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Ninth Year of the Rule of Empress Laseen
Year of the Cull

He came shambling into Judgement's Round from the Avenue of Souls, a misshapen mass of flies.
Seething lumps crawled on his body in mindless migration, black and glittering and occasondly faling
away in frenzied clumpsthat exploded into fragmented flight as they struck the cobbles.

The Thirsting Hour was coming to a close and the priest staggered in its wake, blind, deaf and silent.
Honouring his god on this day, the servant of Hood, Lord of Degth, had joined his companionsin
stripping naked and smearing himself in the blood of executed murderers, blood that was stored in giant
amphorae lining the wdls of the temple's nave. The brothers had then moved in procession out onto the
streets of Untato greet the god's sprites, enjoining the morta dance that marked the Season of Rot'slast
day.

The guardslining the Round parted to | et the priest pass, then parted further for the spinning, buzzing
cloud that trailed him. The sky over Untawas still more grey than blue, asthe fliesthat had swept at
dawn into the capitd of the Maazan Empire now rose, dowly winging out over the bay towards the salt
marshes and sunken idands beyond the reef. Pestilence came with the Season of Rot, and the Season
had come an unprecedented three timesin the past ten years.

Theair of the Round till buzzed, was gtill speckled asif filled with flying grit. Somewherein the
streets beyond adog yel ped like athing near death but not near enough, and close to the Round's central
fountain the abandoned mule that had collapsed earlier still kicked feebly inthe air. Flieshad crawled into
the beast through every orifice and it was now bloated with gases. The animal, stubborn by its breed,
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was now over an hour in dying. Asthe priest saggered sightlessy padt, fliesrose from the mule in aswift
curtain to join those dready enshrouding him.

It was clear to Felisn from where she and the others waited that the priest of Hood was striding
directly towards her. His eyes were ten thousand eyes, but she was certain they were al fixed on her.

Y et even thisgrowing horror did little to stir the numbnessthat lay like asmothering blanket over her
mind; shewas aware of it risng insde but the awvareness seemed more amemory of fear than fear now
divewithin her.

She barely recaled the first Season of Rot she'd lived through, but had clear memories of the second
one. Just under three years ago, she had witnessed this day secure in the family estate, in asolid house
with its windows shuttered and cloth-sealed, with the braziers set outside the doors and on the
courtyard's high, broken-glass-rimmed walls billowing the acrid smoke of istaarl leaves. Thelast day of
the Season and its Thirgting Hour had been atime of remote revulsion for her, irritating and inconvenient
but nothing more. Then sheld given little thought to the city's countless beggars and the stray animals
bereft of shelter, or even to the poorer residents who were subsequently press-ganged into cleanup
crews for days afterwards.

The same city, but adifferent world.

Felisn wondered if the guards would make any move towards the priest as he came closer to the
Cull'svictims. She and the othersin the line were the charges of the Empress now - Laseen's
responsibility - and the priest's path could be seen as blind and random, the imminent collision one of
chance rather than design, dthough in her bones Felisin knew differently. Would the helmed guards step
forward, seek to guide the priest to one side, lead him safely through the Round?

'l think not,’ said the man squatting on her right. His half-closed eyes, buried deep in their sockets,
flashed with something that might have been amusement. 'Seen you flicking your gaze, guardsto priest,
priest to guards.'

Thebig, slent man on her left dowly roseto hisfeet, pulling the chain with him. Felisn winced asthe
shackle yanked at her when the man folded his arms across his bare, scarred chest. He glared at the
gpproaching priest but said nothing.

'What does he want with me? Felisin asked in awhisper. "What have | doneto earn apriest of
Hood's attention?

The sguatting man rocked back on his hedls, tilting hisface into the |ate afternoon sun. 'Queen of
Dreams, isthis sdf-centred youth | hear from those full, sweet lips? Or just the usual stance of noble
blood around which the universe revolves? Answer me, | pray, fickle Queen!’

Felisn scowled. 'l felt better when | thought you adeep - or dead.’

'Dead men do not squat, lass, they sprawl. Hood's priest comes not for you but for me.”

She faced him then, the chain rattling between them. He looked more of a sunken-eyed toad than a
man. He was bald, hisface webbed in tattooing, minute, black, square-etched symbols hidden within an
overdl pattern covering skin like awrinkled scroll. He was naked but for aragged loincloth, itsdye a
faded red. Flies crawled dl over him; reluctant to leave they danced on - but not, Felisin redized, to
Hood's bleak orchestration. The tattooed pattern covered the man - the boar's face overlying his own,
the intricate maze of script-threaded, curled fur winding down hisarms, covering his exposed thighs and
shins, and the detailed hooves etched into the skin of hisfeet. Felisn had until now been too
self-absorbed, too numb with shock to pay any attention to her companionsin the chain line: thisman
was apriest of Fener, the Boar of Summer, and the flies seemed to know it, understand it enough to alter
their frenzied motion. She watched with morbid fascination asthey gathered at the sumps at the ends of
the man'swrists, the old scar tissue the only place on him unclaimed by Fener, but the paths the sprites
took to those stumps touched not a single tattooed line. The flies danced a dance of avoidance - but for
all that, they were eager to dance.

The priest of Fener had been ankle-shackled last in the line. Everyone € se had the narrow iron bands
fastened around their wrists. His feet were wet with blood and the flies hovered there but did not land.
She saw his eyesflick open asthe sun's light was suddenly blocked.

Hood's priest had arrived. Chain stirred as the man on Felisin'sleft drew back asfar asthelinks



alowed. Thewadll at her back felt hot, thetiles - painted with scenes of imperia pageantry - now dick
through the thin weave of her davetunic. Felisn stared at the fly-shrouded creature standing wordless
before the squatting priest of Fener. She could see no exposed flesh, nothing of the man himself - theflies
hed claimed dl of him and benesth them he lived in darkness where even the sun's heat could not touch
him. The cloud around him spread out now and Felisin shrank back as countless cold insect legs touched
her legs, crawling swiftly up her thighs - she pulled her tunic's hem close around her, clamping her legs
tight.

The priest of Fener spoke, hiswide face split into ahumourless grin. "'The Thirsting Hour'swell past,
Acolyte. Go back to your temple.'

Hood's servant made no reply but it seemed the buzzing changed pitch, until the music of thewings
vibrated in Felisin's bones.

The priest's deep eyes narrowed and his tone shifted. ‘Ah, well now. Indeed | was once a servant of
Fener but no longer, not for years - Fener's touch cannot be scrubbed from my skin. Yet it ssemsthat
while the Boar of Summer has no love for me, he has even lessfor you.'

Fdisn fdt something shiver in her soul asthe buzzing rapidly shifted, forming words that she could
understand. 'Secret... to show... now...'

'Go on then,' the one-time servant of Fener growled,'show me.’

Perhaps Fener acted then, the swatting hand of afurious god—Felisn would remember the moment
and think on it often—or the secret was the mocking of immortals, ajoke far beyond her understanding,
but a that moment the rising tide of horror within her broke free, the numbness of her soul seared avay
astheflies exploded outward, dispersing in dl directionsto reved ... no-one.

Theformer priest of Fener flinched asif struck, his eyeswide. From across the Round half adozen
guards cried out, wordless sounds punched from their throats. Chains snapped as othersin theline jolted
asif toflee Theiron loops set in the wall snatched taut, but the loops held as did the chains. The guards
rushed forward and the line shrank back into submission.

‘Now that,' the tattooed man shakily muttered, ‘was uncalled for.'

An hour passed, an hour in which the mystery, shock and horror of Hood's priest sank down within
Felisin to become but one more layer, the latest but not the last in what had become an unending
nightmare. An acolyte of Hood... who was not there. The buzzing of wingsthat formed words. Was that
Hood himself? Had the Lord of Death come to walk among mortals? And why stand before a
once-priest of Fener - what was the message behind the revelation?

But dowly the questions faded in her mind, the numbness seeping back, the return of cold despair.
The Empress had culled the nohility, stripped the Houses and families of their wedth followed by a
summary accusation and conviction of treason that had ended in chains. Asfor the ex-priest on her right
and the huge, bestid man with dl the makings of acommon crimina on her |eft, clearly neither one could
clam noble blood.

She laughed softly, startling both men.

'Has Hood's secret revealed itsdlf to you, then, lass? the ex-priest asked.

‘No.'

'What do you find so amusing?

She shook her head. | had expected to find myself in good company, how's that for an upturned
thought? There you have it, the very attitude the peasants hungered to tear down, the very same
fuel the Empress has touched to flame—

"Child!

The voice wasthat of an aged woman, till haughty but with an air of desperate yearning. Felisin
closed her eyesbriefly, then straightened and |ooked a ong the line to the gaunt old woman beyond the
thug. The woman was wearing her night-clothes, torn and smeared. With noble blood, no less. 'Lady
Gaesen!'

The old woman reached out a shaking hand. 'Y es! Wifeto Lord Hilrac! | am Lady Gaesen...' The
words came asif sheld forgotten who she was, and now she frowned through the cracked make-up
covering her wrinkles and her red-shot eyesfixed on Felisin. 'l| know you," she hissed. 'House of Paran.



Y oungest daughter. Felisin!'

Felisn went cold. She turned away and stared straight ahead, out into the compound where the
guards stood leaning on pikes passing flasks of ae between them and waving away thelast of theflies. A
cart had arrived for the mule, four ash-smeared men clambering down from its bed with ropes and geffs.
Beyond the walls encircling the Round rose Unta's painted spires and domes. She longed for the
shadowed streets between them, longed for the pampered life of aweek ago, Sebry barking harsh
commands at her as she led her favourite mare through her paces. And she would ook up as she guided
the mare in adelicate, preciseturn, to see the row of green-leafed leadwoods separating the riding
ground from the family vineyards.

Beside her the thug grunted. 'Hood's feet, the bitch has some sense of humour.'

Which bitch? Felisin wondered, but she managed to hold her expression even as she lost the comfort
of her memories.

The ex-priest stirred. 'Sisterly spat, isit? He paused, then dryly added, 'Seems a bit extreme.’

The thug grunted again and leaned forward, his shadow draping Felisin. 'Defrocked priet, are you?
Not like the Empressto do any temples afavour.’

'She didn't. My loss of piety waslong ago. I'm sure the Empress would rather I'd stayed in the
cloigter.

'‘Asif sheld care,' the thug said derisively as he settled back into his pose.

Lady Gaesen rattled, 'Y ou must spesk with her, Felisn! An appedl! | haverich friends—

The thug's grunt turned into abark. 'Farther up the line, hag, that's where you'll find your rich friends!"

Felisnjust shook her head. Speak with her, it's been months. Not even when Father died.

A slencefollowed, dragging on, approaching the silence that had existed before this spate of babble,
but then the ex-priest cleared histhroat, spat and muttered, 'Not worth looking for salvation in awoman
who'sjust following orders, Lady, never mind that one being thisgirl's sster—

Felisn winced, then glared at the ex-priest. Y ou presume—

'Hean't presuming nothing,’ growled the thug. 'Forget what'sin the blood, what's supposed to bein it
by your dant on things. Thisisthework of the Empress. Maybe you think it's personal, maybe you have
to think that, being what you are...'

'What | am? Fdisin laughed harshly. 'What House claims you askin?

The thug grinned. "'The House of Shame. What of it? Y oursain't looking any less shabby.'

'As| thought, Felisin said, ignoring the truth of his last observation with difficulty. She glowered at the
guards. 'What's happening? Why arewe just sitting here?"

The ex-priest spat again. The Thirsting Hour's past. The mob outside needs organizing.' He glanced
up at her from under the shelf of his brows. "The peasants need to be roused. Werethefirg, girl, and the
examplée's got to be established. What happens here in Untais going to rattle every nobleborn in the
Empire!

'‘Nonsense!' Lady Gaesen snapped. 'We shdl be well treated. The Empress shall haveto treat us
wel—

The thug grunted athird time - what passed for laughter, Felisin realized - and said, 'If stupidity wasa
crime, lady, you would've been arrested years ago. The ogre's right. Not many of us are going to make it
to the dave ships. This parade down Colonnade Avenue is going to be one long bloodbath. Mind you,’
he added, eyes narrowing on the guards, 'old Baudin ain't going to be torn apart by any mob of
peasants..."

Fdisinfdt red fear girring in her somach. She fought off ashiver. 'Mindif | stay in your shadow,
Baudin?

The man looked down at her. Y ou're abit plump for my tastes.’ He turned away, then added, 'But
you do what you like.'

The ex-priest leaned close. "Thinking oniit, girl, thisrivary of yoursain't in the league of tettle-tails and
scratch-fights. Likely your sister wantsto be sure you—'

'Shel's Adjunct Tavore,' Felisin cut in. 'She's not my sister any more. She renounced our House at the
cdl of the Empress'



‘Even 5o, I've an inkling it's il personal.

Felisn scowled. 'How would you know anything about it?

The man made adlight, ironic bow. Thief once, then priest, now higtorian. | well know the tense
position the nobility findsitsdf in.'

Felisin'seyes dowly widened and she cursed hersdlf for her stupidity. Even Baudin—who could not
have helped overhearing - leaned forward for asearching stare. "Heboric,' he said. "Heboric Light
Touch.

Heboric raised hisarms. 'Aslight asever.

'Y ou wrote that revised history,' Felisin said. ‘Committed treason—'

Heboric'swiry browsrosein mock darm. '‘Gods forbid! A philosophic divergence of opinions,
nothing more! Duiker'sown words at thetria - in my defence, Fener blesshim.'

‘But the Empresswasn't listening,’ Baudin said, grinning. ‘After dl, you caled her amurderer, and then
had the gall to say she bungled the job!"

'Found anillicit copy, did you?

Baudin blinked.

'Inany case,' Heboric continued to Felisin, ‘it's my guess your sister the Adjunct plans on your getting
to the dave shipsin one piece. Y our brother disappearing on Genabackistook thelife out of your
father... soI've heard,’ he added, grinning. 'But it was the rumours of treason that put spursto your
gder, wasnt it? Clearing the family name and al that—

'Y ou make it sound reasonable, Heboric,' Felisin said, hearing the bitterness in her voice but not
caring any more. 'We differed in our opinions, Tavore and |, and now you seetheresult.’

'Y our opinions of what, precisaly?

Shedid not reply.

There was a sudden gtirring in the line. The guards straightened and swung to face the Round's West
Gate. Felisin paled as she saw her sster - Adjunct Tavore now, heir to Lorn who'd died in Darujhistan -
ride up on her stallion, abeast bred out of Paran stables, no less. Beside her was the ever-present
T'amber, a beautiful young woman whose long, tawny mane gave substance to her name. Where sheld
come from was anyone's guess, but she was now Tavore's personal aide. Behind these two rode a score
of officersand acompany of heavy cavary, the soldierslooking exatic, foreign.

"Touch of irony," Heboric muttered, eyeing the horsesoldiers.

Baudin jutted his head forward and spat. '‘Red Swords, the bloodless bastards.'

The higtorian threw the man an amused glance. Travelled well in your profession, Baudin? Seen the
seawalls of Aren, haveyou?

The man shifted uneasily, then shrugged. 'Stood a deck or two in my time, ogre. Besides,' he
added,'the rumour of them'’s been in the city aweek or more.’

There was a gtirring from the Red Sword troop, and Felisin saw mailed hands close on weapon grips,
peaked helmsturning as one towards the Adjunct. Sister Tavore, did our brother's disappearance cut
you so deep? How great his failing you must imagine, to seek this recompense... and then, to
make your loyalty absolute, you chose between me and Mother for the symbolic sacrifice. Didn't
you realize that Hood stood on the side of both choices? At least Mother iswith her beloved
husband now... She watched as Tavore scanned her guard briefly, then said something to T'amber, who
edged her own mount towards the East Gate.

Baudin grunted one moretime. 'Look lively. The endless hour's about to begin.’

It was one thing to accuse the Empress of murder, it was quite another to predict her next move. If
only they'd heeded my warning. Heboric winced as they shuffled forward, the shackles cutting hard
agang hisankles.

People of civilized countenance made much of exposing the soft underbellies of their psyche - effete
and senditive were the brands of finer breeding. It was easy for them, safe, and that was the whole point,
after all: astatement of coddled opulence that burned the throats of the poor more than any ostentatious
show of wedlth.

Heboric had said asmuch in histresatise, and could now admit a bitter admiration for the Empress and



for Adjunct Tavore, Laseen'singrument in this. The excessve brutality of the midnight arrests - doors
battered down, families dragged from their beds amidst wailing servants - provided thefirst layer of
shock. Dazed by deep deprivation, the nobles were trussed up and shackled, forced to stand before a
drunken magistrate and ajury of beggars dragged in from the streets. It was a sour and obvious mockery
of judtice that stripped away the few remaining expectations of civil behaviour - stripped away civilization
itsdlf, leaving nothing but the chaos of savagery.

Shock layered on shock, a rending of those fine underbellies. Tavore knew her own kind, knew
their weaknesses and was ruthless in exploiting them. What could drive a person to such
viciousness?

The poor folk mobbed the streets when they heard the details, screaming adoration for their Empress.
Carefully triggered riots, looting and daughter followed, raging through the Noble Didtrict, hunting down
those few sdlected highborns who hadn't been arrested - enough of them to whet the mob's bloodlugt,
give them faces to focus on with rage and hate. Then followed the reimposition of order, lest the city take
flame.

The Empress made few mistakes. Sheld used the opportunity to round up mal contents and unaigned
academics, to closethefist of military presence on the capita, drumming the need for more troops, more
recruits, more protection against the treasonous scheming of the noble class. The seized assets paid for
thismartiad expangon. An exquisite move even if forewarned, rippling out with the force of Imperid
Decree through the Empire, the cruel rage now sweeping through each city.

Bitter admiration. Heboric kept finding the need to spit, something he hadn't done since his cut-purse
daysinthe Mouse Quarter of Maaz City. He could see the shock written on most of the facesin the
chain line. Faces above nightclothes mostly, grimy and filthy from the pits, leaving their wearers bereft of
even the socia armour of regular clothing. Dishevelled hair, stunned expressions, broken poses
-everything the mob beyond the Round lusted to see, hungered to flail—

Welcome to the streets, Heboric thought to himself as the guards prodded the line into motion, the
Adjunct looking on, straight in her high saddle, her thin face drawn in until nothing but linesremained - the
dit of her eyes, the brackets around her uncurved, dmost lipless mouth - damn, but she wasn't bom
with much, was she? The looks went to her young sister, to the lass ssumbling a step ahead of him.

Heboric's eyesfixed on Adjunct Tavore, curious, seeking something - aflicker of malicious pleasure,
maybe - as her icy gaze swept the line and lingered for the briefest of momentson her sster. But the
pause was dl she reveded, arecognition acknowledged, nothing more. The gaze swept on.

The guards opened the East Gate two hundred paces ahead, near the front of the chained line. A roar
poured through that ancient arched passageway, awave of sound that buffeted soldier and prisoner alike,
bouncing off the high walls and risng up amidst an explosion of terrified pigeons from the upper eaves.
The sound of flapping wings drifted down like polite applause, although to Heboric it seemed that he
alone appreciated that ironic touch of the gods. Not to be denied a gesture, he managed adight bow.

Hood keep his damned secrets. Here, Fener you old sow, it'sthat itch 1 could never scratch.
Look on, now, closely, see what becomes of your wayward son.

Some part of Felisn'smind held on to sanity, held with abrutal grip in the face of amaglstrom.
Soldierslined Colonnade Avenue in ranks three deep, but again and again the mob seemed to find weak
spotsin that bristling line. She found hersdf observing, clinicaly, even ashandstore a her, fists
pummelled her, blurred faces lunged at her with gobs of spit. And even as sanity held within her, sotoo a
pair of steady arms encircled he—arms without hands, the ends scarred and suppurating, arms that
pushed her forward, ever forward. No-one touched the priest. No-one dared. While ahead was Baudin
- more horrifying than the mob itsdlf.

Hekilled effortlesdy. He tossed bodies aside with contempt, roaring, gesturing, beckoning. Even the
soldiers stared beneath their ridged helmets, heads turning at his taunts, hands tightening on pike or sword
hilt.

Baudin, laughing Baudin, his nose smashed by awdl-flung brick, stones bouncing from him, hisdave
tunic in rags and soaked with blood and spit. Every body that darted within his reach he grasped,
twisted, bent and broke. The only pause in his stride came when something happened ahead, some



breach in the soldiery - or when Lady Gaesen faltered. Hed grasp her arms under the shoulders, none
too gently, then propel her forward, swearing al thewhile.

A wave of fear swept ahead of him, atouch of the terror inflicted turning back on the mob. The
number of attackers diminished, athough the bricks flew in aconstant barrage, some hitting, most
missing.

The march through the city continued. Felisn's earsrang painfully. She heard everything through a
daze of sound, but her eyes saw clearly, seeking and finding - al too often -images she would never
forget.

The gateswere in sight when the most savage breach occurred. The soldiers seemed to melt away,
and thetide of fierce hunger swept into the Street, engulfing the prisoners.

Felisn caught Heboric's grunting words close behind her as he shoved hard: 'Thisisthe one, then.’

Baudin roared. Bodies crowded in, hands tearing, nails clawing. Felisn'slast shreds of clothing were
torn away. A

hand closed on afistful of her hair, yanked savagely, twisting her head around, seeking the crack of
vertebrae. She heard screaming and redlized it came from her own throat. A bestid snarl sounded behind
her and shefdt the hand clench spasmodicdly, then it was gone. More screaming filled her ears.

A strong momentum caught them, pulling or pushing—she couldn't tell - and Heboric'sface cameinto
view, spitting bloody skin from his mouth. All a once a space cleared around Baudin. He crouched, a
torrent of dock curses bellowing from his mashed lips. Hisright ear had been torn off, taking with it hair,
skin and flesh. The bone of histemple glistened wetly. Broken bodies lay around him, few moving. At his
feet was Lady Gaesen. Baudin held her by the hair, pulling her face into view. The moment seemed to
freeze, theworld clogng in to thissingle place.

Baudin bared histeeth and laughed. 'I'm no whimpering noble," he growled, facing the crowd. 'What
do want?Y ou want the blood of a noblewoman?

The mob screamed, reaching out eager hands. Baudin laughed again. 'We pass through, you hear
me? He straightened, dragging Lady Gaesen's head upward.

Fdlisin couldn't tdll if the old woman was conscious. Her eyes were closed, the expression pesaceful -
amost youthful -beneath the smeared dirt and bruises. Perhaps she was dead. Felisin prayed that it was
0. Something was about to happen, something to condense this nightmare into asingleimage. Tension
held theair.

‘She'syours!' Baudin screamed. With his other hand grasping the Lady's chin, he twisted her heed
around. The neck snapped and the body sagged, twitching. Baudin wrapped alength of chain around her
neck. He pulled it taut, then began sawing. Blood showed, making the chain ook like a mangled scarf.

Fdisn stared in horror.

'Fener have mercy,' Heboric breathed.

The crowd was stunned silent, withdrawing even in their bloodlugt, shrinking back. A soldier
appeared, hametless, hisyoung face white, his eyes fixed on Baudin, his steps ceasing. Beyond him the
glistening peaked helms and broad blades of the Red Swords flashed above the crowd as the horsemen
dowly pushed their way towards the scene.

No movement save the sawing chain. No breath save Baudin's grunting snorts. Whatever riot
continued to rage beyond this place, it seemed athousand leagues away.

Felisn watched the woman's head jerk back and forth, amockery of life's animation. She
remembered Lady Gaesen, haughty, imperious, beyond her years of beauty and seeking Saturein its
stead. What other choice? Many, but it didn't matter now. Had she been a gentle, kindly grandmother, it
would not have mattered, would not have changed the mind-numbing horror of this moment.

The head came away with a sobbing sound. Baudin's teeth glimmered as he stared at the crowd. 'We
had aded,’ he grated. 'Here'swhat you want, something to remember this day by.' He flung Lady
Gaesen's head into the mob, awhirl of hair and threads of blood. Screams answered its unseen landing.

More soldiers appeared - backed by the Red Swords -moving dowly, pushing at the till-silent
onlookers. Peace was being restored, all dong theline- in al places but this one violently, without
quarter. As people began to die under sword strokes, the rest fled.



The prisonerswho had filed out of the arena had numbered around three hundred. Felisin, looking up
theline, had her first Sght of what remained. Some shackles held only forearms, others were completely
empty. Under ahundred prisoners remained on their feet. Many on the paving stones writhed, screaming
inpain; therest did not moveat al.

Baudin glared at the nearest knot of soldiers. ‘Likely timing, tin-heads.”

Heboric spat heavily, hisface twisting as he glared at the thug. 'Imagined you'd buy your way out, did
you, Baudin? Give them what they want. But it was wasted, wasn't it? The soldiers were coming. She
could have lived—'

Baudin dowly turned, hisface a sheet of blood. To what end, priest?

'‘Was that your line of reasoning? She would've died in the hold anyway?

Baudin showed histeeth and said dowly, 'l just hate making dealswith bastards.’

Fdisn stared at the three-foot length of chain between hersdlf and Baudin. A thousand thoughts could
have followed, link by link - what she had been, what she was now; the prison sheld discovered, insde
and out, merged asvivid memory - but al shethought, al she said, wasthis: 'Don't make any more deals,
Baudin.'

His eyes narrowed on her, her words and tone reaching him, somehow, some way.

Heboric straightened, ahard look in his eyes as he studied her. Felisin turned away, half in defiance,
hdf inshame.

A moment later the soldiers - having cleared the line of the dead - pushed them along, out through the
gate, onto the East Road towards the pier town called Luckless. Where Adjunct Tavore and her retinue
waited, asdid the dave shipsof Aren.

Farmers and peasants lined the road, displaying nothing of the frenzy that had gripped their cousinsin
the city. Felisn saw in their faces adull sorrow, a passion born of different scars. She could not
understand where it came from, and she knew that her ignorance was the difference between her and
them. She al'so knew, in her bruises, scratches and helpless nakedness, that her lessons had begun.

BOOK ONE
RARAKU

He swam at my feet, Powerful armsin broad strokes Sweeping the sand. So | asked this man, What
seas do you swim? And to this he answered, 'l have seen shells and the like On this desert floor, So |
swim thisland's memory Thus honouring its past,’ Isthe journey far, queried . 'l cannot say," he replied,
'For | shdl drown long before | am done!’

----- Sayings of the Fool ThenysBule
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A corkscrew plume of dust raced across the basin, heading deeper into the trackless desert of the
Pan'potsun Odhan. Though less than two thousand paces away, it seemed a plume born of nothing.

From his perch on the mesa's wind-scarred edge, Mappo Runt followed it with relentless eyesthe
colour of sand, eyes set deep in arobustly boned, pdlid face. He held awedge of emrag cactusin his
bristle-backed hand, unmindful of the envenomed spikes as he bit into it. Juices dribbled down hischin,
ganing it blue. He chewed dowly, thoughtfully.

Beside him I carium flicked a pebble over the cliff edge. It clicked and clattered on its way down to
the boulder-strewn base. Under the ragged Spiritwalker robe—its orange faded to dusty rust beneath the
endless sun—hisgrey skin had darkened into olive green, asif hisfather's blood had answered this
wasteland's ancient cal. Hislong, braided black hair dripped black sweat onto the bleached rock.

Mappo pulled amangled thorn from between hisfront teeth. 'Y our dye's running,’ he observed,
eyeing the cactus blade a moment before taking another bite.

|carium shrugged. 'Doesn't matter any more. Not out here.'

'My blind grandmother wouldn't have swallowed your disguise. There were narrow eyeson usin
Ehrlitan. | felt them crawling on my back day and night. Tannos are mostly short and bow-legged, after
al." Mappo pulled his gaze avay from the dust cloud and studied hisfriend. ‘Next time," he grunted,'try
bel onging to atribe where everyone's seven foot tall.'

|carium's lined, weather-worn face twitched into something like asmile, just ahint, before resuming its
placid expression. 'Those who would know of usin Seven Cities, surely know of us now. Those who
would not might wonder &t us, but that isal they will do." Squinting againgt the glare, he nodded at the
plume. "What do you see, Mappo?

'Hlat head, long neck, black and hairy dl over. If just that, | might be describing one of my uncles!’

‘But there'smore.’

'One leg up front and two in back.'

|carium tapped the bridge of his nose, thinking. 'So, not one of your uncles. An gptorian?

Mappo dowly nodded. 'The convergence is months away. 1'd guess Shadowthrone caught awhiff of
what's coming, sent out a few scouts...'

'And this one?

Mappo grinned, exposing massive canines. ‘A tad too far afield. Shalik's pet now." He finished off the
cactus, wiped his spatulate hands, then rose from his crouch. Arching his back, he winced. There had
been, unaccountably, a mass of roots beneath the sand under his bedroll the night just past, and now the
musclesto either side of his spine matched every knot and twist of those treeless bones. He rubbed at his
eyes. A quick scan down the length of his body displayed for him the tattered, dirt-crusted state of his
clothes. He sighed. 'It's said theré's a waterhol e out there, somewhere—

'With Shaik'sarmy camped around it."

Mappo grunted.

Icarium aso straightened, noting once again the sheer mass of his companion - big evenfor aTrell -
the shoulders broad and maned in black hair, the snewy muscles of hislong arms, and the thousand
yearsthat capered like a gleeful goat behind Mappo's eyes. 'Can you track it?

'If you like!

Icarium grimaced. 'How long have we known each other, friend?

Mappo's glance was sharp, then he shrugged. 'Long. Why do you ask?

'l know reluctance when | hear it. The prospect disturbs you?

'Any potentia brush with demons disturbs me, Icarium. Shy asahareis Mappo Trdll.'

'l am driven by curiosity.’

I know.'

The unlikely pair turned back to their small campsite, tucked between two towering spires of
wind-sculpted rock. There was no hurry. Icarium sat down on aflat rock and proceeded to oil his
longbow, striving to keep the hornwood from drying out. Once satisfied with the wegpon's condition, he
turned to his sngle-edged long sword, diding the ancient wegpon from its bronze-banded boiled-leather
scabbard, then setting an oiled whetstone to its notched edge.



Mappo struck the hide tent, folding it haphazardly before stuffing it into hislarge leather bag. Cooking
utensiis followed, as did the bedding. He tied the drawstrings and hefted the bag over one shoulder, then
glanced to where | carium waited -bow rewrapped and dung across his back.

Icarium nodded, and the two of them, haf-blood Jaghut and full-blooded Trell, began on the path
leading down into the basin.

Overhead the stars hung radiant, casting enough light down onto the basin to tinge its cracked pan
slver. The bloodflies had passed with the vanishing of the day's hest, leaving the night to the occasiona
swarm of cgpemoths and the batlike rhizan lizards that fed on them.

Mappo and I carium paused for arest in the courtyard of some ruins. The mudbrick wals had al but
eroded away, leaving nothing but shin-high ridges laid out in ageometric pattern around an old, dried-up
well. The sand covering the courtyard'stiles was fine and windblown and seemed to glow faintly to
Mappo's eyes. Twisted brush clung with fisted roots along its edges.

The Pan'potsun Odhan and the Holy Desert Raraku that flanked it to the west were both home to
countless such remnants from long-deed civilizations. In their travels Mgppo and Icarium had found high
tels - flat-topped hills built up of layer upon layer of city - Situated in arough procession over adistance
of fifty leagues between the hills and the desert, clear evidence that arich and thriving people had once
lived in what was now dry, wind-blasted wasteland. From the Holy Desert had emerged the legend of
Dryjhnathe Apocayptic. Mappo wondered if the calamity that had befdlen the city-dwelersin this
region had in some way contributed to the myth of atime of devastation and death. Apart from the
occasiona abandoned estate such asthe one they now rested in, many ruins showed signs of aviolent
end.

Histhoughtsfinding familiar ruts, Mappo grimaced. Not all pasts can be laid at our feet, and we
are no closer here and now than we've ever been. Nor have | any reason to disbelieve my own
words. He turned away from those thoughts aswell.

Near the courtyard's centre stood a single column of pink marble, pitted and grooved on one side
where the winds born out in Raraku blew unceasingly towards the Pan'potsun Hills. The pillar's opposite
sde il retained the spird patterning carved there by long-dead artisans.

Upon entering the courtyard | carium had walked directly to the six-foot-high column, examining its
sides. His grunt told Mappo he'd found what he had been looking for.

'And this one? the Trell asked, setting his leather sack down.

|carium came over, wiping dust from his hands. 'Down near the base, a scattering of tiny clawed
hands - the seekersareon the Trall.'

'Rats? More than one set?

‘D'ivers,’ Icarium agreed, nodding.

'Now who might that be, | wonder?

'Probably Gryllen.'

'Mhm, unpleasant.’

Icarium studied theflat plain stretching into the west. There will be others. Soletaken and Divers
both. Those who fed near to Ascendancy, and those who are not, yet seek the Path nonetheless.'

Mappo sighed, studying hisold friend. Faint dread stirred within him. D'ivers and Soletaken, the
twin curses of shapeshift-ing, the fever for which thereis no cure. Gathering... here, in this place.
'Isthiswise, Icarium? he asked softly. 'In seeking your eterna god, we find ourselveswalking into a
most disagreeable convergence. Should the gates open, we shall find our passage contested by ahost of
blood-thirsty individuals al eager intheir belief that the gates offer Ascendancy.

'If such apathway exists,' Icarium said, hiseyes till on the horizon,'then perhaps | shdl find my
answersthereaswell.’

Answers are no benediction, friend. Trust mein this. Please. 'Y ou have il not explained to me
what you will do once you have found them.’

[carium turned to him with afaint smile. 'l am my own curse, Mappo. | have lived centuries, yet what
do | know of my own past? Where are my memories? How can | judge my own life without such
knowledge?



‘Some would consider your curse agift, Mappo said, aflicker of sadness passing across hisfeatures.

'l do not. | view this convergence as an opportunity. It might well provide me with answers. To
achievethem, | hope to avoid drawing my wespons, but | shall if | must.'

The Trell sighed a second time and rose from his crouch. 'Y ou may be tested in that resolve soon,
friend." He faced southwest. There are Six desert wolves on our trail.'

