead, a stupid
grin on hisugly, overlong face. And Smiles, surrounded by children — shelooked miserable with al the
attention, and Geder saw her staring up at the night sky again and again, and again, and that gesture he
well understood.

Bottle had pulled them through. With hisrat. Y’ Ghatan. The sergeant shook his head. Well, why not?
We're all rat-worshippersright now. Oh, right, theroll call... Sergeant Cord, with Ebron, Limp and
his broken leg. Sergeant Hellian, her jaw swollen in two places, one eye closed up, and blood matting her
hair, just now coming round — under the tender ministrations of her corpord, Urb, Tarr, Koryk, Smiles
and Cuttle. Tavos Pond, Balgrid, Mayfly, Flashwit, Sdtlick, Hanno, Shortnose and Masan Gilani. Bellig
Harn, Maybe, Brethless and Touchy. Deadsmell, Gdlt, Sands and Lobe. The sergeants Thom Tissy and
Bam. Widdershins, Uru Hela, Ramp, Scant and Reem. Throatdlitter... Geder’ s gaze swung back to Tarr,
Koryk, Smilesand Cuttle.

Hood' s breath.

‘Captain! We' velost two!’

Every head turned.

Corpord Tarr shot to hisfeet, then staggered like a drunk, spinning to face the cliff-wall.

Bam hissed, ‘Fiddler... and that prisoner! The bastard' s killed him and he' s hiding back in there!
Waiting for usto leave!’

* k% k %

Corabb had dragged the dying man asfar as he could, and now both he and the Malazan were done.
Crammed tight in anarrowing of the tunnel, the darkness devouring them, and Corabb was not even sure
he was going in the right direction. Had they been turned round? He could hear nothing... no-one. All that
dragging, and pushing... they’ d turned round, he was sure of it.

No matter, they weren't going anywhere.

Never again. Two skeletons buried beneath adead city. No morefitting abarrow for awarrior of the
Apocalypse and aMadazan soldier. That seemed just, poetic even. He would not complain, and when he
stood at this sergeant’ s Side at Hood' s Gate, he would be proud for the company.

So much had changed inside him. He was no bdliever in causes, not any more. Certainty was an
illuson, alie. Fanaticism was poison in the soul, and thefirgt victim initsinexorable, ever-growing list was



compassion. Who could spesk of freedom, when on€'s own soul was bound in chains?
He thought, now, findly, that he understood Toblakai.

And it wasal too late. Thisgrand revelation. Thus, | die a wise man, not a fool. Is there any
difference? | ill die, after all.

No, thereis. | can fedl it. That difference — | have cast off my chains. | have cast them off!
A low cough, then, ‘ Corabb?

‘I am here, Maazan.

‘Where? Whereisthat?

‘Inour tomb, das. | am sorry, adl strength hasfled. | am betrayed by my own body. | am sorry.’

Silence for amoment, then a soft laugh. *No matter. I’ ve been unconscious — you should have left me—
where are the others?

‘I don’t know. | was dragging you. We were left behind. And now, we'relogt, and that’ sthat. | am
sorry—'

‘Enough of that, Corabb. Y ou dragged me? That explainsal the bruises. For how long? How far?

‘1 do not know. A day, maybe. There waswarm air, but then it was cool — it seemed to bresthe in and
out, past us, but which breath wasin and which was out? | do not know. And now, thereisno wind.’

‘A day? Are you mad? Why did you not leave me?

‘Had | done so, Mdazan, your friendswould have killed me.’
‘Ah, thereisthat. But, you know, | don't believe you.’

“You areright. Itissmple. | could not.’

‘All right, that will do.’

Corabb closed his eyes—the effort making no difference. He was probably blind by now. He had
heard that prisoners|eft too long without light in their dungeon cdlls went blind. Blind before mad, but
mead, too, eventualy.

And now he heard sounds, drawing nearer... from somewhere. He' d heard them before, ahaf-dozen
times at least, and for ashort while there had been faint shouting. Maybe that had been real. The demons
of panic come to take the others, one by one. * Sergeant, are you named Strings or Fiddler?

‘Strings for when I'm lying, Fiddler for when I’ m telling the truth.’
‘Ah, isthat aMaazan trait, then? Strange—'

‘No, not atrait. Mine, maybe.’

‘And how should | nameyou?

‘Fiddler.

‘Very well.” A welcome gift. ‘Fiddler. | wasthinking. Here | am, trapped. And yet, it isonly now, |
think, that | have finaly escaped my prison. Funny, isn't it?

‘Damned hilarious, Corabb Bhilan Thenu' das. What isthat sound?
“You hear it, too? Corabb held hisbreath, listened. Drawing closer—
Then something touched his forehead.

Bellowing, Corabb tried to twist away.

‘Wait! Damnyou, | said wait!’

Fiddler caled out, ‘ Geder?

‘Aye, cdm down your damned friend here, will you?



Heart pounding, Corabb settled back. ‘We were lost, Mdazan. | am sorry—'

‘Bequiet! Listento me. You' reonly about seventy paces from atunnel, leading out —we re al out,
you understand me? Bottle got us out. Hisrat brought us through. Therewas arock fal blocking you up
ahead — I’ ve dug through—

“You crawled back in? Fiddler demanded. ‘ Geder—

‘Believe me, it was the hardest thing I’ ve ever donein my life. Now | know —or | think | know —what
Truth went through, running into that palace. Abysstake me, I'm gtill shaking.’

‘Lead us on, then,” Corabb said, reaching back to grasp Fiddler’ s harness once more.
Geder made to move past him. ‘1 can do that—'

‘No. | havedragged him thisfar.’

‘Fd?

‘For Hood' s sake, Gedler, I ve never been in better hands.’

Chapter Eight

Sarkanas, lvindonos and Ganath stood looking down on the heaped corpses, the strewn
pieces of flesh and fragments of bone. A field of battle knows only lost dreams and the ghosts
clutch futilely at the ground, remembering naught but the last place of their lives, and the air is
sullen now that the clangour is past, and the last moans of the dying have dwindled into
dlence

Whilethisdid not belong to them, they yet stood. Of Jaghut, one can never know their
thoughts, nor even their aspirations, but they were heard to speak, then.

‘All told,” said Ganath. ‘ This sordid tale here has ended, and there is no-one left to heave
the stlandard high, and proclaim justice triumphant.’

‘Thisisadark plain,” said Ivindonas, ‘and I am mindful of such things, the sorrow untold,
unlesswitnessed.’

“Not mindful enough,” said Sarkanos.

‘A bold accusation,” said Ivindonos, histusks bared in anger. ‘ Tl mewhat | am blind to.
Tl mewhat greater sorrow exists than what we see before us’

And Sarkanos made reply, ‘ Darker plainslie beyond.’

Stela Fragment (Y ath Alban)
Anonymous

T here were times, Captain Ganoes Paran reflected, when aman could believe in nothing. No path taken
could dter thefuture, and the future remained ever unknown, even by the gods. Sensing those currents,
the tumult that lay ahead, achieved little except the loss of restful deep, and agrowing suspicion thet al
his efforts to shape that future were naught but conceit.

He had pushed the horses hard, staying well clear of villages and hamlets where the Mistress stalked,
sowing her deadly seeds, gathering to herself the power of poisoned blood and ten thousand desths by
her hand. Before long, he knew, that toll would risetenfold. Y et for dl his caution, the stench of death
wasinescapable, arriving again and again asif from nowhere, and no matter how grest the distance



between him and inhabited aress.

Whatever Polid’ s need, it was vast, and Paran was fearful, for he could not understand the game she
played here.

Back in Darujhistan, ensconced within the Finnest House, this land known as Seven Cities had seemed
so far from the centre of things— or what he believed would soon become the centre of things. And it had
been, in part, that mystery that had set him on this path, seeking to discover how what happened here
would become enfolded into the greater scheme. Assuming, of course, that such agreater scheme
exiged.

Equaly aslikely, he dlowed, thiswar among the gods would implode into amaglstrom of chaos. There
had been need, he had once been told, for aMaster of the Deck of Dragons. There had been need, he
had been told, for him. Paran had begun to suspect that, even then, it was dready too late. Thisweb was
growing too fast, too snarled, for any single mind to fathom.

Except maybe Kruppe, the famed Eel of Darujhistan... gods, | wish he was here, in my place,
right now. Why wasn’t he made the Master of the Deck of Dragons? Or maybe that incorrigible
aplomb was naught but bravado, behind which the real Kruppe cowered in terror.

Imagine Raest’ s thoughts... Paran smiled, recollecting. It had been early morning when that little fat
man knocked on the door of the Finnest House, flushed of face and beaming up at the undead Jaghut
Tyrant who opened it wide and stared down upon him with pitted eyes. Then, hands fluttering and
proclaiming something about acrucid meeting, Kruppe somehow did past the Azath guardian, waddling
into the main hall and sinking with a delighted sigh of contentment into the plush chair beside the fireplace.

An unexpected guest for breskfast; it seemed even Raest could do nothing about it. Or would not. The
Jaghut had been typically reticent on the subject.

And so Paran had found himself seated opposite the famed Defier of Caladan Brood — this corpulent
little man in his faded waistcoat who had confounded the most powerful ascendants on Genabackis—and
watched him eat. And eat. While somehow, at the same time, talking nonstop.

‘Kruppe knows the sad dilemma, yesindeed, of sad befuddied Master. Twice sad? Nay, thrice sad!
Four times sad — ah, how usage of the dread word culminates! Cease now, Sir Kruppe, lest we find
ourselves weeping without surcease!’ Lifting one greasy finger. * Ah, but Master wonders, does he not,
how can one man such as Kruppe know al these things? What things, you would also ask, given the
chance, said chance Kruppe hastens to intercept with suitable answer. Had Kruppe such an answer, that
is. But lo! He does not, and isthat not the true wonder of it al?

‘For Hood' s sake,” Paran cut in—and got no further.

‘Y esindeed! For Hood' s sake indeed, oh, you are brilliant and so worthy of the grand title of Master
of the Deck of Dragons and Kruppe' s most trusted friend! Hood, at the very centre of things, oh yes,
and that iswhy you must hasten, forthwith, to Seven Cities’

Paran stared, dumbfounded, wondering what detail in that barrage of words he had missed. ‘What?

‘The gods, dear preciousfriend of Kruppe sl They are at war, yes? Terrible thing, war. Terrible things,
gods. Thetwo, together, ah, most terribler!’

Terri— what? Oh, never mind.’

‘Kruppe never does.’

‘Why Seven Cities?

‘Even the gods cast shadows, Master of the Deck. But what do shadows cast?
‘1 don’t know. Gods?

Kruppe s expression grew pained. ‘ Oh my, anonsensical reply. Kruppe sfath in dubiousfriend lies
shaking. No, shaken. Not lies, is. See how Kruppe shakens? No, not gods. How can gods be cast? Do



not answer that — such isthe nature and unspoken agreement regards rhetoric. Now, where was
Kruppe? Oh yes. Mo4t terrible crimes are in the offing off in Seven Cities. Eggs have been laid and
schemes have hatched! One particularly large shell is about to be broken, and will have been broken by
the time you arrive, which meansit is as good as broken right now so what are you waiting for? In fact,
foolish man, you are dlready too late, or will be, by then, and if not then, then soon, in the imminent sense
of the word. Soon, then, you must go, despite it being too late— | suggest you leave tomorrow morning
and make use of warrens and other nefarious paths of inequity to hasten your hopeless quest to arrive.
Ontime, and intime, and in due time you will indeed arrive, and then you must walk the singular shadow
— between, dare Kruppe utter such dread words — between life and death, the wavy, blurry metaphor so
cdloudy and indifferently trespassed by things that should know better. Now, you have worn out
Kruppe s ears, distended Kruppe' slargesse unto bursting histrouser belt, and heretofore otherwise
exhausted hisvast intellect.” He rose with agrunt, then patted histummy. ‘A mostly acceptable repast,
athough Kruppe advises that you inform your cook that the figs were veritably mummified —from the
Jaghut’ s own store, one must assume, yes, hmm?

There had been some sense, Paran had eventuadly concluded, within that quagmire of verbosity.
Enough to frighten him, in any case, leading him to amore intense examination of the Deck of Dragons.
Wherein the chaos was more pronounced than it ever had been before. And there, in its midst, the
glimmer of apath, away through — perhaps smply imagined, an illuson—but he would haveto try,
athough the thought terrified him.

He was not the man for this. He was sumbling, half-blind, within avortex of converging powers, and
he found he was struggling to maintain even theilluson of contral.

Seeing Apsalar again had been an unexpected gift. A girl no longer, yet, it appeared, as deadly asever.
Nonetheless, something like humanity hed revedled itsdlf, therein her eyes every now and then. He
wondered what she had gone through since Catillion had been banished from her outside Darujhistan —
beyond what she had been willing to tell him, that is, and he wondered if she would complete her journey,
to come out the other end, reborn one moretime.

Herosein hisgirrupsto sretch hislegs, scanning the south for the telltale shimmer that would
announce his destination. Nothing but hegt-haze yet, and rugged, tregess hills risng humped on the pan.
Seven Citieswas a hot, blasted |and, and he decided that even without plague, he didn’t like it much.

One of those hills suddenly vanished in acloud of dust and flying debris, then athundering boom
drummed through the ground, tartling the horses. As he struggled to cam them — especidly hisown
mount, which had taken this opportunity to renew its efforts to unseat him, bucking and kicking—he
sensed something e se rolling out from the destroyed mound.

Omtose Phellack.

Settling his horse as best he could, Paran collected the reins and rode at a dow, jumpy canter towards
the ruined hill.

As he neared, he could hear crashing sounds from within the barrow — for a barrow it was—and when
he was thirty paces distant, part of a desiccated body was flung from the hole, skidding in aclatter
through the rubble. It came to astop, then one arm lifted tremuloudy, dropping back down amoment
later. A bone-helmed skull flew into view, ropes of hair twisting about, to bounce and roll in the dust.

Paran reined in, watching as atall, gaunt figure climbed free of the barrow, dowly straightening.
Grey-green skin, trailing dusty cobwebs, wearing a silver-clagped harness and baldric of iron mail from
which hung knivesin copper scabbards — the various metals blackened or green with verdigris. Whatever
clothing had once covered the figure' s body had since rotted away.

A Jaghut woman, her long black hair drawn into asingletail that reached down to the smal of her
back. Her tusks were silver-sheathed and thus black. She dowly looked round, her gaze finding and
settling on him. Vertica pupils set in amber studied Paran from beneath aheavy brow. He watched her



frown, then she asked, ‘What manner of creature are you?

‘A well-mannered one,” Paran replied, attempting a smile. She had spoken in the Jaghut tongue and he
had understood... somehow. One of the many gifts granted by virtue of being the Master? Or long
proximity with Raest and his endless muttering? Either way, Paran surprised himsdf by replyingin the
samelanguage.

At which her frown degpened. ‘Y ou speak my tongue as would an Imass... had any Imass bothered to
learn it. Or a Jaghut whose tusks had been pulled.’

Paran glanced over at the partia corpse lying nearby. ‘ An Imass like that one?

Shedrew her thin lips back in what he took to beaamile. ‘A guardian left behind — it had lost its
vigilance. Undead have atendency towards boredom, and carelessness.’

‘T’lanImass’

‘If others are near, they will come now. | havelittletime’
‘T’ lan Imass? None, Jaghut. None anywhere close’
“You are certain?

‘| am. Reasonably. Y ou have freed yoursdlf... why?

‘Freedom needs an excuse? She brushed dust and webs from her lean body, then faced west. *One
of my rituals has been shattered. | must needsrepair it

Paran thought about that, then asked, * A binding ritua? Something, or someone was imprisoned, and,
like you just now, it seeks freedom?

She looked displeased with the comparison. ‘ Unlike the entity | imprisoned, | have no interest in
conquering theworld.’

Oh. ‘1 am Ganoes Paran.’

‘Ganath. Y ou look pitiful, like amalnourished Imass— are you here to oppose me?

He shook his head. ‘| was but passing by, Ganath. | wish you good fortune—'

She suddenly turned, stared eastward, head cocking.

‘Something? heasked. ‘T’ lan Imass?

Sheglanced a him. ‘| am not certain. Perhaps... nothing. Tell me, isthere a sea south of here?
‘Was there one when you were... not yet in your barrow?

‘Ves’

Paran smiled. ‘ Ganath, there isindeed a seajust south of here, and it iswhere | am headed.’
‘Then | shdl travel with you. Why do you journey there?

‘To talk with some people. And you? | thought you werein ahurry to repair thet ritual ?

‘| am, yet | find amore pressing priority.’

‘Andthat is?

‘“The need for abath.’

* * * %

Too bloated to fly, the vultures scattered with outraged cries, hopping and waddling with wings crooked,
leaving the once-human feast exposed in their wake. Apsalar dowed her steps, not sure whether she
wanted to continue walking down this main street, although the raucous chattering and bickering of
feeding vultures sounded from the side avenues as well, leading her to suspect that no dternative route



was possible.