[carium unwrapped his antlered bow and strung it in aswift, fluid motion. 'Desert wolves never hunt
people.

'No," Mappo agreed. It was another hour before the moon would rise. He watched I carium lay out
six long, stone-tipped arrows, then squinted out into the darkness. Cold fear crept dong the nape of his
neck. Thewolveswere not yet visble, but he fet them dl the same. They are Six, but they are one.
D'ivers’ Better it would have been a Soletaken. Veering into a single beast is unpleasant enough,
but into many...

Icarium frowned. 'One of power, then, to achieve the shape of six wolves. Do you know who it might
be?

'I have asuspicion,’ Mappo said quietly.

They fell slent, waiting.

Half adozen tawny shapes appeared out of agloom that seemed of its own making, lessthan thirty
sridesaway. At twenty paces the wolves spread out into an open haf-circle facing Mappo and I carium.
The spicy scent of Dliversfilled the still night air. One of the lithe beasts edged forward, then stopped as
|carium raised his bow.

'Not six," Icarium muttered, 'but one.’

'l know him," Mappo said. 'A shame he can't say the same of us. Heis uncertain, but he'staken a
blood-spilling form. Tonight, Ryllandaras huntsin the desert. Does he hunt us or something else, |
wonder?

I carium shrugged. "Who shall spesk first, Mappo?

'Me,' the Trdl replied, taking a step forward. Thiswould require guile and cunning. A mistake would
prove deadly. He pitched his voice low and wry. 'Long way from home, aren't we. Y our brother Treach
had it in mind that he killed you. Where was that chasm? Dal Hon? Or wasit Li Heng? Y ou were D'ivers
jackasthen, | ssemtorecall.’

Ryllandaras spoke insde their minds, avoice cracking and hating with disuse. J am tempted to
match wits with you, N'TrelJ, before killing you.

'Might not be worth it,” Mappo replied easily. "With the company |I've been keeping, I'm as out of
practice asyou, Ryllandaras.'

The lead wolf's bright blue eyesflicked to Icarium. 'l have little witsté match,’ the Jaghut haf-blood
sad softly, hisvoice barely carrying. 'And | am losing patience.’

Foolish. Charmisall that can save you. Tell me, bowman, do you surrender your life to your
companion's wiles?

Icarium shook his head. 'Of course not. | share his opinion of himsdif.'

Ryllandaras seemed confused. A matter of expedience then, the two of you travelling together.
Companions without trust, without confidence in each other. The stakes must be high. 'l am getting
bored, Mappo,’ Icarium said. The six wolves stiffened as one, haf flinching. Mappo Runt

and Icarium. Ah, we see. Know that we've no quarrel with you.

"Wits matched,” Mappo said, his grin broadening amoment before disappearing entirely. 'Hunt
elsawhere, Ryllandaras, before Icarium does Treach afavour.' Before you unleash all that | am sworn
to prevent. 'Am | understood?

Our trail... converges, the D'ivers said, upon the spoor of a demon of Shadow.

'Not Shadow any longer,' Mappo replied. 'Shalik's. The Holy Desert no longer deeps.’

So it seems. Do you forbid us our hunt?

Mappo glanced at Icarium, who lowered his bow and shrugged. 'If you wish to lock jaws with an
gptorian, that isyour choice. Our interest was only passing.’

Then indeed shall our jaws close upon the throat of the demon.



"Y ou would make Shalik your enemy? Mappo asked.

Thelead wolf cocked its head. The name means nothing to me.

Thetwo travellers watched as the wolves padded off, vanishing once again into agloom of sorcery.
Mappo showed histeeth, then sighed, and | carium nodded, giving voiceto their shared thought. ‘It will,
soon.’

The Wickan horsesoldiers |oosed fierce cries of exultation asthey led their broad-backed horses
down the transport's gangplanks. The scene at the quayside of Hissar's Imperial Harbour was chaotic, a
mass of unruly tribesmen and women, the flash of iron-headed lancesrippling over black braided hair and
spiked skullcaps. From his position on the harbour-entrance tower parapet, Duiker looked down on the
wild outland company with more than allittle scepticism, and with growing trepidation.

Besdethe Imperid Historian stood the High Fist's representative, Mallick Rdl, hisfat, soft hands
folded together and resting on his paunch, his skin the colour of oiled lesther and smelling of Aren
perfumes. Mallick Rel looked nothing like the chief adviser to the Seven Cities commander of the
Malazan armies. A Jhistal priest of the Elder god of the seas, Mad, his presence hereto officidly convey
the High Fist's welcome to the new Fist of the 7th Army was precisely what it appeared to be: a
caculated insult. Although, Duiker amended silently, the man at hisside had, in avery short time, risento
aposdtion of power among the Imperia players on this continent. A thousand rumours rode the tongues
of the soldiers about the smooth, soft-gpoken priest and whatever wegpon he, held over High Fist
Pormqua - each and every rumour no louder than awhisper, for Mallick Rel's path to Pormqua's sde
was atae of mysterious misfortune befaling everyone who stood in hisway, and fata misfortune at that.

The political mire among the Malazan occupiersin Seven Cities was as obscure asit was potentially
deadly. Duiker suspected that the new Fist would understand little of veiled gestures of contempt, lacking
as he did the more civilized nuances of the Empire's tamed citizens. The question that remained for the
historian, then, was how long Coltaine of the Crow Clan would survive his new appointment.

Mallick Rel pursed hisfull lipsand dowly exhaed. 'Historian,” he said softly, his Gedorian Faari
accent faint in itsshilant roll. '‘Pleased by your presence. Curious aswell. Long from Aren court, now...'
He smiled, not showing his green-dyed teeth. 'Caution bred of distant culling?

Words like the lap of waves, the god Mael's formless affectation and insidious patience. This,
my fourth conversation with Rel. Oh, how | didlike this creature! Duiker cleared histhroat. The
Empresstakeslittle heed of me, Jnigtd...'

Mallick Rel's soft laugh was like the rattle of asnakestail. 'Unheeded historian or unheeding of
history? Hint of bitterness at advice rgjected or worse, ignored. Be camed, no crimes winging back from
Untastowers.'

'Pleased to hear it,' Duiker muttered, wondering at the priest's source. 'l remain in Hissar as a matter
of research,’ he explained after amoment. The precedent of shipping prisonersto the Otatara mineson
the idand reaches back to the Emperor'stime, adthough he generally reserved that fate for mages.’

'Mages? Ah, ah.’

Duiker nodded. 'Effective, yes, athough unpredictable. The specific properties of Otataral asa
magic-deadening ore remain largely mysterious. Even so, madness claimed most of those sorcerers,
athoughitisnot known if that was the result of exposure to the ore dust, or the deprivation from their
Warrens!'

'Some mages among the next dave shipment?

‘Some.'

'Question soon answered, then.'

'Soon,' Duiker agreed.

The T-shaped quay was now amaelstrom of belligerent Wickans, frightened dock porters and
short-tempered warhorses. A cordon of Hissar Guard provided the stopper to the bottleneck at the
dock's end where it opened out onto the cobbled half-round. Of Seven Cities blood, the Guards had
hitched their round shields and unshegathed their tulwars, waving the broad, curving blades thresteningly a
the Wickans, who answered with barking challenges.

Two men arrived on the parapet. Duiker nodded greetings. Malick Rel did not deign to acknowledge



either of them - arough captain and the 7th's lone surviving cadre mage, both men clearly ranked too low
for any worthwhile cultivation by the priest.

'Well, Kulp,' Duiker said to the squat, white-haired wizard, 'your arrival may provetimely.’

Kulp's narrow, sunburned face twisted into a sour scowl. 'Came up here to keep my bones and flesh
intact, Duiker. I'm not interested in becoming Coltaine's lumpy carpet in his step up to the post. They're
his people, after al. That he hasn't done adamned thing to quell this brewing riot doesn't bode well, I'd
say.

The captain at his sde grunted agreement. 'Sticksin the throat,’ he growled. 'Half the officers here
saw their firgt blood facing that bastard Coltaine, and now here heis, about to take command. Hood's
knuckles," he spat, ‘'won't be any tears spilled if the Hissar Guard cuts down Coltaine and every one of
his Wickan savagesright here at the Quay. The Seventh don't need them.

Truth," Mallick Rel said to Duiker with veiled eyes, 'behind the threat of uprisings. Continent herea
viper nest. Coltaine an odd choice—'

'Not so odd," Duiker said, shrugging. He returned his attention to the scene below. The Wickans
closest to the Hissar Guard had begun strutting back and forth in front of the armoured line. The Stuation
was but moments away from afull-scale battle - the bottleneck was about to become akilling ground.
The historian felt something cold clutch his somach at seeing horn bows now strung among the Wickan
soldiers. Another company of guards appeared from the avenue to the right of the main colonnade,
bristling with pikes.

'Can you explain that? Kulp asked.

Duiker turned and was surprised to see all three men staring at him. He thought back to hislast
comment, then shrugged again. 'Coltaine united the Wickan clansin an uprising againgt the Empire. The
Emperor had ahard time bringing him to hed - as some of you know first-hand. True to the Emperor's
syle, he acquired Coltaingsloyalty—

'How? Kulp barked.

'No one knows.' Duiker smiled. 'The Emperor rarely explained his successes. In any case, sSince
Empress Laseen held no affection for her predecessor's chosen commanders,

Coltaine was€ft to rot in some backwater on Quon Tali. Then the situation changed. Adjunct Lornis
killed in Daryjhistan, High Fist Dujek and hisarmy turn renegade, effectively surrendering the entire
Genabackan Campaign, and the Y ear of Dryjhna approaches herein Seven Cities, prophesied asthe
year of rebellion. Laseen needs able commanders beforeit dl dipsfrom her grasp. The new Adjunct
Tavoreisuntested. S0..:

'Coltaine,’ the captain nodded, his scowl deegpening. 'Sent here to take command of the Seventh and
put down the rebelion—'

'After dl,' Duiker said dryly, 'who better to deal with insurrection than awarrior who led one himself?

'If mutiny occurs, scant his chances,” Malick Rel said, his eyes on the scene below.

Duiker saw half adozen tulwars flash, watched the Wickans recoil and then unsheathe their own
long-knives. They seemed to have found aleader, atal, fierce-looking warrior with fetishesin hislong
braids, who now bellowed encouragement, waving his own weapon over hishead. ‘Hood!" the historian
swore. 'Where on earth is Coltaine?

The captain laughed. Thetal one with the lone long-knife.’

Duiker's eyes widened. That madmanis Coltaine? The Seventh's new Fist?

'Ain't changed at all, | see," the captain continued. 'If you're going to keep your head as leader of dl
the clans, you'd better be nastier than al the rest put together. Why'd you think the old Emperor liked him
S0 much?

‘Berufend,’ Duiker whispered, appalled.

In the next breath an ululating scream from Coltaine brought sudden silence from the Wickan
company. Weapons did back into their sheaths, bows were lowered, arrows returned to their quivers.
Even the bucking, snapping horsesfdl still, heads raised and ears pricked. A space cleared around
Coltaine, who had turned his back on the guards. Thetal warrior gestured and the four men on the
parapet watched in silence as with absolute precision every horse was saddled. Lessthan aminute later



the horsesol diers were mounted, guiding their horsesinto a close parade formation that would rival the
Imperid dites.

"That,' Duiker said, ‘was superbly done.'

A soft sigh escaped Mallick Rel. 'Savage timing, abeast's sense of chalenge, then contempt.
Statement for the guards. For usaswell?

‘Coltaind's asnake,' the captain said, 'if that'swhat you're asking. If the High Command at Aren thinks
they can dance around him, they'rein for anasty surprise.’

'Generous advice,' Rel acknowledged.

The captain looked asif he'd just swallowed something sharp, and Duiker realized that the man had
spoken without thought asto the priest's place in the High Command.

Kulp cleared histhroat. 'He's got them in troop formation -guess the ride to the barracks will be
peaceful after al.’

I admit,’ Duiker said wryly,'that | look forward to meeting the Seventh's new Figt.'

His heavy-lidded eyes on the scene below, Rel nodded. 'Agreed.

Leaving behind the Skara Ides on aheading due south, the fisherboat set out into the Kansu Seg, its
triangular sail cresking and straining. If the gale held, they would reach the Ehrlitan coast in four hours.
Fiddler's scowl deepened. The Ehrlitan coast, Seven Cities. | hate this damned continent. Hated it
the first time, hate it even more now. He leaned over the gunnel and spat acrid bileinto the warm,
green waves.

'Fedling any better? Crokus asked from the prow, his tanned young face creased with genuine
concern.

The old saboteur wanted to punch that face; instead he just growled and hunched down deeper
againg the barques hull.

Kaam'slaugh rumbled from where he sat at thetiller. "Fiddler and water don't mix, lad. Look at him,
he's greener than that damned winged monkey of yours.'

A sympathetic snuffling sound breathed against Fiddler's cheek. He pried open one bloodshot eye to
find atiny, wizened face staring at him. 'Go away, Moby,' Fiddler croaked. The familiar, once servant to
Crokus's uncle Mammot, seemed to have adopted the sapper, the way stray dogs and cats often did.
Kaam would say it wasthe other way around, of course. 'A lie," Fiddler whispered. 'Kalam's good at
those—' like bunging around in Rutu Jelba for a whole damn week on the off-chance that a Skrae
trader would come in. '‘Book passage in comfort, eh, Fid? Not like the damned ocean crossing, oh
no—and that one was supposed to have been in comfort, too. A whole week in Rutu Jelba, a
lizard-infested, orange-bricked cesspool of achy, then what? Eight jakatas for this rag-stoppered
sawed-in-half ale casket.

The steady rise and fall lulled Fiddler as the hours passed. His mind drifted back to the appalingly
long journey that had brought them thus far, then to the appdlingly long journey that lay ahead. \We never
do things the easy way, do we?

He would rather that every seadried up. Men got feet, not flippers. Even so, we're about to cross
overland - over a fly-infested, waterless waste, where people smile only to announce they're about
to kill you.

The day dragged on, green-tinged and shaky.

He thought back to the companions held | eft behind on Genabackis, wishing he could be marching
adongsdethem. Into a religious war. Don't forget that, Fid. Religious wars are no fun. Thefaculty of
reasoning that permitted surrender did not apply in such ingtances. Still, the squad was al held known for
years. Hefet bereft out of its shadows. Just Kalam for old company, and he calls that land ahead
home. And he smiles before

he kills. And what's he and Quick Ben got planned they ain't told me about yet?

‘Thereés more of those flying fish," Apsalar said, her voice identifying the soft hand that had found its
way to his shoulder. 'Hundreds of them!'

'‘Something big from the deep is chasing them,’ Kalam said.

Groaning, Fiddler pushed himself upright. Moby took the opportunity to reved its motivation behind



the day's cooing and crawled into the sapper'slap, curling up and closing its yellow eyes. Fiddler gripped
the gunnel and joined his three companionsin studying the school of flying fish ahundred yards off the
garboard sSde. The length of aman'sarm, the milky white fish were clearing the waves, sailing thirty feet
or S0, then dipping back under the surface. In the Kansu Sea flying fish hunted like sharks, the schools
capable of shredding a bull whale down to bonesin minutes. They used their ability to fly to launch
themsalves onto the back of awhaewhen it broke for air. 'What in Mad's name is hunting them?

Kalam was frowning. 'Shouldn't be anything here in the Kansu. Out in Seeker's Deep there's
dhenrabi, of course!

'Dhenrabi! Oh, that comforts me, Kalam. Oh yesindeed!'

'‘Some kind of sea serpent? Crokus asked.

"Think of a centipede eighty paceslong,’ Fiddler answered. "Wraps up whaes and ships alike, blows
out dl thear under its armoured skin and sinks like astone, taking its prey withiit."

They'rerare,’ Kalam sad, 'and never seen in shalow water.'

'Until now,’ Crokus said, hisvoicerisngin aarm.

The dhenrabi broke the surface in the midst of the flying fish, thrashing its head side to side, awide
razorlike mouth flensing prey by the score. The width of the creature's head was immense, as many asten
arm-spans. Its segmented armour was deep green under the encrusted barnacl es, each segment revealing
long chitinouslimbs.

'Eighty paces|ong? Fiddler hissed. 'Not unlessit's been cut in half!’

Kaam rose at thetiller. 'Ready with the sail, Crokus. We're going to run. Westerly.'

Fiddler pushed a squawking Moby from his lap and opened his backpack, fumbling to unwrap his
crossbow. 'If it decideswe look tasty, Kalam..."

'l know," the n rumbled.

Quickly assembling the hugeiron weapon, Fiddler glanced up and met Apsdar'swide eyes. Her face
was white. The sapper winked. 'Got asurpriseif it comesfor us, girl.'

She nodded. 'l remember..." -f

The dhenrabi had seen them. Veering from the school of flying fish, it was now cutting Snuoudy
through the waves towards them.

That's no ordinary beast, Kdam muttered. "Y ou smelling what I'm smélling, Fiddler?

Soicy, bitter. 'Hood's breath, that's a Sol etaken!”

‘A what? Crokus asked.

‘Shapeshifter,’ Kaam said.

A rasping voicefilled Fiddler's mind - and the expressions on his companions facestold him they
heard aswell - Mortals, unfortunate for you to witness my passage.

The sapper grunted. The creature did not sound at al regretful.

It continued, For this you must all die, though | shall not dishonour your flesh by eating you.

'Kind of you,' Fiddler muttered, setting asolid quarrdl in the crossbow's dot. The iron head had been
replaced with agrapefruit'Sized clay ball.

Another fisherboat mysteriously lost, the Soletaken mused ironically. Alas.

Fiddler scrambled to the stern, crouching down beside Kalam. The n straightened to face the
dhenrabi, one hand on thetiller. 'Soletaken! Be on your way - we care nothing for your passage!’

| shall be merciful when killing you. The creature rushed the barque from directly astern, cutting
through the water like asharp-hulled ship. Its jaws opened wide.

'Y ou were warned,’ Fiddler said as he raised the crossbow, aimed and fired. The quarrel sped for the
beast's open mouth. Lightning fast, the dhenrabi snapped at the shaft, its thin, saw-edged teeth dicing
through the quarrel and shattering the clay bal, rdleasing to the ar the powdery mixture within the ball.
The contact resulted in an instantaneous explosion that blew the Soletaken's head apart.

Fragments of skull and grey flesh raked the water on all sdes. Theincendiary powder continued to
burn fiercely dl it clung to, sending up hissng steam. Momentum carried the headless body to within four
spans of the barque's stern before it dipped down and did smoothly out of sight even asthe last echoes
of the detonation faded. Smoke drifted Sideways over the waves.



"Y ou picked the wrong fishermen,’ Fiddler said, lowering hisweapon.

Kdam settled back at thetiller, returning the craft to a southerly course. A strange stillness hung in the
ar. Fiddler disassembled his crossbow and repacked it in oilcloth. Ashe resumed his seat amidships,
Moby crawled back into hislap. Sighing, he scratched it behind an ear. 'Well, Kdam?

'I'm not sure," the assassin admitted. "What brought a Soletaken into the Kansu Sea? Why did it want
its passage secret?

'If Quick Benwashere...'

‘But heisnt, Fid. Itsamystery well have to live with, and hopefully we won't run into any more.'

'‘Doyouthink it'srelated to...?

Kaam scowled. 'No.'

'Related to what? Crokus demanded. "What are you two going on about?

‘Just musing,’ Fiddler said. 'The Soletaken was heading south. Like us!'

'So?

Fiddler shrugged. 'So... nothing. Just that.' He spat again over the side and dumped down. The
excitement made me forget my seasickness. Now the excitement's faded, dammit.’

Everyone fell sllent, though the frown on the face of Crokustold the sapper that the boy wasn't about
to let theissuerest for long.

The gde remained steady, pushing them hard southward. Less than three hours after that Apsalar
announced that she could see land ahead, and forty minutes later Kalam directed the craft paralld to the
Ehrlitan coastline half aleague offshore. They tacked west, following the cedar-lined ridge as the day
dowly died.

'I think | see horsemen,’ Apsdar said.

Fiddler raised his head, joining the othersin studying theline of ridersfollowing a coagta track along
theridge.

'l makethem six indl,' Kdlam said. 'Second rider's—'

'Got an Imperia pennon,’ Fiddler finished, hisface twisting at the taste in his mouth. ‘Messenger and
Lancer guard—'

'Heading for Ehrlitan,’ Kalam added.

Fiddler turned in his seat and met his corpora’s dark eyes. Trouble?

Maybe.

The exchange was slent, a product of yearsfighting side by side.

Crokus asked, 'Something wrong? Kalam? Fiddler?

The boy's sharp. 'Hard to say,' Fiddler muttered. "'They've seen us but what have they seen? Four
fisherfolk in abarque, some Skrae family headed into the port for ataste of civilization.'

‘Theré'savillagejust south of the tree-line," Kalam said. 'Keep an eye out for a creek mouth, Crokus,
and a beach with no driftwood - the houses will be tucked leeward of the ridge, meaning inland. How's
my memory, Fid?

'‘Good enough for anative, which iswhat you are. How long out of the city?

"Ten hours on foot.'

‘That close?

‘That close'

Fiddler fell slent. The Imperid messenger and his horse guard had moved out of sight, leaving the
ridge asthey swung south towards Ehrlitan. The plan had been to sail right into the Holy City'sancient,
crowded harbour, arriving anonymoudly. It was likely that the messenger was ddlivering information that
had nothing to do with them - they'd given nothing away since reaching the Imperial port of Karakarang
from Genabackis, arriving on aMoranth Blue trader having paid passage as crew. The overland journey
from Karakarang acrossthe Talgai Mountains and down to Rutu Jelba had been on the Tano pilgrim
route - acommon enough journey. And the week in Rutu Jelba had been spent inconspicuoudy lying
low, with only Kaam making nightly excursonsto the wharf digtrict, seeking passage across the Otatara
Seato the mainland.

At worst, areport might have reached someone official, somewhere, that two possible deserters,



accompanied by a Genabackan and awoman, had arrived on Malazan territory -hardly newsto shake
the Imperia wasp nest dl the way to Ehrlitan. So, likely Kdam was being his usud paranoid sdif.

'l seethe stream mouth,’ Crokus said, pointing to a place on the shore.

Fiddler glanced back at Kalam. Hostile land, how low do we crawl ?

Looking up at grasshoppers, Fid.

Hood's breath. He looked back to the shore. 'l hate Seven Cities,” he whispered. In hislap, Moby
yawned, revealing amouth bristling with needlelike fangs. Fiddler blanched. 'Cuddle up whenever you
want, pup,’ he said, shivering.

Kalam angled thetiller. Crokus worked the sail, deft enough after atwo-month voyage across
Seeker's Deep to let the barque dip eadly into the wind, the tattered sail barely raising aluff. Apsaar
shifted on the seet, stretched her arms and flashed Fiddler asmile. The sapper scowled and looked
away. Burn shake me, I've got to keep my jaw from dropping every time she does that. She was
another woman, once. A killer, the knife of a god. She did things... Besides, she's with Crokus,
ain't she. The boy's got all the luck and the whores in Karakarang looked like poxed sisters from
some gigantic poxed family and all those poxed babies on their hips... He shook himsdf. Oh,
Fiddler, too long at sea, way too long!

'l don't see any boats,’ Crokus said.

'Up the creek,’ Fiddler mumbled, dragging anail through his beard in pursuit of anit. After amoment
he plucked it out and flicked it over the side. Ten hours on foot, then Ehrlitan, and a bath and a
shave and a Kansuan girl with a saWComb and the whole night free afterward.

Crokus nudged him. 'Getting excited, Fiddler?

'Y ou don't know the half of it.'

'Y ou were here during the conquest, weren't you? Back when Kalam wasfighting for the other
sde—for the Seven Holy Falah'dan - and the T'lan Imass marched for the Emperor and—

'Enough,’ Fiddler waved ahand. 'l don't need reminding, and neither does Kalam. All warsare ugly,
but that one was uglier than most.'

'Isit true that you were in the company that chased Quick Ben acrossthe Holy Desert Raraku, and
that Kalam was your guide, only he and Quick were planning on betraying you al, but Whiskeyjack had
already worked that out—

Fiddler turned aglare on Kaam. 'One night in Rutu Jelbawith ajug of Falari rum, and thisboy knows
more than any Imperia historian il breathing.' He swung back to Crokus. ‘Listen, son, best you forget
everything that drunken lout told you that night. The past isaready hunting our tails- no point in making it
any easer.'

Crokus ran ahand through hislong black hair. 'Wel," he said softly, 'if Seven Citiesis so dangerous,
why didn't wejust head straight down to Quon Tdli, to where Apsalar lived, so we can find her father?
Why dl this sneaking around - and on the wrong continent &t that?

It'snot that smple,’ Kaam growled.

'Why? | thought that was the reason for thiswhole journey.’ Crokus reached for Apsalar's hand and
clasped it in both of his, but saved his hard expression for Kaam and Fiddler. "Y ou both said you owed
it to her. It wasn't right and you wanted to put it right. But now I'm thinking it's only part of the reason,
I'm thinking that you two have something else planned - that taking Apsalar back home wasjust an
excuse to come back to your Empire, even though you're officialy outlawed. And whatever itisyou're
planning, it's meant coming here, to Seven Cities, and it's also meant we have to snesk around, terrified
of everything, jumping at shadows, asif the whole Maazan army was after us.' He paused, drew adeep
breath, then continued. 'We have aright to know the truth, because you're putting usin danger and we
don't even know what kind, or why, or anything. So out with it. Now.'

Fiddler leaned back on the gunnel. He looked over at Kalam and raised an eyebrow. "Well,
Corpora?It'syour call.

'Givemealigt, Fiddler,’ Kdam said.

"The Empress wants Darujhistan,’ The sapper met Crokus's steady gaze. 'Agreed?

The boy hesitated, then nodded.



Fiddler continued. 'What she wants she usualy gets sooner or later. Call it precedent. Now, she's
tried to take your city once, right, Crokus? And it cost her Adjunct Lorn, two Imperia demons, and High
Fist Dujek'sloyalty, not to mention the loss of the Bridgeburners. Enough to make anyone sting.'

'Fine. But what's that got to do—

'Don't interrupt. Corporal said make alist. I'm making it. Y ou've followed me so far? Good.
Darujhistan eluded her once - but shelll make certain next time. Assuming thereisanext time.”

'Well,' Crokus was scowling, 'why wouldn't there be? Y ou said she gets what she wants.'

'‘And you're loyad to your city, Crokus?

'Of course—'

'So you'd do anything you could to prevent the Empress from conquering it?

'Well, yes but—'

'Sir? Fiddler turned back to Kalam.

The burly black-skinned man |ooked out over the waves, sighed, then nodded to himself. He faced
Crokus. 'It'sthis, lad. Time's come. I'm going after her.’

The Daru boy's expression was blank, but Fiddler saw Apsdar's eyes widen, her facelosing its
colour. She sat back suddenly, then half-smiled - and Fiddler went cold upon seeingit.

I don't know what you mean,’ Crokus said. ‘After who? The Empress? How?

'Hemeans,' Apsdlar said, till smiling asmile that had belonged to her once, long ago, when shed
been... someone else, ‘that he's going to try and kill her.'

'What? Crokus stood, amost pitching himsalf over the side. "Y ou? Y ou and a seasick sapper with a
broken fiddle strapped to his back? Do you think we're going to help you in thisinsane, suicidal—'

I remember,’ Apsalar said suddenly, her eyes narrowing on Kalam.

Crokus turned to her. 'Remember what?

'Kalam. He was a Falah'dan's Dagger, and the Claw gave him command of aHand. Kalam's a master
assassin, Crokus. And Quick Ben—'

'Isthree thousand leagues away!" Crokus shouted. 'He's a squad mage, for Hood's sake! That'sit, a
squalid little squad mage!’

‘Not quite, Fiddler said. 'And being so far away doesn't mean athing, son. Quick Ben's our shaved
knuckleinthe hole

"Y our what in the where?

‘Shaved knuckle, asin the game of knuckles - agood gambler's usually using ashaved knuckle, asin
cheating in the casts, if you know what | mean. Asfor "hol€", that'd be Quick Ben's Warren—the one
that can put him at Kalam's side in the space of a heartbeat, no matter how far awvay he happensto be.
So, Crokus, there you haveit: Kdam'sgoing to giveit atry, but it's going to take some planning,
preparation. And that starts here, in Seven Cities. Y ou want Darujhistan free for ever more? The
Empress Laseen must die!’

Crokus dowly sat back down. 'But why Seven Cities? Isn't the Empressin Quon Tali?

‘Because," Kdam said as he angled the fisherboat into the creek mouth and the oppressive hest of the
land rose around them, 'because, lad, Seven Citiesis about to rise.’

'What do you mean?

The assassin bared histeeth. ‘Rebellion.’

Fiddler svung around and scanned the fetid undergrowth lining the banks. And that, he said to
himself with achill dutching hisstomach, isthe part of this plan that | hate the most. Chasing one of
Quick Ben'swild ideas with the whole countryside going up in flames.

A minute later they rounded a bend and the village appeared, a scattering of wattle-and-daub hutsin a
broken half-circle facing aline of skiffs pulled onto a sandy beach. Kalam nudged thetiller and the
fisherboat drifted towards the strand. Asthe kedl scraped bottom, Fiddler clambered over the gunnel
and stepped onto dry land, Moby now awake and clinging with al foursto the front of histunic. Ignoring
the squawking creature, Fiddler dowly straightened. ‘Well," he Ssghed asthefirst of the village's mongrel
dogs announced their arrivd, ‘it'sbegun.’

CHAPITER TTWO



Tothisday it remains easy to ignore the fact that the Aren High Command wasrife with treachery,
dissension, rivalry and mdice... The assertion that [the Aren High Command] wasignorant of the
undercurrentsin the countrysideis, at best naive, a worst cynical in the extreme. ..

The Sha'ik Rebellion Cullaran he red ochre handprint on thewall was dissolving intherain, trickling
roots down along the mortar between the fired mudbricks. Hunched againgt the unseasona downpour,
Duiker watched as the print dowly disappeared, wishing that the day had broken dry, that he could have
come upon the sign before the rain obscured it, that he could then have gained a sense of the hand that
had made its mark here, on the outer wall of the old Falah'd Palace in the heart of Hissar.

The many cultures of Seven Cities seethed with symbols, a secret pictographic language of oblique
referencesthat carried portentous weight among the natives. Such symbols formed a complex didogue
that no Maazan could understand. Slowly, during his many months resident here, Duiker had cometo
redlize the danger behind their ignorance. Asthe Y ear of

Dryjhnaapproached, such symbols blossomed in chaotic profusion, every wal in every city ascroll of
secret code. Wind, sun and rain assured impermanence, wiping clean the datein readiness for the next
exchange.

And it seems they have alot to say these days.

Duiker shook himsdlf, trying to loosen the tension in his neck and shoulders. Hiswarningsto the High
Command seemed to be faling on deaf ears. There were patternsin these symbols, and it seemed that he
aoneamong al the Maazans had any interest in breaking the code, or even in recognizing the risks of
maintaining an outsder'sindifference.

He pulled his cowl further over his head in an effort to keep hisface dry, fedling water trickle on his
forearms as the wide cuffs of histelaba cloak briefly opened to therain. Thelast of the print had washed
away. Duiker pushed himsdf into motion, resuming hisjourney.

Water ran in ankle-deep torrents down the cobbled dopes beneath the palace walls, gushing down
into the gutters bisecting each aley and causaway in the city. Opposite theimmense paace wall, awvnings
sagged precarioudy above closet-szed shops. In the chill shadows of the holes that passed for
storefronts, dour-faced merchants watched Duiker as he passed by.

Apart from miserable donkeys and the occasiona sway-backed horse, the streets were mostly empty
of pedestrian traffic. Even with the rare wayward current from the Sahul Sea, Hissar was a city born of
inland drylands and deserts. Though a port and now a centra landing for the Empire, the city and its
people lived with a spiritua back to the sea.

Duiker left behind the closering of ancient buildings and narrow dleys surrounding the paace wall,
coming to the Dryjhna Colonnade that ran straight as a spear through Hissar's heart. The guldindha trees
lining the colonnade's carriage track swam with blurred motion asthe rain pelted down on their ochre
leaves. Estate gardens, most of them unwalled and open to public admiration, stretched green on either
side. The downpour had stripped flowers from their shrubs and dwarf trees, turning the cobbled
walkways white, red and pink.

The higtorian ducked as agusting wind pressed his cloak tight againgt hisright Side. The water on his
lipstasted of sdt, the only indication of the angry seaathousand pacesto hisright. Where the street
named after the Storm of the Apocalypse narrowed suddenly, the carriage path became amuddy track
of broken cobbles and shattered pottery, thetdl, once royal nut trees giving way to desert scrub. The
change was so aorupt that Duiker found himsdf up to his shinsin dung-stained water before he redized
he'd cometo the city's edge. Squinting against the rain, he looked up.

Off to hisleft, hazy behind the sheets of water, ran the ssonewall of the Imperia Compound. Smoke
struggled upward from beyond the wal'sfortified height. On hisright and much closer was a chaotic knot
of hidetents, horses and camels and carts -atrader camp, newly arrived from the Sialk Odhan.

Drawing his cloak tighter against the wind, Duiker sivung to the right and made for the encampment.
The rain was heavy enough to mask the sound of his approach from the tribe's dogs as he entered the
narrow, mud-choked pathway between the sprawling tents. Duiker paused at an intersection. Opposite
was alarge copper-stained tent, itswalls profusely cluttered with painted symbols. Smoke drifted from
the entrance flap. He crossed the intersection, hesitating only amoment before drawing the flgp to one



Sde and entering.

A roar of sound, carried on waves of hot, steam-laden air buffeted the historian as he paused to
shake thewater from hiscloak. Voices shouting, cursing, laughing on dl sdes, theair filled with durhang
smoke and incense, roasting meats, sour wine and sweet de, closed in around Duiker as hetook in the
scene. Coinsrattled and spun in pots where a score of gamblers had gathered off to hisleft; in front of
him atapu weaved swiftly through the crowd, afour-foot'long iron skewer of roasted meats and fruit in
each hand. Duiker shouted the tapu over, raising ahand to catch the man's eye. The hawker quickly
approached.

'Goat, | swear!" the tapu exclaimed in the coastal Debrahl language. 'Goat, not dog, Dosli! Smell for
yoursdlf, and only aclipping to pay for such deliciousfare! Would you pay so littlein Dosin Pdli?

Born on the plains of Dal Hon, Duiker's dark skin matched that of the local Debrahl; he was wearing
the tel aba sea cloak of amerchant trader from theidand city of Dosin Pali, and spoke the language
without hint of an accent. To the tapu's clam Duiker grinned. 'For dog | would, Tapuhard.' He fished out
two local crescents - the equivaent of abase 'clipping’ of the Imperia slver jakata 'And if you imagine
the Mezlaare freer with their slver on theidand, you are afool and worse!'

Looking nervous, the tapu did a chunk of dripping meat and two soft amber globes of fruit from one
of the skewers, wrapping them in leaves. '‘Beware Mezla spies, Dosll," he muttered. "Words can be
twisted.'

'Words are their only language,’ Duiker replied with contempt as he accepted the food. 'Isit true then
that a scarred barbarian now commandsthe Mezlaarmy?

‘A man with ademon'sface, Dosll.' The tapu wagged his head. 'Even the Mezlafear him." Pocketing
the crescents he moved off, raising the skewers once more over his head. ‘Goat, not dog!’

Duiker found atent wall to put his back against and watched the crowd as he ate hismeal in loca
fashion, swiftly, messly. Every meal is your last encompassed an entire Seven Cities philosophy.
Grease smeared on hisface and dripping from hisfingers, the historian dropped the leaves to the muddy
floor a hisfeet, then ritually touched hisforehead in anow outlawed gesture of gratitude to a Faah'd
whose bones were rotting in the silty mud of Hissar Bay. The historian's eyes focused on aring of old
men beyond the gamblers and he walked over to it, wiping his hands on histhighs.

The gathering marked a Circle of Seasons, wherein two seers faced one another and spoke a
symbolic language of divination in acomplicated dance of gestures. As he pushed into a place among the
ring of onlookers, Duiker saw the seers within the circle, an ancient shaman whose silver-barbed,
skin-threaded face marked him as from the Semk tribe, far inland, and opposite him aboy of about
fifteen. Where the boy's eyes should have been were two gouged pits of badly hedled scar tissue. Histhin
limbs and bloated belly reveded an advanced stage of manuitrition. Duiker redized indtinctively that the
boy had lost hisfamily during the Ma azan conquest and now lived in the aleys and streets of Hissar. He
had been found by the Circle's organizers, for it was well known that the gods spoke through such
suffering souls

Thetense slence among the onlookers told the historian that there was power in thisdivination.
Though blind, the boy moved to keep himself face to face with the Semk seer, who himsdf dowly
danced across afloor of white sand in asolute slence. They held out their hands towards each other,
inscribing patternsin the air between them.

Duiker nudged the man beside him. "What has been foreseen? he whispered.

Theman, asguat local with the scars of an old Hissar regiment poorly obscured by mutilating burns
on his cheeks, hissed warningly through his stained teeth. ‘Nothing less than the spirit of Dryjhna, whose
outline was mapped by their hands - a spirit seen by al here, aghostly promise of fire.’

Duiker sighed. 'Would that | had witnessed that....'

'Y ou shal—see? It comes again!'

The historian watched as the weaving hands seemed to contact an invisiblefigure, leaving a smear of
reddish light that nickered in their wake. The glow suggested ahuman shape, and that shape dowly grew
more defined. A woman whose flesh wasfire. Sheraised her arms and something likeiron flashed at her
wrists and the dancers became three as she spun and writhed between the seers.



The boy suddenly threw back his head, words coming from histhroat like the grinding of stones. Two
fountains of raging blood! Faceto face. The blood isthe same, the two are the same and sty waves
shall wash the shores of Raraku. The Holy Desert remembersits past!”

The female gpparition vanished. The boy toppled forward, thumping stiff as aboard onto the sand.
The Semk seer crouched down, resting a hand on the boy's head. 'He is returned to hisfamily,' the old
shaman said in the silence of the circle. The mercy of Dryjhna, the rarest of gifts, granted to this child.’

Hardened tribesmen began weeping, othersfaling to their knees. Shaken, Duiker pulled back asthe
ring dowly contracted. He blinked swest from his eyes, sensing that someone was watching him. He
looked around. Across from him stood afigure shrouded in black hides, a goat's-head hood pulled up,
leaving the facein shadow. A moment later the figure looked away. Duiker quickly moved from the
dranger'sline of Sght.

He madefor the tent flap.

Seven Citieswas an ancient civilization, steegped in the power of antiquity, where Ascendants once
walked on every trader track, every footpath, every lost road between forgotten places. It was said the
sands hoarded power within their susurrating currents, that every stone had soaked up sorcery like
blood, and that benesth every city lay the ruins of countless other cities, older cities, cities that went back
to the First Empireitsdlf. It was said each city rose on the backs of ghosts, the substance of spirits thick
like layers of crushed bone; that each city forever wept beneath the streets, forever laughed, shouted,
hawked wares and bartered and prayed and drew first breaths that brought life and the last breaths that
announced death. Beneath the streets there were dreams, wisdom, foolishness, fears, rage, grief, lust and
love and bitter hatred.

The higtorian stepped outside into the rain, drawing in lungfuls of clean, cool air as he once more
wrapped cloak about him.

Conquerors could overrun acity'swals, could kill every living soul withinit, fill every estate and every
house and every store with its own people, yet rule nothing but the city's thin surface, the skin of the
present, and would one day be brought down by the spirits below, until they themsalves were but one
momentary layer among many. Thisisan enemy we can never defeat, Duiker believed. Yet history tells
the stories of those who would challenge that enemy, again and again. Perhaps victory is not
achieved by overcoming that enemy, but by joining it, becoming one with it.

The Empress has sent a new Fist to batter down the restless centuries of thisland. Had she
abandoned Coltaine as I'd suggested to Mallick Rel? Or had she just held him back in readiness,
like a weapon forged and honed for one specific task?

Duiker |eft the encampment, once more hunched benegth the driving rain. Ahead loomed the gates of
the Imperid Compound. He might well find some answersto his questions within the next hour, ashe
came face to face with Coltaine of the Crow Clan.

He crossed the rutted track, daoshing through the murky puddlesfilling the horse and wagon ruts, then
ascended the muddy dope towards the gatehouse.

Two cowled guards stepped into view as he reached the gate's narrow side passage.

'No petitions today, Dosll,' one of the Maazan soldiers said. "Try tomorrow.'

Duiker unclasped the cloak, opened it to reved the Imperia diadem pinned to histunic. The Fist has
cdled acouncil, has he not?

Both soldiers sd uted and stepped back. The one who'd spoken earlier smiled apologetically. 'Didn't
know you were with the other one," he said.

'‘What other one?

'He camein just afew minutes ago, historian.’

'Yes, of course.’ Duiker nodded to the two men, then passed within. The stone floor of the passage
bore the muddy tracks of a pair of moccasins. Frowning, he continued on, coming to theinside
compound. A roofed causeway followed the wal to hisleft, leading eventually to the Sde postern of the
squet, unimaginative headquarters building. Already wet, Duiker ignored it, electing to crossthe
compound directly towards the building's main entrance. In passing he noticed that the man who had
preceded him had done the same. The pooled prints of his steps betrayed a bowlegged gait. The



historian's frown degpened.

He came to the entrance, where another guard appeared, who directed Duiker to the council room.
As he approached the room's double doors, he checked for his predecessor's footprints, but there were
none. Evidently held gone to some other chamber within the building. Shrugging, Duiker opened the
doors.

The council room was low-ceilinged, its stone walls un-plastered but washed in white paint. A long
marble table dominated, |ooking strangely incomplete in the absence of chairs. Already present were
Mallick Rel, Kulp, Coltaine and another Wickan officer. They dl turned at the historian's entrance, Rel's
browslifting in mild surprise. Clearly, hed been unaware that Coltaine had extended to Duiker an
invitation. Had it been the new Fist's intention to unbaance the priest, addiberate excluson? After a
moment the historian dismissed the thought. More likely the result of a disorganized new command.

The chairs had been specifically removed for this council, as was evident in the tracks their legs had
|eft through the white dust on the floor. The discomfort of not knowing where to stand or how to position
onesdf was evident in both Mdlick Rel and Kulp. The Jhistd priest of Magl was shifting weight from one
foot to the other, sweat on his brow reflecting the harsh glare of the lanterns set on the tabletop, his hands
folded into hisdeeves. Kulp looked in need of awall to lean againgt, but was clearly uncertain how the
Wickanswould view such acasua posture.

Inwardly smiling, Duiker removed his dripping cloak, hanging it from an old torch bracket besdethe
doors. He then turned about and presented himsealf before the new Fist, who stood at the nearest end of
thetable, his officer on hisleft - ascowling veteran whose wide, flat face seemed to fold in on itself
diagondly inascar from right jawlineto left brow.

'l am Duiker,' the historian said. 'Imperid Historian of the Empire.' He half bowed. 'Welcometo
Hissar, Fig.' Up close, he could see that the warleader of the Crow Clan showed the weathering of forty
years on the north Wickan Plains of Quon Tali. Hislean, expressionless face was lined, deep brackets
around the thin, wide mouth, and squint tracks at the corners of his dark, deep-set eyes. Oiled braids
hung down past his shoulders, knotted with crow-feather fetishes. He wastal, wearing a battered vest of
chain over ahide shirt, acrow-feather cloak hanging from his broad shoulders down to the backs of his
knees. He wore arider's leggings, laced with gut up the outer Sdesto his hips. A single horn-handled
long-knife jutted out from under hisleft arm.

In answer to Duiker's words he cocked his head. 'When | last saw you," he said in his harsh Wickan
accent, 'you lay in fever on the Emperor's own cot, about to rise and walk through the Hooded One's
Gates.' He paused. '‘Bult was the young warrior whose lance ripped you open and for his effort asoldier
named Dujek kissed Bult's face with hissword.' Coltaine dowly turned to smile at the scarred Wickan a
hissde.

The grizzled horseman's scowl remained unchanged as he glared at Duiker. After amoment he shook
his head and swelled his chest. ‘| remember an unarmed man. Thelack of weaponsin his hands turned
my lance a the last moment. | remember Dujek’s sword that stole my beauty even as my horse bit his
arm crushing bone. | remember that Dujek lost that arm to the surgeons, fouled asit was with my horse's
breath. Between us, | logt the exchange, for theloss of an arm did nothing to damage Dujek's glorious
career, whilethe loss of my beauty left me with but the one wifethat | dready had.'

'And was she not your sister, Bult?

‘Shewas, Coltaine. And blind.'

Both Wickansfell silent, the one frowning and the other scowling.

Off to one side Kulp voiced something like a strangled grunt. Duiker dowly raised an eyebrow. 'l am
sorry, Bult,' he said. 'Although | was at the battle, | never saw Coltaine, nor you. In any case, | had not
noticed any particular oss of your beauty.'

The veteran nodded. 'One must look carefully, it'strue.’

'Perhaps,’ Mallick Rel said,'time to dispense with the pleasantries, entertaining asthey are, and begin
this coundcil.’

"When I'm ready,’ Coltaine said casudly, still sudying Duiker.

Bult grunted. 'Tel me, Historian, what inspired you to enter battle without wespons?



'Perhaps| lost them inthe melee.’

‘But you did not. Y ou wore no belt, no scabbard, you carried no shield.’

Duiker shrugged. 'If I am to record the events of thisEmpire,

| must beintheir midg, Sir.’

'Shdll you display such reckless zedl in recording the events of Coltaine's command?

'Zed? Oh yes, sr. Asfor reckless,’ he sighed, 'adas, my courageis not asit once was. These days|
wear armour when attending battle, and ashort sword and shield. And helm. Surrounded by
bodyguards, and at least aleague away from the heart of the fighting.'

"The years have brought you wisdom,’ Bult said.

'Insomethings, | am afraid,’ Duiker said dowly, 'not enough.' He faced Coltaine. 'l would be bold
enough to advise you, Fig, a this council

Coltaine's gaze did to Mdlick Rel as he spoke, ‘And you fear the presumption, for you will say things
| will not appreciate. Perhaps, in hearing such things, | shall command Bult to complete the task of killing
you. Thistellsme much,” he continued, 'of the Stuation at Aren.’

'I know little of that,' Duiker said, feding swest trickle beneath histunic. ‘But even less of you, Fist.'

Coltaine's expression did not change. Duiker was reminded of acobrasowly risng before him,
unblinking, cold.

'‘Quedtion,’ Mdlick Rdl said. 'Has the council begun?

'Not yet,” Coltaine said dowly. 'We await my warlock.'

The priest of Madl drew a sharp breath at that. Off to one side, Kulp took a step forward.

Duiker found histhroat suddenly dry. Clearing it, he said,

'Wasit not at the command of the Empress- in her first year on the throne - that all Wickan warlocks
be, uh, rooted out?

Was there not a subsegquent mass execution? | have amemory of seeing Untals outer walls...'

"They took many daysto die,’ Bult said. 'Hung from spikes of iron until the crows cameto collect their
souls. We brought our children to the city walls, to look upon thetriba eders whose lives were taken
from us by the short-haired woman's command. We gave them memory scars, to keep the truth dive!

'‘An Empress, Duiker said, watching Coltaine's face, ‘whom you now serve.'

"The short-haired woman knows nothing of Wickan ways,' Bult said. The crowsthat carried within
them the greatest of the warlock souls returned to our people to await each new birth, and so the power
of our eldersreturned to us.'

A side entrance Duiker had not noticed before did open. A tall, bow-legged figure stepped into the
room, face hidden in the shadow of a goat's-head cowl, which he now pulled back, revealing the smooth
visage of aboy no more than ten years old. The youth's dark eyes met the historian's.

"Thisis Sormo E'nath,' Coltaine said.

'Sormo E'nath - an old man - was executed at Unta,' Kulp snapped. 'He was the most powerful of
the warlocks - the Empress made sure of him. It's said he took eleven days on thewall to die. Thisoneis
not Sormo E'nath. Thisisaboy.'

'Eleven days,' Bult grunted. 'No single crow could hold al of his soul. Each day there came another,
until hewas dl gone. Eleven days, eleven crows. Such was Sormo's power, hislifewill, and such wasthe
honour accorded him by the black-winged spirits. Eleven cameto him. Eleven.

'Elder sorcery,’ Mdlick Rel whispered. ‘'Most ancient scrolls hint at such things. Thisboy is named
Sormo E'nath. Truly the warlock reborn?

"The Rhivi of Genabackis have smilar beliefs," Duiker said. ‘A newborn child can become the vessd
of asoul that has not passed through Hood's Gates.'

The boy spoke, his voice reedy but breaking, on the edge of manhood. ‘I am Sormo E'nath, who
carriesin his breastbone the memory of an iron spike. Eleven crows attended my birth." He hitched his
cloak behind his shoulders. Thisday | came upon aritud of divination and saw there among the crowd
the historian Duiker. Together we witnessed avision sent by aspirit of great power, apirit whosefaceis
one among many. This spirit promised armageddon.’

'l saw ashedid, Duiker said. 'A trader caravan has camped outside the city.’



'Y ou were not discovered asaMalazan? Mallick asked.

'He speaksthe triba language well,' Sormo said. 'And makes gestures announcing his hatred of the
Empire. Well enough of countenance and in action to decelve the natives. Tell me, Historian, have you
seen such divinations before?

'None 0... obvious,' Duiker admitted. 'But | have seen enough signsto sense the growing
momentum. The new year will bring rebellion.’

‘Bold assertion,’ Mallick Rel said. He sighed, clearly uncomfortable with standing. "'The new Fist
would do well to regard with caution such claims. Many are the prophecies of thisland, as many asthere
are people, it seems. Such multitudes diminish the veracity of each. Rebellion has been promised in Seven
Cities each year since the Maazan conquest. What has come of them? Naught.'

"The priest has hidden motives,” Sormo said.

Duiker found himsdlf holding his bregth.

Mallick Rel's round, swest-sheened face went white.

'All men have hidden motives,’ Coltaine said, asif dismissng hiswarlock'sclaim. 'l hear counsdl of
warning and counsel of caution. A good balance. These are my words. The mage who yearnsto lean
againgt walls of stone viewsme asan adder in his bedroll. Hisfear of me speaksfor every soldier in the
Seventh Army." The Figt pat on the floor, hisface twisting. 'l care nothing for their sentiments. If they
obey my commands| in turn will serve them. If they do not, | will tear their hearts from their chests. Do
you hear my words, Cadre Mage?

Kulp was scowling. 'l hear them.’

'l am here,' Rd's voice was amost shrill,'to convey the commands of High Fist Pormgua—'

‘Before or after the High Fist's official welcome? Even as he spoke Duiker regretted hiswords,
despite Bult's bark of laughter.

In response, Mdllick Rel straightened. "High Fist Pormqua welcomes Fist Coltaine to Seven Cities,
and wisheshimwel in his new command. The Seventh Army remains as one of the three origind armies
of the Mdazan Empire, and the High Fist is confident that Fist Coltaine will honour their commendable
higory.'

'I care nothing for reputations,’ Coltaine said. They shall be judged by their actions. Go on.'

Trembling, Rel continued, The High Fist Pormqua has asked meto convey hisordersto High Fist
Coltaine. Admiral Nok isto leave Hissar Harbour and proceed to Aren as soon as hisshipsare
resupplied. High Figt Coltaineisto begin preparations for marching the Seventh overland... to Aren. Itis
the High Fist's desire to review the Seventh prior to itsfinal stationing.' The priest produced asealed
scroll from hisrobes and st it on the tabletop. 'Such are the High Fist's commands.’

A look of disgust darkened Coltaine's features. He crossed his arms and deliberately turned his back
onMadlick Rel.

Bult laughed without humour. "'The High Fist wishesto review the army. Presumably the High Fist has
an attendant High Mage, perhaps aHand of the Claw aswdl? If he wishesto review Coltaine'stroops
he can come here by Warren. The Fist has no intention of outfitting this army to march four hundred
leagues so that Pormqual can frown at the dust on their boots. Such amove will leave the eastern
provinces of Seven Cities without an occupying army. At thistime of unrest it would be viewed asa
retreat, especialy when accompanied by the withdrawa of the Sahul Feet. Thisland cannot be governed
from behind the wdls of Aren.’

'Defying the High Fist's command? Rel asked in awhisper, eyes glittering like blooded diamonds on
Coltaine's broad back.

The Fist whirled. 'l am counsdlling a change of those commands,’ he said, 'and now await areply.’

‘Reply | shall giveyou,’ the priest rasped.

Coltaine sneered.

Bult said, 'You? Y ou are apriest, not asoldier, not agovernor. Y ou are not even recognized asa
member of the High Command.’

Re'sglareflicked from Figt to veteran. 'l am not? Indeed—

'Not by Empress Laseen,’ Bult cut in. 'She knows nothing of you, priest, gpart from the High Fist's



reports. Understand that the Empress does not convey power upon people whom she does not know.
High Fist Pormqual employed you as his messenger boy and that is how the Fist shdl treat you. Y ou
command nothing. Not Coltaine, not me, not even alowly mess cook of the Seventh.’

'| shal convey these words and sentimentsto the High Fist.’

'No doubt. Y ou may go now.'

Rel's jaw dropped. 'Go?

'We are done with you. Leave.'

In silence they watched the priest depart. As soon as the doors closed Duiker turned to Coltaine.
"That may not have been wise, Fist.'

Coltaine's eyes |ooked deepy. 'Bult spoke, not |.'

Duiker glanced at the veteran. The scarred Wickan was grinning.

"Tell me of Pormqud,’ Coltaine said. 'Y ou have met him?

The historian swung back to the Fist. 'l have.'

'Does he govern well?

'‘Asfar as| have been able to determine,’ Duiker said, 'he does not govern at all. Mogt edicts are
issued by the man you -Bult - just expelled from this council. There are ahogt of others behind the
curtain, mostly nobleborn wedthy merchants. They are the ones primarily responsible for the cutsin duty
taxation on imported goods, and the corresponding increasesin locd taxes on production and
exports—with exemptions, of course, in whatever export they themsalves are engaged in. The Imperia
occupation is managed by Maazan merchants, a situation unchanged since Pormqual assumed thetitle of
High Figt four yearsago.’

Bult asked, "Who was High Fist before him?

‘Cartheron Crust, who drowned one night in Aren Harbour.'

Kulp snorted. 'Crust could swim drunk through a hurricane, but then he went and drowned just like
his brother Urko. Neither body was ever found, of course.’

'Meaning?

Kulp grinned at Bult, but said nothing.

‘Both Crust and Urko were the Emperor's men,’ Duiker explained. ‘It seemsthey shared the same
fate as most of Kellanved's companions, including Toe the Elder and Ameron. None of their bodies
were ever found, ether.' The historian shrugged. 'Old history now. Forbidden history, in fact.'

'Y ou assume they were murdered at Laseen’'s command,’ Bult said, baring his jagged teeth. 'But
imagine a circumstance where the Empresss most able commanderssmply ... disgppeared. Leaving her
isolated, desperate for able people. Y ou forget, Historian, that before L aseen became Empress, she was
close companions with Crust, Urko, Ameron, Dassem and the others. Imagine her now aone, dill feding
the wounds of abandonment.’

'‘And her murder of the other close companions - Kellanved and Dancer - was not something she
imagined would affect her friendship with those commanders? Duiker shook his head, aware of the
bitternessin hisvoice. They were my companions, too.

'Some errorsin judgement can never be undone,’ Bult said. 'The Emperor and Dancer were able
conquerors, but werethey ablerulers?

"WEll never know," Duiker snapped.

The Wickan's sigh was almost a snort. 'No, but if there was one person close to the throne capabl e of
seeing what was to come, it was Laseen.’

Coltaine spat on the floor once again. That isdl to say on the matter, Historian. Record the words
that have been uttered here, if you do not find them too sour ataste.' He glanced over at asilent Sormo
E'nath, frowning as he studied hiswarlock.

‘Evenif | choked on them,’ Duiker replied, ‘| would recount them nonetheless. | could not call mysdlf
ahigorian if it were otherwise!'

'Very wdll, then.' The Fist's gaze remained on Sormo E'nath. Tell me, Historian, what hold does
Madlick Rdl have over Pormqua?

I wish | knew, Fist.'



'Find out.’

'Y ou are asking me to become aspy.'

Coltaine turned to him with afaint smile. 'And what were you in the trader's tent, Duiker?

Duiker grimaced. 'l would haveto go to Aren. | do not think Mdlick Rel would welcome meto inner
councilsany more. Not after witnessing his humiliation here. Infact, | warrant he has marked measan
enemy now, and his enemies have ahabit of disappearing.’

'I shall not disappear,’ Coltaine said. He stepped closer, reached out and gripped the historian's
shoulder. 'We shd| disregard Mdllick Rel, then. Y ou will be attached to my staff.’

'‘Asyou command, Figt,' Duiker said.

This council isended.' Coltaine spun to hiswarlock. 'Sormo, you shal recount for methis morning's
adventure... later.'

The warlock bowed.

Duiker retrieved his cloak and, followed by Kulp, left the chamber. Asthe doors closed behind them,
the historian plucked at the cadre mage's deeve. ‘A word with you. In private.'

'My thoughts exactly, Kulp replied.

They found aroom further down the hallway, cluttered with broken furniture but otherwise
unoccupied. Kulp shut and locked the door, then faced Duiker, his eyes savage. 'He's not aman at
al—hésan anima and he seesthingslike an animd. And Bult - Bult reads his master's snarling and
raised hackles and putsit al into words—I've never heard such atalkative Wickan as that mangled old
man.'

'Evidently,' Duiker said dryly, 'Coltaine had alot to say.'

'l suspect even now the priest of Mael is planning hisrevenge.’

'‘Aye. But it was Bult's defence of the Empressthat shook me.!’

'Do you countenance his argument?

Duiker sghed. 'That she regrets her actions and now fedls, in full, the solitude of power? Possibly.
Interesting, but itsrelevanceislong past.’

'Has Laseen confided in these Wickan savages, do you think?

‘Coltaine was summoned to an audience with the Empress, and I'd guess that Bult is as much as sewn
to hismaster's side -but what occurred between them in Laseen's private chambers remains unknown.'
The historian shrugged. They were prepared for Mallick Rel, that much seems clear. And you, Kulp,
what of thisyoung warlock?

"Y oung? The cadre mage scowled. That boy hasthe auraof an ancient man. | could smell on him the
ritua drinking of mare's blood, and that ritua marks awarlock's Time of Iron - hislast few years of life,
the greatest flowering of his power. Did you see him? Hefired adart a the priest, then stood silent,
watching its effect.

'Yet you clamedit wasdl alie'

'No need to let Sormo know how sengitive my noseis, and I'll continue tregting him asif hewasa
boy, animpostor. If I'm lucky hell ignoreme:’

Duiker hesitated. The air in the room was stale, tasting of dust when he drew breath. 'Kulp," hefinaly
sad.

'Aye, Higtorian, what do you ask of me?

'It has nothing to do with Coltaine, or Malick Rel or Sormo E'nath. | require your assistance.'

'Inwhat?

'l wish to free a prisoner.’

The cadre mage's brows rose. 'In Hissar's gaol ? Historian, | have no clout with the Hissar Guard—

'No, not in the city gaol. Thisisaprisoner of the Empire.”

'‘Whereisthis prisoner kept?

'Hewas sold into davery, Kulp. HE'sin the Otataral mines!’

The cadre mage stared. 'Hood's breath, Duiker, you're asking the help of a mage?. You imaginel
would willingly go anywhere near those mines? Otataral destroys sorcery, drives mages insane—'

'No closer than adory off theidand's coast,’ Duiker cut in. 'l promise that, Kulp.'



"To collect the prisoner, and then what, rowing like afiend with aDosli war galley in hot pursuit?

Duiker grinned. 'Something like that.'

Kulp glanced at the closed door, then studied the wreckage in the room asif he had not noticed it
before. 'What chamber wasthis?

'Fist Torlom's office,' Duiker answered. 'Where the Dryjhnii assassin found her that night.’

Kulp dowly nodded. ‘And was our choosing it an accident?

'l certainly hope so.'

'Sodo I, Historian.'

'Will you help me?

Thisprisoner... who?

"Heboric Light Touch.'

Kulp dowly nodded asecond time. 'Let methink on it, Duiker.*

'May | ask what gives you pause?

Kulp scowled. Thethought of another traitorous historian loose in the world, what else?

The Holy City of Ehrlitan was acity of white stone, rising from the harbour to surround and engulf a
vad, flat-topped hill known as Jen'rahb. It was believed that one of theworld's first cities was buried
within Jen'rahb, and that in the compacted rubble waited the Throne of the Seven Protectors which
legend held was not athrone a dl, but a chamber housing aring of seven raised daises, each sanctified
by one of the Ascendants who set out to found Seven Cities. Ehrlitan was athousand years old, but
Jen'rahb the ancient city, now ahill of crushed stone, was believed to be nine timesthat.

An early Falah'd of Ehrlitan had begun extensive and ambitious building on the flat top of Jen'rahb, to
honour the city buried benegth the streets. The quarries dong the north coast were gutted, whole hillsides
carved out, the ten-tonne white blocks of marble dressed and transported by ship to Ehrlitan's harbour,
then pulled through the lower districtsto the ramps leading to the hill's summit. Temples, estates, gardens,
domes, towers and the Falah'd palace rose like the gems of avirgin crown on Jen'rahb.

Three years after the last block had been nudged into place, the ancient buried city... shrugged.
Subterranean archways collgpsed benesth the immense strains of the Falah'd Crown, wallsfolded,
foundation stones did sidewaysinto streets packed solid with dust. Benesath the surface the dust behaved
like water, racing down streets and dleys, into gaping doorways, beneath floors—all unseenin the
unrelieved darkness of Jen'rahb. On the surface, on abright dawn marking an anniversary of the Falah'd
rule, the Crown sagged, towers toppled, domes split in clouds of white marble dust, and the palace
dropped unevenly, in some places no more than afew fest, in others over twenty arm-spans down into
flowing riversof dust.

Observersin the Lower City described the event. It was asif agiant invisible hand had reached down
to the Crown, closing to gether in every building, crushing them al while pushing down into the hill. The
cloud of dust that rose turned the sun into a copper disc for days afterwards.

Over thirty thousand people died that day, including the Falah'd himsdlf, and of the three thousand
who dwelt and worked within the Palace, but one survived: ayoung cook's helper who was convinced
that the beaker he had dropped on the floor amoment before the earthquake was to blame for the entire
catastrophe. Driven mad with guilt, he stabbed himsalf in the heart while standing in the Lower City's
Merykra Round, his blood flowing down to drench the paving stones where Fiddler now stood.

His blue eyes narrowed, the sapper watched atroop of Red Swords ride hard through a scattering
crowd on the other side of the Round.

Swathed in thin bleached linen robes, the hood pulled up and over his head in the manner of a Ord
tribesman, he stood motionless on the sacred paving stone with its faded commemorative script,
wondering if the rapid thumping of his heart was loud enough to be heard by the crowds moving
nervoudy around him. He cursed himsdlf for risking awander through the ancient city, then he cursed
Kaam for delaying their departure until hed managed to make contact with one of hisold agentsin the
city.

'Meza'ebdin!" avoice near him hissed.

Malayan lapdogs was an accurate enough trandation. The Red Swords were born of Seven Cities,



yet avowed absolute loydty to the Empress. Rare - if at the moment unwelcome -pragmatistsin aland of
fanatica dreamers, the Red Swords had just begun an independent crackdown on the followers of
Dryjhnain ther typical fashion: with sword edge and lance.

Half adozen victims lay unmoving on the bleached stones of the Round, amidst scattered baskets,
bundles of cloth, and food. Two smdll girls crouched beside awoman's body near the dried-up fountain.
Sprays of blood decorated nearby walls. From afew streets away the darms of the Ehrlitan Guard were
ringing, the city's Fist having just been informed that the Red Swords were once again defying hisinept
rule

The savage riders continued their impromptu, indiscriminate daughter up amain avenue leading off
from the Round, and were soon out of sight. Beggars and thieves swooped in on the felled bodies, even
astheair filled with wailing voices. A hunchbacked pimp gathered up the two girls and hobbled out of
sght up an dleyway.

A few minutes earlier Fiddler had come near to having his skull split wide open upon entering the
Round and finding himsdlf in the path of acharging Red Sword. His soldier's experience launched him
across the horse's path, forcing the warrior to swing his blade to his shield side, and afina duck beneath
the swishing sword took the sapper past and out of reach. The Red Sword had not bothered pursuing
him, turning instead to behead the next hapless citizen, awoman desperately dragging two children from
the horse's path.

Fiddler shook himsdlf, bresthing a silent curse. Pushing through the jostling crowd, he made for the
aley the pimp had used. Thetdl, leaning buildingsto either side shrouded the narrow passage in shadow.
Rotting food and something deed filled the air with athick stench. There was no-onein sght as Fiddler
cautioudy padded dong. He came to aside track between two high walls, barely wide enough for amule
and shin-deep in dry palm leaves. Behind each high wall was a garden, thetall palm trees entwining their
fronds like aroof twenty feet overhead. Thirty paces on the passage came to adead end, and there
crouched the pimp, one knee holding down the youngest girl while he pressed the other girl againgt the
wall, fumbling a her leggings.

The pimp's head turned at the sound of Fiddler striding through the dried leaves. He had the white
skin of a Skrae and showed blackened teeth in aknowing grin. 'Ord, she'syoursfor ahaf jakata, once
I've broken her skin. The other will cost you more, being younger.'

Fiddler stepped up to the man. 'l buy,’ he said. '"Make wives. Two jakatas.'

The pimp snorted. 'I'll make twice that in aweek. Sixteen jakatas.’

Fiddler drew the Oral long-knife hed purchased an hour earlier and pressed the edge against the
pimp'sthroat. Two jakatas and my mercy, Smhard.’

'‘Done, Ord,’ the pimp grated, eyes wide. '‘Done, by the Hooded One!'

Fiddler drew two coins from his belt and tossed them into the leaves. Then he stepped back. 'l take
them now.’

The smhara fell to hisknees, scrabbling through the dried fronds. Take them, Ordl, take them.’

Fiddler grunted, sheathing the knife and gathering one girl under each arm. Turning his back on the
pimp, he walked out of the dley. Thelikdihood that the man would attempt any treachery was virtudly
nonexistent. Gra tribesmen often begged for insultsto give cause for their favourite activity: pursuing
vendettas. And it was reputedly impossible to sneak up on one from behind, so none dared try. For dl
that, Fiddler was thankful for the thick carpet of leaves between him and the pimp.

He exited the dleyway. Thegirlshung like oversized dallsin hisarms, still numbed with shock. He
glanced down at the face of the older one. Nine, maybe ten years of age, she stared up at him with wide,
dark eyes. 'Safe now,' he said. 'If | set you down, can you walk? Can you show me where you live?

After along moment, she nodded.

They had reached one of the tortuous tracks that passed for a street in the Lower City. Fiddler set the
girl down, cradling the other in the crook of hisarm - she seemed to have fallen adeep. The older child
immediately grasped hisrobes to keep from being pushed away by the jostling crowd, then began tugging
him dong.

'Home? Fiddler asked.



'Home,' shereplied.

Ten minutes | ater they passed beyond the market district and entered a quieter residentia area, the
dwellings modest but clean. The girl guided Fiddler towards a side street. As soon asthey reached i,
children appeared, shouting and rushing to gather around them. A moment later three armed men burst
from agarden gate. They confronted Fiddler with tulwars raised asthe crowd of children dispersed on dll
sdes, suddenly slent and watchful.

‘Naha Gral,' Fiddler growled. The woman fell to aRed Sword. A smhara took these two. | bought
them. Unbroken. Three jakatas.’

"Two, corrected one of the men, spitting on the cobbles at Fiddler'sfeet. 'We found the smhara.’