The villagers had died suffering — there was no mercy in this plague, for it had carved along, tortured
path to Hood' s Gate. Swollen glands, dowly closing the throat, making it impossible to eat solid food,
and narrowing the air passages, making every breath drawn agony. And, in the gut, gases distending the
stomach. Blocked from any means of escape, they eventually burst the ssomach lining, dlowing the
victim'sown acids to devour them from within. These, alas, were the final stages of the disease. Before
then, there was fever, so hot that brains were cooked in the skull, driving the person half-mad — a state
from which, even were the disease somehow hated then and there — there was no recovery. Eyes wept
mucus, ears bled, flesh grew gdatinous at the joints—thiswas the Mistressin al her sordid glory.

The two skeletal reptiles accompanying Apsdar had sprinted ahead, entertaining themselves by
frightening the vultures and bursting through buzzing masses of flies. Now they scampered back,
unmindful of the blackened, half-eaten corpses they clambered over.

‘Not-Apsaar! You aretoo dow!”’
‘No, Tdoradt,” cried Curdle, ‘ not dow enough!’
‘Y es, not dow enough! Welikethisvillage—we want to play!’

Leading her placid horse, Apsaar began picking her way down the street. A score of villagers had
crawled out here for some unknown reason, perhapsin some last, pathetic attempt to escape what could
not be escaped. They had died clawing and fighting each other. Y ou are welcome to stay aslong asyou
like, shesaid to the two crestures.

‘That cannot be,” Telorast said. ‘We are your guardians, after al. Y our deepless, ever-vigilant
sentinds. We shdl stand guard over you no matter how diseased and disgusting you become.’

‘And thenwe' ll pick out your eyes’

‘Curdle! Don't tdll her that!’

‘Well, we'll wait until she'sdeeping, of course. Thrashing in fever.
‘Exactly. She'll want usto by then, anyway.’

‘1 know, but we ve walked through two villages now and she il isn't sick. | don't understand. All the
other mortals are dead or dying, what makes her so special?

‘Chosen by the usurpers of Shadow —that’ s why she can just saunter through with her nosein the air.
We may have to wait before we can pick out her eyes’

Apsalar stepped past the heap of corpses. Just ahead, the village came to an abrupt end and beyond
stood the charred remnants of three outlying buildings. A crow-haunted cemetery surmounted anearby
low hill where stood alone guldindhatree. The black birds crowded the branchesin sullen silence. A few
makeshift platforms attested to some early efforts at ceremony to attend the dead, but clearly that had
been short-lived. A dozen white goats stood in the tre€' s shade, watching Apsaar as she continued on
down the road, flanked by the skeletons of Telorast and Curdle.

Something had happened, far to the north and west. No, she could be more precise than that.
Y’ Ghatan. There had been a battle... and the committing of aterrible crime. Y’ Ghatan’ slust for Maazan
blood was legendary, and Apsalar feared that it had drunk deegp once more.

In every land, there were places that saw battle again and again, an endless succession of daughter,
and more often than not such places held little strategic vaue in any greater scheme, or were ultimately
indefensible. Asif the very rocks and soil mocked every conqueror foolish enough to lay claim to them.
Caotillion’ sthoughts, these. He had never been afraid to recognize futility, and the world' s pleasurein
defying human grandiosity.

She passed the lagt of the burned-out buildings, relieved to have lft their stench behind —rotting



bodies she was used to, but something of that charred reek dipped beneath her senseslikea
premonition. It was nearing dusk. Apsadar climbed back into the saddle and gathered up thereins.

She would attempt the warren of Shadow, even though she aready knew it was too late — something
had happened a Y’ Ghatan; at the very least, she could look upon the wounds left behind and pick up the
trall of the survivors. If any existed.

‘She dreams of death,” Telorast said. * And now she' sangry.’
‘With us?
‘Yes. No. Yes. No.’

‘Ah, she'sopened awarren! Shadow! Lifdesstrail winding through lifdesshills, we shdl perish from
ennui! Wait, don't leave us!’

* * * %

They climbed out of the pit to find abanquet awaiting them. A long table, four high-backed Untan-style
chairs, acandelabrain the centre bearing four thick-stemmed beeswax candles, the golden light flickering
down on silver plates heaped with Maazan ddlicacies. Oily santos fish from the shods off Kartoal,

baked with butter and spicesin clay; strips of marinated venison, smelling of dmondsin the northern

D’ avorian style; grouse from the Seti plains stuffed with bull-berries and sage; baked gourds and fillets of
snake from Da Hon; assorted brai sed vegetables and four bottles of wine: aMadaz Idand white from the
Paran Estates, warmed rice wine from Itko Kan, afull-bodied red from Gris, and the orange-tinted
belack wine from the Napan Ides.

Kalam stood staring at the bounteous apparition, as Stormy, with agrunt, walked over, boots puffing in
the dust, and sat down in one of the chairs, reaching for the Grisian red.

‘Wél,” Quick Ben said, dusting himsdlf off, ‘thisisnice. Who' sthe fourth chair for, you think?
Kaam looked up at the looming bulk of the sky keep. ‘I’ d rather not think about that.’
Snorting sounds from Stormy as he launched into the venison srips.

‘Do you suspect,” Quick Ben ventured as he sat down, ‘there is some significance to the selection
provided us? He collected an dabaster goblet and poured himself ahelping of the Paran white. *Or isit
the sheer decadence that he wants to rub our nosesin?

‘My noseisjudt fine, Stormy said, tipping his head to one side and spitting out abone. * Gods, | could
eat dl of thismysdf! Maybe | will at that!’

Sighing, Kdam joined them at thetable. * All right, a least thisgives ustimeto talk about things” He
saw thewizard glance suspicioudly at Stormy. ‘Relax, Quick, | doubt Stormy can hear us above hisown
chewing.’

‘Hah!” the Falari laughed, spitting fragments across the table, one landing with aplop inthewizard's

goblet. *Asif | giveaHood' stoenail about dl your self-important preening! Y ou two want to talk
yourselves blue, go right ahead — | won't waste my time listening.’

Quick Ben found a silver meat-spear and delicately picked the piece of venison from the goblet. He
took atentative sip, made aface, and poured the wine away. As herefilled the goblet, he said, ‘W,
I’m not entirely convinced Stormy hereisirrelevant to our conversation.’

The red-bearded soldier looked up, small eyes narrowing with sudden unease. ‘| couldn’t be more
irrdevant if | tried,” he said in agrowl, reaching again for the bottle of red.

Kaam watched the man' s throat bob as he downed mouthful after mouthful.
‘It' sthat sword,” said Quick Ben. ‘ That T’ lan Imass sword. How did you come by it, Stormy?



‘Huh, santos. In Falar only poor people eat those ugly fish, and the Kartoolii cal it addicacy! Idiots’
He collected one and began scooping the red, oily flesh from the clay shell. ‘It was given to me,” he said,
‘for safekeeping.’

‘By aT’lan Imass? Kaam asked.

‘Aye’

‘Soit plans on coming back for it?

‘If it can, aye’

‘“Why would aT’lan Imass give you its sword? They generdly usethem, alot.’

‘Not where it was headed, assassin. What' s this? Some kind of bird?

‘Yes,’ said Quick Ben. ‘ Grouse. So, where was the T’ lan Imass headed, then?
‘Grouse. What' sthat, some kind of duck? It went into abig wound in the sky, to sedl it.’
The wizard leaned back. ‘ Don't expect it any time soon, then.’

‘Wdll, it took the head of a Tiste Andii with it, and that head was il dive— Truth wasthe only one
who saw that —the other T’ lan Imass didn’t, not even the bonecaster. Small wings— surprised the thing
could fly at dl. Not very well, hah, since someone caught it!” He finished the Grisian and tossed away the
bottle. It thumped in the thick dust. Stormy then reached for the Napan belack. * Y ou know what’ sthe
problem with you two? I'll tell ya. I'll tel yathe problem. Y ou both think too much, and you think that by
thinking so much you get somewhere with dl that thinking, only you don’t. Look, it’'ssmple. Something
you don't like getsin your way you kill it, and once you kill it you can stop thinking about it and that's
that.’

‘Interesting philosophy, Stormy,” said Quick Ben. ‘But what if that "something” istoo big, or too many,
or nagtier than you?

‘Thenyou cut it down to Size, wizard.’
‘Andif you can't?

‘Then you find someone else who can. Maybe they end up killing each other, and that’ sthat.” He
waved the half-empty bottle of belack. * Y ou think you can make all sortsaplans? Idiots. | squat down
and shit on your plang’

Kalam smiled at Quick Ben. ‘ Stormy’ s onto something there, maybe.’

Thewizard scowled. ‘What, squatting—'

“‘No, finding someone elseto do the dirty work for us. We' re old hands at that, Quick, aren’t we?
‘Only, it getsharder.” Quick Ben gazed up at the sky keep. * All right, let me think—

‘Ohwe' rein trouble now!’

‘Stormy,” said Kaam, ‘you'redrunk.’

‘l an’t drunk. Two bottlesawine don’t get me drunk. Not Stormy, they don’t.’

‘Thequestion,” said thewizard, ‘isthis. Who or what defested the K’ Chain Che’ Malle thefirst time
round? And then, isthat powerful force still aive? Once we work out the answers to those—'

‘Likel said,’ the Falari growled, ‘you talk and talk and talk and you ain’t getting adamned thing.’
Quick Ben settled back, rubbing at hiseyes. ‘ Fine, then. Go on, Stormy, let’s hear your brilliance.’

‘Hirgt, you're assuming those lizard things are your enemy inthefirs place. Third, if the legends are
true, those lizards defeated themselves, so what in Hood' s soiled trousers are you panicking * bout?
Second, the Adjunct wanted to know al " bout them and where they’ re going and all that. Well, the sky
keeps ain't going nowhere, and we aready know what’ sinsde’em, so we done our job. Y ou idiots



want to break into one—what for? Y ou ain't got aclue what for. And five, you gonnafinish that white
wine, wizard?’ Cause | ain’'t touching that rice piss’

Quick Ben dowly sat forward and did the bottle towards Stormy.

No better gesture of defeat was possible, Kalam decided. ‘ Finish up, everyone,” he said, *so we can
get outa this damned warren and back to the Fourteenth.’

‘Something else,’ said Quick Ben, ‘| wanted to talk about.’
‘S0 go ahead,” Stormy said expansively, waving agrouse leg. * Stormy’ sgot your answers, yes he
does’

‘I’ve heard stories... aMaazan escort, clashing with afleet of strange ships off the Geni coast. From
the descriptions of the foe, they sound like Tiste Edur. Stormy, that ship of yours, what wasit caled?

‘The Slanda. Dead grey-skinned folk, all cut down on the deck, and the ship’s captain, speared right
through, pinned to his Hood-damned chair in his cabin — gods bel ow, the arm that threw that...’

‘And Tige Andii... heads’
‘Bodies were below, manning the sweeps.’

‘Those grey-skinned folk were Tiste Edur,” Quick Ben said. ‘I don’t know, maybe | shouldn't put the
two together, but something about them makes me nervous. Where did that Tiste Edur fleet come from?

Kalam grunted, then said, ‘It sabig world, Quick. They could’ ve come from anywhere, blown off
course by some storm, or on an exploratory mission of somekind.’

‘Morelikerading, Stormy said. ‘If they attacked right off like they did. Anyway, where we found the
Slanda in thefirgt place—there' d been a battle there, too. Againgt Tiste Andii. Messy.’

Quick Ben sighed and rubbed his eyes again. ‘Near Coral, during the Pannion War, the body of a
Tiste Edur was found. It had come up from deep water.” He shook his head. ‘I’ ve afedling we haven't
seen thelast of them.’

‘The Shadow Redlm,” Kalam said. * It was theirs, once, and now they want it back.’
Thewizard' s gaze narrowed on the assassin. ‘ Catillion told you this?
Kaam shrugged.

‘It keeps coming back to Shadowthrone, does’t it? No wonder I’ m nervous. That dimy, dippery
bastard—'

‘Oh Hood' sbdls,’ Stormy groaned, ‘ give methat rice piss, if you' re gonnago on and on.
Shadowthrone ain't scary. Shadowthrone' sjust Ammanas, and Ammanasisjust Kelanved. Just like
Cotillion’s Dancer. Hood knows, we knew the Emperor well enough. And Dancer. They up to
something? No surprise. They were dways up to something, from the very start. | tell you both right
now, he paused for aswig of rice wine, made aface, then continued, ‘when al the dust’ s settled, they’ |
be shining like pearls atop a dung-heap. Gods, Elder Gods, dragons, undead, spirits and the scary empty
face of the Abyssitsalf —they won't none athem stand a chance. Y ou want to worry about Tiste Edur,
wizard? Go ahead. Maybe they ruled Shadow once, but Shadowthrong |l take *em down. Him and
Dancer.” Hebelched. *An’ you know why? 1’|l tell you why. They never fight fair. That’ swhy.’

Kalam looked over at the empty chair, and his eyes dowly narrowed.

* * % %

Stumbling, crawling, or dragging themsalves aong through the bed of white ash, they al cameto where
Bottle sat, the sky aswirl of stars overhead. Saying nothing, not one of those soldiers, but each in turn
managing one gentle gesture — reaching out and with one finger, touching the head of Y’ Ghatan therat.



Tender, with great reverence— until she bit that finger, and the hand would be snatched back with a
hissed curse.

One dfter another, Y’ Ghatan bit them dl.

She was hungry, Bottle explained, and pregnant. So he explained. Or tried to, but no-onewas really
ligtening. It seemed that they didn’t even care, that her bite was part of the ritua, now, a price of blood,
the payment of sacrifice,

Hetold those who would listen that she had bitten him too.

But she hadn’t. Not her. Not him. Their souls were inextricably bound, now. And things like that were
complicated, profound even. He studied the creature where it was settled in hislap. Profound, yes, that
was the word.

He stroked her head. My dear rat. My sweet— ow! Damn youl! Bitch!
Black, glittering eyeslooked up at him, whiskered nose twitching.
Vile, disgusting creatures.

He set the creature down and it could wander over aprecipice for al he cared. Instead, the rat
snuggled up againgt hisright foot and curled into deep. Bottle looked over at the makeshift camp, & the
array of dim faces he could see here and there. No-one had lit afire. Funny, that, in asick way.

They had comethrough it. Bottle still found it difficult to believe. And Geder had gone back in, only to
return awhile later. Followed by Corabb Bhilan Thenu' das, the warrior dragging Strings into view, then
himsdlf collgpsing. Bottle could hear the man’ s snores that had been going on uninterrupted half the night.

The sergeant was dive. The honey smeared into hiswounds seemed to have ddlivered healing to match
High Denul, making it obviousthat it had been anything but ordinary honey — asif the strange visions
weren't proof enough of that. Still, even that was unable to replace the blood Strings had lost, and that
blood loss should have killed him. Y et now the sergeant dept, too weak to manage much else, but dive.

Bottle wished he was astired... in that way, at least, the kind that beckoned warm and welcoming.
Instead of this piritual exhaudtion that eft his nerves frayed, images returning again and again of their
nightmare journey among the buried bones of Y’ Ghatan. And with them, the bitter taste of those
moments when al seemed logt, hopeless.

Captain Faradan Sort and Sinn had stashed away a supply of water-casks and food-packs, which they
had since retrieved, but for Bottle no amount of water could wash the taste of smoke and ashesfrom his
mouth. And there was something e se that burned till within him. The Adjunct had abandoned them,
forcing the captain and Sinn to desert. True enough, it was only reasonable to assume noone had been
left dive. He knew hisfeding wasirrationd, yet it gnawed at him nonethel ess.

The captain had talked about the plague, sweeping towards them from the east, and the need to keep
thearmy well ahead of it. The Adjunct had waited aslong as she could. Bottle knew al that. Still...

‘We're dead, you know.’

He looked over at Koryk, who sat cross-legged nearby, a child degping besde him. *If we'redead,
Bottle said, ‘why do wefed so awful?

‘Asfar asthe Adjunct’s concerned. We' re dead. We can just... leave!
‘And go where, Koryk? Poliel stalks Seven Cities—'
‘Ain’t no plague gonnakill us. Not now.’

“You think we' reimmortal or something? Bottle asked. He shook his head. ‘We survived this, sure,
but that doesn’t mean adamned thing. It sure as Hood doesn’t mean that the next thing to come aong
won't kill usright and quick. Maybe you' re feding immune—to anything and everything the world can
throw &t us, now. But, believe me, we'renot.’



‘Better that than anything else’ Koryk muttered.

Bottle thought about the soldier’ swords. *Y ou think some god decided to use us? Pulled us out for a
reason?

‘Either that, Bottle, or your rat’ sagenius.’

‘The rat was four legs and agood nose, Koryk. Her soul was bound. By me. | was |ooking through
her eyes, senang everything she sensed—

‘And did she dream when you dreamed?

‘Wel, | don't know—"

‘Did sherun away, then?

‘No, but—'

*So she waited around. For you to wake back up. So you could imprison her soul again.’
Bottle said nothing.

‘Any god triesto useme,” Koryk saidinalow voice, ‘it'll regret it.’