"Two to buy. One more to ddliver. Unbroken. Three.' Fiddler gave them ahard grin. 'Fair price,
cheap for Gral honour. Cheagp for Gral protection.’

A fourth man spoke from behind Fiddler. 'Pay the Grd, you fools. A hundred gold jakatas would not
be too much. The nurse and the children were under your protection, yet you fled when the Red Swords
came. If this Gral had not come upon the children and purchased them, they would now be broken. Pay
the coin, and bless this Grd with the Queen of Dreams

favour, bless him and hisfamily for al time." The man dowly stepped around. He wore the armour of
aprivate guard, with a captain'sinsgnia. Hislean face was scarred with the hatched symbol of aveteran
of Y'ghatan and on the backs of his hands were the pitted tracks of incendiary scars. His hard eyesheld
Fiddler's.'l ask for your trader name, Gral, so that we may honour you in our prayers.

Fiddler hesitated, then gave the captain his true name, the name he had been born with, long ago.

The man frowned upon hearing it, but made no comment.

One of the guards approached with coinsin hand. Fiddler offered the deeping child to the captain. ‘It
iswrong that she deeps,’ he said.

The grizzled veteran received the child with gentle care. 'We shall have the House Hedler attend to
her.’

Fiddler glanced around. Clearly the children belonged to arich, powerful family, yet the abodes within
sght weredl rdatively smdl, the homes of minor merchants and craftworkers.

'Will you share amed with us, Gral? the captain asked. 'The children's grandfather will wish to see
you.'

Curious, Fiddler nodded. The captain led him to alow postern gate in agarden wall. Thethree
guardsmen moved ahead to open it. The young girl wasthefirg through.

The gate opened into a surprisingly spacious garden, the air cool and damp with the breath of an
unseen stream trickling through the lush undergrowth. Old fruit and nut trees canopied the stone-lined
path. On the other side rose ahigh wall constructed entirely of murky glass. Rainbow patterns glistened
on the panes, beaded with moisture and mottled with mineral stains. Fiddler had never before seen so
much glassin one place. A lone door was set in thewall, made of bleached linen stretched over athin
iron frame. Before it stood an old man dressed in awrinkled orange robe. The deep, rich ochre of
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his skin was set off by ashock of white hair. The girl ran up to embrace the man. His amber eyes held
deadily on Fiddler.

The sapper dropped to one knee. 'l beg your blessing, Spiritwalker," he said in his harshest Oral
accent.

The Tano priest's laughter was like blowing sand. 'l cannot bless what you are not, sir,' he said
quietly. 'But please, join me and Captain Turgain aprivate repast. | trust these guardianswill prove
eager to regain their courage in taking care of the children, here within the garden's confines. Helaid a
wegthered hand on the deeping child'sforehead. 'Sdld protects hersalf in her own way. Captain, tell the
Heder she must be drawn back to thisworld, gently.'

The captain handed the child over to one of the guards. 'Y ou heard the Master. Quickly now.’

Both children were taken through the linen door. Gesturing, the Tano Spiritwalker led Fiddler and
Turgato the same door at a more sedate pace.

Inside the glass-walled room squatted alow iron table with shin-high hide-bound chairs around it. On



the table were bowls holding fruit and chilled meats stained red with spices. A crysta carafe of pae
yelow wine had been unstoppered and |eft to air. At the carafe's base the wine's sediment was two
fingersthick: desert flower buds and the carcasses of white honey bees. The wine's cool sweet scent
permeated the chamber.

Theinner door was solid wood, set in amarblewall. Smal acoves set within that wall held lit candles
displaying flames of assorted colours. Their flickering reflections danced hypnoticaly on the facing glass.

The priest sat down and indicated the other chairs. 'Please be seated. | am surprised that a Malazan
oy would s0 jeopardize his disguise by saving thelives of two Ehrl children. Do you now seek to glean
vauable information from afamily overwhelmed by gratitude?

Fiddler drew his hood back, sghing. 'l am Malazan, he acknowledged. '‘But not aspy. | am disguised
to avoid discovery... by Maazans'

The old priest poured the wine and handed the sapper agoblet. 'Y ou are asoldier.

'l am.’

‘A deserter?

Fiddler winced. 'Not by choice. The Empress saw fit to outlaw my regiment.’ He sipped the flowery
Sweet wine.

Captain Turga hissed. ‘A Bridgeburner. A soldier of Onearm's Host.'

'You arewd | informed, Sir.'

The Tano Spiritwalker gestured towards the bowls. 'Please. If, after so many years of war, you are
seeking a place of peace, you have made agrave error in coming to Seven Cities!'

'So | gathered,’ Fiddler said, helping himself to some fruit. "Which iswhy | am hoping to book
passage to Quon Tali as soon as possible!

"The Kansu Fleet has|eft Ehrlitan,’ the captain said. 'Few are the trader ships setting forth on oceanic
voyages these days. High taxes—

'And the prospect of richesthat will comewith acivil war, Fiddler said, nodding. Thus, it must be
overland, at least down to Aren.'

'Unwise,' the old priest said.

I know.'

But the Tano Spiritwaker was shaking his head. 'Not smply the coming war. To travel to Aren, you
must cross the Pan'potsun Odhan, skirting the Holy Desert Raraku. From Raraku the whirlwind of the
Apocaypsewill comeforth. And more, there will be a convergence.'

Fiddler's eyes narrowed. The Soletaken dhenrabi . 'Asin adrawing-together of Ascendant powers?

‘Just s0.'

'What will draw them?

'A gate. The Prophecy of the Path of Hands. Soletaken and D'ivers. A gate promising... something.
They are drawn as mothsto aflame!

"Why would shapeshifters have any interest in awarren's gate? They are hardly a brotherhood, nor
arethey users of sorcery, at least not in any sophisticated sense!’

'Surprising depth of knowledge for asoldier.’

Fiddler scowled. 'Soldiers are dways underestimated,’ he said. 'I've not spent fifteen yearsfighting
Imperid warswith my eyes closed. The Emperor clashed with both Treach and Ryllandaras outside Li
Heng. | wasthere!

The Tano Spiritwalker bowed his head in gpology. 'l have no answersto your questions, he said
quietly. 'Indeed, | do not think even the Soletaken and D'ivers are fully aware of what they seek. Like
salmon returning to the waters where they were born, they act on ingtinct, aviscera yearning and a
promise only sensed.' He folded his hands together. 'There is no unification among shapeshifters. Each
stands done. This Path of Hands -' he hesitated, then continued - 'is perhaps a means to Ascendancy -
for thevictor."

Fiddler drew adow, unsteady breath. 'Ascendancy means power. Power means control." He met the
Spiritwaker'stawny eyes. 'Should one shapeshifter attain Ascendancy—'

'Domination of itsown kind, yes. Such an event would have... repercussions. In any casg, friend, the



wastelands could never be called safe, but the months to come shall turn the Odhan into a place of
savage horror, thismuch | know with certainty.'

Thank you for thewarning.'

"Yet it shal not deter you.'

'l am afraid not.'

‘Then it befalls me to offer you some protection for your journey. Captain, if you would be so kind?

The veteran rose and departed.

'An outlawed soldier,' the old priest said after amoment, ‘who will risk hislifeto return to the heart of
the Empire that has sentenced him to death. The need must be great.’

Fiddler shrugged.

"The Bridgeburners are remembered here in Seven Cities. A namethat is cursed, yet admired dl the
same. Y ou were honourable soldiersfighting in adishonourable war. It is said the regiment was honed in
the heat and scorched rock of the Holy Desert Raraku, in pursuit of a Falah'd company of wizards. That
isastory | would liketo hear sometime, so that it may be shaped into song."

Fiddler's eyeswidened. A Spiritwaker's sorcery was sung, no other rituals were required. Although
devoted to peace, the power in a Tano song was said to be immense. The sapper wondered what such a
creation would do to the Bridgeburners.

The Tano Spiritwalker seemed to understand the question, for he smiled. 'Such a song has never
before been attempted. Thereisin a Tano song the potentia for Ascendancy, but can an entire regiment
ascend? Truly aquestion deserving an answer.'

Fiddler sghed. 'Had | thetime, | would give you that story.'

It would take but a moment.’

'What do you mean?

The old priest raised along-fingered, wrinkled hand. 'If you were to let me touch you, | would know
your higory.’

The sapper recoiled.

'Ah," the Tano Spiritwalker sighed, 'you fear | would be careless with your secrets!

"1 fear that your possessing them would endanger your life. Nor are dl of my memories honourable.’

The old man tilted his head back and laughed. 'If they were dl honourable, friend, you would be more
deserving of thisrobethan 1. Forgive me my bold request, then.'

Captain Turgareturned, carrying asmall chest of weathered wood the colour of sand. He set it down
on the table before his master, who raised the lid and reached inside. 'Raraku was once asea,’ the Tano
said. He withdrew a bleached white conch shell. 'Such remnants can be found in the Holy Desert,
provided you know the location of the ancient shores. In addition to the memory song contained withiniit,
of that inland sea, other songs have been invested.' He glanced up, meeting Fiddler's eyes. 'My own
songs of power. Please accept this gift, in gratitude for saving the lives and honour of my granddaughters:”

Fiddler bowed asthe old priest set the conch shdll into his hands. Thank you, Tano Spiritwalker.

Y our gift offers protection, then?

'Of asort,’ the priest said, smiling. After amoment he rose from his seet. "We shal not keep you any
longer, Bridgeburner.

Fiddler quickly stood.

'Captain Turgawill seeyou out.' He stepped close and laid a hand on Fiddler's shoulder. 'Kimloc
Spiritwalker thanks you.'

The conch shell in his hands, the sapper was ushered from the priest's presence. Outside in the garden
the water-cooled air plucked at the sweat on Fiddler's brow. 'Kimloc, he muttered under his breath.

Turga grunted beside him as they walked the path to the back gate. 'Hisfirst guest in eleven years. Do
you comprehend the honour bestowed upon you, Bridgeburner?

'Clearly,' Fiddler said dryly, 'he values his granddaughters. Eleven years, you say? Then hislast guest
would have been...'

'High Fist Dujek Onearm, of the Maazan Empire.’

'Negotiating the peaceful surrender of Karakarang, the Holy City of the Tano cult. Kimloc claimed he



could destroy the Maazan armies. Utterly. Y et he capitulated and his name is now legendary for empty
threats.’

Turga snorted. 'He opened the gates of his city because he values life above dl things. He took the
measure of your

Empire and redlized that the death of thousands meant nothing to it. Maaz would have what it
desired, and what it desired was Karakarang.'

Fiddler grimaced. With heavy sarcasm he said, ‘And if that meant bringing the T'lan Imassto the Holy
City - to do to it what they did to Aren - then we would have done just that. | doubt even Kimloc's
sorcery could hold back the T'lan Imass!'

They stood at the gate. Turgaswung it open, old painin hisdark eyes. '‘Asdid Kimloc,' he said. 'The
daughter at Aren revedled the Empire's madness—'

'What happened during the Aren Rebellion was amistake,’ Fiddler snapped. ‘'No command was ever
giventothelLogros T'lan Imass!

Turgasonly reply was a sour, bitter grin as he gestured to the street beyond. 'Go in peace,
Bridgeburner.’

Irritated, Fiddler left.

Moby squedled in ddlight, launching itself acrossthe narrow room to collide with Fiddler'schestina
frenzied flgp of wingsand clutching limbs. Swearing and pushing the familiar away asit attempted a
throat-crushing embrace, the sapper crossed the threshold, closing the door behind him.

'| was gtarting to get worried,” Kalam rumbled from the shadowsfilling the room'sfar end.

'Got distracted,’ Fiddler said.

Trouble?

He shrugged, stripping off his outer cloak to revea the leather-bound chain surcoat beneath. 'Where
arethe others?

'Inthe garden,' Kalam replied wryly.

On hisway over Fiddler stopped by his backpack. He crouched and set the Tano shell inside,
pushing it into the bundle of a gpare shirt.

Kalam poured him ajug of watered wine as the sapper joined him at the small table, then refilled his
own. 'Wdl|?

'A cusser in an eggshell,’ Fiddler said, drinking deep before continuing. 'The walls are crowded with
symbols. I'd guess no more than aweek, then the streetsrun red.’

'We've horses, mules and supplies. We should be nearing the Odhan by then. Safer out there.'

Fiddler eyed his companion. Kdam's dark, bearish face glistened in the faint daylight from the
cloth-covered window. A brace of knivesrested on the pitted tabletop in front of the n, a
whetstone beside them. 'Maybe. Maybe not.'

"The hands on the walls?'

Fiddler grunted. 'Y ou noticed them.'

'Symbols of insurrection aplenty, meeting places announced, rituasto Dryjhnaadvertised - | can read
al of that aswell asany other native. But those unhuman hand-prints are something else entirdly.’ Kadam
leaned forward, picking up aknifein each hand. Heidly crossed the blued blades. They seem to indicate
adirection. South.”

Tan'potsun Odhan,’ Fiddler said. 'It's a convergence.’

The assassin went till, his dark eyes on the blades crossed before him. That's not arumour I've
heard yet."

It'sKimloc'sbelief.

'Kimloc!" Kalam cursed. 'He'sin the city?

'‘Soit'ssaid." Fiddler took another mouthful of wine. Telling the assassin of his adventures - and his
mesting with the Spiritwalker - would send Kaam out through the door. And Kimloc to Hood's Gates.
Kimloc, his family, his guards. Everyone. The man stting across from him would take no chances.
Another gift to you, Kimloc... my silence.

Footsteps sounded in the back hallway and amoment later Crokus appeared. 'It'sas dark as a cave



in here," he complained.

'‘Where's Apsdar? Fiddler demanded.

'In the garden - where else? the Daru thief snapped back.

The sapper subsided. Remnants of hisold unease il clung to him. When she was out of sight,
trouble would come fromiit.

When she was out of sight you watched your back. It was ill hard to accept that the girl wasno
longer what sheld been. Besides, if the Patron of Assassns chose once more to possess her, the first
warning we'd get would be a knife blade across the throat. He kneaded the taut muscles of his neck,
sghing.

Crokus dragged a chair to the table, dropped into it and reached for the wine. 'We'retired of waiting,’
he pronounced. 'If we haveto crossthis damned land, then let'sdo it. There's a steaming pile of rubbish
behind the garden wall, clogging up the sewage gutter. Crawling with rats. The air's hot and so thick with
fliesyou can barely breathe. Well catch aplague if we stay here much longer.'

‘Let'shope it's the bluetongue, then,’ Kdlam said.

'‘What's that?

'Y our tongue swells up and turns blue," Fiddler explained.

"What's so good about that?

"You can't talk.'

The stars bristled overhead, the moon yet to rise as Kalam made hisway towards Jen'rahb. The old
ramps climbed to the hill's summit like a giant's stairs, gap-toothed where the chiselled blocks of stone
had been removed for usein other parts of Ehrlitan. Tangled scrub filled the gaps, long, wiry roots
anchored deep in the dope'sfill.

The n scrambled lithely over the rubble, staying low so that he would make little outline against
the sky, should anyone glance up from the Streets below. The city was qui€t, its Slence unnaturd. The
few patrols of Maazan soldiery found themsaves virtualy aone, asif assgned to guard anecropalis, the
haunt of ghosts and scant el se. Their unease had made them loud asthey waked the dleysand Kaam
had been able to avoid them with little effort.

He reached the crest, dipping in between two large limestone blocks that had once formed part of the
summit's outer wall. He paused, breathing deep the dusty night air, and |ooked down on the streets of
Ehrlitan. The Fist's Keep, once the home of the city's Holy Falah'd, rose dark and misshapen above a
well-lit compound, like a clenched hand rising from abed of cods. Y et within that stone edificethe
military governor of the Maazan Empire cowered, shutting his ears to the heated warnings of the Red
Blades and whatever Malazan spies and sympathizers had not yet been driven out or murdered. The
entire occupying regiment was holed up in the Keep's own barracks, having been called in from the
outlying garrison forts strategically placed around Ehrlitan's circumference. The Keep could not
accommodate such numbers - the well was aready foul, and soldiers dept on the bailey's flagstones
under the tar's. In the harbour two ancient Falari triremes were moored-off the Maazan mole and alone
undermanned company of marines held the Imperial Docks. The Maazans were under siege with not a
hand yet raised against them.

Kaam found within himsalf conflicting loydties. By birth he was among the occupied, but he had by
choice fought under the standards of the Empire. Held fought for Emperor Kellanved. And Dassem
Ultor, and Whiskeyjack, and Dujek Onearm. But not Laseen. Betrayal cut those bonds long ago.
The Emperor would have cut the heart out of thisrebelion with itsfirst beat. A short but unremitting
bloodbath, followed by along peace. But Laseen had left the old wounds to fester, and what was coming
would slence Hood himsdif.

Kaam swung back from the hill's crest. The landscape before him was a tumbled maze of shattered
limestone and bricks, sinkholes and knotted shrubs. Clouds of insects hovered over black pools. Bats
and rhizan darted among them.

Near the centre rose thefirst three levels of atower, tilted with roots snaking down from a
drought-twisted tree on itstop. The maw of adoorway wasvisble & its base.

Kaam studied it for atime, then finaly approached. He was ten paces from the opening when he saw



anicker of light within. The nwithdrew aknife, tapped the pommel twice againgt ablock, then
crossed to the doorway. A voice from its darkness stopped him.

'No closer, Kalam Mekhar.'

Kalam spat loudly. 'Méebra, you think | don't recognize your voice? Vile rhizan like you never wander
far from their nest, which iswhat made you so easy to find, and following you here was even easier.’

'l have important business to attend to," Mebra growled. "Why have you returned? What do you want
of me? My debt was with the Bridgeburners, but they are no more.’

"Y our debt waswith me,' Kalam said.

'And when the next Maazan dog with the Sigil of aburning bridge finds me, he can claim the debt as
well? And the next, and the next after that? Oh no, Kal—

The nwas & the doorway before Mebrarealized it, lunging into the darkness, a hand flashing
out unerringly to grip the spy by the throat. The man squawked, dragged from his feet as Kaam lifted him
and threw him againgt awall. The assassin held him there, aknife point pricking the hollow above his
breastbone. Something the spy had been clutching to his chest fell, dipping between them to thud heavily
at their feet. Kalam did not spare it aglance; his eyes fixed on Mebras own.

‘The debt,’ he said.

'Mebrais an honourable man,’ the spy gasped. 'Pays every debt! Paysyours!'

Kaam grinned. 'The hand you've just closed on that dagger at your belt had best remain whereit is,
Mebra. | seedl that you plan. Therein your eyes. Now look into mine. What do you see?

Mebra's breath quickened. Swest trickled down hisbrow. 'Mercy,' he said.

Kaam'sbrowsrose. 'A fatd misreading—'

'No, no! | ask for mercy, Kalam! In your eyes| see only desth! Mebras desth! | shall repay the
debt, my old friend. | know much, al that the Fist needsto know! | can ddiver Ehrlitan into his hands—
'No doubt,' Kalam said, releasing his grip on the man's throat and stepping back. Mebradid down

thewall into afeeble crouch. 'But leave the Fist to hisfate.'

The spy looked up, in his eyes asudden cunning. Y ou are outlawed. With no wish to return to the
Malazan fold. Y ou are Seven Cities once again! Kalam, may the Seven blessyou!'

'l need the signs, Mebra. Safe passage through the Odhan.’

'Y ou know them—

"The symbols have bred. | know the old ones, and those will get mekilled by thefirgt tribe that finds
me’

'Passage is yours with but one symbol, Kalam. Across the breadth of Seven Cities, | sweer it.'

The n stepped back. 'What isit?

'Y ou are Dryjhnas child, asoldier of the Apocaypse. Make the whirlwind gesture—do you recall it?

Suspicious, Kalam dowly nodded. 'Y et | have seen so many more, so many new symbols. What of
them?

'‘Amidst the cloud of locuststhereisbut one, Mebra said. 'How best to keep the Red Blades blind?
Please, Kalam, you must go. | have repaid the debat...!

'If you have betrayed me, Adagphon Ben Ddlat shal know of it. Tell me, could you escape Quick
Ben with hiswarrens unveiled?

Mute, his face pale as the moonlight, Mebra shook his head.

Thewhirlwind.'

'Yes, | swear by the Seven.'

'Do not move,” Kalam commanded. One hand on the long-knife at his blt, the n stepped
forward, crouched and collected the object that Mebra had dropped earlier. He heard the spy's breath
catch and smiled. 'Perhaps| will take thiswith me, as guarantee.’

‘Please, Kdam—

'Slence.’ The n found himsalf holding a mudin-wrapped book. He pulled the dirt-stained cloth
away. 'Hood's breath!" he whispered. 'From the High Fist's vaults at Aren... into the hands of an Ehrll
spy.' Helooked up and met Mebra's eyes. 'Does Pormqua know of the theft of that whichisto unleash

the Apocalypse?



The little man grinned, displaying arow of sharp silver-capped teeth. Thefool could have hissilk
pillow stolen from under him and would not know it. Y ou see, Kdam, if you take this as guarantee, every
warrior of the Apocalypse will be hunting you. The Holy Book of Dryjhnahas been freed and must
return to Raraku, where the Seeress—

'Will raise the Whirlwind, Kalam finished. The ancient tomefelt heavy asadab of granitein his
hands. Its bhederin-hide binding was stained and scarred, the lambskin pages within smelling of lanolin
and bloodberry ink. And on those pages... words of madness, and in the Holy Desert waits Sha'ik,
the Seeress, therebellion’'s promised leader . .. You shdll tell methe final secret, Mebra, the onethe
carrier of this Book must know.*

The spy's eyes widened with darm. This cannot be your hostage, Kalam! Take mein its stead, | beg
you!'

'| shdl deliver it into the Holy Desert Raraku,’ Kdam said. 'Into Shaik's own hands, and this shall
purchase my passage, Mebra. And should | detect any treachery, should | see any single soldier of the
Apocaypse on my trail, the Book is destroyed. Do you understand me?

Mebra blinked sweat from his eyes, then jerked anod. "Y ou must ride a stalion the colour of sand,
your bloods blended. Y ou must wear atelaba of red. Each night you must face your trail, on your knees,
and unwrap the Book and call upon

Dryjhna- that, and no more, not another word, for the Whirlwind goddess shall hear and obey - and
al sgnsof your trail shall be obliterated. Y ou must wait an hour in silence, then wrap the Book once
again. It must never be exposed to sunlight, for the time of the Book's awakening belongsto Shaik. |
shdl now repest those ingtructions—

'No need,” Kalam growled.

'Areyou truly an outlaw?

'Isthis not proof enough?

‘Ddiver into Shaik's hands the Book of Dryjhna, and your name shdl be sung to the heavensfor al
time, Kalam. Betray the cause, and your name shall ride spit into the dust.’

The n shrouded the Book once more in its mudin wrap, then tucked it into the folds of his
tunic. 'Our words are done.’

'Blessings of the Seven, Kaam Mekhar.'

With agrunt hisonly reply, Kalam moved to the doorway, pausing to scan outside. Seeing no-one
under the moonlight, he dipped through the opening.

Still crouched against the wall, Mebrawatched the nleave. He strained to hear telltale sounds
of Kalam crossing the rocks, bricks and rubble, but heard nothing. The spy wiped sweet from his brow,
tilted his head back against the cool stone and closed his eyes.

A few minutes later he heard the rustle of armour at the tower's entrance. 'Y ou saw him? Mebra
asked, eyes il shut.

A low voice rumbled in reply. 'Logtarafollows him. He has the Book?

Mebra's thin mouth widened in asmile. 'Not the visitor | anticipated. Oh no, | could never have
imagined such afortuitous guest. That was Kdam Mekhar.

"The Bridgebumer? Kiss of Hood, Mebra, had | known, we would have cut him down before held
taken a step from thistower.

'Had you tried,” Mebra said, 'you and Arat and L ostarawould now be feeding your blood to
Jen'rahb'sthirsty roots!'

The large warrior barked alaugh, stepping insgde. Behind him, as the spy had guessed, loomed Aralt
Arpat, guarding the entrance, tall and wide enough to block most of the moonlight.

Tene Bardtarested his gauntleted hands on the sword pommels on either side of his hips. 'What of
the man you first approached?

Mebrasighed. 'As| told you, wewould likely have needed a dozen nights such asthis one. The man
took fright and is probably halfway to G'danisban by now. He... reconsidered, as any reasonable man
would.' The spy roseto hisfeet, brushing the dust from histelaba. 'l cannot believe our luck, Baralta—

Tene Bardtals mailed hand was ablur asit flashed out and struck Mebra, the spurred links raking



deep gashes across the man's face. Blood spattered the wall. The spy reeled back, handsto historn
fece.

'You aretoo familiar, Baraltasaid camly. 'Y ou have prepared Kalam, | take it? The proper...
indructions?

Mebra spat blood, then nodded. 'Y ou shdl be ableto trail him unerringly, Commander.'

'All the way to Shaik's camp?

'Yes. But | beg you, be careful, gr. If Kalam sensesyou, he will destroy the Book. Stay a day behind
him, even more.'

Tene Baraltaremoved afragment of bhederin hide from apouch at hisbelt. The caf yearnsfor its
mother,' he said.

'And seeks her without fail," Mebrafinished. To kill Shaik, you shal need an army, Commander.’

The Red Blade smiled. 'That is our concern, Mebra.'

Mebra drew adeep breath, hesitating, then said, 'l ask only onething, sir.’

"You ask?

'l beg, Commander.'

'What isit?

‘Kaamlives!

Y our wounds are uneven, Mebra. Allow meto caressthe other side of your face.’

'Hear me out, Commander! The Bridgeburner has returned to Seven Cities. He clams himself a
soldier of the Apocaypse. Yet isKaam oneto join Shaik's camp? Can aman born to lead content
himsdf to follow?

'What isyour point?

'Kaam is here for another reason, Commander. He sought only safe passage across the Pan'potsun
Odhan. He takes the Book because to do so will ensure that passage. The assassin is heading south.
Why? 1 think that is something the Red Blades - and the Empire - would know. And such knowledge can
only be gained while he yet breathes!’

'Y ou have suspicions.'

‘Aren.’

Tene Bardta snorted. 'To dip a blade between Pormqua's ribs? We would dl blessthat, Mebra.'

'Kaam cares nothing for the High Figt.’

‘Then what does he seek at Aren?

'l can think of only one thing, Commander. A ship bound for Maaz.' Hunched, hisface pulsing with
pain, Mebrawatched with hooded eyes as his words sank roots into the Red Blade commander's mind.

After along moment, Tene Baralta asked in alow voice, 'What do you plan?

Althoughit cost him, Mebrasmiled.

Like, massive limestone dabs each resting againgt the other, the cliffs rose from the desert floor the
height of four hundred arm-spans. Gouged across the weathered face were deep fissures, and tucked
insdethe largest of these, ahundred and fifty arm-spans above the sands, was atower.

A single arched window showed black against the bricks.

Mappo sighed shakily. 'l see no obvious approach, but there must be one." He shot a glance back at
his companion. 'Y ou believeit is occupied.”

|carium rubbed the crusted blood from his brow, then nodded. He half did the sword from its sheath,
frowning at the fragments of flesh still snagged on the notched edge.

The D'ivers had caught them unawares, adozen leopards the colour of sand, streaming from agully
bed |ess than ten pacesto their right asthe two travellers prepared to make camp. One of the beasts had
leapt onto Mappo's back, jaws closing on the nape of his neck, the fangs punching through the Trell's
tough hide. It had attacked him asif he was an antelope, seeking to bite down on hiswindpipe asit
dragged him down, but Mappo was no antelope. Though the canines sank deep, they found only muscle.
Enraged, the Trell had reached over his head and torn the animal from his shoulders. Gripping the snarling
leopard by its skin at neck and hips, he had dammed it hard againgt aboulder, shattering its skull.

The other leven had closed in on Icarium. Even as Mappo flung his attacker's body aside and



whirled, he saw four of the beastslying motionless around the haf-blood Jaghut. Fear gripped the Trell
suddenly ashisgazefdl on Icarium. How far? How far has the |hag gone? Beru bless us, please.

One of the other beasts had wrapped itsjaws around I carium’s | ft thigh and M appo watched the
warrior's ancient sword chop downward, decapitating the leopard. In a macabre detail, the head held on
briefly, ablood-gushing lump protruding from the warrior'sleg.

Thesurviving cats circled.

Mappo lunged forward, hands closing on alashing tail. He bellowed as he swung the squalling
creature through the air. Writhing, the leopard sailed seven or eight paces until it struck arock wall,
snapping its spine.

It was already too late for the D'ivers. Redizing itserror, it tried to pull away, but |carium was
unrelenting. Giving voice to a keening hum, the Jhag plunged among the five remaining leopards. They
scattered but not quickly enough. Blood foun-tained, sheared flesh thudded into the sand. Within
moments five more bodieslay till on the ground.

Icarium whirled, seeking more victims, and the Trell took half astep forward. After amoment
|carium's high-pitched keening fdll away and he dowly straightened from his crouch. His stony gaze found
the Trell, and he frowned.

Mappo saw the beads of blood on Icarium'’s brow. The eerie sound was gone. Not too far. Safe.
Gods below, this path ... | am afool to follow. Close, all too close.

The scent of D'ivers blood so copioudly spilled would draw others. The two had quickly repacked
their camp gear and set off at a swift pace. Before leaving, |carium withdrew asingle arrow from his
quiver, which he stabbed into the sand in full view.

They travelled at a dogtrot through the night. Neither was driven by fear of dying; for both of them, it
waskilling that brought a greater dread. Mappo prayed that |carium's arrow would prove sufficient
waning.

Dawn brought them to the eastern escarpment. Beyond the cliffs rose the range of weathered
mountainsthat divided Raraku from the Pan'potsun Odhan.

Something had ignored the arrow and was trailing them, perhaps aleague behind. The Trell had
sensed it an hour earlier, a Soletaken, and the form it had taken was huge.

'Find usthe ascent,’ Icarium said, stringing his bow. He set out his remaining arrows, squinting back
aong ther trail. After a hundred paces the shimmering heat that rose like a curtain obscured everything
beyond. If the Soletaken came into view and charged, the Jhag had time to loose hdf a dozen arrows.
The warrens carved into their shafts could bring down adragon, but Icarium's expression madeit clear
he was sickened by the thought.

Mappo probed at the puncture wounds on the back of his neck. The torn flesh was hot, septic and
crawling with flies. The muscles ached with a deep throb. He pulled ablade of jegura cactusfrom his
pack and squeezed its juices onto the wounds. Numbness spread, alowing him to move his arms without
the stabbing agony that had had him bathed in swest over thelast few hours. The Trel shivered with
sudden chill. The cactusjuice was so powerful it could be used only once aday, lest the numbing effect
gpread to the heart and lungs. And if anything, it would makethe fliesthirdtier.

He approached the cleft in the rockface. Trell were plains dwellers. Mappo had no specid kill in
climbing, and he was not looking forward to the task ahead. The fissure was degp enough to swallow the
sun'smorning light, and narrow at the base, barely the width of his shoulders. Ducking, he dipped indde,
the cool, musty air triggering another wave of shivering. His eyes quickly adjusting, he made out the
fissure'sback wall six paces away. There were no stairs, no handholds. Tilting his head, he looked up.
The cleft widened higher up but was unrelieved until it reached what he took to be the base of the tower.
Nothing so smple as adangling knotted rope. Growling in frustration, Mappo stepped back into the
unlight.

Icarium stood facing their trail with arrow nocked and bow raised. Thirty pacesfrom him wasa
massive brown bear, down on dl fours, swaying, nose lifted and testing the wind. The Soletaken had
arived.

Mappo joined his companion. Thisoneisknown to me," he said quietly.



The Jhag lowered his weagpon, releasing the bowstring'stension. 'He is sembling,’ he said.

The bear lurched forward.

Mappo blinked against the sudden blurring of hisvison. He tasted grit, nogtrils twitching &t the strong
spicy smell that came with the change. He felt an ingtinctive wave of fear, adusty dry-ness making
swalowing difficult. A moment later the sembling was complete, and a man now strode towards them,
naked and pale under the harsh sunlight.

Mappo dowly shook his head. When masked, the Soletaken was huge, powerful, a mass of muscle -
yet now, in his human form, Messremb stood no more than five feet in height, was amost hairlessand
thin to the point of emaciation, narrow-faced and shovel-toothed. His small eyes, the colour of garnet,
shone within wrinkled nests of humour that drew his mouth into agrin.

'Mappo Trell, my nosetold me it was you!"

It'sbeen along time, Messremb.’

The Soletaken was eyeing the Jnag. 'Aye, north of Nemil it was!'

"Those unbroken pine forests better suited you, | think," Mappo said, his memories drawn back to
that time for amoment, those freer days of massive Trellish caravans and the great journeys undertaken.

Theman'sgrinfell away. That it did. And you, Sir, must be |carium, maker of mechanisms and now
the bane of D'ivers and Soletaken. Know that | am grestly relieved you have lowered your bow - there
was racing thunder in my chest when | watched you tekeam.'

Icarium was frowning. 'l would be bane to no-one, were the choice mine,' he said. 'Wewere
attacked without warning,” he added, the words sounding strangely uncertain.

'Meaning you had no chance to warn the hapless creature. Pity the pieces of hissoul. I, however, am
anything but precipitous. Cursed only with acurious nose. What scent isjoined with the Trel's; |
wondered, so closeto Jaghut blood, yet different? Now that my eyes have given me answer | can
resume the Path.'

'Do you know where it takes you? Mappo asked.

Messremb gtiffened. 'Y ou have seen the gates?

'No. What do you expect to find there?

'‘Answers, old friend. Now | shal spare you the taste of my veering by putting some distance between
us. Do you wish mewell, Mappo?

'l do, Messremb. And add awarning: we crossed paths with Ryllandaras four nights ago. Be careful.!

Something of the savage bear glittered in the Soletaken's eyes. 'l| shdl look out for him.'

Mappo and | carium watched the man walk away, disappearing behind an outcrop of rock. 'Madness
lurked within him,’ Icarium said.

The Trell flinched a those words. 'Within them al,' he Sghed. 'I've yet to find an ascent, by the way.
The cave reved s nothing.

The sound of shod hooves reached them, dow and plodding. From atrail paraleing the cliff face, a
man on a black mule appeared. He sat cross-legged on a high wood saddle, shrouded in aragged,
dirt-stained telaba. His hands, which rested on the ornate saddlehorn, were the colour of rust. A hood
hid hisfeatures. The mule was a strange-looking beast, its muzzle black, the skin of itsearsblack, as
wereitseyes. No lightening of its ebon hue was anywhere visible with the exception of dust and spatters
of what might have been dried blood.

The man swayed on the saddle as they approached. 'No way in," he hissed, 'but the way out. It's not
yet the hour. A life given for alife taken, remember those words, remember them. Y ou are wounded.

Y ou are bright with infection. My servant will tend to you. A caring man with salty hands, one wrinkled,
one pink - do you grasp the significance of that? Not yet. Not yet. So few... guests. But | have been
expecting you.'

The mule stopped opposite the cleft, swinging amournful gaze on the two travellers asitsrider
struggled to pull hislegsfrom their crossed position. Whimpers of pain accompanied the effort, until his
frantic attempts overwhelmed his balance and, with a squed of dismay, the man toppled, thumping into
the dust.

Seeing crimson red bloom through the telaba's weave, Mappo stepped forward. "Y ou bear your own



wounds, sir!'

The man writhed on the ground like an upended tortoise, hislegs till trapped in their crossed position.
Hishood fell back, revedling alarge hawk nose, tufts of wiry grey beard, atattooed bald pate and skin
like dark honey. A row of perfect white teeth showed in his grimace.

Mappo knelt beside him, squinting to see sgns of the wound that had spilled so much blood. A smell
of iron was pungent in the Trell's nose. After amoment he reached under the man's cloak and withdrew
an unstoppered bladder. Grunting, he glanced over at Icarium. ‘Not blood. Paint. Red ochre paint.’

'Help me, you oaf!’ the man snapped. 'My legs!’

Bemused, Mappo hel ped the man unlock hislegs, every move diciting moans. As soon asthey were
free the man sat up and started beeating his own thighs. 'Servant! Wine! Wine, damn your wood-rotted
bran!’

I am not your servant,” Mappo said coolly, stepping back. ‘Nor do | carry wine when crossing a
desert.’

'Not you, barbarian!" The man glared about. "Whereishe?

'‘Who?

'Servant, of course. He thinks carrying me about is hisonly task - ah, there!

Following the man's gaze, the Trell frowned. That isamule, Sr. | doubt he could manage awineskin
well enough tofill acup.' Mappo grinned at | carium, but the Jhag was paying no attention to the
proceedings: he had unstrung his bow and now sat on a boulder, cleaning his sword.

Still sitting on the ground, the man collected a handful of sand and flung it at the mule. Startled, the
beast brayed and bolted towards the cleft, disappearing into the cave. With a grunt the man clambered to
his feet and stood wobbling, hands held before him plucking at each other in somekind of nervoustic.
'Mostly rude greeting of guests,’ he said, attempting asmile. ‘Most. Most rude greeting, was meant.
Meaningless apologies and kindly gestures very important. | am so sorry for temporary collapse of
hospitdity. Ohyes, | am. | would have more practiceif | wasn't the master of thistemple. An acolyteis
obliged to fawn and scrape. Later to mutter and gripe with his comradesin misery. Ah, here comes
Servant.'

A wide-shouldered, bow-legged man in black robes had emerged from the cave, carrying atray
bearing ajug and clay cups. He wore aservant's vell over hisfeatures, with only athin dit for hiseyes,
which were deep brown.

‘Lazy fool! Did you see any cobwebs?

Servant's accent caught Mappo by surprise. It was Maazan. 'None, Iskaral.'

'Cdl me by my title!'

‘High Priest—'

‘Wrong!'

'High Priest Iskaral Pust of the Tesem Temple of Shadow—'

‘Idiot! Y ou are Servant! Which makesme..."

‘Master.'

'Indeed.’ Iskaral turned to Mappo. 'Werardy tak,' he explained.

Icarium joined them. 'Thisis Tesem, then. | wasled to bdlieve it was amonastery, sanctified to the
Queen of Dreams—

They left, Iskard snapped. Took ther lanternswith them, leaving only...'

‘Shadows.’

'Clever Jhag, but | was warned of that, oh yes. Y ou two are sick as undercooked pigs. Servant has
prepared your chambers.

And broths of healing herbs, roots, potions and eixirs. White Pardt, emulor, trab—

"Those are poisons,’ Mappo pointed out.

'Arethey? No wonder the pig died. It'samost time, shall we prepare to ascend?

'Lead theway,' Icarium invited.

‘A life given for alife taken. Follow me. None can outwit Iskaral Pust.' The High Priest faced the cleft
with afierce squint.



They waited, for what Mappo had no idea. After afew minutesthe Trell cleared histhroat. "Will your
acolytes send down aladder?

'Acolytes?| have no acolytes. No opportunity for tyranny. Very sad, no muttering and grumbling
behind my back, few satisfying rewards for thisHigh Priest. If not for my god'swhispering, | wouldn't
bother, be assured of that, and | trust you will take that into account with al | have done and am about to
do.'

I see movement in the fissure,' Icarium said.

Iskaral grunted. 'Bhok'arala, they nest on this cliffside. Foul mewling beasts, ways interfering, sniffing
at thisand that, pissing on the dtar, defecating on my pillow. They are my plague, they have singled me
out, and why?I've not skinned asingle one, nor cooked their brains to scoop out of their skullsin
civilized repast. No snares, no traps, no poison, yet fill they pursue me. Thereisno answer to this. |
despair.’

Asthe sun sank further the bhok'arala grew bolder, flapping from perch to perch high on the cliff wall,
scampering with their hands and feet dong cracksin the stone, seeking the rhizan asthe smdl flying
lizards emerged for their night-feeding. Small and smian, the bhok'aralawere winged like bats, tailless
with hides mottled tan and brown. Apart from long canines, their faces were remarkably human.

From the tower's lone window a knotted rope tumbled down. A tiny round head poked out to peer
down at them.

'Of course,' Iskaral added, 'afew of them have proved useful.’

Mappo sighed. Hed been hoping for some sorcerous means of ascent to appear, something worthy
of aHigh Priest of Shadow. 'So now we climb.’

'Most certainly not,’ Iskara replied with indignation. 'Servant climbs, then pullsus up.’

'He would be aman of formidable strength to manage me,' the Trdl said. 'And Icarium, too.'

Servant set down the tray he had been holding, spat on his hands and walked over to the rope. He
launched himsdf upward with surprising agility. Iskara crouched by the tray and poured wineinto the
three cups.

‘Servant's haf bhokar'a. Long arms. Muscleslike iron. Makes friends with them, probable source of
al my ills’ Iskard collected a cup for himself and gestured down at the tray as he straightened. 'Fortunate
for Servant | am such a gentle and patient master.' He swung to check on the man's climb. 'Hurry, you
snub-tailed dog!

Servant had aready reached the window and was now clambering through it and out of sight.

'‘Ammanass gift, is Servant. A life given for alife taken. One hand old, one hand new. Thisistrue
remorse. You'l see!

The rope twitched. The High Priest quaffed down the last of hiswine, flung the cup awvay and
scrambled towards the rope. "'Too long exposed! Vulnerable. Quickly now!" He wrapped his hands
around aknot, set his feet atop another. 'Pull! Are you deaf? Pull!’

Iskaral shot upward.

'Pulleys,’ Icarium said. 'Too fast to be otherwise.’

The pain returning to his shoulders, Mappo winced, then said, 'Not what you were expecting, | take
it

"Tesem,' Icarium said, watching the priest vanish through the window. ‘A place of hedling. Solitary
reflection, repository of scrolls and tomes, and insatiable nuns. ..

'Insatiable?

The Jhag glanced at hisfriend, an eyebrow rising. ‘Indeed.’

'Oh, sad demise.’

Very.

'Inthisinstance, Mappo said as the rope tumbled back down, 'l think solitary reflection has addled a
brain. Battling witswith bhok'aradlaand the whisperings of agod most hold ashimsdlf insane..."

'Y et there is power here, Mappo,' Icarium said in alow voice.

'‘Aye,' the Trell agreed as he approached the rope. 'A warren opened in the cave when the mule
entered.’



"Then why does the High Priest not useit?

'l doubt we'll find easy answersto Iskard Pugt, friend.'

'Best hold tight, Mappo.’

‘Aye.’

I carium reached out suddenly, rested a hand on Mappo's shoulder. 'Friend.

'‘Aye?

The Jhag was frowning. 'l am missing an arrow, Mappo. More, there is blood on my sword, and |
See upon you dreadful wounds. Tell me, did wefight?1 recdl... nothing.'

The Trell was sllent along moment, then he said, 'l was beset by aleopard while you dept, Icarium.
Made some use of your weapons. | did not think it worthy of mention.'

Icarium's frown deepened. 'Once again,’ he dowly whispered, 'l| havelost time.’

'Nothing of worth, friend.'

Y ou would tell me otherwise? Therewas alook of desperate pleading in the Jhag's grey eyes.

"Why would | not, Icarium?

CHAPER TTHREE

The Red Bladeswere, at thistime, pre-eminent among those pro-Ma azan organizations that arosein
occupied territories. Viewing themsdves as progressive in their embrace of the values of imperid
unification, this quad-military cult becameinfamouswith their bruta pragmatism when dedling with
dissenting kin...

Lives of the Conquered Hem Trauth

Felisn lay unmoving beneeth Beneth until, with afina shudder, he was done. He pushed himsdlf off
and grabbed a handful of her hair. Hisface was flushed under the grime and his eyes gleamed in the lamp
glow. 'Youll learnto likeit, girl, he said.

The edge of something savage dways rose closer to the surfaceimmediately after held lain with her.
She knew it would pass. 'l will,' she said. 'Does he get aday of rest?

Beneth's grip tightened momentarily, then relaxed. 'Aye, he does." He moved away, began tying up his
breeches. 'Though | don't much see the point. The old man won't last another month." He paused, his
breath harsh as he studied her. 'Hood's breath, girl, but you're beautiful. Show me somelife next time. I'll
treat you right. Get you soap, anew comb, lousebane. Y ou'll work herein Twistings, that's apromise.
Show pleasure, girl, that'sal | ask.’

'Soon," she said. 'Once it stops hurting.'

The day's eleventh bell had sounded. They were in the third reach off Twistings Far shaft. Thereach
had been gouged out by the Rotlegs and was barely high enough to crawl for most of its quarter-mile
length. The air was close and stank of Otataral dust and swesting rock.

Virtualy everyone ese would have reached Nearlight by now, but Beneth moved in Captain
Sawark's shadow and could do as he pleased. He had claimed the abandoned reach as his own. It was
Fdign'sthird vidgt. Thefirg time had been the hardest. Beneth had picked her within hours of her arrival
at Skullcup, the mining camp in the Dosin Fit. He was abig man, bigger than Baudin and though adave
himsdaf he was master of every other dave, the guards inside man, crudl and dangerous. He was dso
agonishingly handsome.

Felisn had learned fast on the dave ship. She had nothing but her body to sdll, but it had proved a
vauable currency. Giving hersdf to the ship guards had been repaid with more food for hersdlf, Heboric
and Baudin. By opening her legsto the right men she had managed to get hersalf and her two
companions chained on the keel ramp rather than in the sewage-filled water that doshed shin-deep
benesth the hold's walkway. Others had rotted in that water. Some had drowned when starvation and
sckness so weskened them that they could not stay aboveit.

Heboric's grief and anger at the price she paid had at first been difficult to ignore, filling her with
shame. But it had paid for their lives, and that was atruth that could not be questioned. Baudin's only
reaction had been—and continued to be - aregard without expression. He watched her aswould a
stranger unable to decide who or what shewas. Y et he had held to her sde, and now stood closeto
Beneth aswell. Some kind of arrangement had been made between them. When Beneth was not there to



protect her, Baudin was.

On the ship she had learned well the tastes of men, aswdll asthose of the few women guards who'd
taken her to their bunks. She'd thought she'd be prepared for Beneth, and in most ways she was.
Everything but hissize.

Wincing, Felisn pulled on her davetunic.

Beneth watched her, his high cheekbones harsh ridges benegth his eyes, hislong, curly black hair
gligening withwhdeail. 'I'll give the old man Deepsoil if you like,' hesaid.

"You'd do that?

He nodded. 'For you I'll change things. | won't take any other woman. I'm king of Skullcup, you'l be
my queen. Baudin will be your personal guard - | trust him.'

'‘And Heboric?

Beneth shrugged. 'Him | don't trust. And he's not much use. Pulling the cartsis about dl he can do.
The carts, or aplough a Deepsoil.' His gaze flickered at her. 'But he's your friend, so I'll find something
for him.!

Fdisin dragged her fingersthrough her hair. 'It'sthe cartsthat are killing him. If you've sent him to
Deepsoil just to pull aplough, it's not much of afavour—

Beneth's scowl made her wonder if sheld pushed too far. 'Y ou've never pulled acart full of stone, girl.
Pulled one of those up through haf aleague of tunnds, then going back down and pulling another one,
three, four times aday. Compare that to dragging a plough through soft, broken soil? Dammit, girl, if I'm
to move the man off the carts, I've got to justify it. Everyone worksin Skullcup.’

"That's not the whole story, isit?

He turned his back on her in answer, and began crawling up the reach. 'I've Kanese wine awaiting us,
and fresh bread and cheese. Bula's made a stew for the guards and we've got abowl each.’

Felisin followed. The thought of food made her mouth water. If there was enough cheese and bread
she could save some for Heboric, though he inssted that it was fruit and meat that was needed. But both
wereworth their weight in gold, and just asrarein Skullcup. He'd be grateful enough for what she
brought him, she knew.

It was clear that Sawark had received orders to see the historian dead. Nothing so overt as murder -
the political risksweretoo greet for that - rather, the dow, wasting death of poor diet and overwork.
That he had no hands gave the Pit Captain sufficient reason to assign Heboric to the carts. Daily he
struggled at his harness, hauling hundreds of pounds of broken rock up the Deep Mine to the shaft's
Nearlight. In every other harness was an ox. The beasts each hauled three carts, while Heboric pulled but
one: the only acknowledgement the guards made to his humanity.

Beneth was aware of Sawark'singtructions, Felisin was certain of that. The 'king' of Skullcup had
limitsto his power, for al hisclams otherwise.

Oncethey reached the main shaft, it was four hundred pacesto Twistings Nearlight. Unlike Deep
Mine, with itsthick, rich and straight vein of Otataral running far under the hills, Twistingsfollowed a
folded vein, risng and diving, buckling and turning through the limestone.

Unlike the iron mines on the mainland, Otatara never ran down into true bedrock. Found only in
limestone, the veinsran shalow and long, like rivers of rust between compacted bedsfilled with foss|
plants and shellfish.

Limestone is just the bones of things once living, Heboric had said their second night in the hovel
they'd claimed off Spit Row - before Beneth had moved them to the more privileged neighbourhood
behind BulasInn. I'd read that theory before and am now myself convinced. So now I'mled to
believe that Otataral is not a natural ore.

That'simportant.” Baudin had asked.

If not naturd, then what ? Heboric grinned. Otatarai, the bane

of magic, was bom of magic. If | was less scrupulous a scholar, 1'd write a treatise on that.

What do you mean? Felisin asked.

He means, Baudin said, he'd be inviting achemists and magesto experiment in making their own
Otataral .



Isthat a problem?

Those veins we dig, Heboric explained, they're like a layer of once melted fat, a deep river of it
sandwiched between layers of limestone. This whole island had to melt to make those veins.
Whatever sorcery created Otataral proved beyond controlling. | would not want to be responsible
for unleashing such an event all over again.

A single Maazan guard waited at Nearlight's gate. Beyond him stretched the raised road that led into
the pit town. At the far end, the sun wasjust setting beyond the pit'sridgeline, leaving Skullcup in its
early shadow, apocket of gloom that brought blessed relief from the day's hest.

The guard was young, resting his vambraced forearms on the cross blades of his pike.

Beneth grunted. 'Where's your mate, Pella?

"The Dosli pig wandered off, Beneth. Maybe you can tune Sawark's ear - Hood knows he's not
hearing us. The Dosli regulars have logt dl discipline. They ignore the duty rosters, spend al their time
tossing coins at Bulas. There's seventy-five of usand over two hundred of them, Beneth, and dl thistalk
of rebdlion... explainit to Sawark—'

'Y ou don't know your history,' Beneth said. "'The Dosli have been on their knees for three hundred
years. They don't know any other way to live. First it was mainlanders, then Faari colonists, now you
Malazans. Cam yourself, boy, before you loseface.

""Higstory comforts the dull-witted,"" the young Ma azan said.

Beneth barked alaugh as he reached the gate. 'And whose words are those, Pella? Not yours.'

The guard's brows rose, then he shrugged. 'l forget you're Korelri sometimes, Beneth. Those words?
Emperor Kdlanved.' Pdllas gaze did to Fisn with ahint of sharpness. 'Duiker's Imperial Campaigns,
Volume One, Y ou're Mdazan, Felisin, do you recall what comes next?

She shook her head, bemused by the young man's veiled intensity. 1've learned to read faces -
Beneth senses nothing. 'I'm not that familiar with Duiker'sworks, Pdlla’

'Worth learning,’ the guard said with asmile.

Sensing Beneth's growing impatience at the gate, Felisin stepped past Pella. I doubt therésasingle
scrall in Skullcup,’ she said.

'‘Maybe you'l find someone's memory worth dragging a net through, eh?

Felisn glanced back with afrown.

"The boy flirting with you? Beneth asked from the ramp. ‘Be gentle, girl.’

Til think on that,' Felisin told Pellain alow voice before resuming her walk through the Twistings
Gate. Joining Beneth on the raised road, she smiled up a him. 'l don't like nervoustypes!'

Helaughed. That puts me at ease.’

Blessed Queen of Dreams, make that true.

Rubble-filled pitslined the raised road until it joined the other two roads at the Three Fates crossing, a
broad fork that was flanked by two squat Dosii guardhouses. North of Twistings Road, and on their right
as they approached the forks, was Deep Mine Road; to the south and on their | eft ran Shaft Road,
leading to aworked-out mine where the dead were disposed of each dusk.

The body wagon was nowhere to be seen, meaning it had been held up on its route through the pit
town, with more than the usua number of bodies being brought out and tossed onto its bed.

They crossed the fork and continued on to Work Road. Past the north Dosii guardhouse was Sinker
Lake, adeep pool of turquoise-coloured water stretching all the way to the north pit wall. It was said the
water was cursed and to diveinto it was to disappear. Some believed ademon lived in its depths.
Heboric asserted that the lack of buoyancy was a quality of the lime-saturated water itself. In any case,
few daveswerefoolish enough to try an escape in that direction, for the pit wall was as sheer on the
north sde asit was on the others, forever weeping water over askin of depositsthat glimmered like wet,
polished bone.

Heboric had asked Felisin to keep an eye on Sinker Lake'swater level in any case, now that the dry
season had come, and as they walked Work Road, she studied the far side as best she could in the dim
light. A line of crust was visible ahand's span above the surface. The newswould please him, though she
had no ideawhy. The notion of escape was absurd. Beyond the pit was lifel ess desert and withered



rock, with no drinkable water in any direction for days. Those daves who somehow made it up to the pit
edge, and then eluded the patrols on Beetle Road, the track that surrounded the pit, had |eft their bones
in the desert's red sands. Few got that far, and the spikes named Salvation Row on the sheer wall of the
Tower at Rust Ramp displayed their failurefor al to see. Not aweek went past without anew victim
appearing on the Tower wall. Most died before the first day was through, but some lingered longer.

Work Road ran itsworn cobbles past Bulas Inn on the right and the row of brothels on the left
before opening out into Rathole Round. In the round's centre rose Sawark's K eep, a hexagond tower of
cut limestone three storeys high. Only Beneth among al the daves had ever beeningde.

Twelve thousand daveslived in Skullcup, the vast mining pit thirty leagues north of theidand'slone
city on the south coast, Dosin Pdli. In addition to them and the three hundred guards there were locdls.
prostitutes for the brothels, serving staff for Bulas Inn and the gambling halls, a caste of servantswho had
bound their lives and thelives of their familiesto the Maazan soldiery, hawkersfor the struggling market
that filled Rathole Round on Rest Day, and a scattering of the banished, the destitute and the lost who'd
chosen apit town over therotting alleyways of Dosin Pdli.

"The stew will be cold,’ Beneth muttered as they approached Bulas Inn.

Felisn wiped swesat from her brow. That will bearelief.'

"You're not yet used to the heat. In amonth or two you'll fed the chill of night just like everyone else.

These early hours till hold the day's memory. | fed the cold of midnight and the hours beyond,
Beneth!'

'Moveinwith me, girl. I'll keep you warm enough.’

He was aready on the edge of one of his sudden dark moods. She said nothing, hoping he would let
it go for the moment.

'Be careful of what you refuse,' Beneth rumbled.

‘Bulawould take meto her bed,' she said. "Y ou could watch, perhapsjoin in. She'd be sure to warm
the bowlsfor us. Even second helpings.'

'She's old enough to be your mother, Beneth growled.

And you my father. But she heard his breathing change. 'She's round and soft and warm, Beneth.
Think onthat.'

She knew he would, and the subject of moving in with him would drift away. For thisnight, at least.
Heboric'swrong. There's no point in thinking about tomorrow. Just the next hour, each. hour. Stay
alive, Felisin, and live well if you can. One day you'll find yourself face to face with your sister,
and an ocean of blood pouring from Tavore's veins won't be enough, though all they hold will
suffice. Say alive, girl, that's all you must do. Survive each hour, the next hour ...

She dipped her hand into Beneth's as they reached the inn's door, and felt in it the swesat born of the
visonsshe had given him.

One day, faceto face, sister.

Heboric was still awake, bundled in blankets and crouched beside the hearthfire. He glanced up as
Felisin climbed into the room and locked the floor hatch. She collected a shegpskin wrap from a chest
and pulled it around her shoulders.

"Would you have me believe you've come to enjoy thelife you've chosen, girl? Nightslike these and |
wonder.'

'l thought you'd betired of judgements by now, Heboric,' Felisin said as she collected awineskin
from apeg and picked through a pile of gourd shells seeking a clean one. 'l take it Baudin's not back yet.
Seems even the minor chore of cleaning our cupsis beyond him." She found one that would pass without
too close an ingpection and squeezed wineinto it.

"That will dry you out," Heboric observed. 'Not your first of the night either, I'd wager.'

'Don't father me, old man.’

The tattooed man sighed. 'Hood take your sister anyway,' he muttered. 'She wasn't satisfied with
seeing you dead. Shed rather turn her fourteen-year-old sister into awhore. If Fener has heard my
prayers, Tavore'sfate will exceed her crimes!’

Feisn drained half the cup, her eyesveiled as she studied Heboric. 'I entered my sixteenth year last



month,’ she said.

His eyeslooked suddenly very old as he met her gaze for amoment before returning his attention to
the hearth.

Felisin refilled the cup, then joined Heboric a the square, raised fireplace. The burning dung in the
groundstone basin was dmost smokeless. The pedestd the basin sat on was glazed and filled with water.
Kept hot by thefire, the water was used for washing and bathing, while the pedestal radiated enough
heet to keep the night's chill from the single room. Fragments of Dosli spun rug and reed mats cushioned
the floorboards. The entire dwelling was raised on stiltsfive feet above the sands.

Sitting down on alow wooden stool, Felisin pushed her chilled feet close to the pedestdl. 'l saw you
at the cartstoday,’' she said, her words dightly durred. ‘Gunnip walked beside you with aswitch.'

Heboric grunted. That amused them al day, Gunnip tdlling his guards he was swatting flies.

'Did he break skin?

'Aye, but Fener's tracks hed mewdll, you know that.'

"The wounds, yes, but not the pain - | can see, Heboric.'

His glance was wry. 'Surprised you can see anything, lass. Isthat durhang | smell, too? Careful with
that, the smoke will pull you into a deeper and darker shaft than Deep Mine could ever reach.’

Felisn held out a pebble-sized black button. 'l deal with my pain, you deal with yours.'

He shook his head. 'l appreciate the offer, but not thistime. Y ou hold there in your hand amonth's
pay for aDosli guard. I'd adviseyou to useit in trade.”

She shrugged, returning the durhang to the pouch at her belt. 'I've nothing | need that Beneth won't
givemedready. All | need doisask.'

'And you imagine he givesit to you fredly.’

Shedrank. 'Asgood as. Y ou're being moved, Heboric. To Deepsoil. Starting tomorrow. No more
Gunnip and hisswitch.'

He closed his eyes. 'Why does thanking you leave such a bitter taste in my mouth?

'My wine-soaked brain whispers hypocrisy.'

She watched the colour leave hisface. Oh, Felisin, too much durhang, too much wine! Do 1 only
do good for Heboric to give me salt for his wounds? I've no wish to be so cruel . She withdrew from
benegath her tunic the food she had saved for him, leaned forward and placed the smal wrapped bundle
in hislap. 'Sinker Lake has dropped another hand'swidth.’

He said nothing, eyes on the sumps at the ends of hiswrigts.

Felisn frowned. There was something else she wanted to tell him, but her memory failed her. She
finished the wine and straightened, running both hands back through her hair. Her scap felt numb. She
paused, seeing Heboric surreptitioudy glance at her breasts, round and full under the stretched tunic. She
held the pose amoment longer than was necessary, then dowly lowered her arms. '‘Bula has fantasies of
you, shesaid dowly. It'sthe... possihilities... that intrigue her. It would do you some good, Heboric.'

He spun away off the stool, the untouched food bundle faling to the floor. 'Hood's breath, girl!"

She laughed, watching him sweep aside the hanging that separated his cot from the rest of the room,
then clumsly yank it back behind him. After amoment her laughter fell away, and she listened to the old
man climb onto hiscot. I'd hoped to make you smile, Heboric, she wanted to explain. And | didn't
want my laughter to sound so... hard. I'm not what you think I am.

Ami?

Sheretrieved the wrapped food and placed it on the shelf above the basin.

An hour later, with Felisin lying awake on her cot and Heboric on his, Baudin returned. He stoked up
the hearth, moving about quietly. Not drunk. She wondered where he'd been. She wondered where he
went every night. It would not be worth asking him. Baudin had few wordsfor anyone, and even fewer
for her.

After amoment she wasforced to reconsder, as she heard the man flick afinger against Heboric's
divider. He responded promptly with low words she could not make out, and Baudin whispered
something back. The conversation continued aminute longer, then Baudin softly grunted hislaugh-grunt
and moved off to his own bed.



The two were planning something, but it was not thisthat shook het. It was that she was being
excluded. A flash of anger followed thisredization. I've kept them alive! 1've made their lives
easier—since the transport ship! Bula's right, every man's a bastard, good enough only to be used.
Very well, see for yourselves what Skullcup isfor everyone else, I'm done with favours. I'll see you
back on the carts, old man, | swear it. Shefound hersdlf fighting tears, and knew she would do nothing
of the sort. She needed Beneth, that was true enough, and she'd pay to keep him. But she needed
Heboric and Baudin aswdl, and apart of her clung to them as a child to parents, denying the hardness
that everywhere elsefilled her world. To losethat - to lose them - would beto lose... everything.

Clearly, they thought that she'd sell their trust as readily as she did her own body, but it wasn't true. |
Swear it's not true.

Felisn stared up into the darkness, tears streaming from her eyes. I'm alone. There's just Beneth
now. Beneth and hiswine and his durhang and his body. She till ached between her legs from when
Beneth had findly joined her and Bula on the innkeeper's huge bed.

It was, shetold hersdlf, smply amatter of will to turn pain into pleasure.

Survive each hour.

The quays de market had begun drawing the morning crowds, reinforcing theillusion that this day was
no different from any other. Chilled with afear that even therising sun could not master, Duiker sat
cross-legged on the ssawall, his gaze travelling out over the bay into Sahul Sea, willing the return of
Admirad Nok and thefleet.

But those were orders even Coltaine could not countermand. The Wickan had no authority over the
Malazan warships, and Pormqua's recall had seen the Sahul Feet depart Hissar's harbour thisvery
morning for the month-long journey to Aren.

For dl the pretence of normality, the departure had not gone unnoticed by Hissar's citizens, and the
morning market wasincreasingly shrill with laughter and excited voices. The oppressed had won their first
victory, and al that would digtinguish it from those to follow was its bloodlessness. Or so ran the
sentiment.

The only consolation Duiker could consider was that the Jhistal High Priest Mallick Rel had departed
with the fleet. It was not adifficult thing, however, to imagine the report the man would prepare for
Pormqud.

A Madazan sall inthe strait caught hiseye, asmall trangport coming in from the northeast. Dosin Pali
on theisland, perhaps, or from farther up the coast. It would be an unscheduled arriva, making
Duiker curious.

Hefdt apresence at his side and glanced over to see Kulp clambering up onto the wide, low wall,
dangling hislegs down to the cloudy water ten paces below. 'It'sdone,’ he said, asif the admission
amounted to aconfession of foul murder. "Word has been sent in. Assuming your friend isstill dive, helll
receive hisingructions!

"Thank you, Kulp.'

The mage shifted uneasily. He rubbed at hisface, squinting at the transport ship asit entered the
harbour. A patrol dory approached the craft asthe crew struck the lone sail. Two men in glinting armour
stood on deck, watching as the dory came alongside.

One of the armoured men leaned over the gunwale and addressed the harbour officia. A moment
later the dory's oarsmen were swinging the craft around with obvious haste.

Duiker grunted. 'Did you seethat?

'‘Aye," Kulp growled.

The transport glided towards the Imperid Fier, pushed dong by alow bank of oarsthat had
appeared close to the hull'swaterline. A moment later the pier-side oars withdrew back into the ship.
Dockmen scrambled to receive the cast lines. A broad gangplank was being readied and horses were
now visible on the deck.

'Red Blades,’ Duiker said as more armoured men appeared on the transport, standing alongside their
mounts.

'From Dosin Pdli,' Kulp said. 'l recognize the first two: Baria Setral and his brother Mesker. They



have another brother, Orto. He commands the Aren Company.'

"The Red Blades,' the historian mused. They've no illusions about the State of affairs. Word's come
they are attempting to assert control in other cities, and here we are to witness adoubling of their
presencein Hissar.'

'l wonder if Coltaine knows!'

A new tension filled the market; heads had turned and eyes now observed as Bariaand Mesker led
their troops onto the pier. The Red Blades were equipped and presented for war. They bristled with
wesgpons, with full chain leggings and the ditted visors on their heims lowered. Bows were strung, arrows
loosened in their quivers. The horse-blades were unsheathed and jutting from their mounts forelegs.

Kulp spat nervoudy. 'Dont't like the look of this," he muttered.

'It looks as if—'

‘They intend to attack the market,’ Kulp said. 'Thisisn't just for show, Duiker. Fener's hoof!"

The historian glanced at Kulp, his mouth dry. 'Y ou've opened your warren.'

Not replying, the mage did off the seawall, eyes on the Red Blades who were now mounted and
lining up at pier'send, facing five hundred citizens who had falen silent and were now backing away,
filling the aides between the carts and awnings. The contraction of the crowd would trigger panic, which
was precisaly what the Red Blades intended.

Lances dangling from loops of rawhide around their wrists, the Red Blades nocked arrows, the
horses quivering under them but otherwise motionless.

The crowd seemed to shiver in places, asif the ground was shifting beneath it. Duiker saw figures
moving, not away, but towardsthefacing line.

Kulp took half adozen steps towards the Red Blades.

The figures pushed through the last of the crowd, pulling away their telaba cloaks and hoods,
revealing lesther armour with stitched black iron scales. Long-knivesflashed in gloved hands. Dark eyes
in tanned, tattooed Wickan faces held cold and firm on Bariaand Mesker Setral and their warriors.

Ten Wickans now faced the forty-odd Red Blades, the crowd behind them assilent and as
motionless as statues.

‘Stand aside!’ Baria bellowed, hisface dark with fury. 'Or die!’

The Wickans laughed with fearless derision.

Pushing himself forward, Duiker followed Kulp as the mage strode hurriedly towards the Red Blades.

Mesker snapped out a curse upon seeing Kulp approach. His brother glanced over, scowling.

'Don't beafool, Barial" the mage hissed.

The commander's eyes narrowed. 'Fling magic at me and I'll cut you down," he said.

Now at closer range, Duiker saw the Otatard links interwoven in Barias chain armour.

'We shall cut this handful of barbarians down," Mesker growled,'then properly announce our arriva in
Hissar... with the blood of traitors:

'‘And five thousand Wickans will avenge the deaths of their kin," Kulp said. 'And not with quick sword
strokes. No, you'll be hung till dive from the sea-wall spikes. For the seegullsto play with. Coltaine's
not yet your enemy, Baria. Sheathe your weapons and report to the new Fist, Commander. To do
otherwise will be to sacrifice your life and thelives of your soldiers!’

You ignore me," Mesker said. ‘Bariais not my keeper, Mage.'

Kulp sneered. 'Be silent, pup. Where Barialeads, Mesker follows, or will you now cross blades with
your brother?

'Enough, Mesker,' Bariarumbled.

Hisbrother's tulwar rasped from its scabbard. 'Y ou dare command me!"

The Wickans shouted encouragement. A few brave soulsin the crowd behind them laughed.

Mesker's face was sickly with rage.

Bariasghed. 'Brother, thisisnot thetime!'

A mounted troop of Hissar Guard appeared above the heads of the crowd, pushing along the aides
between the market stalls. A chorus of hoots sounded to their left and Duiker and the others turned to
see three score Wickan bowmen with arrows nocked and bows drawn on the Red Blades.



Bariadowly raised hisleft hand, making atwisting gesture. Hiswarriors lowered their own weapons.

Snarling with disgust, Mesker dammed histulwar back into its wooden scabbard.

'Y our escort has arrived,’ Kulp said dryly. ‘It seemsthe Fist has been expecting you.'