‘With dl those fetishes you wear,” Bottle noted, ‘I’ d have thought you’ d be delighted at the attention.’
“You' rewrong. What | wear ain't for seeking blessings.’

‘“Then what are they?

‘Wards'’

‘All of them?

Koryk nodded. ‘ They make meinvisible. To gods, spirits, demons...’

Bottle studied the soldier through the gloom. ‘Well, maybe they don’'t work.’

‘Depends,” hereplied.

‘Onwhat?

‘“Whether we're dead or not.’

Smileslaughed from nearby. ‘Koryk’ slost hismind. No surprise, it being so smdl, and things being so
dark inthere...

‘Not like ghostsand al that,” Koryk said in asneering tone. Y ou think like aten-year-old, Smiles.’
Bottle winced.

Something skittered off arock closeto Koryk and the soldier started. ‘What in Hood' s name?
‘That was aknife,’ Bottle said, having felt it whip past him. * Amazing, she saved onefor you.’
‘Morethanone,’ Smilessaid. ‘ And Koryk, | wasn't aiming for your leg.’

‘| told you you weren't immune,” Bottle said.

‘I'm—never mind.’

I’'m till alive, you were going to say. Then, wisely, decided not to.

* k k %

Geder crouched down in front of the captain. *We re ahairless bunch,” he said, ‘ but otherwise pretty
well mending. Captain, | don’t know what made you believe in Sinn, enough to run from the army, but
I’m damned glad you did.’

“You weredl under my command,” she said. ‘ Then you got too far ahead of me. | did my best to find
you, but the smoke, the flames—all too much.” Shelooked away. ‘| didn’t want to leave it a that.’



‘How many did the legion lose? Geder asked. She shrugged. ‘ Maybe two thousand. Soldierswere
gtill dying. We were trapped, Fist Keneb and Baralta and about eight hundred, on the wrong side of the
breach —until Sinn pushed the fire back —don’t ask me how. They say she’ saHigh Mage of some kind.
There was nothing addled about her that night, Sergeant, and | didn’t think she was addled when she
tried getting back into the city.’

Nodding, Geder was silent for amoment, then herose. ‘1 wish | could deep... and it lookslike I’ m not
aoneinthat. | wonder why that is...

‘The stars, Sergeant,’ said Faradan Sort. ‘ They’re glittering down.’

‘Aye, might be that and nothing more.’

‘Nothing more? | would think, more than enough.’

‘Aye.’ Helooked down at the smdll bite on hisright index finger. * All for adamned rat, too.’
‘All of you foolsare probably infected with plague, now.’

He started, then smiled. ‘Let the bitch try.’

* k k %

Bam rubbed the last crusted mud from hisface, then scowled over at his corpord. Y ou, Deadsmell, you
think 1 didn’t hear you praying and gibbering down there? Y ou ain’t fooled me about nothing worth
fooling about.”

The man, leaning against arock, kept his eyes closed as hereplied,  Sergeant, you keep trying, but we
know. Weadl know.’

“You al know what?
‘“Why you ' retalking and talking and till talking.’
‘What are you talking about?

“You'reglad to be dive, Sergeant. And you' re glad your squad’ s made it through in one piece, the
only one barring Fid's, and maybe Hellian's, asfar as| can tell. We were charmed and that’ s al there
wasto it. Damned charmed, and you gtill can't believeit. Wedll, neither canwe, all right?

Bam spat into the dugt. ‘ Listen to you mewling on and on. Sentimentd tripe, al of it. I’m wondering
who cursed me so that I'm il stuck with al of you. Fiddler | can understand. He's a Bridgeburner. And
gods run when they see a Bridgeburner. But you, you ain’'t nobody, and that’ swhat | don't get. In fact, if
| did getit...

* * % %

Urb. He'sas bad as the priest who disappeared. The once-priest, what was his name again? What
did he look like? Nothing like Urb, that’ s for sure. But just as treacherous, treasonous, just as
rotten and vile as whatever his name was.

Heain't my corporal no more, that’'sfor sure. | want to kill him... oh gods, my head aches. My
jaw... my teeth all loose.

Captain says she needs more sergeants. Well, she can have him, and whatever squad he ends up
with has my prayers and pity. That’s for sure. Said there were spiders and maybe there were and
maybe | wasn’t conscious so’s | couldn’t go crazy, which maybe | woulda done, but that don’t
change one truth, and that’ s for sure as sure can be that they crawled on me. All over me—1 can
still feel wheretheir little sticky pointy legs dug into my skin. All over. Everywhere. And he just let
‘emdoiit.



Maybe captain’s got a bottle of something. Maybe if | call her over and talk real sweet, real
sane and reasonable, maybe then they' d untie me. | won't kill Urb. | promise. You can have him,
Captain. That'swhat I'll say. And she’'ll hesitate — | would — but then nod — the idiot — and cut
these ropes. And hand me a bottle and I'll finish it. Finish it and everybody’ |l say, hey, it's all
right, then. She's back to normal.

And that’swhen I’ll go for histhroat. With my teeth — no, they' re loose, can’t use’em for that.
Find a knife, that’swhat | have to do. Or a sword. | could trade the bottle for a sword. | did it the
other way round, didn’t I? Half the bottle. I'll drink the other half. Half a bottle, half a sword. A
knife. Half a bottle for a knife. Which I’ll stick in his throat, then trade back, for the other half of
the bottle —if I’'m quick that should work fine. | get the knife and the whole bottle.

But first, she should untie me. That’s only fair.
I’mfine, as everyone can see. Peaceful, thoughtful—
‘Sergeant?

‘What isit, Urb?

‘1 think you gtill want to kill me’

‘“What makes you say that?

‘The way you growl and gnash your teeth, | guess’

Not me, that’s for sure.

Oh, that’s why my teeth still hurt so. I’ ve made them even looser with all that gnashing. Gods, |
used to dream stuff like this, my teeth all coming loose. The bastard punched me. No different
from that man who disappeared, what was his name again?

* * * %

Flashwit levered her bulk further down in the soft bed her weight had impressed inthe sand. ‘1 wish,” she
sad.

Mayfly pursed her lips, then adjusted the nose she' d had broken more times than she could count.
Moving it around made clicking sounds that she found, for some reason, vaguely satisfying. Y ou wish
what?

‘I wish | knew things, | guess’
‘What things?

‘Well, listen to Bottle there. And Geder, and Deadsmell. They're smart. They talk about thingsand all
that other stuff. That’swhat | wish.’

‘Yeah, well, dl thosebrainsare goin’ t' waste though, ain’t they?
‘“What do you mean?

Mayfly snorted. * Y ou and me, Flashwit, we' re heavy infantry, right? We plant our feet and we make
the stand, and it don’t matter what it' sfor. None athat don’t matter.’

‘But Bottle—'

‘Waste, Flashwit. They're soldiers, for Treach’s sake. Soldiers. So who needs brainsto soldier? They
just get in the way of soldierin’ and it'sno good things gettin’ in theway. They figure things out and that
gives’em opinions and then maybe they don’t want t' fight as much no more.’

“Why wouldn’t they want to fight no more’ cause of ' pinions?

‘It ssmple, Flashwit. Trust me. If soldiers thought too much about what they’ re doin’, they wouldn't
fight nomore’



‘So how come I’ m so tired, anyway, only | can’'t deep?
‘That'ssmple, too.’
‘Itis?

‘Yeah, an' itain't the dars neither. We' rewaitin’ for the sun to come up. We al want to seethat sun,
because it waslooking like we d never seeit no more.”

‘Yeah.” A long contemplative silence, then, ‘1 wish.’
‘Now what do you wish?

‘Only, that | was smart asyou, Mayfly. Y ou're so smart you got no ' pinions and that’ s pretty smart an’
it makesmewonder if youain't goin’ t' waste being aheavy an’ that. A soljer.’

‘| an't smart, Flashwit. Trust me on that, an’ you know how | know?
‘No, how?

’Cause... down there... you an’ me, an’ Satlick an’” Shortnose an’ Uru Helaan’ Hanno, us heavies.
Wedidn't get scared, not one of us, and that’s how | know.’

‘It wasn't scary. Jus dark, an’ it seemed t' go on for ever an’ waitin’ for Bottle to get us through, well
that got boring sometimes, you know.’

‘Right, and did thefire get you scared?

‘Well, burnin’ hurt, didn’t it?

‘Suredid.’

‘I didn't like that.’

‘Mendther.’

*So, what do you think we' re dl gonna do now?

‘The Fourteenth? Don’t know, save the world, maybe.’
‘Yeah. Maybe. I'd like that.’

‘Metoo.’

‘Hey, isthat the sun comin’ up?

‘Wdll, it' seast whereit’ s getting brighter, so | guess, yeah, it must be’
‘Great. | binwaiting for this. | think.’

* * * %

Cuttle found sergeants Thom Tissy, Cord and Geder gathered near the base of the dope leading up to
the west road. It seemed they weren't much interested in therising sun. *You'redl looking serious;” the

sapper said.
‘We got awak ahead of us; Geder sad, ‘that’sal.’

‘The Adjunct had no choice,” Cuttle said. ‘ That was afirestorm — there was no way she could have
known there' d be survivors—digging under it al thet way.’

Geder glanced at the other two sergeants, then nodded. ‘ It’ sdl right, Cuttle. We know. We' re not
contemplating murder or anything.’

Cuttle turned to face the camp. * Some of the soldiers are thinking wrong on dl of this’
‘Aye,’ said Cord, ‘but we'll put’em straight on it before thisday’ sout.”
‘Good. Thingis,” he hesitated, turning back to the sergeants, ‘I’ ve been thinking on that. Who in



Hood s nameisgoing to believe us? More like we did our own ded with the Queen of Dreams. After dll,
we got one of Leoman’ s officerswith us. And now, with the captain and Sinn going and getting
themsalves outlawed, well, it could be seen we' re dl traitors or something.’

“We made no deal with the Queen of Dreams,” Cord said.
‘ Areyou sure about that?
All three sergeants|ooked at him then.

Cuittle shrugged. ‘Bottle, he'sastrange one. Maybe he did make some deal, with somebody. Maybe
the Queen of Dreams, maybe some other god.’

‘He d havetold us, wouldn't he? Geder asked.

‘Hard to say. He' sasneaky bastard. I’ m getting nervous about that damned rat biting every one of us,
likeit knew what it was doing and we didn't.’

‘Just awildrat,” said Thom Tissy. ‘Ain’'t nobody’ s pet, so why wouldn't it bite?
Geder said, ‘Ligten, Cuittle, soundslike you' re just finding new things to worry about. What' s the point

of doing that? What we ve got ahead of usright now isalong walk, and us with no armour, no weapons
and virtudly no clothing —the sun’s gonna bake people crisp.’

‘Weneed tofind avillage, Cord sad, ‘and hope to Hood plague ain't found it first.’
‘Thereyou go, Cuttle,’ Geder said, grinning. ‘Now you got another thing to worry about.’

* * % %

Paran began to suspect that his horse knew what was coming: nogtrilsflaring, tossing its head asit shied
and samped, fighting the reins dl the way down thetrail. The freshwater seawas choppy, slty wavesin
the bay rolling up to batter at sun-bleached limestone crags. Dead desert bushes poked skeletal limbs out
of the muddy shallows and insects swarmed everywhere.

‘Thisisnot the ancient sea,” Ganath said as she approached the shoreline.

‘No,” Paran admitted. ‘ Half ayear ago Raraku was adesert, and had been for thousands of years.
Then, therewas a... rebirth of sorts!’

‘It will not last. Nothing lasts”

He eyed the Jaghut woman for amoment. She stood looking out on the ochre waves, motionlessfor a
dozen heartbests, then she made her way down into the shallows. Paran dismounted and hobbled the
horses, narrowly evading an attempted bite from the gelding he had been riding. He unpacked his camp
kit and set about building a hearth. Plenty of driftwood about, including entire uprooted trees, and it was
not long before he had a cookfirelit.

Finished her bathing, Ganath joined him and stood nearby, water streaming down her oddly coloured,
smooth skin. ‘ The spirits of the deep springs have awakened,” shesaid. ‘It fedsasif thisplaceisyoung
once again. Young, and raw. | do not understand.’

Paran nodded. ‘ Y oung, aye. And vulnerable.’
‘Yes. Why areyou here?

‘Ganath, it might be safer for you if you left.
“When do you begin theritua?

‘It saready begun.’

She glanced away. ‘ Y ou are astrange god. Riding amiserable creature that dreams of killing you.
Building afire with which to cook food. Tell me, inthisnew world, are dl gods such asyou?



‘I'mnot agod,” Paran said. ‘ In place of the ancient Tiles of the Holds—and I'll grant you I’'m not sure
that’ swhat they were called —in any case, thereis now the Deck of Dragons, afatid containing the High
Houses. | am the Master of that Deck—'

‘A Magter, in the same manner asthe Errant?
‘Who?

‘The Magter of the Holdsin my time,” shereplied.
‘| suppose so, then.’

“He was an ascendant, Ganoes Paran. Worshipped as agod by enclaves of Imass, Barghast and Trell.
They kept hismouth filled with blood. He never knew thirst. Nor peace. | wonder how hefell.

‘I think I’ d like to know that detail myself,’” Paran said, shaken by the Jaghut’ swords. ‘ No-one
worships me, Ganath.’

‘They will. Y ou are newly ascended. Evenin thisworld of yours, | am certain that there is no shortage
of followers, of those who are desperate to believe. And they will hunt down others and make of them
victims. They will cut them and fill bowlswith their innocent blood, in your name, Ganoes Paran, and so
beseech your intercession, your adherence to whatever cause they righteoudy fashion. The Errant thought
to defeat them, as you might well seek to do, and so he became the god of change. He walked the path
of neutrdity, yet flavoured it with a pleasure taken in impermanence. The Errant’ s enemy was ennui,
gtagnation. Thisiswhy the Forkrul Assail sought to annihilate him. And al hismorta followers” She
paused, then added, ‘ Perhaps they succeeded. The Assail were never easily diverted from their chosen
course.’

Paran said nothing. There were truthsin her words that even he recognized, and they now weighed
upon him, settling heavy and imponderable upon his spirit. Burdens were born from the loss of innocence.
Naiveté. While the innocent yearned to lose their innocence, those who had aready done sointurn
envied theinnocent, and knew grief in what they had lost. Between the two, no exchange of truths was
possible. He sensed the completion of an internal journey, and Paran found he did not appreciate
recognizing that fact, nor the place where he now found himself. It did not suit him that ignorance
remained inextricably bound to innocence, and the loss of one meant the loss of the other.

‘| have troubled your mind, Ganoes Paran.’

He glanced up, then shrugged. ‘ Y ou have been... timely. Much to my regret, yet ill,” he shrugged
again, ‘perhapsal for the best’

She faced the sea again and he followed her gaze. A sudden calm upon the modest bay before them,
whilst white-caps continued to chop the waters beyond. *What is happening? she asked.

‘They’'recoming.’

Some distant clamour, now, rising asif from a deep cavern, and the sunset seemed to have grown
sckly, itsvery fires dave to a chaotic tumult, asif the shades of a hundred thousand sunsets and sunrises
now waged celestiad war. Whilst the horizons closed in, flickering with darkness, smoke and racing
storms of sand and dust.

A dtirring upon the pellucid waters of the bay, st cloudsrising from beneath, and the cam was
spreading outward now, south, stilling the seal swildness.

Ganath stepped back. ‘What have you done?

Muted but growing, the scuffle and rumble, the clangour and throat-hum, the sound of marching armies,
the echoing of locked shields, the tympanous begt of iron and bronze weapons upon battered rims, of
wagons cresking and churning rutted roads, and now the susurration, thrumming collisons, wals of
horseflesh hammering into rows of raised pikes, the animal screamsfilling the air, then fading, only for the
collision to repeat, louder thistime, closer, and there was a violent patter cutting a swath across the bay,



leaving a pae, muddy red road in itswake that bled outward, edgestearing, even asit sank down into
the depths. Voices, now, crying out, bellowing, piteous and enraged, a cacophony of enmeshed lives,
each one seeking to separate itsalf, seeking to claim its own existence, unique, athing with eyesand
voice. Fraught minds clutching at memoriesthat tore away like shredded banners, with every gush of logt
blood, with every crushing failure— soldiers, dying, ever dying—

Paran and Ganath watched, as colourless, sodden standards pierced the surface of the water, the
spearslifting into the ar, streaming mud — standards, banners, pikes bearing gridy, rotting trophies, risng
aong the entire shoreline now.

Raraku Sea had given up its dead.
In answer to the call of one man.

White, like dashes of absence, bone hands gripping shafts of black wood, forearms beneath tattered
leather and corroded vambraces, and then, lifting clear of the water, rotted helms and flesh-stripped
faces. Human, Trel, Barghast, Imass, Jaghut. The races, and all their race-wars. Oh, could | drag
every mortal historian down here, to this shore, so that they could look upon our true roll, our
progression of hatred and annihilation.

How many would seek, desperate in whatever zealotry gripped them, to hunt reasons and
justifications? Causes, crimes and justices — Paran’ s thoughts stuttered to a hdt, as he redlized that,
like Ganath, he had been backing up, step by step, pushed back, in the face of revelation. Oh, these
messengers would earn so much... displeasure. And vilification. And these dead, oh how they'd
laugh, understanding so well the defensive tactic of all-out attack. The dead mock us, mock us all,
and need say nothing...

All those enemies of reason — yet not reason as a force, or a god, not reason in the cold, critical
sense. Reason only in its purest armour, when it strides forward into the midst of those haters of
tolerance, oh gods below, | amlost, lost in all of this. You cannot fight unreason, and as these
dead multitudes will tell you — are telling you even now — certitude is the enemy.

‘These, Ganath whispered, ‘ these dead have no blood to give you, Ganoes Paran. They will not
worship. They will not follow. They will not dream of glory in your eyes. They are done with that, with dl
of that. What do you see, Ganoes Paran, in these staring holes that once were eyes? What do you see?’

‘Answers,” hereplied.
‘Answers? Her voice was harsh with rage. ‘ To what?
Not replying, Paran forced himself forward, one step, then another.

Thefirgt ranks stood upon the shore’ s verge, foam swirling round their skeletd feet, behind them
thousands upon thousands of kin. Clutching weapons of wood, bone, horn, flint, copper, bronze and
iron. Arrayed in fragments of armour, fur, hide. Silent, now, motionless.

The sky overhead was dark, lowering and yet ill, asif astorm had drawn itsfirst breath... only to
holdit.

Paran |ooked upon that ghastly rank facing him. He was not sure how to do this— he had not even
known if his summoning would succeed. And now... there are so many. He cleared histhroat, then
began cdling out names.

‘Shank! Aimlessl Runter! Detoran! Bucklund, Hedge, Mulch, Toes, Trotts” And still more names, as
he scoured his memory, hisrecollection, for every Bridgeburner he knew had died. At Cord, beneath
Pde, in Blackdog Forest and Mott Wood, north of Genabaris and northeast of Nathilog — names he had
once fixed in hismind as he researched —for Adjunct Lorn —theturgid, grim history of the
Bridgeburners. He drew upon names of the deserters, dthough he knew not if they lived il or, if indeed
dead, whether or not they had returned to the fold. The onesthat had vanished in Blackdog' s great
marshes, that had disappeared after the taking of Mott City.



And when he was done, when he could remember no more names, he began hislist again.

Then saw onefigurein the front row dissolving, melting into dudge that pooled in the shalow water,
dowly seeping away. And inits place arose a man he recogni zed, the fire-scorched, blasted face grinning
— Paran belatedly redlized thet the brutal smile held no amusement, only the memory of a death-grimace.
That and the terrible damage | eft behind by aweapon.

‘Runter,” Paran whispered. ‘Black Coral—
‘Captain,” cut in the dead sapper, ‘what are you doing here?
I wish people would stop asking me that. ‘1 need your help.’

More Bridgeburners were forming in the front ranks. Detoran. Sergeant Bucklund. Hedge, who now
stepped from the water’ s edge. * Captain. | always wondered why you were so hard to kill. Now |
know.’

“You do?
‘Aye, you're doomed to haunt usl Hah! Hah hah!” Behind him, the others began laughing.

Hundreds of thousands of ghodts, al joined in laughter, was a sound Ganoes Paran never, ever wanted
to hear again. Mercifully, it was shortlived, asif dl a once the army of dead forgot the reason for their
amusement.

‘Now, Hedgefindly said, ‘asyou can see, we' re busy. Hah!’
Paran shot out ahand. ‘No, please, don't start again, Hedge.’

‘Typical. People need to be dead to develop ared sense of humour. Y ou know, Captain, from this
sde theworld ssemsawholelot funnier. Funny in astupid, pointlessway, I'll grant you—'

‘Enough of that, Hedge. Y ou think | don’t sense the desperation here? Y ou'redl in trouble— even
worse, you need us. Theliving, that is, and that’ s the part you don’t want to admit—'

‘| admitted it clear enough,” Hedge said. ‘To Fid.’

‘Fiddler?

‘Aye. He snot too far away from here, you know. With the Fourteenth.’
‘He swith the Fourteenth? What, has he lost his mind?

Hedge smirked. ‘ Damn near, but, thanksto me, he' sdl right. For now. Thisain't thefirst timewe ve
walked among the living, Captain. Gods below, you shoulda seen ustwist Korbolo’shair —him and his
damned Dogdayers—that wasanight, let metel you—'

‘No, don't bother. | need your help.’
‘Fine, bethat way. With what?

Paran hesitated. He' d needed to get to this point, yet now that he' d arrived, thiswas suddenly the last
place he wanted to be. Y ou, here,” hesaid, ‘in Raraku —this seg, it's adamned gate. Between whatever
nightmare world you' refrom, and mine. | need you, Hedge, to summon... something. From the other
sde’

The mass of ghosts collectively recoiled, the motion snatching atug of air seaward.

The dead Bridgeburner mage Shank asked, ‘*Who you got in mind, Captain, and what do you want it
to do?

Paran glanced back over ashoulder at Ganath, then back again. ‘ Something’ s escaped, Shank. Here,
in Seven Cities. It needsto be hunted down. Destroyed.” He hesitated. ‘| don’t know, maybe there are
entities out there that could do it, but there’ sno time to go looking for them. Y ou see, this... thing... it
feeds on blood, and the more blood it feeds on, the more powerful it gets. The First Emperor’ s gravest
mistake, attempting to create his own version of an Elder God —you know, don’t you? What —who — |



am talking about. Y ou know... it s out there, loose, unchained and hunting—'

‘Ohit hunted dl right, Hedge said. ‘ They set it free, under a gess, then gave their own blood to it —the
blood of six High Mages, priests and priestesses of the Nameless Ones— the fool s sacrificed
themsdves’

‘“Why?Why set Dglim Nebrahl free? What geas did they set upon it?

‘Just another path. Maybeit’ll lead where they wanted it to, maybe not, but Dgjim Nebrahl is now free
of itsgeas. And now it just... hunts’

Shank asked, in atonefilled with suspicion, * So, Captain, who isit you want? To take the damned
thing down?

‘1 could only think of one... entity. The same entity that did it thefirst time. Shank, | need you to find
the Deragoth.’

Chapter Nine

If thunder could be caught, trapped in stone, and dl its violent concatenation stolen from time,
and tens of thousands of years were freed to gnaw and scrape this racked visage, so would
thisfirg withessing unvell al itsterrible meaning. Such were my thoughts, then, and such they
are now, athough decades have passed in the interval, when | last set eyes upon that tragic
ruin, so fierce wasits ancient clam to greatness.

The Lost City of the Path’ Apur
Prince |’ farah of Bakun, 987-1032 Burn's Sleep

H e had washed most of the dried blood away and then had watched, as time passed, the bruises fade.
Blowsto the head were, of course, more problematic, and so there had been fever, and with fever in the
mind demons were legion, the battles endless, and there had been no rest then. Just the heat of war with
the sdif, but, finaly, that too had passed, and shortly before noon on the second day, he watched the
eyes open.

Incomprehension should have quickly vanished, yet it did not, and this, Tardack Veed decided, was as
he had expected. He poured out some herbal teaas Icarium dowly sat up. ‘Here, my friend. Y ou have
been gonefrom mealongtime’

The Jhag reached for the tin cup, drank deep, then held it out for more.

‘Yes, thirgt,” the Gra outlaw said, refilling the cup. *Not surprising. Blood loss. Fever.’

‘Wefought?

‘Aye. A sudden, inexplicable attack. D’ivers. My horse was killed and | was thrown. When | awoke,

it was clear that you had driven off our assailant, yet ablow to your head had dragged you into
unconsciousness.” He paused, then added, ‘ We were lucky, friend.’

‘Fighting. Yes, | recall that much.” Icarium’s unhuman gaze sought out Taralack Veed' s eyes,
searching, quizzicd.

The Gra sighed. ‘ This has been happening often of late. Y ou do not remember me, do you, Icarium?

‘I —1 am not sure. A companion...’

‘Y es. For many years now. Y our companion. Taralack Veed, once of the Gra Tribe, yet now sworn
to amuch higher cause.’



‘Andthat is?
‘Towalk a your Sde, Icarium.’

The Jhag stared down at the cup in his hands. * For many years now, you say,” he whispered. ‘A higher
cause... that | do not understand. | am... nothing. No-one. | am lost—' Helooked up. ‘| amlost,” he
repeated. ‘1 know nothing of ahigher cause, such that would make you abandon your people. To walk at
my side, Tardlack Veed. Why?

The Gral spat on his palms, rubbed them together, then dicked his hair back. * Y ou are the greatest
warrior thisworld has ever seen. Yet cursed. To be, asyou say, forever lost. And that iswhy you must
have acompanion, to recal to you the greet task that awaits you.’

‘And what task isthis?

Taralack Veed rose. * Y ou will know when the time comes. Thistask shall be made plain, so plainto
you, and so perfect, you will know that you have been fashioned — from the very start —to give answer.
Would that | could be more helpful, Icarium.’

The Jhag' s gaze scanned their small encampment. * Ah, | see you have retrieved my bow and sword.’
‘1 have. Are you mended enough to travel?

‘“Yes, | think so. Although... hungry.’

‘1 have smoked meat in my pack. The very hare you killed three days ago. We can eat aswewalk.’

Icarium climbed to hisfeet. ‘ Yes. | do fed someurgency. Asif, asif | have been looking for
something.” He smiled at the Grd. ‘ Perhaps my own past...

“When you discover what you seek, my friend, al knowledge of your past will returnto you. Soitis
prophesied.’

‘Ah. Well then, friend Veed, have we adirection in mind?

Taraack gathered his gear. *North, and west. We are seeking the wild coast, opposite theidand of
Sepik.’

‘Do you recal why?

‘Ingtinct, you said. A sensethat you are... compelled. Trust those ingtincts, Icarium, asyou havein the
past. They will guide usthrough, no matter who or what standsin our way.’

“Why should anyone stand in our way? The Jhag strapped on his sword, then retrieved the cup and
downed thelast of the herba tea.

“Y ou have enemies, |carium. Even now, we are being hunted, and that iswhy we can delay hereno
longer.’

Collecting his bow, then stepping close to hand the Gra the empty tin cup, Icarium paused, then said,
‘Y ou stood guard over me, Taradlack Veed. | fed... | fed | do not deserve such loyalty.’

‘Itisno great burden, Icarium. True, | missmy wife, my children. My tribe. But there can be no
stepping aside from thisrespongibility. | do what | must. Y ou are chosen by dl the gods, Icarium, to free
theworld of agrest evil, and | know in my heart that you will not fail.’

The Jhag warrior Sghed. *Would that | shared your faith in my abilities, Taralack Veed.
‘E’ ngpatha N’ apur — does that name stir your memories?
Frowning, |carium shook his head.

‘A city of evil,” Taralack explained. ‘ Four thousand years ago —with one like me standing a your side
—you drew your fearsome sword and walked towardsiits barred gates. Five days, Icarium. Five days.
That iswhat it took you to daughter the tyrant and every soldier in that city.’

A look of horror on the Jhag'sface. ‘| —I did what?



“Y ou understood the necessity, | carium, as you always do when faced with such evil. Y ou understood,
too, that none could be permitted to carry with them the memory of that city. And why it was necessary
to then day every man, woman and child in E’ ngpatha N’ apur. To leave none breathing.’

‘No. | would not have. Taralack, no, please—there is no necessity o terrible that could compel meto
commit such daughter—

‘Ah, dear companion,” said Tardack Veed, with great sorrow. ‘ Thisisthe battle you must dways
wage, and thisiswhy one such as mysdalf must be a your side. To hold you to the truth of the world, the
truth of your own soul. Y ou are the Sayer, Icarium. Y ou walk the Blood Road, but it isa straight and
true road. The coldest justice, yet apure one. So pure even you recoil fromit.” He settled ahand on the
Jhag' s shoulder. ‘ Come, we can speak more of it aswetravel. | have spoken these words many, many
times, my friend, and each time you are the same, wishing with al your heart that you could flee from
yoursdlf, from who and what you are. Alas, you cannot, and so you must, once more, learn to harden
yoursdf.

‘The enemy isevil, Icarium. The face of theworldisevil. And so, friend, your enemy is...’
Thewarrior looked away, and Tardlack Veed barely heard hiswhispered reply, ‘ The world.’

“Yes. Would that | could hide such truth from you, but | could not claim to be your friend if | did such
athing.’

‘No, that istrue. Very wdll, Taradlack Veed, let us as you say speak more of thiswhilst we journey
north and west. To the coast opposite theidand of Sepik. Yes, | fed... thereis something there. Awaiting
lls"

“Y ou must needs beready for it,’ the Gral said.

Icarium nodded. ‘And so | shdl, my friend.’

* k x %

Each time, the return journey was harder, more fraught, and far, far less certain. There were things that
would have madeit easier. Knowing where he had been, for one, and knowing where he must return to,
for another. Returning to... sanity? Perhaps. But Heboric Ghost Hands had no firm grasp of what sanity
was, what it looked like, felt like, smdlled like. It might be that he had never known.

Rock was bone. Dust was flesh. Water was blood. Residues settled in multitudes, becoming layers,
and upon those layers yet more, and on and on until aworld was made, until al that desth could hold up
on€e' sfeet where one stood, and rise to meet every step one took. A solid bed to lie on. So much for the
world. Death holds us up. And then there were the breaths that filled, that made theair, the heaving
assartions measuring the passing of time, like notches marking the arc of alife, of every life. How many of
those breaths were last ones? Thefind expellation of abeast, an insect, a plant, a human with film
covering hisor her fading eyes? And so how, how could one draw such air into the lungs? Knowing how
filled with death it was, how saturated it was with failure and surrender?

Such air choked him, burned down his throat, tasting of the bitterest acid. Dissolving and devouring,
until he was naught but... resdue.

They were so young, his companions. There was no way they could understand the filth they walked
on, walked in, walked through. And took into themselves, only to fling some of it back out again, now
flavoured by their own sordid additions. And when they dept, each night, they were as empty things.
While Heboric fought on against the knowledge that the world did not bregthe, not any more. No, now,
the world drowned.

And | drown with it. Here in this cursed wasteland. In the sand and heat and dust. | am
drowning. Every night. Drowning.



What could Treach give him? This savage god with its overwheming hungers, desires, needs. Its
mindlessferocity, asif it could pull back and reclaim every bresth it drew into its bestial lungs, and so
defy theworld, the ageing world and its deluge of desth. He was wrongly chosen, so every ghost told
him, perhaps not in words, but in their constant crowding him, rising up, overwhelming him with their
Slent, accusatory regard.

And there was more. The whisperingsin his dreams, voices emerging from a sea of jade, beseeching.
He wasthe stranger who had come among them; he had done what none other had done: he had
reached through the green prison. And they prayed to him, begging for hisreturn. Why? What did they
want?

No, he did not want answersto such questions. He would return this cursed gift of jade, thisaien
power. Hewould cast it back into the void and be done with it.

Holding to that, clinging to that, was keeping him sane. If thistorment of living could be called sane.
Drowning, | am drowning, and yet... these damned feline gifts, this welter of senses, so sweet, so
rich, I can feel them, seeking to seduce me. Back into this momentary world.

In the east the sun was clawing its way back into the sky, the edge of some vast iron blade, just pulled
from the forge. He watched the red glow cutting the darkness, and wondered at this strange sense of
imminence that so stilled the dawn air.

A groan from the bundle of blankets where Scillaradept, then: * So much for the blissful poison.’

Heboric flinched, then drew a deep breeth, released adow sigh. “Which blissful poison would that be,
Scillara?

Another groan, as she worked her way into astting position. ‘| ache, old man. My back, my hips,
everywhere. And | get no degp —no position is comfortable and | have to pee dl thetime. This, thisis
awful. Gods, why do women do it? Again and again and again —are they al mad?

“You' d know better than|,” Heboric said. ‘But | tell you, men are no lessinexplicable. In what they
think. In what they do.’

‘The sooner | get this beast out the better,” she said, hands on her swollen belly. ‘Look at me, I'm
sagging. Everywhere. Sagging.’

The others had woken, Felisin staring wide-eyed at Scillara— with the discovery that the older woman
was pregnant, there had been atime of worship for young Felisin. It seemed that the disillusonment had
begun. Cutter had thrown back his blankets and was aready resurrecting last night’ sfire. The demon,
Greyfrog, was nowhere to be seen. Off hunting, Heboric supposed.

“Your hands,” Scillaranoted, ‘ are looking particularly green thismorning, old man.’

He did not bother confirming this observation. He could fed that dien pressure well enough. * Naught
but ghosts,” he said, ‘the ones from beyond the veil, from the very depths of the Abyss. Oh how they cry
out. | was blind once. Would that | were now desf.’

They looked a him strangely, asthey often did after he’ d spoken. Truths. Histruths, the onesthey
couldn’t see, nor understand. It didn’t matter. He knew what he knew. ‘ Thereisavast dead city
awaiting usthisday,” hesad. ‘ Itsresdentswere dain. All of them. By Icarium, long ago. Therewasa
Sgter city to the north —when they heard what had happened, they journeyed here to see for themselves.
And then, my young companions, they choseto bury E ngpatha N’ apur. The entire city. They buried it
intact. Thousands of years have passed, and now the winds and rains have rotted away that solid face.
Now, the old truths are revealed once more.’