Duiker stood at the mage's side and watched as Barialed the Red Blades forward to meet the Hissari
troop. The historian shook himself. 'Hood's breath, Kulp, that was a chancy cast of the knuckles!'

The man grunted. 'Y ou can aways count on Mesker Setral,' he said. 'Asbrainlessasacat and just as
easy to distract. For amoment there | was hoping Bariawould accept the challenge - whatever the
outcome, there'd be one less Setral, and that's an opportunity missed.'

"Those disguised Wickans,' Duiker said, ‘were not part of any official welcome. Coltaine had
infiltrated the market.'

'A cunning dog, is Coltaine.’

Duiker shook his head. 'They've shown themselves now.'

'Aye, and showed aswell they were ready to lay down their livesto protect the citizens of Hissar.'

'Had Coltaine been here, | doubt he would have ordered those warriors forward, Kulp. Those
Wickans were eager for afight. Defending the market mob had nothing to do withiit."

The mage rubbed hisface. 'Best hope the Hissari believe otherwise.’

'‘Come, Duiker said, 'let ustakewine - | know aplacein Imperia Square, and on the way you can
tell me how the Seventh has warmed to their new Figt.'

Kulp barked alaugh as they began walking. 'Respect maybe, but no warmth. He's completely
changed the drills. Weve done one battl efield formation since he arrived, and that was the day he took
command.

Duiker frowned. 'I'd heard that he was working the soldiers to exhaustion, that he didn't even need to
enforce the curfew since everyone was 0 eager for deep and the barracks were silent as tombs by the
eighth bell. If not practisng whedls and turtles and shidld-walls, then what?

"The ruined monagtery on the hill south of the city - you know the one? Just foundations left except for
the centra temple, but the chest-high walls cover the entire hilltop likeasmall city. The sappers have built
them up, roofed some of them over. It was amaze of aleys and cul-de-sacsto begin with, but Coltaine
had the sappersturn it into anightmare. I'd wager there's soldiers still wandering around lost in there. The
Wickan has us there every afternoon, mock battles, street control, assaulting buildings, bresk-out tactics,
retrieving wounded. Coltaineswarriors act the part of rioting mobs and looters, and | tell you, historian,
they were born to it." He paused for breath. 'Every day... we bake under the sun on that bone-bleached
hill, broken down to squad level, each squad assigned impossible objectives. He grimaced. 'Under this
new Fist, each soldier of the Seventh has died a dozen times or morein mock battle. Corpord List has
been killed in every exercise so far, the poor boy's Hood-addled, and through it al those Wickan
savages hoot and howl.’

Duiker said nothing as they continued on their way to Imperial Square. When they entered the
Malazan Quarter, the historian finaly spoke. 'Something of arivary, then, between the Seventh and the
Wickan Regiment.'

'Oh, aye, that tactic's obvious enough, but it's going too far, | think. Well seein afew days time,
when we start getting Wickan Lancer support. Ther€lll be double-crossing, mark my words.'

They strode into the square. '"And you? Duiker asked. "What task has Coltaine given the Seventh's
last cadre mage?

'Fally. I conjureillusionsdl day until my skull'sready to burst.’

'llusions? In the mock battles?

'Aye, and it'swhat makes the objectives so impossible. Believe me, there's been more than one curse
thrown my way, Duiker. More than one.’

"What do you conjure, dragons?

I wish. | creste Maazan refugees, historian. By the hundred. A thousand weighted scarecrows for the
soldiersto drag around aren't sufficient for Coltaine, the ones he has me create flee the wrong way, or
refuse to leave their homes, or drag furniture and other possessions. Coltaine's orders - my refugees
creste chaos, and so far cost more lives than any other eement in the exercises. I'm not a popular man,



Duiker.'

'What of Sormo E'nath? the historian asked, his mouth suddenly dry.

‘The warlock? Nowhere to be seen.’

Duiker nodded to himsdlf. HE'd already guessed Kulp's answer to that question. You're busy reading
the stones in the sand, Sormo. Aren't you? While Coltaine hammer s the Seventh into shape as
guardians to Malazan refugees. 'Mage,’ he said.

'‘Aye?

'Dying adozen timesin mock battle is nothing. When it'sfor real you die but once. Push the Seventh,
Kulp. Any way you can. Show Coltaine what the Seventh's capable of - talk it over with the squad
leaders. Tonight. Come tomorrow, win your objectives, and I'll talk to Coltaine about aday of rest.
Show him, and helll giveit.

'What makesyou so certain?

Because time's running out and he needs you. He needs you sharp. 'Win your objectives. Leavethe
Fist to me'

‘Very well, I'll seewhat | can do.’

Corpord List died within thefirst few minutes of the mock engagement. Bult, commanding ahowling
mob of Wickans rampaging down the ruin's main avenue, had personally clouted the hapless Maazan on
the sde of hishead, hard enough to leave the boy sprawled unconsciousin the dust. The veteran warrior
had then thrown List over one shoulder and carried him from the battle.

Grinning, Bult jogged up the dusty track to the rise from which the new Fist and afew of hisofficers
observed the engagement, and dropped the corpora into the dust at Coltaing's feet. Duiker sighed.

Coltaine glanced around. 'Hedler! Attend the boy!"

One of the Seventh's cutters appeared, crouching at the corpora’s side.

Coltaine's ditted eyesfound Duiker. 'l see no changein this day's proceedings, Historian.'

Itisearly yet, Fist.

The Wickan grunted, returning his attention to the dust-filled ruins. Soldiers were emerging from the
chaos, fighters from the Seventh and Wickans, staggering with minor wounds and broken limbs.

Readying his cudgel, Bult scowled. "Y ou spoke too soon,

Coltaine,' he said. Thisonésdifferent.’

There were, Duiker saw, more Wickans among the victims than soldiers of the Seventh, and theratio
was widening with every passing moment. Somewherein the chaotic clouds of dugt, the tide had turned.

Coltaine caled for hishorse. He swung himsdlf into the saddle and shot Bult aglare. 'Stay here,
Uncle. Where are my Lancers? He waited impatiently asforty horsemen rode onto the rise. Their lances
were blunted with bundled strips of leather. For dl that, Duiker knew, anything more than aglancing
blow from them was likely to break bones.

Coltaine led them at a canter towardsthe ruins.

Bult spat dust. 'It's about time,' he said.

'What is? Duiker asked.

"The Seventh's findly earned Lancer support. It's been aweek overdue, Historian. Coltaine had
expected atoughening, but al we got was awilting. Who's given them new spines, then?Y ou? Careful or
Coltainell make you acaptain.’

'‘Asmuch as1'd like to take credit, Duiker said,'thisis the work of Kulp and the squad sergeants.’

'Kulp's making things easer, then? No wonder they've turned the battle.’

The historian shook his head. 'Kulp follows Coltaine's orders, Bult. If you'relooking for areason to
explain your Wickans defest, you'll haveto look esewhere. Y ou might start with the Seventh showing
their true mettle!

'Perhaps | shdl,’ the veteran mused, aglint in hissmall dark eyes.

‘The Fist called you Uncle!’

‘Aye.’

'‘Well? Areyou?

'‘Am | what?



Duiker gave up. He was coming to understand the Wickan sense of humour. No doubt there would
be another half a dozen or so brisk exchanges before Bult findly relented with an answer. | could play it
through. Or | could let the bastard wait... wait for ever, in fact.

From the dust clouds a score of refugees appeared, wavering strangely as they walked, each of them
burdened with impossible possessions - massive dressers, chests, larder-packed cupboards, candlesticks
and antique armour. Flanking the mob in a protective cordon were soldiers of the Seventh, laughing and
shouting and beating swords on shields as they made good their withdrawal.

Bult barked alaugh. 'My complimentsto Kulp when you see him, Higtorian.'

"The Seventh's earned aday of rest,’ Duiker said.

The Wickan raised his hairless brows. 'For one victory?

"They need to savour it, Commander. Besides, the hederswill be busy enough mending bones - you
don't want them with exhausted warrens at the wrong time.'

'And the wrong timeis soon, isit?

'l am sure,’ Duiker said dowly, 'Sormo E'nath would agree with me.’

Bult spat again. 'My nephew approaches.’

Coltaine and his Lancers had appeared, providing cover for the soldiers, many of whom dragged or
carried the scarecrow refugees. The sheer numbers made it clear that victory for the Seventh had been
absolute.

'Isthat asmile on Coltaine'sface? Duiker asked. 'Just for amoment, | thought | saw..."

'Mistaken, no doubt,’ Bult growled, but Duiker was coming to know these Wickans, and he detected
ahint of humour in the veteran's voice. After amoment Bult continued, Take word to the Seventh,
Historian. They've earned their day.’

Fiddler sat in darkness. The overgrown garden had closed in around the well and its crescent-shaped
stone bench. Above the sapper only asmall patch of starlit sky was visible. There was no moon. After a
moment he cocked his head. "Y ou move quietly, lad, I'll giveyou that.'

Crokus hesitated behind Fiddler, then joined him on the bench. 'Guess you never expected him to pull
rank on you like that,’ the young man said.

'Isthat what it was?

‘That'swhat it seemed like!'

Fiddler made no reply. The occasiona rhizan flitted through the clearing in pursuit of the capemoths
hovering above the wel'inouth. The cool night air was rank with rotting refuse from beyond the back
wadl.

'She's upset,’ Crokus said.

The sapper shook his head. Upset. ‘It was an argument, we weren't torturing prisoners.’

'‘Apsaar doesn't remember any of that.'

'l do, lad, and those are hard memoriesto shake.'

'She'sjust afishergirl.’

'Mogt of thetime,' Fiddler said. 'But sometimes..." He shook his head.

Crokus sighed, then changed the subject. 'So it wasn't part of the plan, then, Kalam going off on his
own?

'Old blood cdlls, lad. Kalam's Seven Cities born and raised. Besides, he wants to meet this Shalik,
this desert witch, the Hand of Dryjhna’

'‘Now you'retaking hisside, Crokus said in quiet exasperation. 'A tenth of abell ago you nearly
accused him of being atraitor...'

Fiddler grimaced. '‘Confusing times for usall. We've been outlawed by Laseen, but does that make us
any less soldiers of the Empire? Mdaz isn't the Empress and the Empressisn't Maaz—'

‘A moot digtinction, I'd say.'

The sapper glanced over. 'Would you now? Ask the girl, maybe shell explainit.”

'But you're expecting the rebellion. In fact, you're counting on it

'‘Don't mean we have to be the ones who trigger the Whirlwind, though, doesit? Kalam wantsto be at
the heart of things. It's dways been hisway. Thistime, the chance literaly fell into hislap. The Book of



Dryjhna holds the heart of the Whirlwind Goddess - to begin the Apocalypse it needs to be opened, by
the Seeress and no-one ese. Kaam knowsit might well be suicidal, but hell ddiver that Hood-cursed
book into Shalik's hands, and so add another crack in Laseen's crumbling control. Give him credit for
indgsting on keeping the rest of usout of it.'

"There you go again, defending him. The plan wasto assassnate L aseen, not get caught up in this
uprising. It still doesn't make any sense coming to this continent—'

Fiddler straightened, eyes on the stars glittering overhead. Desert stars, sharp diamonds that ever
seemed eager to draw blood. There's more than one road to Unta, lad. We're here to find one that's
probably never been used before and may not even work, but well look for it anyway, with Kalam or
without him. Hood knows, it might be Kaam's taking the wiser path, overland, down to Aren, by
mundane ship back to Quon Tali. Maybe dividing our pathswill prove the wisest decision of dl,
increasing our chancesthat one of usat least will make it through.’

‘Right," Crokus snapped, 'and if Kalam doesn't makeit? Y ou'll go after Laseen yourself? A glorified
ditch-digger, and long in the tooth at that. Y ou hardly inspire confidence, Fiddler. Were still supposed to
be taking Apsdar home.’

Fiddler'svoice was cold. 'Don't push me, lad. A few years pilfering purses on Darujhistan's streets
don't quaify you to cast judgement on me.'

Branchesthrashed in the tree opposite the two men, and Moby appeared, hanging one-armed, a
rhizan struggling itsjaws. Thefamiliar's eyes glittered as bones crunched. Fiddler grunted. '‘Back in Quon
Tdi," hesad dowly, ‘well find more supporters than you might imagine. No-one's indispensable, nor
should anyone be dismissed as usdless. Likeit or not, lad, you've some growing up to do.'

'Y ou think me stupid but you're wrong. Y ou think I'm blind to the fact that you're thinking you've got
another shaved knucklein the hole and | don't mean Quick Ben. Kalam'san nwho just might be
good enough to get to Laseen. But if he doesn't, theré's another one who just might still havein her the
skillsof agod - but not any old god, no, the Patron of Assassins, the one you call the Rope. So you keep
prodding her - you're taking her home because sheisn't what she once was, but the truth is, you want
the old one back.'

Fiddler was slent for along time, watching Moby eating the rhizan. When it finaly swallowed down
the last of the winged lizard, the sapper cleared histhroat. 'l| don't think that deep,’ he said. 'l runon
inginct.

'‘Areyou teling me that using Apsdar didn't occur to you?

'Not to me, no..."

‘But Kdam...'

Fiddler ressted, then shrugged. 'If he didn't think of it, Quick Ben would have.'

Crokuss hisswas triumphant. 'l knew it. I'm no fool—

'Oh, Hood's bresath, lad, that you're not.'

'I won't et it happen, Fiddler.

Thisbhok'ara of your uncle's,’ the sapper said, nodding at Moby, ‘it'struly afamiliar, aservantto a
sorcerer? But if Mammot isdead, why isit ill here? I'm no mage, but | thought such familiars were
magicaly... fused to their masters!’

I don't know," Crokus admitted, his tone retaining an edge that told Fiddler the lad was entirdly aware
of the sapper'sline of thinking. 'Maybe he's just apet. Y ou'd better pray it's so. |

said | wouldn't let you use Apsdar. If Moby'satruefamiliar, it won't just be me you'll haveto get
past.
'l won't be trying anything, Crokus,' Fiddler said. 'But | till say you've some growing up to do.
Sooner or later it will occur to you that you can't speak for Apsalar. Shelll do what she decides, likeit or
not. The possession may be over, but the god's skillsremain in her bones." He dowly turned and faced
the boy. 'What if she decidesto put those skillsto use?

'Shewon't,' Crokus said, but the assurance was gone from his voice. He gestured and M oby napped
doppily into hisarms. "What did you cal him - abhoka...?

‘Bhok'aral. They're nativeto thisland.’



'Oh.'

'Get some deep, lad, we're leaving tomorrow.’

'‘SoisKaam.'

'Aye, but we won't be in each other's company. Parallel paths southward, at least to start with.'

He watched Crokus head back insde, Moby clinging to the lad like achild. Hood's breath, I'm not
looking forward to this journey.

A hundred pacesinside the Caravan Gate was a square in which the land traders assembled before
leaving Ehrlitan. Most would strike south aong the raised coastal road, following the line of the bay.
Villages and outposts were numerous on this route, and the Maazan-built cobble road itsef was well
patrolled, or, rather, would have been had not the city's Fist recalled the garrisons.

Asfar asFiddler could learn in speaking with various merchants and caravan guards, few bandits had
yet to take advantage of the troop withdrawal, but from the swollen ranks among the mercenary guards
accompanying each caravan, it was clear to the sapper that the merchants were taking no chances.

It would have been fruitlessfor the three Maazans to disguise themsd ves as merchants on their
journey south; they had neither the coin nor the equipment to carry out such amasguerade. With travel
between cities asrisky asit now was, they had chosen to travel in the guise of pilgrims. To the most
devout, the Path of the Seven—pilgrimage to each of the seven Holy Cities—was a respected display of
faith. Pilgrimage was a the heart of thisland'stradition, imperviousto the threat of bandits, or war.

Fiddler retained his Ord disguise, playing the role of guardian and guide to Crokus and Apsaar - two
young, newly married believers embarking on ajourney that would blesstheir union under the Seven
Heavens. Each would be mounted, Fiddler on a Ora-bred horse disdainful of the sapper'simposture and
viciously tempered, Crokus and Apsaar on well-bred mounts purchased from one of the better stables
outside Ehrlitan. Three spare horses and four mules completed thetrain.

Kalam had |eft with the dawn, offering Fiddler and the others only aterse farewell. The words that
had been exchanged the night before sullied the moment of departure. The sapper understood Kalam's
hunger to wound L aseen through the blood spilled by rebellion, but the potential damage to the Empire -
and to whoever assumed the throne following Laseen'sfal - was, to Fiddler's mind, too grest arisk.
They'd clashed hard, then, and Fiddler was | eft fedling nicked and blunted by the exchange.

There was pathos in that parting, Fiddler belatedly redlized, for it seemed that the duty that once
bound him and Kaam together, to asingle cause which was as much friendship as anything el se, had
been sundered. And for the moment, at least, there was nothing to take its place within Fiddler. He was
|eft feding lost, more done than he had beeninyears.

They would be among thelast of the trains to leave through Caravan Gate. As Fiddler checked the
girth stragps on the mules onefind time, the sound of galloping horses drew his atention.

A troop of six Red Blades had arrived, dowing their mounts as they entered the square. Fiddler
glanced over to where Crokus and Apsaar stood beside their horses. Catching the lad's eye, he shook
his head, resumed adjusting the mule's girth strap.

The soldiers were looking for someone. The troop split, arider each heading for one of the remaining
trains. Fiddler heard hoofs clumping on cobbles behind him, forced himsdf to remain cam.

‘Oral!’

Pausing to spit as atribesman would at the accosting of aMaazan lapdog, he dowly turned.

Beneath the helm'srim, the Red Blade's dark face had tightened in response to the gesture. 'One day
the Red Blades will cleansethe hillsof Oral,’ he promised, hissmilereveding dull grey teeth.

Fiddler'sonly reply was asnort. 'If you have something worthy of being said, Red Blade, speak. Our
shadows are dready too short for the leagues we travel thisday.’

'A measure of your incompetence, Oral. | have but one question to ask. Answer truthfully, for | shall
know if you lie. Wewould know if aman on aroan stdlion rode out done this morning, through Caravan
Gate!'

I saw no such man,’ Fiddler replied, 'but | now wish him well. May the Seven Spirits guard him for all
hisdays.

The Red Blade snarled. 'l warn you, your blood isno armour against me, Gral. Y ou were here with



the dawn?

Fiddler returned to the mules. 'One question,’ he grated. "Y ou pay for more with coin, Red Blade.'

The soldier spat at Fiddler'sfeet, jerked his mount's head around and rode to rejoin the troop.

Beneath his desert veil, Fiddler allowed himself athin smile. Crokus appeared beside him.

'What was that about? he demanded in ahiss.

The sapper shrugged. 'The Red Blades are hunting someone. Not anything to do with us. Get back to
your horse, lad. We're leaving.'

'Kalam?

Hisforearms resting on the mule's back, Fiddler hesitated, squinting againgt the glare bouncing from
the bleached cobbles. It may have reached them that the holy tome's no longer in Aren. And someone's
delivering it to Shaik. No-one knows Kalamishere!

Crokus looked unconvinced. 'He met someone last night, Fiddler.'

'An old contact who oweshim.’

'Giving him reason to betray Kaam. No-one likes being reminded of debts.’

Fiddler said nothing. After amoment he patted the mule's back, raising afaint puff of dust, then went
to hishorse. The Gra gelding showed itsteeth as he reached for the reins. He gripped the bridle under
the animd's chin. It tried tossing its head but he held firm, leaned close. 'Show some manners, you ugly
bastard, or you'l liveto regret it." Gathering the reins, he pulled himself up into the high-backed saddle.

Beyond Caravan Gate the coastal road stretched southward, level despite the gentlerise and fall of
the sandstone cliffs that overlooked the bay on the west side. On their left and aleague inland ran the
Arifd Hills. The jagged serrations of Arifd would follow them al the way to the Eb River, thirty-six
leaguesto the south. Bardly tamed tribes dwelt in those hills, pre-eminent among them the Grd. Fiddler's
greatest worry was running into ared Gra tribesman. The chance of that was diminished somewhat given
the season, for the Gral would be driving their goats deep into the range, where both shade and water
could be found.

They nudged their mountsinto a canter and rode past amerchant'strain to avoid the trailing dust
clouds, then Fiddler settled them back into adow trot. The day's heat was dready building. Their
degtination was asmall village caled Sdik, alittle over eight leagues distant, where they would stop to eat
the midday meal and wait out the hottest hours before continuing on to the Trob River.

If al went well, they would reach G'danisban in aweek'stime. Fiddler expected Kalam to be two,
maybe even three days ahead of them by then. Beyond G'dani shan was the Pan'potsun Odhan, a
sparsely populated wasteland of desiccated hills, the skeletal ruins of long-dead cities, poisonous snakes,
biting fliesand - he recalled the Spiritwa ker Kimloc'swords - the potentia of something far deadlier. A
convergence. Togg's feet, | don't like that thought at all. He thought about the conch shell in his
leather pack. Carrying an item of power was never awisething. Probably more trouble than it's
worth. What if some Soletaken sniffs it out, decides it wants it for its collection? He scowled. A
collection easily built on with one conch shell and three shiny skulls.

The more he thought on it, the more uneasy he became. Better to sell it to some merchant in
G'danisban. The extra coin could prove useful . The thought settled him. He would sdll the conch, be
rid of it. While no-one would deny a Spiritwalker's power, it was likely dangerousto lean too heavily on
it. The Tano priests gave up their livesin the name of peace. Or worse. Kimloc surrendered his
honour. Better to rely on the Moranth incendiaries in my pack than on any mysterious shell. A
Flamer will burn a Soletaken as easily as anyone el se.

Crokus rode up dongside the sapper. 'What are you thinking, Fiddler?

‘Nothing. Where's that bhok'aral of yours?

The young man frowned. 'l don't know. | guess hewasjust a pet after al. Went off last night and
never came back.' He wiped the back of his hand across his face and Fiddler saw smeared tears on his
cheeks. 'l sort of felt Mammot was with me, with Moby.'

"Was your uncle agood man, before the Jaghut Tyrant took him?

Crokus nodded.

Fiddler grunted. Then he'swith you still. Moby probably sniffed kinin theair. Morethan afew



highborn keep bhok'ar-ala as petsin the city. Just a pet after al.’

'| suppose you're right. For most of my life | thought of Mammot as just a scholar, an old man dways
scribbling on scrolls. My uncle. But then | found out he was aHigh Priest. Important, with powerful
friendslike Baruk. But before | could even come to termswith that, he was dead. Destroyed by your
squad—

'Hold on there, lad! What we killed wasn't your uncle. Not any more.’

I know. Inkilling him you saved Darujhistan. | know, Fiddler...'

'It'sdone, Crokus. And you should realize, an uncle who took care of you and loved you ismore
important than his being aHigh Priest. And hewould havetold you the same, | imagine, if hed had the
chance.’

‘But don't you see? He had power, Fiddler, but he didn't do adamn thing withit! Just hid in histiny
room in acrumbling tenement! He could have owned an estate, sat on the Council, made adifference...”

Fiddler wasn't ready to take on that argument. Hed never had any skill with counsdl. Got no advice
worth giving anyway. 'Did she kick you up herefor being so moody, lad?

Crokuss face darkened, then he spurred forward, taking point position.

Sighing, Fiddler twisted in the saddle and eyed Apsdar, riding afew paces behind. 'Lovers spat, is
it?

She blinked owlighly.

Fiddler sivung back, settling in the saddle. 'Hood's balls,” he muttered under his breath.

Iskaral Pust poked the broom farther up the chimney and frantically scrubbed. Black clouds
descended onto the hearthstone and settled on the High Priest's grey robes.

'Y ou have wood?' Mappo asked from the rai sed stone platform he had been using as abed and was
now gtting on.

Iskaral paused. 'Wood? Wood's better than a broom?

'For afire, the Trdll said. To take out the chill of this chamber.’

"Wood! No, of course not. But dung, oh yes, plenty of dung. A fire! Excdllent. Burn them into acrisp!
AreTrel known for cunning? No recollection of that, none among the rare mention of Trell this, Trell
that. Finding writingson anilliterate people very difficult. Hmm.'

Trel are quite literate,” Mappo said. 'Have been for some time. Seven, eight centuries, in fact.'

'Must update my library, an expensive proposition. Raising shadows to pillage greet libraries of the
world." He squatted down at the fireplace, frowning through the soot covering hisface.

Mappo cleared histhroat. 'Bum what into acrisp, High Priest?

'Spiders, of course. Thistempleis rotten with spiders. Kill them on sight, Trell. Use those thick-soled
feet, those leathery hands. Kill them dl, do you understand?

Nodding, Mappo pulled the fur blanket closer around him, wincing only dightly asthe hide brushed
the puckered wounds on the back of his neck. The fever had broken, as much due to his own reserves
as, he suspected, the dubious medicines applied by Iskard's slent servant. The fangs and claws of
Diiversand Soletaken bred asingularly virulent sickness, often culminating in hdlucinations, bestia
madness, then death. For many who survived, the madness remained, reappearing on aregular basisfor
one or two nights nine or ten times each year. It was amadness often characterized by murder.

Iskara Pust believed Mappo had escaped that fate, but the Trell would not himself be confident of
that until at least two cycles of the moon had passed without sign of any symptoms. He did not like to
think what he would be capable of when gripped in amurderous rage. Many years ago among the
warband ravaging the Jhag Odhan, Mappo had willed himsdf into such a state, aswarriors often did, and
his memories of the deaths he ddivered remained with him and dwayswould.

If the Soletaken's poison was dive within him, Mappo would take his own life rather than unleash its
will.

Iskara Pust stabbed the broom into each corner of the small mendicant's chamber that wasthe Trell's
quarters, then reached up to the ceiling cornersto do the same. 'Kill what bites, kill what stings, this
sacred precinct of Shadow must be pristine! Kill dl that dithers, dl that scuttles. Y ou were examined for
vermin, the both of you, oh yes. No unwelcome visitors permitted. Lye baths were prepared, but nothing



on ether of you. | remain suspicious, of course!’

'Have you resided here long, High Priest?

‘Noidea. Irrelevant. Importance lies solely in the deeds done, the goals achieved. Timeis preparation,
nothing more. One preparesfor aslong asis required. To do thisisto accept that planning begins at
birth. Y ou are born and before al € se you are plunged into shadow, wrapped insde the holy
ambivalence, there to suckle sweet sustenance. | liveto pre-pare, Trel, and the preparations are nearly
complete.’

'‘Whereislcarium?

‘A lifegiven for alifetaken, tel himthat. Inthelibrary.

The nunsleft but ahandful of books. Tomes devoted to pleasuring themsalves. Best read in bed, |
find. Therest of the materia is mine, ascant collection, dreadful paucity, | am embarrassed. Hungry?

Mappo shook himself. The High Priest's rambles had a hypnotic qudity. Each question the Trell
voiced was answered with a bizarre rambling monologue that seemed to drain him of will beyond the
utterance of yet another question. Trueto hisassertions, Iskara Pust could make the passing of time
meaningless. 'Hungry? Aye.

‘Servant prepares food.'

‘Can hebring it to thelibrary?

The High Priest scowled. 'Collapse of etiquette. But if you ing<t.'

TheTrdl pushed himsdf upright. 'Whereisthelibrary?

Turn right, proceed thirty-four paces, turn right again, twelve paces, then through door on theright,
thirty-five paces, through archway on right another eleven paces, turn right one last time, fifteen paces,
enter the door on theright.’

Mappo stared at |skaral Pust.

The High Priest shifted nervoudy.

'Or,' the Trel said, eyes narrowed,'turn left, nineteen paces.’

'‘Aye,' Iskara muttered.

Mappo strode to the door. 'l shdl take the short route, then.'

'If you must,’ the High Priest growled as he bent to close examination of the broom's ragged end.

The breach of etiquette was explained when, upon entering the library, Mappo saw that the squat
chamber also served as kitchen. Icarium sat at arobust black-stained table afew pacesto the Trell's
right, while Servant hunched over a cauldron suspended by chain over a hearth a pace to Mappo's | eft.
Servant's head was dmost invisbleinsde a cloud of steam, drenched in condensation and dripping into
the cauldron as he worked awooden ladle in dow, turgid circles.

'l shdl pass on the soup, | think," Mappo said to the man.

"These books arerotting,’ Icarium said, leaning back and eyeing Mappo. 'Y ou are recovered?”

'So it seems!’

Still studying the Trell, Icarium frowned. 'Soup? Ah," his expression cleared, 'not soup. Laundry.

Y ou'l find more palatable fare on the carving table." He gestured to the wall behind Servant, then
returned to the mouldering pages of an ancient book opened before him. Thisis astonishing, Mappo..."

'Given how isolated those nunswere," Mappo said as he approached the carving table, 'I'm surprised
you're astonished.”

'Not those books, friend. Iskaral's own. There are works here whose existence was but the faintest
rumour. And some - like thisone - that | have never heard of before. A Treatise on Irrigation Planning
inthe Fifth Millennium of Ararkal, by no fewer than four authors.’

Returning to the library table with a pewter plate piled high with bread and cheese, Mappo leant over
his friend's shoulder to examine the detailed drawings on the book's vellum pages, then the strange,
braided script. The Trel grunted. Mouth suddenly dry, he managed to mutter, What is so astonishing
about that?

Icarium leaned back. "The sheer... frivolity, Mappo. The materids donefor thistomearea
craftsman's annua wage. No scholar in their right mind would waste such resources - never mind their
time - on such apointless, trite subject. And thisis not the only example. Look, Seed Dispersal Patterns



of the Purille Flower on the Skar Archipelago, and here, Diseases of White-Rimmed Clams of
Lekoor Bay. And | am convinced that these works are thousands of years old. Thousands.'

And in alanguage | never knew you would recognize, much less

understand. He recalled when held last seen such a script, beneath a hide canopy on ahill that
marked histribe's northernmost border. Hed been among a handful of guards escorting the tribe's elders
to what would prove afateful summons.

Autumn rains drumming overhead, they had squatted in a half-circle, facing north, and watched as
seven robed and hooded figures approached. Each held a staff, and asthey strode beneath the canopy
and stood in silence before the elders, Mappo saw, with ashiver, how those staves seemed to writhe
before his eyes, the wood like serpentine roots, or perhaps those parasitic trees that entwined the boles
of others, choking the life from them. Then he realized that the twisted madness of the shaftswasin fact
runic etching, ever changing, asif unseen hands continualy carved words anew with every breath's span.

Then one among them withdrew its hood, and so began the moment that would change Mappo's
future path. Histhoughts jerked away from the memory.

Trembling, the Trell sat down, clearing aspace for hisplate. ‘Isal thisimportant, Icarium?

‘Significant, Mappo. The civilization that brought forth these works must have been appalingly rich.
The languageis clearly related to modern Seven Cities didects, although in some ways more
sophisticated. And see this symboal, here in the spine of each such tome? A twisted g&ff. | have seen that
symbol before, friend. | am certain of it.'

'Rich, you said? The Trell struggled to drag the conversation away from what he knew to be a
looming precipice. 'Morelike mired in minutiae. Probably explainswhy it's dust and ashes. Arguing over
seedsin the wind while barbarians batter down the gates. Indolence takes many forms, but it comesto
every civilization that has outlived itswill. Y ou know that aswell as|. Inthis case it was an indolence
characterized by a pursuit of knowledge, afrenzied search for answersto everything, no matter the value
of such answers. A civilization can aseasily drown in what it knows asin what it doesn't know.
Consder,' he continued, 'Gothos's Fally. Gothos's curse was in being too aware - of everything. Every
permutation, every potential. Enough to poison every scan he cast on the world. It availed him naught,
and worse, he was aware of even that.’

"Y ou must be fedling better," Icarium said wryly. "Y our pessmism hasrevived. In any case, these
works support my belief that the many ruinsin Raraku and the Pan'potsun Odhan are evidence that a
thriving civilization once existed here. Indeed, perhapsthefirst true human civilization, fromwhich al
otherswere born.'

Leave this path of thought, Icarium. Leave it now. 'And how doesthis knowledge avail usin our
present Stuation?

| carium's expression soured dightly. 'My obsession with time, of course. Writing replaces memory,
you see, and the language itself changes because of it. Think of my mechanisms, inwhich | seek to
measure the passage of hours, days, years. Such measurings are by nature cyclic, repetitive. Words and
sentences once possessed the same rhythms, and could thus be locked into one's mind and later recalled
with absolute precision. Perhaps,” he mused after amoment, 'if | wasilliterate | would not be so forgetful .’
He sighed, forced asmile. 'Besides, | was but passing time, Mappo.'

The Trel tapped one blunt, wrinkled finger on the open book. 'l imagine the authors of thiswould
have defended their efforts with the same words, friend. | have a more pressing concern.’

The Jhag's expression was cool, not completely masking amusement. 'And that is?

Mappo gestured. 'This place. Shadow does not list among my favourite cults. Nest of nsand
worse. Illusion and deceit and betrayd. |skaral Pust affects aharmlessfafade, but |

am not fooled. He was clearly expecting us, and anticipates our involvement in whatever schemes he
plans. Werisk muchin lingering here.’

'‘But Mappo,’ Icarium said dowly, ‘it is precisely here, in this place, that my god shall be achieved.'

The Trel winced. 'l feared you would say that. Now you shdl haveto explainit to me.

'I cannoat, friend. Not yet. What | hold are suspicions, nothing more. When | am certain, | shdl fed
confident enough to explain. Can you be patient with me?



In hismind's eye he saw another face, this one human, thin and pale, raindrops tracking runnels down
the withered cheeks. Flat, grey eyesreaching up, finding Mappo's own beyond the rim of elders. ‘Do you
know us? The voice was arasp of rough lesther.

An elder had nodded. "We know you as the Nameless Ones.’

Itiswell,' the man replied, eyes ill fixed on Mappo's own. The Nameless Ones, who think not in
years, but in centuries. Chosen warrior, he continued, addressing Mappo, ‘what can you learn of
patience?

Like rooks bursting from a copse, the memoriesfled. Staring at |carium, Mappo managed asmile,
reveding his gleaming canines. 'Petient? | can be nothing else with you. Nonetheless, | do not trust Iskardl
Pust.’

Servant began removing sopping clothes and bedding from the cauldron, using his bare hands ashe
squeezed steaming water from the bundles. Watching him, the Trell frowned. One of Servant'sarmswas
srangely pink, unwesthered, dmost youthful. The other more befitted the man's evident age, thickly
muscled, hairy and tanned.

‘Servant?

The man did not look up.

'Can you speak? Mappo continued.

It seems,’ |carium said when Servant made no response,

'that he'sturned a deaf ear to us, by his Master's command, I'd warrant. Shall we explore thistemple,
Mappo? Bearing in mind that every shadow islikely to echo our words as awhisper in the High Priest's
ears!

'Wdll,' the Trell growled as herose, ‘it is of little concern to methat Iskaral knows of my distrust.

'He surely knows more of us than we do of him," Icarium said, dso rising.

Asthey left, Servant was il twisting water from the cloth with something like savage joy, the veins
thick on hismassive forearms.

CHAPTER FOUR

Inaland where

Seven citiesrosein gold,

Even the dust has eyes

Debrahl Saying

A crowd of dusty, sweat-smeared men gathered around as the last of the bodies were removed. The
dust cloud hung unmoving over the mine entrance asit had for most of the morning, since the collapse of
thereach at the far end of Degp Mine. Under Beneth's command the daves had worked franticaly to
retrieve the thirty-odd companions buried in thefall.

None had survived. Expressionless, Felisn watched with adozen other davesfrom the rest ramp at
Twigtings Mouth while they awaited the arriva of refilled water casks. The heat had turned even the
deepest reaches of the minesinto sweltering, dripping ovens. Saves were collapsing by the score every
hour below ground.

On the other side of the pit, Heboric tilled the parched earth of Deepsoil. It was his second week
there and the cleaner air and the relief from pulling stone carts had improved hishedth. A shipment of
limesddivered a Beneth's command had helped as well.

Had she not seen to histransfer, Heboric would now be dead, his body crushed under tons of rock.
He owed her hislife.

Theredization brought Felisin little satisfaction. They rarely spoke to each other any more. Head
clouded with durhang smoke, it was al Felisin could do to drag hersalf home from Bulas each night. She
dept long hours but gained no rest. The daysworking in Twistings passed in along, numb haze. Even
Beneth had complained that her lovemaking had become. .. torpid.

The thuds and grunts of the water carts on the pitted work road grew louder, but Felisin could not pull
her gaze from the rescuers asthey laid out the mangled corpsesto await the body wagon. A faint residue
of pity clung to what she could see of the scene, but even that seemed too much of an effort, never mind
pulling away her eyes.



For al her dulled responses, she went to Beneth, wanting to be used, more and more often. She
sought him out when he was drunk, weaving and generous, when he offered her to hisfriends, to Bula
and to other women.

Y ou're numb, girl, Heboric had said one of the few times he'd addressed her. Yet your thirst for
feeling grows, until even pain will do. But you're looking in the wrong places.

Wrong places. What did he know of wrong places? The far reach of Degp Mine was awrong place.
The Shaft, where the bodies would be dumped, that was awrong place. Everywhere elseisjust a
shade of good enough.

She was ready to move in with Beneth, punctuating the choices shed made. In afew days, perhaps.
Next week. Soon. She'd made such an issue of her own independence, but it was proving not so great a
task to surrender it after al.

'L ass.

Blinking, Felisin looked up. It was the young Ma azan guard, the one who'd warned Beneth once. ..
long ago.

The soldier grinned. 'Find the quote yet?

'What?

'From Kéelanved'swritings, girl." The boy was frowning now. 'l suggested you find someone who
knew the rest of the passage | quoted.'

'I don't know what you're talking about.’

He reached down, the calluses ridging the index finger and thumb of his sword hand scraping her chin
and jawline as he raised her face. She winced in the bright light when he pushed her hair back. 'Durhang,’
he whispered. '‘Queen’'s heart, girl, you look ten years older than the last time | saw you, and when was
that? Two weeks back.'

'Ask Beneth,' she mumbled, pulling her head away from histouch.

'‘Ask him what?

'For me. In your bed. Helll say yes, but only if he'sdrunk. HEll be drunk tonight. He grievesfor the
dead with ajug. Or two. Touch methen.’

He straightened. 'Where's Heboric?

'Heboric? Degpsoil.' She thought to ask why he wanted him instead of her, but the question drifted
away. He could touch her tonight. She'd grown to like calluses.

Beneth was paying Captain Sawark avisit and held decided to take her with him. He was looking to
make aded, Felisn belatedly realized, and held offer her to the captain as an incentive.

They approached Rathole Round from Work Road, passing Bulas Inn where haf adozen off-duty
Dosii guards lounged around the front door, their bored gazes tracking them.

'Wak adraight line, lass,' Beneth grumbled, taking her arm. "And stop dragging your feet. It'swhat
you like, isn't it? Alwayswanting more.'

An undercurrent of disgust had come to histone when he spoke to her. He'd stopped making
promises. I'll make you my own, girl. Move in with me. We won't need anyone else. Those gruff,
whispered assurances had vanished. The redlization did not bother Felisin. Sheld never redly believed
Beneth anyway.

Directly ahead, Sawark's Keep rose squat from the centre of Rathole Round, its huge, rough-cut
blocks of stone stained from the greasy smoke that never redly left Skullcup. A lone guard stood outside
the entrance, a pike held loosely in one hand. 'Hard luck,’ he said once they were near.

'What is? Beneth demanded.

The soldier shrugged. Thismorning's cave-in, what else?

'We might've saved some," Beneth said, 'if Sawark had sent us some help.’

‘Saved some? What's the point? Sawark's not in the mood if you've come hereto complain.' The
man'sflat eyesflicked to Felisn. 'If you're here with a gift, that would be another matter.' The guard
opened the heavy door. 'He'sin the office.”

Beneth grunted. Tugging at Felisn'sarm, he dragged her through the portal. The ground floor was an
armoury, wegponslining thewallsin locked racks. A table and three chairs were off to one sSde, the



leavings of the guards breakfast crowding the small tabletop. Up from the room's centre rose aniron
daircase.

They ascended asingle flight to Sawark's office. The captain sat behind adesk that seemed cobbled
together from driftwood. His chair was plushly padded with ahigh back. A large, leather-bound tally
book was opened before him. Sawark set down his quill and leaned back.

Felisin could not recal ever having seen the captain before. He made a point of remaining aoof,
isolated here within histower. The man wasthin, devoid of fat, the muscles on his bared forearmslike
twisted cables under pale skin. Againgt the present fashion, he was bearded, the wiry black ringlets oiled
and scented. The hair on his head was cut short. Watery green eyes glittered from a permanent squint
above high cheekbones. His wide mouth was bracketed in degp downturned lines. He stared steadily at
Beneth, ignoring Felisin asif shewas not there.

Beneth pushed her down in achair closeto onewall, on Sawark's left, then sat himself down in the
lone chair directly facing the captain. 'Ugly rumours, Sawark. Want to hear them?

The captain's voice was soft. 'What will that cost me?

‘Nothing. These are free!

'Go on, then.'

The Dosll aretalking loud a Bulas. Promising the Whirlwind.'

Sawark scowled. ‘More of that nonsense. No wonder you give me this news free, Beneth, it's
worthless'

'So | too thought at the beginning, but—

'What ese haveyou to tell me?

Beneth's eyes dropped to the ledger on the desk. Y ou've tallied this morning's dead? Did you find the
name you sought?

'l sought no particular name, Beneth. Y ou think you've guessed something, but there's nothing there.
I'm losing patience.’

"There were four mages among the victims—

'Enough! Why areyou here?

Beneth shrugged, asif tossing away whatever suspicions he held. ‘A gift," he said, gesturing to Fdlisin.
"Very young. Docile, but ever eager. No spirit to resst - do whatever you want, Sawark.'

The captain's scowl darkened.

'In exchange,' Beneth continued, 'l wish the answer to asingle question. The dave Baudin was
arrested thismorning -why?

Fdisin blinked. Baudin? She shook her head, trying to cleer it of thefog that marked her waking
hours. Wasthisimportant?

'Arrested in Whipcord Lane after curfew. He got away but one of my men recognized him and so the
arrest was effected thismorning.' Sawark's watery gaze finally swung to Felisin. 'Very young, you said?
Eighteen, nineteen? Y ou're getting old, Beneth, if you cdl that very young.'

Shefdt hiseyesexploring her like ghost hands. Thistime, the sensation was anything but pleasing.
She fought back ashiver.

‘She'sfifteen, Sawark. But experienced. Arrived but two transports ago.’

The captain's eyes sharpened on her, and she watched, wondering, asal the blood drained from his
fece.

Beneth surged to hisfeet. 'I'll send another. Two young girls from the last shipment.’ He stepped close
to Felisn and pulled her upright. 'l guarantee your satisfaction, Captain. They'll be here within the hour—

'Beneth." Sawark's voice was soft. 'Baudin works for you, does he not?

'An acquaintance, Sawark. Not one of my trusted ones. | asked because he's on my reach crew. One
lessstrong man will dow usif you're still holding him tomorrow.'

‘Livewith it, Beneth.'

Neither one believes the other . The thought was like aglimmer of long-lost awarenessin Felisin.
She drew a deep breath. Something's happening. | need to think about it. 1 need to be listening.
Listening, right now.



In answer to Sawark's suggestion, Beneth sighed heavily. 'l shdl haveto do just that, then. Until later,
Captain.’

Felisin did not resist as Beneth propelled her towards the stairs. Once outside he pulled her acrossthe
Round, not answering the Keep guard as the man said something in asneering tone. Breathing hard,
Beneth dragged her into the shadows of an dley, then swung her around.

His voice was a harsh rasp. "Who are you, girl, hislong-lost daughter? Hood's bresth! Clear your
witsl Tell mewhat happened just now in thet office! Baudin? What's Baudin to you? Answer me!'

'He's - he's nothing—

The back of his hand when it struck her face was like asack of rocks. Light exploded behind Felisin's
eyes as she sorawled sdeways. Blood streamed from her nose as she lay unmoving in the dley'srotting
refuse. Staring dumbly at the ground six inches away, she watched the red pool spread in the dust.
Beneth dragged her upright and threw her up againgt awood-datted wall. 'Y our full name, lass. Tell
me"

'Feligin,’ she mumbled. 'Just that—

Snarling, heraised his hand again.

She stared at the marks her teeth had left just above the knuckles. ‘No! | swear it! | wasa
foundling—

Disbelief crazed hiseyes. 'A what.'

'Found outside the Fener Monastery on Malaz Idand - the Empress made accusations - followers of
Fener. Heboric—

"Y our ship came from Unta, lass. What do you take me for? 'Y ou're nobleborn—'

'No! Only well cared for. Please, Beneth, I'm not lying. | don't understand Sawark. Maybe Baudin
spoun atae, alieto save hisown skin—'

"Y our ship sailed from Unta. Y ou've never even been to Maaz Idand. This monastery, near which
city?

‘Jakata. Therésonly two cities on theidand. The other's Malaz City, | was sent there for asummer.
Schooling. | wasin training to be a priestess. Ask Heboric, Beneth. Please!’

‘Name me the poorest quarter of Maaz City.'

'Poorest?

‘Nameit!'

I don't know! The Fener Templeisin Dockfront! Isit the poorest? There were dums outside the city,
lining the Jakata Road. | was there for but a season, Beneth! And | hardly saw Jakata - we weren't
alowed! Please, Beneth, | don't understand any of this! Why are you hurting me? I've done everything
you wanted me to do—I dept with your friends, | let you trade me, | made myself valuable—'

He struck her again, no longer seeking answers or away through her frantic lies - anew reason had
gppeared in hiseyes, birthing abright rage. He beat her systematicdly, in slent, cold fury. After thefirst
few blows, Felisn curled hersdlf tight around the pain, the shadow-cooled aley dust feding likeabam
where her flesh lay upon it. She struggled to concentrate on her breathing, closing in on that one task,
drawing theair in, fighting the waves of agony that came with the effort, then releasing it dowly, ateady
stream that carried the pain away.

Eventualy she redlized that Beneth had stopped, that perhaps he'd only struck her afew times, and
that he had left. She was doneinthedley, thethin strip of sky overhead darkening with dusk. She heard
occasional voicesin the street beyond, but no-one approached the narrow aide she huddled in.

She woke again later. Apparently she had passed out while crawling towards the alley mouth. The
torchlit Work Road was a dozen paces away. Figures ran through her line of sight. Through the constant
ringing in her ears, she heard shouts and screams. The air stlank of smoke. She thought to resume
crawling, then consciousness dipped away again.

Cool cloth brushed her brow. Felisin opened her eyes.

Heboric was bending over her and seemed to be studying her pupils, each in turn. 'Y ou with us, lass?

Her jaw ached, her lips were crusted together with scabs. She nodded, only now redlizing that she
waslying in her own bed.



'I'm going to rub some il on your lips, seeif we can prise them open without it hurting too much. You
need water.'

She nodded again, and steeled herself against the pain of his ministrations as he dabbed at her mouth
with the oil-soaked cloth strapped onto the stub of hisleft arm. He spoke as he worked. "Eventful night
for usdl. Baudin escaped the gaol, lighting afew buildingsto flame for diverson. He's hiding somewhere
herein Skullcup. No-onetried the cliff walls or Sinker Lake - the cordon of guards lining Beetle Road up
top reported no attempts to breach, in any case. Sawark's posted areward - wants the bastard dive, not
least because Baudin went and killed three of hismen. | suspect there's more to the tale, what do you
think? Then Beneth reports you missing from the Twistings work line this morning, starts me wondering.
So | gototalk to him at the midday break - says helast saw you a Bulaslast night, says he's cut you
loose because you're al used up, sucking more smoke into your lungsthan air, asif heain't to blamefor
that. But al the while he'stalking, I'm studying those cut marks on hisknuckles. Beneth wasin afight last
night, | see, and the only damage he's sporting is what was done by somebody's teeth. Well, the
weeding's done and nobody's keeping an eye on old Heboric, so | spend the afternoon looking, checking
aleys, expecting theworst | admit—'

Fdisin pushed hisarm away. Sowly she opened her mouth, wincing at the pain and feeling the cool
prick of reopened gashes. 'Beneth,’ she managed. Her chest hurt with every breath.

Heboric's eyeswere hard. "What of him?

Tdl him... fromme... tdl him I'm... sorry.’

The old man dowly leaned back.

'I'want him... to take me back. Tell him. Please.’

Heboric rose. 'Get somerest,” he said in astrangely flat voice as he moved out of her line of Sight.

'Water.'

'‘Coming up, then you deep.’

‘Can't, shesaid.

"Why not?

'Can't deep... without apipe. Can't.'

She sensed him staring at her. "Y our lungs are bruised. Y ou've some cracked ribs. Will teado?
Durhang tea'

'Make it strong.'

Hearing him fill acup of water from the cask, she closed her eyes.

'Clever story, lass,' Heboric said. ‘A foundling. Lucky for you I'm quick. I'd say there'sagood chance
Beneth believesyou now.’

'Why?Why do you tdl methis?

To put you a ease. | guesswhat | mean is-' he gpproached with the cup of water between his
forearms - he just might take you back, lass.'

'Oh. 1... | don't understand you, Heboric.'

He watched her raise the clay cup to her lips. 'No," he said, 'you do not.'

Like an enormous wall, the sandstorm descended down the west dope of the Estara Hills and
approached the coastal road with a deathly moan. While such inland storms were rare on the peninsula,
Kalam had faced their wrath before. Hisfirst task wasto leave theroad. It ran too close to the seadliff in
places, and such cliffswere known to collgpse.

The gtallion complained as he angled him down the road's scree bank. For athick-muscled, vicious
beast, the horse was overfond of comforts. The sands were hot, the footing treacherous with hidden
snkholes. Ignoring the stalion's neck tugs and head-tossing, he drove him down and onto the basin, then
kicked the animd into acanter.

A league and a half ahead was Ladro Landing, and beyond that, on the banks of a seasond river,
Ladro Keep. Kalam did not plan on staying thereif he could help it. The Keep's commander was
Malazan, and so too were hisguards. If he could, the nwould outrun the worst of the storm,
hoping to regain the coastal road beyond the Keep, then continue on south to the village of Intesarm.

Keening, the ochrewall drew the horizon on Kalam's | eft ever closer. The hills had vanished. A turgid



gloom curtained the sky. Theflgp and skitter of fleeing rhizan surrounded him. Hissing acurse, the
assassin spurred the gtdlion into agallop.

Asmuch as he detested horsesin principle, the anima was magnificent when in full stride, seeming to
flow effortlesdy over the ground with arhythm forgiving of Kalam's modest skills. He would come no
closer to admitting a growing affection towards the sdlion.

Asherode, he glanced to see the edge of the storm less than a hundred paces away. There would be
no outrunning it. A swirling breaker of whipped sand marked where the wind met the ground. Kalam saw
fi-s9zed rocksin that rolling surf. Thewall would crash over them within minutes. Itsroar filled the air.

Slightly ahead and on a course that would intercept them, Kaam saw within the ochre cloud agrey
gain. He threw himsdf back in the saddle, sawing the reins. The stallion shrilled, broken out of his
rhythm, dewing with his hooves as he sumbled to a stop.

'Y ou'd thank meif you had half abrain,’ Kalam snarled. The grey stain was a swarm of chigger fless.
The voraciousinsects waited for ssormslike this one, then rode the windsin search of prey. The worst of
it was, one could not see them draight on; only from the sde werethey visble.

Asthe swarm swept past ahead of them, the storm struck.

The gdlion staggered when the wall rolled over them. The world vanished insde ashrieking, whirling
ochre haze. Stones and gravel peted them, drawing flinches from the gallion and grunts of pain from
Kadam. The assassin ducked his hooded head and leaned into the wind. Through the dit in histelaba
scarf, he squinted ahead, nudging his mount forward at awalk.

He leaned down over the animal's neck, reached out one gloved hand and cupped it over the stdlion's
left eyeto shidd it from flying stones and grit. For being out here, the assassin owed him that much.

They continued on for another ten minutes, seeing nothing through the cloak of flying sand. Thenthe
gtalion snorted, rearing. Snapping and crunching sounds rose from beneath them. Kalam squinted down.
Bones, on dl sides. The storm had blown out a graveyard - acommon enough occurrence. The assassin
regained control of his mount, then tried to pierce the ochre gloom. Ladro Landing was nearby, but he
could see nothing. He nudged the stallion forward, the animal stepping daintly around the skeletal clumps.

The coastal road appeared ahead, dong with guardhouses flanking what had to be the bridge. The
village must be on hisright - if the damned thing hasn't blown away. Beyond the bridge, then, he
would find Ladro Keep.

The single-person guardhouses both gaped empty, like sockets in a massive geometric skull.

His horse stabled, Kalam crossed the compound, leaning against the wind and wincing at the achein
hislegs as he approached the keep's gatehouse entrance. Ducking within the alcove, he found himsalf
beyond the storm's howl for thefirst timein hours. Drifts of fine sand filled the gatehouse's corners, but
the dusty air was cam. No guardsman held the post: the lone stone bench was vacant.

Kaam raised the heavy iron ring on the wood door, damming it down hard. He waited. Eventually he
heard the bars being drawn on the other side. The door swung back with a grating sound. An old kitchen
servant regarded him with his one good eye.

'Insgde, then," he grumbled. 'Join the others.'

Kalam edged past the old man and found himsdf in alarge common room. Faces had turned with his
entrance. At the far end of the main table, which ran the length of the rectangular chamber, sat four of the
keep's guardsmen, Ma azans, |ooking foul-tempered. Three jugs squatted in puddles of wine on the
tabletop. To one Sde, next dong the table, was awiry, sunken-eyed woman, her face painted in astyle
best left to young maidens. At her side was an Ehrlt merchant, probably the woman's husband.

Kaam bowed to the group, then approached the table. Another servant, this one younger than the
doorman by only afew years, gppeared with afresh jug and agoblet, hesitating until the assassin settled
on where he would sit - opposite the merchant couple. He set the goblet down and poured Kalam a
half-measure, then backed away.

The merchant showed durhang-stained teeth in awel coming smile. 'Down from the north, then?

The winewas some kind of herba concoction, too sweet and cloying for the climate. Kalam set the
goblet down, scowling. 'No beer in thishold?

The merchant's head bobbed. 'Aye, and chilled at that. Alas, only the wineisfree, courtesy of our



host.'

'Not surprised it'sfree,' the n muttered. He gestured to the servant. ‘A tankard of beer, if you
please’

‘Costsadiver,' the servant said.

'Highway robbery, but my thirst is master.' He found a clipped Jakata and set it on the table.

'Hasthevillage fallen into the seg, then? the merchant asked. 'On your way down from Ehrlitan, how
stands the bridge?

Kaam saw asmal velvet bag on the tabletop in front of the merchant'swife. Glancing up, he met her
pitted eyes. She gave him aghastly wink.

'Hell not add to your gossip, Berkru darling. A stranger comein from the storm, isdl you'l learn from
thisone!

One of the guardsmen raised his head. 'Got something to hide, have ya? Not guarding acaravan, just
riding done? Deserting the Ehrlitan Guard, or maybe spreading the word of Dryjhna, or both. Now here
yacome, expecting the hospitaity of the Master—Ma azan born and bred.’

Kaam eyed the men. Four belligerent faces. Any denid of the sergeant's accusations would not be
believed. The guards had decided he belonged in the dungeon for the night at least, something to break
the boredom. Y et the nwas not interested in shedding blood. Helaid hishands flat on the table,
dowly rose. 'A word with you, Sergeant,' he said. 'In private.'

The man's dark face turned ugly. 'So you can dit my throat?

'Y ou believe me capable of that? Kalam asked in surprise. 'Y ou wear chain, you've asword at your
belt. Y ou've three companions who no doubt will stay close - if only to eavesdrop on the words we
exchange between us'’

The sergeant rose. 'l can handle you well enough on my own," he growled. He strode to the back
wadl.

Kalam followed. He withdrew asmall pendant from under histelaba and held it up. 'Do you recognize
this, Sergeant? he asked softly.

Cautioudly, the man leaned forward to study the symbol etched on the pendant's flat surface.
Recognition paed his features as he involuntarily mouthed, 'Clavmaster.’

'An end to your questions and accusations, Sergeant. Do not reveal what you now know to your men
- a least until after | am gone. Understood?

The sergeant nodded. 'Pardon, sir,' he whispered.

Kaam hooked a haf-smile. "Y our uneaseis earned. Hood's about to stride thisland, and you and |
both know it. Y ou erred today, but do not relax your mistrust. Does the Kegp Commander understand
the Stuation beyond these walls?

'Aye, hedoes!

The n sighed. '"Makes you and your squad among the lucky ones, Sergeant.’

‘Aye.’

'Shall we return to the table now?

The sergeant smply shook his head in answer to his squad's querying expressions.

AsKalam returned to his beer, the merchant's wife reached for the velvet bag. 'The soldiers have
each requested areading of their futures,’ she said, revealing a Deck of Dragons. She held the deck in
both hands, her unblinking eyes on the n. 'And you? Would you know of your future, stranger?
Which gods smile upon you, which gods frown—

"The gods have little time or inclination to spare us any note,' Kalam said with contempt. ‘Leave me
out of your games, woman.'

'S0 you cow the sergeant,’ she said, smiling, 'and now seek to cow me. See the fear your words have
wrought in me? | shake with terror.’

With adisgusted snort, Kdlam did his gaze away.

The common room boomed as the front door was led.

'More mysterioustravellers!’ the woman cackled.

Everyone watched as the doorman reappeared from a side chamber and shuffled towards the door.



Whoever waited outside was impatient - thunder rang imperioudy through the room even asthe old man
reached for the bar.

As soon as the bar cleared the latch, the door was pushed hard. The doorman stumbled back. Two
armoured figures appeared, the first one awoman. Metd rustled and boots thumped as she strode into
the centre of the chamber. Flat eyes surveyed the guards and the other guests, held briefly on each of
them before continuing on. Kalam saw no specia attention accorded him.

The woman had once held rank - perhaps she il did, athough her accoutrements and colours
announced no present status; nor was the man behind her wearing anything like auniform.

Kaam saw weals on both their faces and smiled to himself. They'd run into chigger fleas, and neither
looked too pleased about it. The man jerked suddenly as one bit him somewhere beneath his hauberk,
cursing, he began loosening the armour's straps.

'No," the woman snapped. The man stopped.

She was Pardu, asouthern plainstribe; her companion had the look of anortherner - possibly Ehrl .
His dusky skin was a shade paler than the woman's and bare of any triba tattooing. ‘Hood's breath!” the
sergeant snarled at the woman. 'Not another step closer! Y ou're both crawling with chiggers. Takethe
far end of thetable. One of the servants will prepare a cedar-chip bath - though that will cost you."

For amoment the woman seemed ready to resist, but then she gestured to the unoccupied end of the
table with one gloved hand and her companion responded by pulling two chairs back before seating
himsalf siffly in one of them. The Pardu took the other. 'A flagon of beer, she said.

‘The Magter charges for that,’ Kalam said, giving her awry smile.

"The Seven'sfate! The chegp bastard - you, servant! Bring me atankard and I'll judge if it'sworth any
coin. Quickly now!'

‘The woman thinksthis atavern,’ one of the guards said. The sergeant spoke. 'Y ou're here by the
grace of this Kegp's commander. Y ou'll pay for the beer, you'll pay for the bath, and you'l pay for
degping on thisfloor.” ‘And thisis grace?

The sergeant’'s expression darkened - he was Maazan, and he shared the room with a Clawmaster.
"The four walls, the ceiling, the hearth and the use of the stables are free, woman.

Y et you complain like avirgin princess - accept the hospitality or be gone.”

The woman's eyes narrowed, then she removed a handful of jakatas from abelt pouch and dammed
them on the tabletop. 'l gather,’ she said smoothly,'that your gracious master charges even you for beer,
Sergeant. So beit, I've no choice but to buy everyone here atankard.'

'Generous,' the sergeant said with a tiff nod.

Thefuture shall now be prised loose,' the merchant'swife said, trimming the Deck.

Kaam saw the Pardu flinch upon seeing the cards.

‘Spare us,' the n said. Therés nothing to be gained from seeing what's to come, assuming
you've any taent at dl, which | doubt. Save usdl from the embarrassment of your performance.’

Ignoring him, the old woman angled hersdlf to face the guardsmen. 'All your fatesrest upon... thig!'
Shelaid out thefirst card.

Kdam barked alaugh.

'Which oneisthat? one of the guards demanded.

'Obdisk, Kalam said. Thewoman'safake. Asany seer of talent would know, that card'sinactivein
Seven Cities!'

'An expert in divination, are you? the old woman snapped.

'l vist aworthy seer before any overland journey, Kalam replied. ‘It would be foolish to do
otherwise. | know the Deck, and I've seen when the reading was true, when power showed the hand.
No doubt you intended to charge these guardsmen once the reading was done, once you'd told them
how rich they were going to become, how they'd live to ripe old ages, fathering heroes by the score—

Her expression unveiling the charade's end, the old woman screamed with rage and flung the Deck at
Kaam. It struck him on the chest, cards clattering on the tabletop in awild scatter - which settled into a

pattern.
The bresth hissed from the Pardu woman, the only sound to be heard within the common room.



Suddenly sweating, Kalam looked down at the cards. Six surrounded asingle, and that single card -
he knew with certainty - was his. The Rope, Assassin of Shadow. The six cardsencircling it weredl of
one House. King, Herald, Mason, Spinner, Knight, Queen... High Home Death, Hood's House alll
arrayed... around the one who carries the Holy Book ofDryjhna. 'Ah, well," Kdam sighed, glancing
up at the Pardu woman, 'l guess| deep alone tonight.’

The Red Blade Captain Lostara Yil and her companion soldier were the last to leave Ladro Keep,
over an hour after their target had departed on his talion, riding south through the dusty wake of the
sandstorm.

The forced proximity with Kalam had been unavoidable, but just as he was skilled a deception, so
too was Lostara. Bluster could be its own disguise, arrogance amask hiding an altogether deadlier
assurance.

The Deck of Dragons unexpected fielding had revealed much to Lostara, not only about Kalam and
his mission. The Kegp's sergeant had shown himself by his expression to have been a co-conspirator -
yet another Maazan soldier prepared to betray his Empress. Evidently, Kalam's stop at the Keep had
not been as accidental asit appeared.

Checking their horses, Lostara turned as her companion emerged from the Keep. The Red Blade
grinned up a her. 'Y ou were thorough, asadways, he said. The commander led me amerry chase,
however. | found himin the crypt, struggling to climb into afifty-year-old suit of armour. He was much
thinner in hisyouth, it seems!’

Lostara swung hersdlf into the saddle. 'None still breathing? Y ou're certain you checked them all?
What of the servantsin the back hallway - | went through them perhapstoo quickly.'

'Y ou left not asingle heart still beeting, Captain.’

"Very good. Mount up. That horse of the n'siskilling these ones - we shall acquire fresh horses
in Intesarm.’

'Assuming Baralta got around to arranging them." Lostara eyed her companion. Trust Bardta,' she
sad coolly.

'And be glad that - thistime - | shal not report your scepticism.’

Tight-lipped, the man nodded. 'Thank you, Captain.' The two rode down the keep road, turning south
on the coastal road.

The entire main floor of the monastery radiated in acircular pattern around asingle room that was
occupied by acircular staircase of stone leading down into darkness. Mappo crouched besideit.

"Thiswould, | imagine, lead down to the crypt.’

'If I recdll correctly,’ Icarium said from where he stood near the room's entrance, ‘when nuns of the
Queen of Dreams die the bodies are smply wrapped in linen and placed on recessed ledgesin the crypt
walls. Have you an interest in perusing corpses?

‘Not generdly, no,' the Trell said, straightening with a soft grunt. 'It'sjust that the stone changes as
soon the stairs descend below floor level.!

Icarium raised a brow. 'lt does?

"Thelevel we're oniscarved from living rock - the cliff'slimestone. It's rather soft. But beneath it there
are cut granite blocks. | believe the crypt beneath usis an older construct. Either that or the nuns and
their cult hold that acrypt's walls and approach must be dressed, whereas living chambers need not be!'

The Jhag shook his head, approaching. 'l would be surprised. The Queen of Dreamsis Life-aspected.
Very well, shal we explore?

Mappo descended first. Neither had much need for artificid light, the darkness below offering no
obstacle. The spira steps showed the vestiges of marbletiling, but the passage of many feet long ago had
worn most of them away. Benegth, the hard granite defied all evidence of erosion.

The stairs continued down, and down. At the seventieth step they ended in the centre of an
octagonaly walled chamber. Friezes decorated each wall, the colours hinted at in the many shades of
grey. Beyond the staircase's landing, the floor was honeycombed with rectangular pits, cut down through
thetiles and the granite blocks beneath removed. These blocks were now stacked over what was
obvioudy a portaway. Within each pit was a shrouded corpse.



The air was dry, scentless.

"These paintings do not belong to the cult of the Queen,’ Mappo said, stating the obvious, for the
scenes on thewalls revealed adark mythos. Thick fir trees reared black, moss-stained boles on all sides.
The effect created was of standing in aglade deep in an ancient forest. Between the trunks here and there
wasthe hint of hulking, four-legged beadts, their eyes glowing asif in reflected moonlight.

Icarium crouched down, running ahand over the remaining tiles. Thisfloor held a pattern,’ he said,
'before the nuns workers cut gravesiniit. Pity.

Mappo glanced at the blocked doorway. 'If answersto the mysteries here exist, they lie beyond that
barricade.’

'Recovered your strength, friend?

'Well enough. The Trell went to the barrier, pulled down the highest block. As hetipped it down into
hisarms, he staggered, voicing a savage grunt. |carium rushed to help him lower the granite block to the
floor. 'Hood's breath! Heavier than I'd expected.’

'I'd gathered that. Shall we work together, then?

Twenty minutes later they had cleared sufficient blocks to permit their passage into the hallway
beyond. Thefina five minutes they had an audience, asasquall of bhok'aral appeared on the Saircase,
dlently watching their efforts from where they clung from the railings. When first Mappo and then I carium
clambered through the opening, however, the bhok'arala did not follow.

The hallway siretched away before them, awide colonnade lined by twin columns that were nothing
less than the trunks of cedars. Each bole was at least an arm-span in diameter. The shaggy, gouged bark
remained, athough most of it had fallen away and now lay scattered over the floor.

Mappo laid ahand on one wooden pillar. 'Imagine the effort of bringing these down here.’

‘Warren,' Icarium said, sniffing. 'The resdue remains, even after dl these centuries!’

'After centuries? Can you sense which warren, Icarium?

'Kurald Galain. Elder, the Warren of Darkness!’

Tiste Andi? In al the histories of Seven Citiesthat | am aware of, I've never heard mention of Tiste
Andu present on this continent. Nor in my homeland, on the other side of the Jhag Odhan. Areyou
certain? This does not make sense!’

'l am not certain, Mappo. It hasthefed of Kurad Galain, that isal. The feel of Dark. It isnot
Omtose Phellack nor Tellann. Not Starvald Demdain. | know of no other Elder Warrens!'

‘Nor 1.

Without another word the three began walking.

By Mappo's count, the hallway ended three hundred and thirty paceslater, opening out into another
octagona chamber, thisonewith itsfloor raised ahand's width higher than that of the hallway. Each
flagstone was @ so octagona, and on each of them images had been intricately carved, then defaced with
gouges and scoring in what seemed entirely random, frenzied destruction.

The Trel felt his hackles stiffening into aridge on his neck as he stood at the room's threshold. Icarium
was beside him.

'l do not,' the Jhag said,'suggest we enter this chamber.'

Mappo grunted agreement. The air stank of sorcery, old, stale and clammy and dense with power.
Like waves of heat, magic bled from the flagstones, from the images carved upon them and the wounds
many of those images now bore.

Icarium was shaking hishead. 'If thisisKurad Gaain, itsflavour isunknown to me. Itis...
corrupted.’

'By the defilement?

'Possbly. Y et the stench from those claw marks differs from what rises from the flagstones
themselves. Isit familiar to you? By Dessembrae's mortd tearsit should be, Mappo.'