Cutter poured water into atin pot and set it on the hook sung benesth aniron tripod. ‘Icarium,” he
sad. ‘1 travelled with him for atime. With Mappo, and Fiddler.” He then made aface. ‘ And Iskara Pug,
that insane little stoat of aman. Said hewas aHigh Priest of Shadow. A High Priest! Well, if that’ sthe
best Shadowthrone can do...” He shook hishead. ‘Icarium... was a... well, hewastragic, | guess. Y,



he would not have attacked that city without areason, | think.’

Heboric barked alaugh. ‘ Aye, no shortage of reasonsin thisworld. The King barred the gates, would
not permit him to enter. Too many dark tales surrounding the name of Icarium. A soldier on the
battlements fired awarning arrow. It ricocheted off arock and grazed Icarium’ sl eft leg, then sank deep
into the throat of his companion — the poor bastard drowned in his own blood —and so Icariuny’ srage
was unleashed.’

‘If there were no survivors,” Scillarasaid, “how do you know dl this?

‘The ghosts wander the region,” Heboric replied. He gestured. ‘ Farms once stood here, before the
desert arrived.” He smiled at the others. * Indeed, today is market day, and the roads —which none but |
can see— are crowded with push-carts, oxen, men and women. And children and dogs. On either side,
drovers whistle and tap their staves to keep the sheep and goats moving. From the poor farms this close
to the city, old women come out with baskets to collect the dung for their fields’

Felisnwhispered, ‘Y ou see dl this?

‘Ayell

‘Right now?

‘Only foolsthink the pagt isinvishle’

‘Do those ghosts,” Felisin asked, ‘ do they seeyou?

‘Perhaps. Those that do, well, they know they are dead. The others do not know, and do not see me.
Theredlizaion of one sown death isaterrifying thing; they fleefromiit, returning to their illuson—and o
| appear, then vanish, and | am naught but amirage.” He rose. * Soon, we will approach the city itsdlf,

and therewill be soldiers, and these ghosts see me, oh yes, and call out to me. But how can | answer,
when | don’t understand what they want of me? They cry out, asif in recognition—

‘Y ou are the Dedtriant of Treach, the Tiger of Summer,” Cutter said.

‘Treach was aFirst Hero,” Heboric replied. ‘ A Soletaken who escaped the Slaughter. Like
Ryllandaras and Rikkter, Tholen and Denesmet. Don't you see? These ghost soldiers—they did not
worship Treach! No, their god of war belonged to the Seven, who would one day becomethe Holies. A
sngle visage of Dessmbelackis—that and nothing more. | am nothing to them, Cutter, yet they will not
leave me done!’

Both Cutter and Felisin had recoiled at his outburst, but Scillarawas grinning.
“Youfind dl thisamusing? he demanded, glaring & her.

‘| do. Look at you. You were apriest of Fener, and now you're apriest of Treach. Both gods of war.
Heboric, how many faces do you think the god of war has? Thousands. And in ageslong past? Tens of
thousands? Every damned tribe, old man. All different, but dl the same.” Shelit her pipe, smoke
wreathing her face, then said, ‘“Wouldn’t surprise meif dl the gods are just aspects of one god, and all
thisfighting isjust proof that that one god isinsane.’

‘Insane? Heboric wastrembling. He could fed his heart hammering away like some ghastly demon at
the door to hissoul.

‘Or maybe just confused. All those bickering worshippers, each one convinced their version isthe right
one. Imagine getting prayersfrom ten million believers, not one of them believing the same thing asthe
one knedling beside him or her. Imagine al those Holy Books, not one of them agreeing on anything, yet
al of them purporting to be the word of that one god. Imagine two armies annihilating each other, both in
that god' s name. Who wouldn't be driven mad by dl that?

‘Well, Cutter said into the silence that, followed Scillara s diatribe, ‘thetea sready.’

* * % %



Greyfrog squatted atop aflat rock, looking down on the unhappy group. The demon’sbelly wasfull,
athough thewild goat till kicked on occasion. Morose. They are not getting along. Tragic list,
listlessly reiterated. Child-swollen beauty is miserable with aches and discomfort. Younger beauty
feels shocked, frightened and alone. Yet likely to reject soft comfort given by adoring Greyfrog.
Troubled assassin beset by impatience, for what, | know not. And terrible priest. Ah, shivering
haunt! So much displeasure! Dismay! Perhaps | could regurgitate the goat, and we could share
said finerepast. Fine, still kicking repast. Aai, worst kind of indigestion!

‘Greyfrog!” Cuitter called up. ‘What are you doing up there?
‘Friend Cutter. Discomfort. Regretting the horns.’

* * % %

Thusfar, Samar Dev reflected, the notations on the map had proved accurate. From dry scrubland to
plains, and now, findly, patches of deciduousforest, arrayed amidst marshy glades and stubborn
remnants of true grassdand. Two, perhaps three days of travel northward and they would reach bored
foredt.

Bhederin-hunters, travelling in small bands, shared thiswild, unbroken land. They had seen such bands
from a distance and had come upon signs of camps, but it was clear that these nomadic savages had no
interest in contacting them. Hardly surprising —the sight of Karsa Orlong was frightening enough, astride
his Jhag horse, weapons bristling, bloodstained white fur riding his broad shoulders.

The bhederin herds had broken up and scattered into smaller groups upon reaching the aspen
parkland. There seemed little sense, asfar as Samar Dev could determine, to the migration of these huge
beasts. True, the dry, hot season was nearing its end, and the nights were growing cool, sufficient to turn
rust-coloured the leaves of the trees, but there was nothing fierce in a Seven Citieswinter. Morerain,
perhaps, dthough that rarely reached far inland — the Jhag Odhan to the south was unchanging, after all.

‘I think,” shesaid, ‘thisis some kind of ancient memory.’
Karsagrunted, then said, ‘ Lookslike forest to me, woman.’

“‘No, these bhederin —those big hulking shapes benegath the trees over there. | think it's some old
ingtinct that brings them north into these forests. From atime when winter brought snow and wind to the
Odhan.’

‘Therainswill make the grasslush, Samar Dev,’ the Teblor said. ‘ They come up hereto get fat.’

‘All right, that sounds reasonable enough. | suppose. Good for the hunters, though.” A few days earlier
they had passed a place of great daughter. Part of a herd had been separated and driven off acliff. Four
or five dozen hunters had gathered and were butchering the meet, women among them tending
smoke-fires and pinning strips of meat to racks. Half-wild dogs—more wolf than dog, in truth —had
chalenged Samar Dev and Karsawhen they rode too close, and she had seen that the beasts had no
canines, likely cut off when they were young, athough they presented sufficient threet that the travellers
elected to draw no closer to the kill-site.

She was fascinated by these fringe tribes living out here in the wastes, suspecting that nothing had
changed for them in thousands of years; oh, iron wegpons and toals, evincing some form of trade with the
more civilized peoplesto the east, but they used no horses, which she found odd. Instead, their dogs
were harnessed to travois. And mostly basketry instead of fired-clay pots, which made sense given that
the bands travelled on foot.

Here and there, lone trees stood tall on the grasslands, and these seemed to be afocal point for some
kind of spirit worship, given the fetishestied to branches, and the antlers and bhederin skulls set in
notches and forks, some so old that the wood had grown round them. Invariably, near such sentinel trees



there would be a cemetery, signified by raised platforms housing hide-wrapped corpses, and, of course,
the crows squabbling over every perch.

Karsaand Samar had avoided trespass on such sites. Though Samar suspected that the Teblor would
have wel comed a succession of running battles and skirmishes, if only to ease the boredom of the
journey. Yet for dl hisferocity, Karsa Orlong had proved an easy man to travel with, albeit somewhat
taciturn and inclined to brooding — but whatever haunted him had nothing to do with her, nor washe
inclined to take it out on her —atrue virtue rare among men.

‘l amthinking,” he said, sartling her.
‘“What about, Karsa Orlong?

‘The bhederin and those hunters at the base of the cliff. Two hundred dead bhederin, at least, and they
were stripping them down to the bone, then boiling the bones themsalves. Whilst we eet nothing but
rabbits and the occasiond deer. | think, Samar Dev, we should kill ourselves one of these bhederin.’

‘Don’'t be fooled by them, KarsaOrlong. They are alot faster than they look. And agile’
‘Yes, but they are herd animals.’
‘What of it?

‘“The bulls care more about protecting ten femaes and their calves than one fema e separated out from
the others’

‘Probably true. So, how do you plan on separating one out? And don’t forget, that femalewon't bea
docilething —it could knock you and your horse down given the chance. Then trampleyou.’

‘| am not the one to worry about that. It isyou who must worry, Samar Dev.’

‘Why me?

‘Because you will be the bait, the lure. And so you must be sureto be quick and dert.’
‘Bait? Now hold on—'

‘Quick and dert. | will take care of therest.’

‘I can't say | likethisidea, Karsa Orlong. | am in fact quite content with rabbits and deer.’
‘Well, I'mnot. And | want ahide.’

‘What for? How many hides do you plan to wear?

‘Find usasmall clump of the beasts—they are not frightened by your horse as much asthey are by
mine’

‘That’ s because Jhag horses will take calves on occasion. So | read... somewhere’
The Teblor bared histeeth, asif he found theimage amusing.

Samar Dev sghed, then said, ‘ There' sasmall herd just ahead and to the left —they moved out of this
glade as we approached.’

‘Good. When we reach the next clearing | want you to begin a canter towards them.’
‘That will draw out the bull, Karsa—how close do you expect meto get?

‘Close enough to be chased.’

‘I will not. That will achieve nothing—'

‘Thefemaeswill bolt, woman. And from them | shal make my kill —how far do you think the bull will
chase you? He will turn about, to rgjoin his harem—'

‘ And so become your problem.’
‘Enough talk.” They were picking their way through astand of poplar and aspen, the horses pushing



through chest-high dogwood. Just beyond was another glade, this one long, the way the green grasses
were clumped suggesting wet ground. On the far Sde, perhaps forty paces distant, ascore of hulking
dark shapesloomed beneath the branches of more trees.

‘Thisisswamp,” Samar Dev noted. ‘We should find another—'

‘Ride, Samar Dev.’

She halted her horse. *And if | don’t?

‘Stubborn child. | shdl leave you here, of course—you are dowing me down asitis’

‘Was that supposed to hurt my fedlings, KarsaOrlong? Y ou want to kill abhederin just to proveto
yourself that you can best the hunters. So, no cliff, no blinds or corras, no pack of wolf-dogsto flank
and drive the bhederin. No, you want to leap off your horse and wrestle one to the ground, then choke it
to desth, or maybethrow it againgt atree, or maybejust lift it up and spinit round until it dies of
dizziness. And you dareto cal me achild? Shelaughed. Because, as she well knew, laughter would
ging.

Y et no sudden rage darkened hisface, and his eyeswere cam asthey studied her. Then he smiled.
‘Witness’

And with that he rode out into the clearing. Inky water spraying from the Jhag horse' s hoofs, the beast
voicing something like asnarl asit galloped towards the herd. The bhederin scattered in athunderous
crash of bushes and snapping branches. Two shot out directly towards Karsa.

A migtake, Samar Dev redlized in that moment, to assume there was but one male. Onewas clearly
younger than the other, yet both were huge, eyes red-rimmed with rage, water exploding round them as
they charged their attacker.

The Jhag horse, Havok, swerved suddenly, legs gathering benesath him, then the young stallion launched
himself over the back of the larger bull. But the bhederin was quicker, twisting and heaving its massive
head upward, horns seeking the horse’ s exposed underbelly.

That upward lunge killed the bull, for the beast’ s head met the point of Karsa' s stone sword, which did
into the brain beneath the base of the skull, severing most of its spinein the process.

Havok landed in asplash and spray of muck on the far sde of the collapsing bull, well beyond the
range of the second mae —which now pivoted, stcunningly fast, and set off in pursuit of Karsa

Thewarrior swung his horse to the | eft, hoofs pounding as Havok ran paralé to the edge of trees,
chasing after the half-dozen females and caves that had lumbered out into the clearing. The second bull
closed fast behind them.

The cows and calves scattered once more, one bolting in adirection different from the others. Havok
swerved into its wake, and a heartbeat |ater was galloping alongside the beast. Behind them, the second
male had drawn up to flank the other females— and one and dl, this group then crashed back into the
thicket.

Samar Dev watched Karsa Orlong lean far to one side, then dash down with his sword, taking the
beast in the spine just aboveits hips.

The cow’ s back legs collapsed under the blow, duicing through the muck as the creature struggled to
drag them forward.

Whesdling round in front of the bhederin, Karsaheld his sword poised until he reached the cow’ sleft
sde, then helunged down, the sword' s point driving into the animd’ s heart.

Front legs buckled, and the cow sagged to one Side, then was ill.

Halting hishorse, Karsa did off and approached the dead cow. ‘Make usacamp,” he said to Samar
Dev.



She gtared a him, then said, ‘ Fine, you have shown methat | am, in fact, unnecessary. Asfar asyou're
concerned. Now what?'Y ou expect me to set up camp, and then, | presume, help you butcher that thing.
Shdl | lie beneath you tonight just to round things out?

He had drawn aknife and now kndlt in the pooling water beside the cow. ‘ If you like," he said.

Barbarian bastard... well, | should not have expected anything else, should I? *All right, | have
been thinking, we will need this mest — the land of rocks and lakes north of here no doubt has game, but
far lessplentiful and far more usive’

‘| shall takethe bull’ sskin,” Karsasaid, dicing open the bhederin’sbelly. Entrails tumbled out to splash
in the svampy water. Already, hundreds of insects swarmed the kill-site. * Do you wish this cow’ s kin,
Samar Dev?

‘“Why not? If aglacier lands on uswewon't freeze, and that’ s something.’

He glanced over a her. “Woman, glaciersdon’t jJump. They crawl.’

‘That depends on who made them in the first place, KarsaOrlong.’

He bared histeeth. ‘ Legends of the Jaghut do not impressme. Iceis ever adow-moving river.’
‘If you believe that, Karsa Orlong, you know far less than you think you do.’

‘Do you plan on stting on that horse dl day, woman?

‘Until | find high ground to make acamp, yes.” And she gathered thereins.

Witness, he said. He' s said that before, hasn’t he? Some kind of tribal thing, | suppose. Well, |
witnessed all right. As did that savage hiding in the shadows at the far end of the glade. | pray the
locals do not feel proprietary towards these bhederin. Or we will find excitement unending, which
Karsa might well enjoy. Asfor me, I'll just likely end up dead.

WEell, too late to worry much about that.

She then wondered how many of Karsa Orlong’s past companions had had smilar thoughts. In those
timesjust before the Teblor barbarian found himsdlf, once again, travelling alone.

* * % %

The rough crags of theridge cast a maze of shadows aong the ledge just beneath, and in these shadows
five sets of serpentine eyes stared down at the winding wall of dust on the plain below. A trader’s
caravan, seven wagons, two carriages, twenty guards on horses. And three war-dogs.

There had been six, but three had caught Dgjim Nebrahl’ s scent and, Stupid creatures that they were,
had set off to hunt the T' rolbarahl down. They had succeeded in finding the D’ ivers, and their blood now
filled the bellies of the five remaining beedts.

The Trell had stunned Degjlim Nebrahl. To snap one of his necks— not even a Tartheno could manage
such athing —and one had tried, long ago. Then, to drag the other down, over the cliff’ s edge, to plunge
to its death among the jagged rocks below. This audacity was... unforgivable. Weak and wounded,
Dgim Nebrahl had fled the scene of ambush, wandering half-crazed with anger and pain until ssumbling
upon thetrail of this caravan. How many days and nights had passed, the T’ rolbarahl had no idea. There
was hunger, the need to hed, and these demandsfilled the mind of the D’ivers.

Before Dgjim Nebrahl, now, waited his salvation. Enough blood to spawn replacements for those he
had lost in the ambush; perhaps enough blood to fashion yet another, an eighth.

Hewould strike a dusk, the moment the caravan halted for the day. Saughter the guardsfirst, then the
remaining dogs, and findly the fat weeklingsriding in their puny carriages. The merchant with his harem of
dlent children, each one chained to the next and trailing behind the carriage. A trader in mortal flesh.



The notion sickened Dglim Nebrahl. There had been such detestable creaturesin the time of the First
Empire, and depravity never went extinct. When the T’ rolbarahl ruled thisland, anew justice would
descend upon the despoilers of flesh. Dglim would feed upon them firgt, and then al other criminals, the
murderers, the beaters of the helpless, the stone-throwers, the torturers of the spirit.

His creator had meant him and hiskind to be guardians of the First Empire. Thus the conjoining of
bloods, making the sense of perfection strong, god-like. Too strong, of course. The T rolbarahl would
not be ruled by an imperfect master. No, they would rule, for only then could true justice be delivered.