The Trell squinted down at the nearest flagstone bearing scars. His nogtrils flared. 'Soletaken. Divers.
The spice of shapeshifters. Of course.’ He barked out a savage laugh that echoed in the chamber. 'The
Path of Hands, Icarium. The gate - it's here.’

'Morethan agate, | think," Icarium said. 'Look upon the undamaged carvings - what do they remind



you of ?

Mappo had an answer to that. He scanned the array with growing certainty, but the redlization it
offered held no answers, only more questions. 'l seethe likeness, yet thereisan... unlikeness, aswell.
Even moreirritating, | can think of no possible linkage...'

'No such answers here,' |carium said. "We must go to the place wefirst intended to find, Mappo. We
approach comprehension - | am certain of that.’

Icarium, do you think Iskara Pust is preparing for more visitors? Soletaken and D'ivers, the imminent
opening of the gate. Ishe - and by extension Shadow Realm - the very heart of this convergence?

'l do not know. Let'sask him.'

They stepped back from the threshold.

"We approach comprehension.’ Three words evoking terror within Mappo. Hefédt likeahareina
master archer's sights, each direction of flight so hopeless asto leave him frozen in place. He stood at the
side of powersthat staggered his mind, power past and powers present. The Nameless Ones, with
their charges and hints and visons, their cowled purposes and shrouded desires. Creatures of
fraught antiquity, if the Trellish legends held any glimmer of truth. And Icarium, oh, dear friend, |
can tell you nothing. My curseis silence to your every question, and the hand | offer as a brother
will lead you only into deceit. In love's name, | do this, at my own cost... and such a cost.

The bhok'arala awaited them at the stairs and followed the two men at a discreet distance up to the
mainleve.

They found the High Priest in the vestibule he had converted into his degping chamber. Muttering to
himsdlf, Iskara Pust wasfilling awicker rubbish container with rotted fruit, dead bats and mangled rhizan.
He threw Mappo and Icarium a scowl over one shoulder as they stood at the room's entrance.

'If those squalid apes are following you, let them ‘ware my wrath,' Iskaral hissed. 'No matter which
chamber | choose, they insist on using it asrepository for their foul leavings. | have lost patience! They
mock a High Priest of Shadow at their peril!”

"We have found the gate,' Mappo said.

Iskara did not pause in his cleaning. 'Oh, you have, have you? Fools! Nothing isasit seems. A life
givenfor alifetaken. Y ou have explored every corner, every cranny, have you? Idiotsl Such
overconfident bluster isthe banner of ignorance. Wave it about and expect me to cower? Hah. | have my
secrets, my plans, my schemes. Iskaral Fust's maze of genius cannot be plumbed by the likes of you.
Look at you two. Both ancient wanderers of thismorta earth. Why have you not ascended like the rest
of them?

I'll tell you. Longevity does not automatically bestow wisdom. Oh no, not &t al. | trust you arekilling
every spider you spy. Y ou had better be, for it is the path to wisdom. Oh yesindeed, the path!

‘Bhok'ardahave small brains. Tiny brainsingdether tiny round skulls. Cunning asrats, with eyeslike
glittering black stones. Four hours, once, | stared into one's eyes, he into mine. Never once pulling gaze
away, oh no, thiswas a contest and one 1 would not lose. Four hours, face to face, so close | could
smell hisfoul bresth and he mine. Who would win? It wasin thelap of the gods.’

Mappo glanced at | carium, then cleared histhroat. ‘And who, Iskaral Pugt, won this... this battle of
wits?

Iskaral Pust fixed a pointed stare on Mappo. 'L ook upon him who does not waver from his cause, no
meatter how indpid and ultimately irrdevant, and you shdl find in him the meaning of dull-witted. The
bhok'aral could have stared into my eyesfor ever, for there was no intelligence behind them. Behind his
eyes, | mean. It was proof of my superiority that | found distraction elsewhere.’

'Do you intend to lead the D'ivers and Soletaken to the gate below, Iskaral Pust?

‘Blunt arethe Trell, determined in headlong stumbling and headlong in ssumbling determination. As|
sad. Y ou know nothing of the mysteriesinvolved, the plans of Shadowthrone, the many secrets of the
Grey Keep, the Shrouded House where stands the Throne of Shadow. Yet | do. |, done among al
mortals, have been shown the truth arrayed before me. My god is generous, my god iswise, as cunning
asarat. Spiders must die. The bhok'arala have stolen my broom and this quest | set before you two
guests. Icarium and Mappo Trell, famed wanderers of the world, | charge you with this perilous task -



find me my broom.’

Out in the hdlway, Mappo sighed. 'Well, that was fruitless. What shal we do now, friend?

Icarium looked surprised. ‘It should be obvious, Mappo. We must take on this perilous quest. We
must find Iskaral Fust's broom.’

'We have explored this monastery, Icarium,’ the Trell said wearily. 'l noticed no broom.’

The Jhag's mouth quirked dightly. 'Explored? Every corner, every cranny? | think not. Our first task,
however, isto the kitchen. We must outfit ourselvesfor our impending explorations.’

'Y ou are serious.’

N am.’

Theflieswere biting in the heet, as foul-tempered as everything el se beneath the blistering sun. People
filled Hissar's fountains until midday, crowded shoulder to shoulder in the tepid, murky waters, before
retiring to the cooler shade of their homes. It was not aday for going outside, and Duiker found himsdlf
scowling as he drew on aloose, thinly woven telaba while Bult waited by the door.

"Why not under the moon,’ the historian muttered. ‘Cool night air, stars high overhead with every spirit
looking down. Now that would ensure success!'

Bull's sardonic grin did not help matters. Strapping on his rope belt, Duiker turned to the grizzled
commander. 'Very well, lead on, Uncle’

The Wickan's grin widened, deepening the scar until it seemed he had two smilesingtead of one.

Outsde, Kulp waited with the mounts, astride his own smal, sturdy-looking horse. Duiker found the
cadre mage's glum expression perversely pleasing.

They rode through amost empty streets. It was marrok: early afternoon, when sane peopleretired
indoorsto wait out the worst of the summer heet. The historian had grown accustomed to ngpping during
marrok; he was feding grumpy, al too out of sortsto attend Sormo'sritua. Warlocks were notorious for
their impropriety, their deliberate discom-bobulating of common sense. For the defence of decency
alone, the Empress might be excused the executions. He grimaced—clearly not an opinion to be
safely voiced within hearing range of any Wickans.

They reached the city's northern end and rode out on a coastal track for half aleague before swinging
inland, into the wastes of the Odhan. The oasis they approached an hour later was dead, the spring long
sncedried up. All that remained of what had once been alush, naturd garden amidst the sandswasa
stand of withered, gnarled cedars rising from a carpet of tumbled palms.

Many of the trees bore strange projections that drew Duiker's curiosity asthey led their horses closer.

'Are those hornsin the trees? Kulp asked.

‘Bhederin, | think,' the historian replied. ‘Jammed into afork, then grown past, leaving them
embedded deep in the wood. These trees were likely athousand years old before the water vanished.'

The mage grunted. 'Y ou'd think they'd be cut down by now, this close to Hissar.”

‘The horns are warnings,’ Bult said. 'Holy ground. Once, long ago. Memoriesremain.’

'‘Aswell they should,' Duiker muttered. 'Sormo should be avoiding hallowed sand, not seeking it out.
If this place is aspected, it'slikely an inimica oneto aWickan warlock.'

'I've long since learned to trust Sormo E'nath's judgement, Historian. Y ou'd do well to learn the like.'

'It'sapoor scholar who trusts anyone's judgement,’ Duiker said. 'Even and perhaps especidly his
own.'

"Youwak shifting sands,"' Bult sighed, then gave him another grin, 'asthelocaswould say.’

'What would you Wickans say? Kulp asked.

Bult's eyes glittered with mischief. 'Nothing. Wise words are like arrows flung at your forehead. What
do you do? Why, you duck, of course. Thistruth aWickan knows from the time hefirst learnsto ride -
long before helearnstowalk.'

They found the warlock in a clearing. The drifts of sand had been swept aside, reveding a heaved and
twisted brick floor - dl that remained of a structure of some sort. Chips of obsidian glittered in the joins.

Kulp dismounted, eyeing Sormo who stood in the centre, hands hidden within heavy deeves. He
swatted at afly. 'What's this, then, some logt, forgotten temple?

The young Wickan dowly blinked. 'My assistants concluded it had been astable. They then left



without eaborating.

Kulp scowled at Duiker. 'l despise Wickan humour,” he whispered.

Sormo gestured them closer. ‘It is my intention to open myself to the sacred aspect of this kheror,
which isthe name Wickans give to holy places open to the skies—

'Areyou mad? Kulp's face had gone white. "Those spiritswill rip your throat out, child. They are of
the Seven—

"They are not,' the warlock retorted. "The spiritsin this kheror were raised in the time before the
Seven. They aretheland's own and if you must liken them to aknown aspect, then it must be Tellann.'

'Hood's mercy,’ Duiker groaned. 'If it isindeed Tellann,- then you will be dedling with T'lan Imass,
Sormo. The undead warriors have turned their backs on the Empress and dl that isthe Empire, ever
since the Emperor's assassination.’

The warlock's eyes were bright. ‘And have you not wondered why?

The historian's mouth snapped shut. He had theoriesin that regard, but to voice them - to anyone -
would be treason.

Kulp's dry question to Sormo broke through Duiker's thoughts. ‘And has Empress L aseen tasked you
with this? Are you here to seek asense of future eventsor isthat just afeint?

Bult had stood afew paces from them saying nothing, but now he spat. "'We need no seer to guess
that, Mage."

The warlock raised hisarms out to hissides. 'Stay close,' he said to Kulp, then hiseyes did to the
historian. "And you, see and remember al you will witness here.!’

'l am dready doing so, Warlock.'

Sormo nodded, closed his eyes.

His power spread like afaint, subtle ripple, sweeping over Duiker and the others to encompass the
entire clearing. Daylight faded abruptly, replaced by asoft dusk, the dry air suddenly damp and smelling
of marshlands.

Ringing the glade like sentind s were cypresses. Mosses hung from branchesin curtains, hiding what
lay beyond in impenetrable shadow.

Duiker could fed Sormo E'nath’'s sorcery like awarm cloak; he had never before felt a power such as
thisone. Cam and protective, strong yet yielding. He wondered at the Empire'slossin exterminating
these warlocks. An error she's clearly corrected, though it might well be too late. How many
warlocks were lost in truth?

Sormo loosed an ululating cry that echoed asif they stood within avast cavern.

The next moment the air was dive with icy winds, arriving in warring gusts. Sormo staggered, hiseyes
now open and widening with darm. He drew abregth, then visibly recoiled a the taste and Duiker could
not blame him. Bestia stench rode the winds, growing fouler by the moment.

Taut violencefilled the glade, a sure promise announced in the sudden thrashing of the moss-laden
branches. The historian saw aswarming cloud gpproach Bult from behind and shouted awarning. The
Wickan whirled, long-knivesin hishands. He screamed asthe first of the wasps stung.

‘D'ivers!" Kulp bellowed, one hand grasping Duiker's telaba and pulling the historian back to where
Sormo stood asif dazed.

Rats scampered over the soft ground, shrilly screaming as they attacked awrithing bundle of snakes.

The historian felt heat on hislegs, looked down. Fire ants swarmed him up to histhighs. The hesat rose
to agony. He screamed.

Swearing, Kulp unleashed hiswarren in apulse of power. Shrivelled antsfdll from the historian'slegs
like dust. The attacking swarm flinched back, the D'iversretresting.

Therats had overrun the snakes and now closed in on Sormo. The Wickan frowned at them.

Off where Bult crouched dapping futilely at the stinging wasps, liquid fire erupted in aswath, the
flames tumbling over the veteran.

Tracking back to the firé's source, Duiker saw that an enormous demon had entered the clearing.
Midnight-skinned and twice the height of a man, the creature voiced aroar of fury and launched a savage
attack on awhite-furred bear - the glade was dive with D'ivers and Soletaken, the air filled with shrieks



and snarls. The demon landed on the bear, driving it to the ground with a snap and crunch of bones.
Leaving the animd twitching, the black demon legpt to one side and roared a second time, and thistime
Duiker heard meaning within it.

It'swarning us!" he shouted at Kulp.

Like alodestone the demon's arriva drew the D'ivers and Soletaken. They fought each other ina
frenzied rush to attack the cresture.

"We have to get out of here!" Duiker said. 'Pull us out, Kulp - now!"

Themage hissed in rage. 'How? Thisis Sormo'sritual, you damned book-grub!'

The demon vanished beneath amob of creatures, yet clearly remained upright, asthe D'ivers and
Soletaken clambered up what seemed asolid pillar of stone. Black-skinned arms appeared, flinging away
dead and dying creatures. But it could not | ast.

'Hood take you, Kulp! Think of something!

The mage's face tightened. 'Drag Bult to Sormo. Quickly! Leave the warlock to me." With that, Kulp
bolted to Sormo, shouting in an effort to wake the youth from whatever spell held him. Duiker spunto
where Bult lay huddled five paces away. Hislegsfet impossbly heavy beneeth the prickling pain of the
ant bites as he staggered to the Wickan.

The veteran had been stung scores of times, his flesh was misshapen with fiery swelling. Hewas
unconscious, possibly dead. Duiker gripped the man's harness and dragged him to where Kulp continued
accosting Sormo E'nath.

Asthe higtorian arrived, the demon gave one last shriek, then disappeared beneath the mound of
atackers. The D'ivers and Soletaken then surged towards the four men.

Sormo E'nath was oblivious, his eyes glazed, unheeding of the mage's effortsto shout him into
awareness.

"Wake him or we're dead,’ Duiker gasped, stepping over Bult to face the charging beasts with naught
but asmadl knife.

The wegpon would little avail him as aseething cloud of hornets swiftly closed the distance.

The scene was jolted, and Duiker saw they were back in the dead oasis. The D'ivers and Soletaken
were gone. The hitorian turned to Kulp. 'Y ou did it' How?

The mage glanced down at a sprawled, moaning Sormo E'nath. Til pay for it," he muttered, then met
Duiker'seyes.'1 . punched the lad. Damn near broke my hand doing it, too. It was his nightmare, wasn't
it?

The historian blinked, then shook himsalf and crouched down beside Bult. "This poison will kill him
long before we can get help—'

Kulp squatted, ran his good hand over the veteran's swollen face. ‘Not poison. More like an infecting
warren. | can ded with this, Duiker. Aswith your legs." He closed his eyesin concentration.

Sormo E'nath dowly pushed himsdlf into Stting position. He looked around, then tenderly touched his
jaw, where the ridged imprint of Kulp's knuckles stood like puckered idandsin a spreading flush of red.

'He had no choice,' Duiker told him.

The warlock nodded.

'Can you talk? Any loose teeth?

‘Somewhere,’ he said clearly, 'acrow flaps broken-winged on the ground. There are but ten | eft.’

'What happened there, Warlock?

Sormo's eyesflicked nervoudly. 'Something unexpected, Historian. A convergence is underway. The
Path of Hands. The gate of the Soletaken and the D'ivers. An unhappy coincidence.’

Duiker scowled. "Y ou said Tellann—'

'And so it was," the warlock cut in. 'Isthere ablending between shapeshifting and Elder Tellann?
Unknown. Perhaps the D'ivers and Soletaken are Smply passing through the warren - imagining it
unoccupied by T'lan Imass and therefore safer. Indeed, no T'lan Imass to take umbrage with the
trespass, leaving them with only each other to battle.’

"They're welcome to annihilate each other, then," the historian grumbled, hislegs dowly giving way
beneath him until like Sormo he sat on the ground.



I shdl help you inamoment,’ Kulp cdled over.

Nodding, Duiker found himself watching adung beetle struggle heroicdly to push asde afragment of
palm bark. He sensed something profound in what he watched, but was too weary to pursueit.

CHAPTER FIVE

Bhok'arala seem to have originated in the wastes of Raraku. Before long, these social creatures
gpread outward and were soon seen throughout Seven Cities. As efficaciousrat control in settlements,
the bhok'aralawere not only tolerated, but often encouraged. It was not long before alively tradein
domesticated breeds became amajor export...

The usage and demonic investment of this species among mages and achemigtsis amatter for
discussion within treatises more specific than thisone. Baruk's Three Hundred and Twenty-first
Treatise offersasuccinct andysisfor interested scholars. ..

Denizens of Raraku Imrygyn Talobant

With the exception of the sandstorm - which they had waited out in Trob - and the unsettling news of
amassacre at Ladro Keep, told to them by an outrider from awell-guarded caravan bound for Ehrlitan,
the journey to within sight of G'danishan had proved uneventful for Fiddler, Crokusand Apsdar.

Although Fiddler knew that the risks that lay ahead, south of the smdl city out in the Pan'potsun
Odhan, were severe enough to eat holesin his ssomach, he had anticipated alull in the fina approach to
G'danishan. What he had not expected to find was aragtag renegade army encamped outside the city
wdls.

The army's main force straddled the road but was shielded by athin line of hills on the north sde. The
cand road led the three unsuspecting travel lers into the camp's perimeter lines. There had been no
waning.

A company of footmen commanded the rosad from flanking hills and oversaw diligent questioning of
all who sought entry to the city. The company was supported by a score of Arak tribal horsewarriors
who were evidently entrusted with riding down any traveller inclined to flee the gpproach to the makeshift
barricade.

Fiddler and his charges would have to ride on through and trust to their disguises. The sapper was
anything but confident, athough thislent atypicaly Ora scowl to his narrow festureswhich dicited a
wholly proper warinessin two of the three guards who stepped forward to intercept them at the
barricade.

"Thecity isclosed,' the unimpressed guard nearest them said, punctuating his words by spitting
between the hooves of Fiddler's mount.

It would later be said that even a Grd's horse knew an insult when it saw one. Before Fiddler could
react, his mount's head snapped forward, stripping the reins from the sapper's hands, and bit the
guardsman in the face. The horse had twisted its head so that the jaws closed round the man's cheeks
and tore into cheeks, upper lip and nose. Blood gushed. The guardsman dropped like asack of stones, a
piercing, keening sound rising from him.

For lack of anything elseto grip, Fiddler snagged the gelding's ears and pulled hard, backing the beast
away even asit prepared to somp on the guard's huddled form. Hiding his shock behind an even fiercer
frown, the sapper unleashed a stream of Oral curses at the two remaining men, who had both backed
franticaly clear before lowering their pikes. "Foul snot of rabid dogs! Anal crust of dysenteried goats!
Such agght for two young newlyweds to witness! Will you curse their marriage but two weeks since the
blessed day? Shall | loose the fleas on my head to rend your worthless flesh from your jellied bones?

AsFiddler roared every Ora utterance of disgust he could recal in an effort to keep the guards
unbalanced, atroop of the Arak horsewarriors rode up with savage haste.

'Ord! Ten jakatasfor your horse!’

‘Twelve, Oral! To me!’

'Fifteen and my youngest daughter!'

'Fivejakatasfor threetail hairs!'

Fiddler turned hisfiercest frown on theriders. ‘'Not one of you isfit to smell my horsesfartsl’ But he
grinned, unstrapping a beer-filled bladder and tossing it one-handed to the nearest Arak. 'But let us camp



with your troop this night and for adiver you may fed its heat with your palms - once only! For more you
must pay!’

With wild grins, the Araks passed the skin between them, each taking deep swigsto finaize theritual
exchange. By sharing beer, Fiddler had granted them status as equals, "the gesture stripping the cutting
barb from the insult he had thrown their way.

Fiddler glanced back at Crokus and Apsaar. They looked properly shaken. Biting back hisown
nausea, the sapper winked.

The guards had recovered but before they could closein, the tribesmen drove their mounts to block
them.

'Ridewith us!' one of the Araks shouted to Fiddler. As one, the troop wheeled about. Regaining the
reins, Fiddler spurred the gelding after them, sighing when he heard behind him the newlyweds following
uit.

It wasto be araceto the Arak camp, and, true to its sudden legendary status, the Ord horse was
determined to burst every muscleinits body to win. Fiddler had never before ridden such agame beast,
and he found himsdf grinning in spite of himself, even astheimage of the guardsman's ravaged face
remained likeachill knot in the pit of his stomach.

The Arak tipislined the edges of anearby hill'swindswept summit, each set wide apart so that no
shade from aneighbour's could cast insult. Women and children came to the crest to watch the race,
screaming as Fiddler's mount burst through the leading line, swerving to throw a shoulder into the fastest
competitor. That horse sumbled, amost pitching itsrider from hiswood and felt saddle, then righted
itsdlf with afurious scream a being driven from therace.

Unimpeded, Fiddler leaned forward as his horse reached the dope and surged up its grassy side. The
line of watchers parted as he reached the crest and reined in amidst thetipis.

Asany plainstribe would, the Arak chose hilltops rather than valley floorsfor their camps. The winds
kept the insectsto aminimum - boulders held down the tipi edgesto prevent the hide tents from blowing
away - and the risng and setting of the sun could be witnessed to mark ritual thanksgiving.

The camp's layout was afamiliar one to Fiddler, who had ridden with Wickan scouts over these lands
during the Emperor's campaigns. Marking the centre of thering of tipis was a stone-lined hearth. Four
wooden posts off to one Side, between two tipis, and joined together with a single hemp rope, provided
the corrd for the horses. Bundles of rolled felt lay drying nearby, aong with tripods bearing stretched
hides and strips of meat.

The dozen or so camp dogs surrounded the snapping gelding as Fiddler paused in the saddle to take
his bearings. The scrawny, yipping mongrels might prove a problem, he redized, but he hoped that their
suspicionswould apply to dl strangers, Ord included. If not, then his disguise was over.

The troop arrived moments later, the horsewarriors shouting and laughing asthey reined in and threw
themselves from their saddles. Appearing last on the summit's crest were Crokus and Apsadar, neither of
whom seemed ready to share in the good humour.

Seeing their faces reminded Fiddler of the mangled guardsman on the road below. He regained his
scowl and dipped from the saddle. 'The city is closed? he shouted. 'Another Mezlafolly!'

The Arak rider who'd spoken before strode up, afierce grin on hislean face. 'Not Mezlal G'danisban
has been liberated! The southern hares have fled the Whirlwind's promise!’

"Then why was the city closed to us? Arewe Mezla?

‘A cleansing, Ora! Mezlamerchants and noblesinfest G'danisban. They were arrested yesterday and
this day they are being executed. Tomorrow morning you shall lead your blessed coupleinto afreecity.
Come, thisnight we celebrate!”

Fiddler squatted in Ord fashion. 'Has Shalik raised the Whirlwind, then? He glanced back at Crokus
and Apsdar, asif suddenly regretting having taken on the responsibility. ‘Has the war begun, Arak?

'Soon," he said. "We were cursed with impatience,” he added with asmirk.

Crokus and Apsaar approached. The Arak went off to assist in the preparations for the night's
fedtivities. Coinswere flung at the gelding's hooves and hands cautioudy reached out to rest lightly on the
animal’'s neck and flanks. For the moment the three travellers were aone.



"That wasasight | will never forget,' Crokus said,'though | wish to Hood | could. Will the poor man
live?

Fiddler shrugged. 'If he choosesto.’

"We're camping here tonight? Apsalar asked, looking around.

'Either that or insult these Arak and risk disemboweling.'

"Wewill not fool them for much longer,’ Apsdar said.

'Crokus doesn't speak aword of this land's tongue, and mineisaMaazan's accent.'

‘That soldier was my age,' the Daru thief muttered.

Frowning, the sapper said, 'Our only other choiceisto ride into G'danisban, so that we may witness
the Whirlwind's vengeance!

'Another celebration of what's to come? Crokus demanded. 'This damned Apocaypse you're aways
talking about? | get the feding that thisland's people do nothing but talk.’

Fiddler cleared histhroat. Tonight's celebration in G'danisban,’ he said dowly, 'will betheflaying dive
of afew hundred Madazans, Crokus. If we show eagerness to witness such an event, these Arak may not
be offended by our leaving early.’

Apsdar turned to watch half a dozen tribesmen approach. Try it, Fiddler,' she said.

The sapper came close to saluting. He hissed acurse. 'Y ou giving me orders, Recruit?

Sheblinked. 'l think | was giving orders... when you were sill clutching the hem of your mother's
dress, Fiddler. | know - the one who possessed me. It's his indtinctsthat are ringing like sted on stone
right now. Do as| say.'

The chance for aretort vanished asthe Arak arrived. 'Y ou are blessed, Gral!' one of them said. 'A
Ord clanisonitsway to join the Apocalypse! Let us hopethat like you they bring their own beer!’

Fiddler made akin gesture, then soberly shook his head. ‘It cannot be," he said, mentaly holding his
bregth. 'l am outcast. More, these newlywedsinsst we enter the city ... to witnessthe executionsin
further blessing of their binding. | am their escort, and so must obey their commands:”

Apsdar stepped forward and bowed. 'We wish no offence,’ she said.

It wasn't going well. The Arak faces arrayed before them had darkened. 'Outcast? No kin to honour
your trail, Ord? Perhaps we shdl hold you for your brothers vengeance, and in exchange they leave us
your horse!'

With exquisite perfection, Apsalar ssamped one foot to announce the rage of a pampered daughter
and new wife. 'l am with child! Defy me and be cursed! We go to the city! Now!'

'Hire one of usfor the rest of your journey, blessed lady! But leave theriven Ord! Heisnot fit to
serveyou!!

Trembling, Apsalar prepared to lift her vell, announcing the intention to voice her curse.

The Araksflinched back.

'Y ou covet the gelding! Thisisnothing morethan greed! | shal now curseyou al—

'Forgive!'

"We bow down, blessed lady!"

"Touch not your veil!"

'Ride on, then! To the city below! Ride on!’

Apsalar hesitated. For amoment Fiddler thought she would curse them anyway. Instead she spun
about. 'Escort us once more, Oral,' she said.

Surrounded by worried, frightened faces, the three mounted up.

An Arak who had spoken earlier now stepped close to the sapper. 'Stay only the night, then ride on
hard, Ord. Y our kinwill pursue you.'

Tell them," Fiddler said, 'l won the horsein afair fight. Tell them that.

The Arak frowned. 'Will they know the story?

'Which clan?

‘Sebark.’

The sapper shook his head.

"Then they shdll ride you down for the pleasure of it. But | shdl tell them your words, anyway. Indeed,



your horse wasworth killing for.'

Fiddler thought back to the drunken Gra held bought the gelding from in Ehrlitan. Three jakata. The
tribesmen who moved into the cities lost much. 'Drink my beer thisnight, Arak?

'‘We shdl. Beforethe Gra arrive. Ride on.’

Asthey rode onto the road and approached G'danisban's north gate, Apsalar said to him, 'We arein
trouble now, aren't we?

'Isthat what your ingtinctstell you, lass?

She grimaced.

'‘Aye,’ Fiddler sighed. 'That we are. | made amistake with that outcast sory. | think now, given your
performance back there, that the threat of your curse would have sufficed.'

'Probably.’

Crokus cleared histhroat. ‘Are we going to actually watch these executions, Fid?

The sapper shook his head. 'Not a chance. Wereriding straight through, if we can.’ He glanced at
Apsdar. 'Let your courage fdter, lass. Another temper tantrum and the citizenswill rush you out the
south gate on abed of gold.’

She acknowledged him with awry smile.

Don't fall in love with this woman, Fid, old friend, else you loosen your guard of the lad's life,
and call it an accident of fate...

Spilled blood stained the worn cobbles under the arched north gate and a scatter of wooden toys lay
broken and crushed to either side of the causeway. From somewhere close came the screams of children
dying.

'We can't do this," Crokus said, dl the colour gone from hisface. Herode at Fiddler'sside, Apsalar
holding her mount close behind them. Looters and armed men appeared now and then farther down the
street, but the way into the city seemed strangely open. A haze of smoke hung over everything, and the
burnt-out shells of merchant stores and residences gaped desolation on all sides.

They rode amidst scorched furniture, shattered pottery and ceramics, and bodies twisted in postures
of violent death. The children's dying screams, off to their right, had mercifully stopped, but other, more
distant screams rose eerily from G'danisban's heart.

They were sartled by afigure darting acrosstheir paths, ayoung girl, naked and bruised. Sheran asif
obliviousto them, and clambered under a broken-whedled cart not fifteen pacesfrom Fiddler and his
party. They watched her scramble under cover.

Six armed men approached from a Side street. Their weapons were haphazard, and none wore
armour. Blackened blood stained their ragged telaban. One spoke. ‘Ora! Y ou see a girl? We're not
donewith her.'

Even as he asked his question, another of them grinned and gestured to the cart. The girl's kneesand
feet were clearly visble.

'‘A Mezla? Fiddler asked.

The group's leader shrugged. 'Well enough. Fear not, Gra, well share!

The sapper heard Apsaar draw along, dow breath. He eased back in his saddle.

The group split in passing around Fiddler, Crokus and Apsalar. The sapper casually leaned after the
nearest man and thrust the point of hislong-knifeinto the base of his skull. The Gra gelding pivoted
beneath Fiddler and kicked out with both rear hooves, shattering another man's chest and propelling him
backward, sprawling on the cobbles.

Regaining control of the gelding, Fiddler drove hishedsinto itsflanks. They bolted forward, savagely
riding down the group's generous leader. From under the horse's stamping hooves came the sound of
snapping bones and the sickening crushing of his skull. Fiddler twisted in the saddle to find the remaining
three men.

Two of them writhed in keening pain near Apsalar, who sat cam in the saddle, a thick-bladed kethra
knifein each gloved hand.

Crokus had dismounted and was now crouching over the last body, removing athrowing knifefroma
blood-drenched throat.



They all turned a agrinding of potsherdsto seethe girl claw her way clear of the cart, scrambleto
her feet, then race into the shadows of an dley, disgppearing from view.

The sound of horsemen coming from the north gate reached them.

‘Ride on!" Fiddler snapped.

Crokus legpt onto his mount's back. Apsalar sheathed her blades and gave the sapper anod as she
gathered up thereins.

‘Ride through - to the south gate!'

Fiddler watched the two of them gallop on, then he dipped from the gelding's back and approached
the two men Apsalar had wounded. ‘Ah," he breathed when he came close and saw their dashed-open
crotches,'that'sthelass | know.'

Thetroop of horsemen arrived. They al wore ochre sashes diagonally acrosstheir chain-covered
chests. Their commander opened his mouth to speak but Fiddler wasfirg.

'Isno man's daughter safe in this seven-cursed city? She was no Mezla, by my ancestors! Isthisyour
Apocaypse? Then | pray the pit of snakes awaitsyou in the Seven Hellg!'

The commander was frowning. 'Oral, you say these men were rapists?

‘A Mezladut gets what she deserves, but the girl wasno

Mezla'

'So you killed these men. All six of them.'

‘Aye.’

"Who were the other two riders with you?

The pilgrims| am sworn to protect.’

'And yet they ride into the city's heart.... without you &t their Sde!’

Fiddler scowled.

The commander scanned the victims. Two yet live.!'

'May they be cursed with a hundred thousand more breaths before Hood takes them.’

The commander leaned on his saddiehorn and was silent amoment. 'Rejoin your pilgrims, Ord. They
have need of your services!'

Growling, Fiddler remounted. "Who rules G'dani shan now?"

'‘None. The army of the Apocalypse holds but two districts. We shdl have the others by the morrow.’
Fiddler pulled the horse around and kicked it into acanter. The troop did not follow. The sapper
swore under his breath -the commander was right, he should not have sent Crokus and Apsdar on. He
knew himsdlf lucky inthat hisremaining with the rapists could so easily be construed astypicdly Grd -
the opportunity to brag to the red-swathed riders, the chance to voice curses and display atribesman's
unassailable arrogance -but it risked offering up to contempt hisvow to protect his charges. Hed seen

the mild disgust in the commander's eyes. In dl, hed been too much of aGra horsewarrior. If not for
Apsdar's frightening talents, those two would now bein serioustrouble.

Herode hard in pursuit, noting belatedly that the gelding was responding to his every touch. The horse
knew hewas no Gral, but it'd evidently decided he was behaving in an approved manner, well enough to
accord him some respect. It was, hereflected, this day'slone victory.

G'danishan's central square wasthe site of past daughter. Fiddler caught up with his companions
when they had just begun walking their horses through the horrific scene. They both turned upon hearing
his gpproach, and Fiddler could only nod at the rdlief in their faces when they recognized him.

Even the Gral gelding hesitated at the square's edge. The bodies covering the cobbles numbered
severa hundred. Old men and old women, and children, for the most part. They had al been savagely
cut to pieces or, in some cases, burned alive. The stench of sun-warmed blood, bile and seared flesh
hung thick in the square.

Fiddler swalowed back hisrevulsion, cleared histhroat. ‘Beyond this square, he said, 'al pretences
of control cease.’

Crokus gestured shakily. 'These are Mdazan?

'‘Aye, lad.’

'During the conquest, did the Maazan armies do the same to the locals here?



'Y ou mean, isthisjust reprisal ?

Apsadar spoke with an dmost persona vehemence. 'The Emperor warred against armies, not
avilians—

'Except at Aren,’ Fiddler sardonically interjected, recalling hiswords with the Tanno Spiritwalker.
'When the T'lan Imassrose in the city—'

‘Not by Kedlanved's command!" she retorted. "Who ordered the T'lan Imassinto Aren? | shall tell you.
Surly, the commander of the Claw, the woman who took upon herself anew name—'

'Laseen.’ Fiddler eyed the young woman quizzicaly. 'l have never before heard that assertion,
Apsalar. There were no written orders - none found, in any case—

'l should havekilled her there and then," Apsalar muttered.

Astonished, Fiddler glanced at Crokus. The Daru shook his head.

'‘Apsdar,’ the sapper said dowly, 'you were but a child when Aren rebelled then fell to the T'lan
Imass.’

'l know that,’ shereplied. 'Y et these memories... they are so clear. | was... sentto Aren... to seethe
daughter. To find out what happened. 1... | argued with Surly. No-one e'se was in the room. Just Surly
and... and me!'

They reached the other end of the 