Justice. And... of course... natural hunger. Necessity carved out its own laws, and these could not
be denied. When he ruled, Dgjim Nebrahl would fashion atrue bal ance between the two dominant forces
inhisD’ivers soul, and if the morta fools suffered beneath the weight of hisjudtice, then so beit. They
deserved the truth of their own beliefs. Deserved the talon-sharp edges of their own vaunted virtues, for
virtues were more than just words, they were weapons, and it was only right that such weapons be
turned upon their wielders.

The shadows had descended the cliff-face herein the lee of the setting sun’ slight. Dejim Nebrahl
followed those shadows downward to the plain, five sets of eyes, but one mind. The focus of al absolute
and unwavering.

Ddicious daughter. Splashing red to celebrate the sun’slurid fire.
Asheflowed out onto the plain, he heard the dogs begin barking.
A moment of pity for them. Stupid asthey were, they knew about necessity.

* * * %

Something of astruggle, but he managed to unfold himsdlf and descend, groaning with stiffness, from the
mul€ s broad back. And, despite the awkward effort, he spilled not a single drop from his cherished
bucket. Humming beneath his bresth some chant or other — he’ d forgotten where in the vast tome of
Holy Songsit had come from, and redlly, did it actually matter?— he waddled with his burden to the
smpering waves of Raraku Sea, then walked out amidst the softly swirling sands and eagerly trembling
reeds.

Pausing suddenly.
A desperate scan of the area, sniffing the humid, sultry, dusky air. Another scan, eyes darting, seeking

out every nearby shadow, every wayward rustle of reed and straggly bush. Then he ducked lower,
soaking hisfrayed robes as he knelt in the shalows.

Sweset, sun-warmed waters.

A final, suspicious ook round, al sides— could never betoo careful —then, with solemn ddlight, he
lowered the bucket into the sea.

And watched, eyes shining, as the scores of tiny fish raced out in adl directions. Well, not exactly raced,
more like sat there, for atime, asif stunned by freedom. Or perhaps some temporary shock of atered
temperature, or the plethora of unseen riches upon which to gorge, to grow fat, deek and blissfully
energetic.

Thefirg fish of Raraku Sea.

Iskara Pust left the shalowsthen, flinging the bucket to one side. * Tense thy back, mule! | shal now
legp adtride, oh yes, and won't you be surprised, to find yourself suddenly galoping — oh believe me,
mule, you know how to gallop, no more of that stupid fast trot that rattles|oose my poor teeth! Oh no,
we shdl be asthewind! Not afitful, gusting wind, but a steady, roaring wind, a stentorian wind that races
across the entire world, the very wake of our extraordinary speed, oh, how your hoofs shal blur to al
eyes’



Reaching the mule, the High Priest of Shadow legpt into the air.
Shying in darm, the mule sdestepped.

A sgued from Iskaral Pust, then agrunt and muted oof as he struck and rolled in the dust and stones,
wet robes flapping heavily and spraying sand about, while the mule trotted a safe distance away then
turned to regard its master, long-lashed eyes blinking.

“You disgust me, beast! And | bet you think it'smutud, too! Y et even if you thought that, why, then
I’d agree with you! Out of spite! How would you like that, horrid creature? The High Priest of Shadow
picked himself up and brushed sand from hisrobes. ‘He thinks | will hit him. Strike him, with alarge
gick. Foolish mule. Oh no, | am much more cunning. | will surprise him with kindness... until he grows
cam and dispenses with dl watchfulness, and then... hal 1 shall punch him in the nose! Won't he be
surprised! No mule can match wits with me. Oh yes, many havetried, and dmogt dl havefailed!

Heworked akindly smile onto his sun-wizened face, then dowly approached the mule. “We must
ride, he murmured, ‘you and . Fraught with haste, my friend, lest we arrive too late and too late will
never do.” He came within reach of the reins where they dangled beneath the mul€' s head. Paused as he
met the creature' s eyes. * Oh ho, sweet servant, | see maicein that so-placid gaze, yes? Y ou want to bite
me. Too bad. I’m the only one who bites around here.” He snatched up the reins, narrowly avoiding the
snapping teeth, then clambered onto the mul€e' s broad, doped back.

Twenty paces from the shordline and the world shifted around them, amiasmic swirl of shadows
closngon all sdes. Iskaral Pust cocked his head, looked round, then, satisfied, settled back asthe mule
plodded on.

* k *x %

A hundred heartbeats after the High Priest of Shadow vanished into hiswarren, asquat, wild-haired Dal
Honese woman crept out of some nearby bushes, dragging alarge de cask behind her. It held water, not
ae, and thelid had been pried off.

Grunting and gasping with the effort, Mogora struggled to bring the cask down into the shalows. She
tipped it to one sSide and —amostly toothless grin on her wrinkled features — watched a haf-dozen young
freshwater sharks dide like snakesinto Raraku Sea.

Then she kicked the cask over and scrambled out of the water, a cackle escaping her as, with aflurry
of gestures, she opened awarren and plunged into it.

* k x %

Folding one shadow upon another, Iskaral Pust swiftly traversed a score of leagues. He could half-see,
half-sense the desert, buttes and chaotic folds of arroyo and canyon he passed through, but none of it
interested him much, until, after amost afull day’ strave, he caught sight of five deek shapes crossing the
floor of avalley ahead and to his|eft.

He hdted the mule on the ridge and, eyes narrowing, studied the distant shapes. In the midst of
attacking acaravan. ‘ Arrogant pups,” he muttered, then drove his hedlsinto the mule€ sflanks. ‘ Charge, |
say! Charge, you fat, waddling bastard!’

The mule trotted down the dope, braying loudly.

The five shapes caught the sound and their heads turned.

Asone, the T'rolbarahl shifted direction and now raced towards | skaral Pust.

The mule€ scriesrosein pitch.

Spreading out, the D’iversflowed noislesdy over the ground. Rage and hunger rushed ahead of them



in an dmost visible bow wave, the power crackling, coruscating between the Shadow warren and the
world beyond.

The beaststo either Ssde wheded out to come in from aflanking position, while the three in the centre
staggered their timing, intending to arrivein quick successon.

Iskard Pust was having trouble focusing on them, so jolted and tossed about was he onthe mule's
back. When the T’ rolbarahl had closed to within thirty paces, the mule suddenly skidded to ahalt. And
the High Priest of Shadow was thrown forward, lunging over the anima’ s head. Head ducking,
somersaulting over, then thumping down hard on his back in aspray of gravel and dust.

Thefirgt creature reached him, forearmslifting, talons unsheethed asit sailed through the air, then
landing on the spot where Iskard Pust had falen —only to find him not there. The second and third
beasts experienced a moment of confusion asthe quarry vanished, then they sensed a presence a their
sde. Their heads snapped round, but too late, as awave of sorcery hammered into them.
Shadow-wrought power cracked like lightning, and the creatures were batted into the air, leaving in their
wakes misty clouds of blood. Writhing, they both struck the ground fifteen paces away, skidding then
raling.

Thetwo flanking D’ivers attacked. And, as Iskaral Pust vanished, they collided, chestsreverberating
like heavy thunder, teeth and talons raking through hide. Hissing and snarling, they scrambled away from
each other.

Reappearing twenty paces behind the T' rolbarahl, Iskara Pust unleashed another wave of sorcery,
watched it strike each of the five beasts in turn, watched blood spray and the bodies tumble away,
kicking frenziedly as the magic wove flickering nets about them. Stones popped and exploded on the
ground beneath them, sand shot upward in spear-like geysers, and everywhere there was blood,
whipping out in ragged threads.

The T’ rolbarahl vanished, fleeing the warren of Shadow out into the world, where they scattered, dl
thoughts of the caravan gone as panic closed on their throats with invisible hands.

The High Priest of Shadow brushed dust from his clothes, then walked over to where stood the mule.
‘Some help you were! We could be hunting each one down right now, but oh no, you' retired of running.
Whoever thought mules deserved four legswas anidiot! Y ou are most useless! Bah!” He paused, then,
and lifted agnarled finger to hiswrinkled lips. ‘ But wait, what if they got really angry? What if they
decided to make afight to the finish? What then? Messy, oh, very messy. No, best |eave them for
someone elseto dedl with. | must not get distracted. Imagine, though! Challenging the High Priest of
Shadow of dl Seven Citiest Dumber than cats, that T'rolbarahl. | am entirely without sympathy.’

He climbed back onto the mule. “Wdll, that was fun, wasn't it? Stupid mule. | think we' || have mule for
supper tonight, what do you think of that? The ultimate sacrificeis caled for, asfar asyou re concerned,
don’t you think? Wel, who cares what you think? Where to now? Thank the gods at least one of us
knows where we' re going. That way, mule, and quickly now. Trot, damn you, trot!’

Skirting the caravan, where dogs still barked, 1skaral Pust began shifting shadows once more.

* * * %

Dusk had arrived in the world beyond when he reached his destination, reining in the plodding mule a the
foot of acliff.

Vultures clambered amongst the tumbled rocks, crowding afissure but unable or, asyet, unwilling to
climb down into it. One edge of that crevasse was stained with dried blood, and among rocksto one side
were the remains of a dead beast — devoured to bones and ragged strips by the scavengers, it was
nonetheless easy to identify. One of the T’ rolbarahl.

The vultures voiced a chorus of indignation as the High Priest of Shadow dismounted and approached.



Spitting curses, he chased away the ugly, Mogora-like creatures, then eased himsdlf down into the
fissure. Deep, the close air smdlling of blood and rotting mest.

The crevasse narrowed alittle more than aman’ s height down, and into this was wedged a body.
Iskaral Pust settled down beside it. He laid ahand on the figure' s broad shoulder, well away from the
obvious bregksin that arm. *How many days, friend? Ah, only aTrell would survivethis. Firgt, we shal
have to get you out of here, and for that | have astalwart, loya mule. Then, well, then, we shall see,
won't we?

* * * %

Neither stawart nor particularly loya, the mul€e s disinclination towards cooperation dowed down the
task of extracting Mappo Runt considerably, and it wasfull dark by the time the Trell was pulled from the
fissure and dragged onto aflat patch of wind-blown sand.

The two compound fracturesin the left arm were the least of the huge Trell’ sinjuries. Both legs had
broken, and one edge of the fissure had torn alarge flap of skin and flesh from Mappo’ s back —the
exposed meat was swarming with maggots, and the mostly hanging flap of tissue was clearly
unsalvageable, grey in the centre and blackening round the edges, smelling of rot. Iskard Pust cut that
away and tossed it back into the fissure.

He then leaned close and listened to the Trell’ s breathing. Shallow, yet dow — another day without
attention and he would have died. Asit was, the possibility remained distinct. ‘ Herbs, my friend,’ the
High Priest said as he st to cleaning the visble wounds. * And High Denul ointments, dixirs, tinctures,
saves, poultices... have | forgotten any? No, | think not. Internal injuries, oh yes, crushed ribs, that whole
sde. So much bleeding inside, yet, obvioudy, not enough to kill you outright. Remarkable. Y ou are
amost as stubborn as my servant here—' Helooked up. ‘Y ou, beast, set up the tent and start us afire!
Do that and then maybe I’ll feed you and not, hee hee, feed on you—'

‘“You areanidiot!” Thiscry camefrom the darkness off to one side, and amoment later Mogora
appeared from the gloom.

The gloom, yes, that explains everything. ‘What are you doing here, hag?
‘ Saving Mappo, of course.’
‘What? | have saved him aready!’

*Saving him from you, | meant!” She scrabbled closer. ‘What' sthat vid in your hand? That’ s venom of
pardt! You damned idiot, you were going to kill him! After al he' s been through!”

‘Pardt? That’ sright, wife, it' spardt. Y ou arrived, so | was about to drink it.’
‘| saw you deal with that T'rolbarahl, Iskaral Pust.’

“You did? He paused, ducked his head. “Now her adoration is complete! How could she not adore
me? It must be near worship by now. That’swhy shefollowed me all theway. She can't get enough of
me. It’ sthe same with everyone—they just can't get enough of me—'

‘“The most powerful High Priest of Shadow,” cut in Mogora as she removed various healing unguents
from her pack, ‘ cannot survive without agood woman at hisside. Failing that, you have me, so get used
toit, warlock. Now, get out of my way so | can tend to this poor, hapless Trell.’

Iskaral Pust backed away. * So what do | do now? Y ou’ ve made me usdless, woman!’
‘That’ s not hard, husband. Make us camp.’
‘| dready told my muleto do that.’

‘It samule, youidiot... Her wordstrailed away as she noted the flicker of firelight off to one side.
Turning, she sudied the large canvas tent, expertly erected, and the stone-ringed hearth where apot of



water dready steamed beneath atripod. Nearby stood the mule, eating from its bag of oats. Mogora
frowned, then shook her head and returned to her work. ‘ Tend to the tea, then. Be useful!’

‘1 was being useful! Until you arrived and messed everything up! The most powerful High Priestin
Seven Cities does not need awoman! Infact, that’ sthe very last thing he needs!’

“You couldn’t hed ahangnall, Iskaral Pust. This Trell hasthe black poison in hisveins, the glittering
vein-snake. We shdl need more than High Denul for this—'

‘Oh herewego! All your witchy rubbish. High Denul will conquer the black poison—

‘Perhaps, but the dead flesh will remain dead. He will be crippled, half-mad, his hearts will weaken.’
She paused and glared over a him. * Shadowthrone sent you to find him, didn’t he? Why?

Iskara Pust smiled sweetly. * Oh, she' s suspicious now, isn't she? But | won't tell her anything. Except
the hint, the modest hint, of my vast knowledge. Y esindeed, | know my dear god’'smind —and a
twisted, chaotic, weasdly mind itis. Infact, | know so much | am speechless— hah, look at her, those
besetle eyes narrowing suspicioudy, asif she dares grow aware of my profound ignorancein al matters
pertaining to my cherished, idiotic god. Dares, and would chalenge me openly. | would crumble before
that ondaught, of course.” He paused, reworked his smile, then spread his hands and said, * Sweet
Mogora, the High Priest of Shadow must have his secrets, kept even from hiswife, alas. And so | beg
you not to press me on this, else you suffer Shadowthrone' s random wrath—

“You are acompletefool, Iskara Pust.’

‘Let her think that,” he said, then added a chuckle. *Now she'll wonder why | have laughed — no, not
laughed, but chuckled, which, dl things considered, isfar moreaarming. | mean, it sounded likea
chuckle so it must have been one, though it’ sthefirst I’ ve ever tried, or heard, for that matter. Whereasa
chortle, well, that’ s different. I’ m not fat enough to chortle, aas. Sometimes | wish—

‘Go gt by your mule' sfire” Mogorasaid. ‘| must prepare my ritua.’

* See how that chuckle has discomfited her! Of course, my darling, you go and play with your little
ritud, that’sadear. Whilst | make teafor myself and my mule’

* k k %

Warmed by the flames and histralb teg, Iskaral Pust watched — as best as he was able in the darkness—
Mogoraat work. First, she assembled large chunks of stone, each one broken, cracked or otherwise
rough-edged, and set them down in the sand, creating an ellipse that encompassed the Trell. She then
urinated over these rocks, achieving thiswith an extraordinary haf-crab haf-chicken wide-legged
waddle, straddling the stones and proceeding widdershins until returning to the place she had started.
Iskard marvelled at the superior muscle control, not to mention the sheer volume, that Mogora obviousy
possessed. Inthelast few years his own efforts at urination had met with mixed success, until even
garting and stopping now seemed the highest of visceral challenges.

Satisfied with her piddle, Mogorathen started pulling hairs from her head. She didn’t have that many
up there, and those she salected seemed so deeply rooted that I skaral feared she would deflate her skull
with every successful yank. His anticipation of seeing such athing yielded only disappointment, as, with
seven long wiry grey hairsin one hand, Mogora stepped into the €llipse, one foot planted to either side of
the Trdl’ storso. Then, muttering some witchly thing, she flung the hairsinto the inky blackness overhead.

Ingtinct guided Iskardl’ s gaze upward after those silvery threads, and he was somewhat alarmed to see
that the stars had vanished overhead. Wheregs, out on the horizons, they remained sharp and bright.
‘Gods, woman! What have you done?

Ignoring him, she stepped back out of the lipse and began singing in the Woman' s Language, which
was, of course, unintelligibleto Iskaral’ s ears. Just asthe Man's Language—which Mogoracalled



gibberish —was beyond her ability to understand. The reason for that, Iskara Pust knew, wasthat the
Man's Language was gibberish, designed specificaly to confound women. It’s a fact that men don’t
need words, but women do. We have penises, after all. Who needs wor ds when you have a penis?
Whereas with women there are two breasts, which invites conversation, just as a good behind
presents perfect punctuation, something every man knows.

What’ s wrong with the world? You ask a man and he says, ‘Don’t ask.” Ask a woman and you'’ll
be dead of old age before she' s finished. Hah. Hah ha.

Strange streams of gossamer began descending through the reflected light of the fire, settling upon the
Trell’sbody.
‘What arethose? |skara asked. Then started as one brushed his forearm and he saw that it was a

spider’ ssilk, and there was the spider at one end, tiny asamite. Helooked skyward in darm. ‘ There
are spiders up there? What madnessisthis? What are they doing up there?

‘Bequiet’
‘Answer mel’

‘The sky isfilled with spiders, husband. They float on the winds. Now I’ ve answered you, so close that
mouth of yourslest | send afew thousand of my sgtersintoiit.’

Histeeth clacked and he edged closer to the hearth. Burn, you horrid things. Burn!

The strands of web covered the Trell now. Thousands, tens, hundreds of thousands— the spiders were
wrapping about Mappo Runt’ s entire body.

‘And now,” Mogorasaid, ‘time for the moon.’

The blackness overhead vanished in a sudden bloom of slver, incandescent light. Squeding, Iskara
Pust fell onto hisback, so darming was the transformation, and he found himself staring straight up at a
massive, full moon, hanging so low it seemed within reach. If he but dared. Which hedid not. * Y ou've
brought the moon down! Areyou mad? It' sgoing to crash on us!’

‘Oh, stopit. It only seemsthat way —well, maybe | nudged it abit —but | told you thiswas a serious
ritud, didn't 1?7

‘What have you done with the moon?’
She crowed with manic laughter. ‘It'sjust my little ritud, darling. How do you likeit?
‘Makeit go away!’

‘Frightened? Y ou should be! I'm awoman! A witch! So why don’t you just drag that scrawny behind
of yoursinto that tent and cower, dear husband. Thisisrea power, here, real magic!’

‘Noitisn't! I mean, it's not witch magic, not Dal Honese—1 don’'t know what thisis—

“You'reright, you don't. Now be agood little boy and go to deep, Iskaral Pust, while| set about
saving this Trell’smiserablelife’

Iskara thought to argue, then decided against it. He crawled into the tent.
From outside, ‘Isthat you gibbering, ISkara?
Oh be quiet.

* * % %

Logtara Yil opened her eyes, then dowly sat up.

A grey-cloaked figure was standing near a stone-arched portal, hisback to her. Rough-hewn wallsto
ether Sde, forming acircular chamber with Lostara—who had been lying on an dtar —in the centre.
Moonlight wasflooding in from in front of thefigure, yet it ssemed to be diding in visble mation. Asif the



moon beyond was plunging from the sky.

‘“What—? she asked, then began to cough uncontrollably, sharp pain biting in her lungs. Findly
recovering, she blinked tears from her eyes, looked up once again.

He wasfacing her now.

The Shadow Dancer. The god. Cotillion. Seemingly in answer to her initid question, hesaid, ‘1 am
not sure. Some untoward sorcery is a work, somewhere in the desert. The moon’ slight has been...
gtolen. | admit | have never seen anything likeit before’

Even as he was speaking, Lostara s memories returned in arush. Y’ Ghatan. Flames, everywhere.
Bligtering heat. Savage burns— oh how her flesh screamed its pain —*What —what happened to me?

‘Oh, that was what you meant. My gpologies, LogtaraYil. Well, in short, | pulled you out of thefire.
Granted, it'svery rarefor agod to intervene, but T’ riss kicked open the door—

‘T'riss?

“The Queen of Dreams. Set the precedent, asit were. Most of your clothes had burned — 1 apologize if
you find the new ones not to your liking.’

She glanced down at the rough-woven shift covering her.

‘A neophyte stunic,” Cotillion said. “You arein a Temple of Rashan, a secret one. Abandoned with
therebellion, | believe. We are aleague and ahaf from what used to be Y’ Ghatan, forty or so paces
north of the Sotka Road. Thetempleiswell concealed.” He gestured with one gloved hand at the
archway. ‘Thisisthe only means of ingressand egress’

‘Why —why did you save me?

He hesitated. ‘ There will come atime, Lostara Yil, when you will be faced with achoice. A dire one.’
‘What kind of choice?

He studied her for amoment, then asked, ‘How deep are your feelingsfor Pearl?

She garted, then shrugged. ‘A momentary infatuation. Thankfully passed. Besides, he' s unpleasant
company these days.’

‘| can undergtand that,” Cotillion said, somewhat enigmaticaly. ‘Y ou will haveto choose, Logtara Yil,
between your loydty to the Adjunct... and all that Pearl represents.’

‘ Between the Adjunct and the Empress? That makes no sense—'

He stayed her with araised hand. 'Y ou need not decide immediately, Lostara. In fact, | would counsdl
againg it. All 1 ask isthat you consider the question, for now.’

‘What is going on? What do you know, Catillion? Are you planning vengeance against Laseen?

Hisbrowslifted. ‘No, nothing like that. Infact, | am not directly involved in this... uh, matter. At the
moment, anyway. Indeed, thetruthis, | am but anticipating certain things, some of which may cometo
pass, some of which may not.” He faced the portaway again. ‘ Thereisfood near the dtar. Wait until
dawn, then leave here. Down to the road. Where you will find... welcome company. Y our story isthis:
you found away out of the city, then, blinded by smoke, you stumbled, struck your head and lost
consciousness. When you awoke, the Fourteenth was gone. Y our memory is patchy, of course.’

‘Yes itis, Cotillion.’

Heturned at her tone, half-amiled. * Y ou fear that you are now in my debt, LostaraYil. And that | will
one day return to you, demanding payment.’

‘It show godswork, isn't it?

‘Some of them, yes. But you see, Logtara Yil, what | did for you in Y’ Ghatan four days ago was my
repayment, of adebt that | owed you.’



‘What debt?

Shadows were gathering about Cotillion now, and she barely heard hisreply, * Y ou forget, | once
watched you dance...” And then he was gone.

Moonlight streamed into hiswake like quicksilver. And she sat for atime, bathed initslight,
congdering hiswords.

* * * %

Snoring from the tent. Mogora sat on aflat stone five paces from the dying fire. Had he been awake,
Iskaral Pust would be relieved. The moon was back where it belonged, after al. Not that she'd actudly
moved it. That would have been very hard indeed, and would have attracted far too much attention
besides. But she' d drawn away its power, somewhat, briefly, enough to effect the more thorough heding
the Trell had required.

Someone stepped from the shadows. Walked adow circle round the recumbent, motionless form of
Mappo Trell, then halted and looked over at Mogora.

She scowled, then jerked anod towards the tent. ‘ Iskaral Pust, he' sthe Magi of High House Shadow,
isn'the?

‘Impressive hedling, Mogora,’ Cotillion observed. *Y ou do understand, of course, that the gift may in
truth beacurse’

“You sent Pust hereto find him!”

‘ Shadowthrone, actually, not me. For that reason, | cannot say if mercy counted for anything in his
decison.’

Mogoraglanced again a thetent. ‘Magi... that blathering idiot.’

Catillion was gazing steadily at her, then hesaid, ‘ Y ou're one of Ardata’s, aren’t you?

She veered into amass of spiders.

The god watched asthey fled into every crack and, moments later, were gone. He sighed, took one
last look round, momentarily meeting the placid eyes of the mule, then vanished in aflowing swirl of
shadows.
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They emerged from the warren into the stench of smoke and ashes, and before them, in the growing light
of dawn, reared adestroyed city. The three stood unmoving for atime, silent, each seeking to
comprehend thisvista

Stormy wasthefirst to spesk. ‘ Looks like the Imperia Warren's spilled out here!’

Ash and dead air, the light seeming listless— Kalam was not surprised by the marine' s observation.
They had just Ieft aplace of death and desolation, only to find themselvesin another. ‘1 till recognizeit,’
the assassin said. Y’ Ghatan.” Stormy coughed, then spat. ‘ Some siege.’

‘Thearmy’smoved on,” Quick Ben observed, sudying the tracks and rubbish where the main
encampment had been. ‘West.’

Stormy grunted, then said, ‘' Look at that gap in the wall. Moranth munitions, awhole damned wagon of
‘em, I'd say.’

A viscous river had flowed out through that gap, and, motionless now, it glittered in the morning light.
Fused glass and metals. There had been afirestorm, Kalam realized. Y et another one to afflict poor
Y’ Ghatan. Had the sappers set that off?

‘Oliveail, said Quick Ben suddenly. ‘ The oil harvest must have been in the city.” He paused, then
added, ‘ Makes me wonder if it was an accident.’

Kalam glanced over at thewizard. * Seemsalittle extreme, Quick. Besides, from what |’ ve heard of
Leoman, he' snot the kind to throw hisown life away.’

‘ Assuming he stayed around long enough.’

‘Wetook losseshere” Stormy said. ‘ There' s agrave mound there, under that ash.” He pointed.
‘Scary big, unlessthey included rebel dead.’

‘“We make separate holesfor them,” Kalam said, knowing that Stormy knew that aswell. None of this
looked good, and they were reluctant to admit that. Not out loud. ‘ The tracks look afew daysold, at
least. | suppose we should catch up with the Fourteenth.’

‘Let’scirclethisfirst, Quick Ben said, squinting at the ruined city. ‘ There' s something... some
resdue... | don't know. Only...

‘ Sound argument from the High Mage,” Stormy said. ‘I’ m convinced.”

Kaam glanced over & the mass burid mound, and wondered how many of hisfriendswerelying
trapped in that earth, unmoving in the eternd dark, the maggots and worms aready at work to take away
al that had made each of them unique. It wasn’t something he enjoyed thinking about, but if he did not
stand here and gift them afew more moments of thought, then who would?

* k% k %

Charred rubbish lay strewn on theroad and in the flatsto either side. Tent stakes il in place gripped
burnt fragments of canvas, and in atrench beyond the road’ s bend as it made its way towards what used
to be the city’ s gate, a dozen bloated horse carcasses had been dumped, legs upthrust like bony



tree-stumpsin aflyblown swamp. The stench of burnt things hung in the motionless air.

Apsalar reined in on the road as her dow scan of the devastation before her caught movement a
hundred paces ahead and to her left. She settled back in the saddle, seeing familiarity in the gaitsand
demeanours of two of the three figures now walking towards what remained of Y’ Ghatan. Telorast and
Curdle scampered back to flank her horse.

‘Terrible news, Not-Apsalar!” Telorast cried. * Three terrible men await us, should we continue this
course. If you seek to destroy them, well then, that isfine. We wish you well. Otherwise, | suggest we

escape. Now.’

‘| agree,’ Curdle added, small skeletal head bobbing as the creature paced, grovelled, then paced
agan, tall spikingthear.

Her horselifted afront hoof and the demonic skel etons scattered, having learned that near proximity to
the beast was atreacherous thing.

‘1 know two of them,” Apsdar said. ‘ Besides, they have seen us.’” She nudged her mount forward,
walking it dowly towards the mage, his assassin companion, and the Maazan soldier, al of whom had
now shifted direction and approached with a measured pace.

‘They will annihilateus!’” Telorast hissed. ‘1 can tell —oh, that mage, he’ snot nice, not at al—’
Thetwo small creatures raced for cover.

Annihilation. The possibility existed, Apsdar alowed, given the history she shared with Quick Ben and
Kaam Mekhar. Then again, they had known of the possession, and she had since travelled with Kalam
for months, first across the Seeker’ s Deep, from Daryjhistan dl the way to Ehrlitan, during which nothing
untoward had occurred. This eased her mind somewhat as she waited for them to arrive.

Kalam wasthefirst to spesk. ‘ Few thingsin the world make sense, Apsdar.’

She shrugged. ‘We have each had our journeys, Kalam Mekhar. |, for one, am not particularly
surprised to find our paths converging once more.’

‘Now that,” said Quick Ben, ‘isan alarming statement. Unlessyou' re here to satisfy Shadowthrone's
desirefor vengeance, thereis no possible reason at dl that our paths should converge. Not here. Not
now. | certainly haven't been pushed and pulled by any conniving god—'

“Y ou have the aura of Hood about you, Quick Ben,” Apsdar said, an observation that clearly startled
Kaam and the soldier. * Such resdue comes only from long conversations with the Lord of Desath, and
s0, while you might claim freedom for yourself, perhaps your motives for what you do and where you
choose to go areless purely your own than you would have others believe. Or, for that matter, than what
you yourself would liketo believe.” Her gaze did acrossto Kaam. *Whilst the assassin has known the
presence of Catillion, only ashort while ago. And asfor this Faari soldier here, hisspirit isboundto a
T’lan Imass, and to the Fire of Life that passesfor worship among the T’ lan Imass. Thus, fire, shadow
and death, drawn together even as the forces and gods of such forces find dignment against asingle foe.
Yet, | fed | should warn you al —that foe isno longer singular and, perhaps, never was. And present
dliancesmay not lagt.”

‘What isit about dl this’ Quick Ben said, ‘that I'm not enjoying?

Kalam rounded on the wizard. ‘ Maybe, Quick, you' re sensing something of my desre—which | am
barely restraining —to plant my fist in your face. The Lord of Death? What, in the name of the Abyss
happened at Black Coral?

‘Expedience,’ thewizard snapped, eyes ill on Apsdar. ‘ That' s what happened. In that whole damned
war againg the Pannion Domin. That should have been obvious from the outset — Dujek joining forces
with Caladan Brood was smply thefirst and most egregious bresking of the rules’



So now you' re working for Hood?
‘Not even close, Kalam. To stretch a pun, Hood knows, he was working for me.’
‘Was? And now?

‘And now,” he nodded towards Apsaar, ‘ as she says, the gods are at war.” He shrugged, but it was
an uneasy shrug. ‘| need to get a sense of the two sides, Kalam. | need to ask questions. | need
answers’

‘And isHood providing them?
The glance he shot the assassin was kittish, dmost diffident. * Sowly.’
*And what isHood getting from you?

Thewizard bridled. ‘ Ever try twisting adead man’sarm? It doesn’t work!” His glare switched
between Kdam and Apsdar. ‘ Listen. Remember those games Hedge and Fid played? With the Deck of
Dragons? I diots, but never mind that. The point is, they made up the rules asthey went along, and that's
what I’'m doing, dl right? Gods, even ageniuslike me haslimitd’

A snort from the Fari soldier, and Apsadar saw him bare histeeth.

The wizard stepped towards him. * Enough of that, Stormy! Y ou and your damned stone sword!’” He
waved wildly at the city of Y’ Ghatan. ‘ Doesthis smell sweet to you?

‘What would smell even sweeter isthe Adjunct’ sHigh Mage al chopped up and served in astew to
Hood himsdlf.” He reached for the Imass sword, his grin broadening. ‘ And I’'m just the man to do—'

‘Settle down, you two,” Kalam said. ‘Al right, Apsadar, we' redl here and that’ s passing strange but
not as strange maybe as it should be. Does't matter.” He made a gesture that encompassed himself,
Quick Ben and Stormy. ‘WEe re returning to the Fourteenth Army. Or, we will be, once we ve circled the
city and Quick’ ssatisfied it' sas dead asit looks—

‘Oh,’ thewizard cut in, ‘it sdead dl right. Still, we're circling theruin.” He pointed afinger at Apsdar.
‘Asfor you, woman, you' re not travelling aone, are you? Where are they hiding? And what are they?
Familiars?

“You could call them that,” shereplied.
‘Where arethey hiding? Quick Ben demanded again.

‘Not sure. Close by, | suspect. They're... shy.” And she added nothing more, for now, satisfied as she
was by thewizard' s answering scowl.

‘Where, Kalam asked, ‘are you going, Apsdar?
Her browsrose. ‘Why, with you, of course.’

She could see that this did not please them much, yet they voiced no further objections. Asfar asshe
was concerned, thiswas a perfect conclusion to this part of her journey. For it coincided with her most
pressing task —thefina target for nation. The only onethat could not be ignored.

She' d dways known Cotillion for amost subtle bastard.

* * * %

‘All right, then,” Sergeant Hellian said, ‘ which one of you wantsto be my new corpora?
Touchy and Brethless exchanged glances.
‘What? Touchy asked. ‘Us? But you got Balgrid and Tavos Pond, now. Or even—

‘It smy new squad and | decide thesethings.” She squinted over a the other soldiers. ‘Bagrid'sa
mage. So's Tavos Pond.” She scowled at the two men. ‘| don’t like mages, they’ re dways disappearing,



right when you want to ask them something.” Her gaze did acrossto thelast two soldiers. ‘Maybe' sa
sapper and enough said about that, and Lutesis our hedler. That leaves...” Hellian returned her atention
to thetwins, ‘you two.’

‘Fine’ said Touchy. ‘I'll be corporal.’

‘Hold on,” Brethlesssaid. ‘| want to be corpord! | ain't taking no orders from him, Sergeant. Not a
chance. | got the brains, you know—

Touchy snorted. ‘ Then, since you didn’t know what to do with them, you threw them away.’

‘You'reabigfat liar, Touchy—

‘Quiet!’” Hdlian reached for her sword. But then remembered and drew aknifeingtead. * Another word
ether of youand I'll cut mysdlf.’

The squad stared at her.

‘I"'m awoman, see, and with women, it's how we dedl with men. Y ou're dl men. Give metrouble and
I"ll gtick thisknifein my arm. Or leg. Or maybe I’ Il dice anipple off. And you bagtards will haveto live
with that. For therest of your days, you'll haveto live with the fact that you were being such assholes that
Hellian went and disfigured hersdlf.’

No-one spoke.

Smiling, Hellian reshesathed the knife. * Good. Now, Touchy and Brethless, I’ ve decided. Y ou' re both
corporas. There’

‘But what if | want to order Brethless—'

‘Well youcan't’

Brethlessraised afinger. ‘Wait, what if we give different ordersto the others?

‘Don’'t worry "bout that, Maybe said, ‘we ain’'t gonnalisten to you anyways. Y ou’ re both idiots, but if
the sergeant wants to make you corporals, that’sfine. We don't care. |diots make good corporals.’

‘All right,” Hdllian said, rising, ‘it’ s settled. Now, nobody wander off, since the captain wants us ready
to march.” Shewaked away, up towards the ridge. Thinking.

The captain had dragged off Urb and made him a sergeant. Madness. That old rule about idiots making
good corporals obvioudy extended to sergeants, but there wasn't anything she could do about it.
Besides, she might go and kill him and then there' d be trouble. Urb was big, after dl, and there wasn't
much in theway of placesto hide hisbody. Not around here, anyway, she concluded, scanning the
broken rocks, bricks and potsherds strewn on the slope.

They needed to find avillage. She could trade her knife — no, that wouldn’t work, sinceit would mess
up her threat and the squad might mutiny. Unless, next time, she added nails to the possible wegpons—
scratch her own eyes out, something like that. She glanced down at her nails— oh, mostly gone. What a

* * * %

‘Look at her, Maybe said. ‘ Tells us not to wander off then what does she do? Wanders off. Finds a
ridge to do what? Why, check out her nails. Ooh, they’ re chipped! Gods, we ve got areal woman for
our Hood-damned sergeant—'

‘Sheain't areal woman,” Touchy said. *Y ou don’'t know her at al, sapper. Now, me and Brethless,
we were two of the poor foolswho camefirst to the templein Kartool, where thiswhole nightmare
started.’

‘“What are you talking about? Balgrid demanded.



‘ Someone went and butchered al the priestsin the D’ rek temple, and we wasthe first ones on the
scene. Anyway, you know how this goes. That was our quarter, right? Not that we could patrol inside
temples, of course, 0 we weren't to blame. But since when does common sense count for anything in
the empire? So, they had to send us away. Hopefully to get killed, so none of it gets out—'

‘It just did,” Tavos Pond said, scratching beneath the rough, crusted bandages swathing one side of his
face.

‘What are you talking about? Bagrid demanded again. ‘ And what’ s the sergeant doing over there?

Maybe glared at L utes. ‘He s till deaf. Do something!’

‘It'll comeback,” the healer replied, shrugging. ‘Mogly. It takestime, that’sdl.’

‘Anyway,” Touchy resumed, ‘sheain’'t aread woman. She drinks—'

‘Right,” Brethlesscut in, ‘and why does she drink? Why, she' s scared of spiders!’

‘That don’t matter,’ his brother retorted. * And now she' s stuck sober and that’ s bad. Listen, all of
you—

‘What? Balgrid asked.

‘Ligten, the rest of you, we just keep her drunk and everything’ll be fine—'

‘Idiot,” Maybe said. ‘ Probably you didn’t catch whoever killed al those priests because your sergeant
was drunk. Shedid good in Y’ Ghatan, or have you forgotten? Y ou're alive’ cause of her.’

‘That’ Il wear off, sgpper. Just you wait. | mean, look at her — she' sfussing over her nails!’

* k% k %

Adopting heaviesinto asquad was never easy, Geder knew. They didn't think normally; infact, the
sergeant wasn't even sure they were human. Somewhere between aflesh-and-blood Imassand a
Barghast, maybe. And now he had four of them. Shortnose, Flashwit, Uru Helaand Mayfly. Flashwit
could probably out-pull an ox, and she was Napan besi des, though those stunning green eyes came from
somewhere dse; and Shortnose seemed in the habit of losing body parts, and there was no telling how
far that had gone beyond the missing nose and ear. Uru was adamned Korelri who' d probably been
destined for the Stormwall before stowing aboard a Jakatakan merchanter, meaning she felt shedidn’t
owe anybody anything. Mayfly wasjust easily confused, but clearly astough asthey came.

And Heavies came tough. He' d have to adjust histhinking on how to work the squad. But if he ever
shows up, Stormy will love these ones.

Maybe in one way it made sense to reorganize the squads, but Geder wasn't sure of the captain’s
timing. It was Fist Keneb' sresponsibility, anyway, and he' d likely prefer splitting up soldiers who were,
oneand all now, veterans. Well, that was for the damned officersto chew over. What concerned him the
most at the moment, was the fact that they were mostly unarmed and unarmoured. A score of raiders or
even bandits happening upon them and there' d be more Maazan bones bleaching in the sun. They
needed to get moving, catch up with the damned army.

Hefixed his gaze on the west road, up on the ridge. Hellian was there already, he saw. Lit up by the
risng sun. Odd woman, but she must have done something right, to have led her soldiers through that
mess. Geder would not look back at Y’ Ghatan. Every time he had done that before, the images returned:
Truth shouldering the munitions packs, running into the smoke and flames. Fiddler and Cuttleracing
back, away from what was coming. No, it wasn't worth any last looks back at that cursed city.

What could you take from it that was worth adamned thing, anyway? Leoman had drawn them right
in, made the city aweb from which there was no escape— only... we made it, didn’t we? But, how
many didn’t? The captain had told them. Upwards of two thousand, wasn't it? All to kill afew hundred



fanatics who would probably have been just as satisfied killing themsalves and no-one el se, to make
whatever mad, futile point they felt worth dying for. It was how fanatics thought, after dl. Killing
Ma azans smply sweetened an dready sweet find med. All to make some god’ s eyes shine.

Mind you, polish anything long enough and it’ll start to shine.
The sun lifted its blistered eye above the horizon, and it was dmost time to begin the march.

* * * %

Ten, maybe more pups, dl pink, wrinkled and squirming inside an old martin’s nest that had did odged
from an exploding wall. Bottle peered down at them, the nest in his hands. Their mother clung to hisleft
shoulder, nose twitching asif she was contemplating a sudden leap — either towards her helpless brood
or towards Bottle' s neck.

‘Relax, my dear,” hewhispered. ‘ They’ re as much mine asthey are yours.’
A hdf-choking sound nearby, then aburst of laughter.
Bottle glared over a Smiles. ‘Y ou don't understand athing, you miserable cow.’

‘I can’'t believe you want to take that filthy thing with you. All right, it got usout, so now leaveit be.
Besides, there’' sno way you can keep them alive— she' sgot to feed ’em, right, meaning she hasto
scrounge. When' s she gonna be able to do that? We' re about to march, you fool.’

‘We can manage,’ hereplied. ‘ They'retriba cregtures, rats. Besides, we' ve dready scrounged enough
food —it’sonly Y’ Ghatan who needsto et lots, for now. The pupsjust suckle’

‘Stop, you' re making me sick. There’ s enough ratsin the world dready, Bottle. Take the big one, sure,
but leave the othersfor the birds.’

‘She' d never forgive me.’

* * % %

Sitting nearby, Koryk studied the two bickering soldiers amoment longer, then herose.
‘Don’'t gofar,” Stringssaid.

The half-Seti grunted awordlessreply, then headed towards the far, northern end of the flats, where
broad, deep pits pockmarked the ground. He arrived at the edge of one and looked down. Long ago,
these pits had yielded clay for the potters, back when there had been water close to the surface. When
that had dried up, they had proved useful for the disposal of refuse, including the bodies of paupers.

The pits nearest the city’ swalls held only bones, bleached heaps, sun-cracked amidst tattered strips of
burid cloth.

He stood above the remains for amoment longer, then descended the crumbling side.

The soldiers had lost most of the bones affixed to their armour and uniforms. It seemed only fitting,
Koryk thought, that these long-dead citizens of Y’ Ghatan offer up their own. After all, we crawled
through the city’ s own bones. And we can’'t even measure what we left behind.

Knee-deep in bones, he looked round. No shortage of fetishes here. Satisfied, he began collecting.

* * * %

“Y ou look damn near naked without all that armour.’
Corpora Tarr grimaced. ‘| am damn near naked without al my armour, Sergeant.’



Smiling, Strings looked away, searching until he found Koryk, who wasin the process of climbing into
the ground. At least, it looked that way from here. Stirange, secretive man. Then again, if hewanted to
crawl into the earth, that was his business. So long as he showed up for the call to march.

Cuttle was near thefire, pouring out the last of the tea, abrew concocted from a half-dozen local
plants Bottle had identified as palatable, dthough he' d been alittle cagey on toxicity.

After amoment surveying his squad, the sergeant returned to shaving off hisbeard, hacking at the
foul-amdling, snged hair with his camp knife—the only weapon left to him.

One of thefoundling children had attached herself to him and sat opposite, watching with wide eyes,
her round face smeared with ash and two wet, dirty streaks running down from her nose. She had licked
her lipsraw.

Strings paused, squinted at her, then raised one eyebrow. * Y ou need a bath, lass. WE |l haveto toss
you into thefirst stream we run across.’

Shemade aface.

‘Can’'t be helped,” hewent on. * Maazan soldiersin the Fourteenth are required to maintain acertain
levd of cleanliness. So far, the captain’ s been easy about it, but trust me, that won't last...” Hetrailed off
when he saw that she wasn't listening any more. Nor was she looking at him, but at something beyond his
left shoulder. Strings twisted round to follow her gaze.

And saw arider, and three figures on foot. Coming down from the road that encircled Y’ Ghatan.
Coming towards them.

From ashort distance to the sergeant’ sright, he heard Geder say, ‘ That's Stormy —I” d recognize that
bludgeon walk anywhere. And Kalam and Quick. Don’'t know the woman on the horse, though...’

But | do. Stringsrose. Waked up the dope to meet them. He heard Geder behind him, following.

‘Hood teke us,” Strings said, studying first Apsalar, then Kalam and Quick Ben, ‘haf the old squad.
All here’

Quick Benwas squinting at Fiddler. Y ou shaved,” he said. * Reminds me just how young you are—
that beard turned you into an old man.’

He paused, then added, ‘ Be nice to have Mallet here with us.’

‘Forget it,” Stringssaid, ‘he' s getting fat in Darujhistan and the last thing he' d want to do is see our ugly
facesagain.” He coughed. ‘ And | suppose Paran’ sthere, too, feet up and sipping chilled Saltoan wine!’

‘“Turned out to be agood captain,’” the wizard said after amoment. *Who' d have thought it, huh?
Strings nodded up &t the woman on the horse. * Apsalar. So where' s Crokus Y ounghand?

She shrugged. ‘ He goes by the name of Cutter, now, Fiddler.’

Oh.

‘Inany case,’ she continued, ‘we parted ways some time ago.’

Stormy stepped closer to Geder. ‘“Welost him? he asked.

Geder looked away, then nodded.

‘What happened?

Strings spoke in answer: * Truth saved al our skins, Stormy. He did what we couldn’t do, when it
needed to be done. And not aword of complaint. Anyway, he gave up hislifefor us. | wishit could have
been otherwise...” He shook his head. ‘1 know, it's hard when they’ re so young.’

There were tears now, running down the huge man’s sunburnt face. Saying nothing, he walked past
them al, down onto the dope towards the encamped Maazans. Geder watched, then followed.

No-one spoke.



‘| had afedling, Quick Ben said after atime. 'Y ou madeit out of Y’ Ghatan — but the Fourteenth’s
marched aready.’

Fiddler nodded. ‘ They had to. Plague’ s coming from the east. Besides, it must’ ve seemed impossible—
anyone trapped in the city surviving the firestorm.’

“How did you pull it off? Kadam demanded.

‘“We re about to march,” Fiddler said as Faradan Sort appeared, clambering onto theroad. ‘1’1l tell
you aong theway. And Quick, I've got amage in my squad | want you to meet —he saved usall.’

“What do you want meto do? thewizard asked. ‘ Shake his hand?
‘Not unless you want to get bit.” Hah, look at his face. That was worth it.

* k k %

The bridge was made of black stones, each one roughly carved yet perfectly fitted. Wide enough to
accommodate two wagons side by side, dthough there were no barriers flanking the span and the edges
looked worn, crumbly, enough to make Paran uneasy. Especidly since there was nothing benesth the
bridge. Nothing &t al. Grey mistsin adepthless seabelow. Grey mists swalowing the bridge itsdlf twenty
paces digtant; grey mists refuting the sky overhead.

A ream haf-born, dead in till-birth, the air was cold, clammy, smelling of tidal pools. Paran drew his
cloak tighter about his shoulders. ‘“Wdll,” he muttered, ‘it’ s pretty much how | saw it

The ghostly form of Hedge, standing at the very edge of the massive bridge, dowly turned. ‘Y ou've
been here before, Captain?

‘Visons, hereplied. ‘That'sdl. We need to cross this—'

‘Aye, the sapper said. ‘Into along forgotten world. Doesit belong to Hood? Hard to say.” The
ghogt’ s hooded eyes seemed to shift, fixing on Ganath. *Y ou should' ve changed your mind, Jaghut.’

Paran glanced over at her. Impossible to read her expression, but there was a stiffnessto her stance, a
certain febrility to the hands she lifted to draw up the hood of the cape she had conjured.

‘Yes' shesad. ‘| should have.’
‘Thisisolder than the Holds, isn't it? Paran asked her. * And you recognize it, don’t you, Ganath?

‘Y es, in answer to both your questions. This place belongs to the Jaghut —to our own myths. Thisis
our vison of the underworld, Master of the Deck. Verdith’ anath, the Bridge of Death. Y ou must find
another path, Ganoes Paran, to find those whom you seek.’

He shook hishead. ‘No, thisisthe one, I'm afraid.’
‘It cannot be.’

‘Why?

Shedid not reply.

Paran hesitated, then said,  Thisisthe placein my visons. Where | haveto begin. But... well, those
dreams never proceeded from here—I could not see what lay ahead, on this bridge. So, | had this, what
you see before us, and the knowledge that only a ghost could guide me across.” He studied the mists
engulfing the stone path. ‘ There stwo ways of seeingit, | eventualy concluded.’

‘Of seeing what? Ganath asked.

‘WEell, the paucity of those visions, and my hunches on how to proceed. | could discard all eseand
attempt to appease them with precision, never once straying —for fear that it would prove disastrous. Or,
| could see all those uncertainties as opportunities, and so dlow my imagination fullest rein.’

Hedge made amotion something like spitting, although nothing left hismouth. | take it you chosethe



|atter, Captain.’
Paran nodded, then faced the Jaghut again. ‘ In your myths, Ganath, who or what guardsthis bridge?

She shook her head. * This place lies benegth the ground beneath Hood' s feet. He may well know of
thisrealm, but would not presumeto claim dominance over it... or itsinhabitants. Thisisaprimal place,
Master of the Deck, as are those forcesthat call it home. It isaconceit to believe that death has but a
sngle manifestation. Aswith al things, layer settles upon layer, and in time the deepest, darkest ones
become forgotten — yet they have shaped al that lies above.” She seemed to study Paran for amoment,
then said, * You carry an otatara sword.’

‘Reluctantly,” he admitted. ‘Most of thetime | keep it buried by the back wall of Coll’sedtate, in
Daryjhistan. | am surprised you sensed it — the scabbard is made of iron and bronze and that negates its
effect.

The Jaghut shrugged. ‘ The barrier isimperfect. The denizensin thisredlm—if the myths hold truth and
they aways do — prefer brute force over sorcery. The sword will be just asword.’

‘Well, | wasn't planning on using it, anyway.’

‘So,” Hedge said, ‘wejust start on our way, across this bridge, and see what comes for us? Captain, |
may be a sapper, and adead one at that, but even | don't think that’sagood idea.’

‘Of course not,’ Paran said. ‘| have planned for something else’” He drew out from his pack asmall
object, spoked and circular, which he then tossed on the ground. * Shouldn’t be long,” he said. * They
weretold to ay close!’

A moment later sounds came through the mists behind them, the thunder of hoofs, the heavy clatter of
massive whedls. A train of horses appeared, heads tossing, froth-flecked and wild-eyed, and behind
them a six-wheded carriage. Guards were clinging to various ornate projections on the carriage’ s flanks,
some of them strapped in place by leather harnesses. Their weapons were out, and they glared fiercely
into themistson al sides.

The driver leaned back on thereins, voicing aweird cry. Hoofs slamping, the train reared back,
dewing the huge carriage round to a stone-snapping, skidding hdlt.

The guards unhitched themselves and swarmed off, establishing a perimeter with crossbows out and
cocked. On the bench the driver set the brake, looped the reins about the handle, then pulled out a flask
and downed its contents in seven successive swallows. Belched, re-stoppered the flask, pocketed it, then
clambered down the carriage side. He unlatched the side door even as Paran caught movement through
its barred window.

The man pushing hisway through was huge, dressed in sodden silks, his pudgy hands and round face
sheathed in swest.

Paran spoke: ‘Y ou must be Karpolan Demesand. | am Ganoes Paran. Thank you for arriving so
quickly. Knowing the reputation of the Trygalle Trade Guild, of course, | annot