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Abanon wields the Blade that Whispers Hate

Moranos holds the Dagger of Desire

Ninkashi grips the trembling Blade of Rage

with which she pierced the heart of her mad sire

Heletia grips the Knife called Winter's Tooth

Visini wields the Blade that Binds and Blinds

Husth fights with the Kris that Strikes Elsewhere

and woe betide the soul it finally finds

Kalara hones the Knife that Parts the Night

Grim Xith commands the Dirk that Harrows Souls

Eight Blades the Goddess has, and one

from eight will ren-
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FUCKING BELLARIUS.

I did not love the city of my birth, and never would. I would never forgive it for all that it had done to me – that just wasn’t in me. The best I could do was forget about it, and my history with it. Which I could not do while I was still in it.

I just wanted to leave. As soon as Holgren was fit enough to travel, that’s exactly what we would do, if I had any say. I was not getting stuck in Bellarius again.

The big question was where we would go.

I’d got enough of Holgren's story out of him to know that Lucernis probably wasn’t the safest place for him at the moment. Maybe ever again. Which was a pity, really; I’d made a home there. I’d built a life. Even made a friend or two. But considering what was coming after me, it was probably best I stay away from heavily populated areas. And anyone that I cared about, that could be used as leverage. Holgren excepted, of course. He’d gone through literal hells the last time I wandered off. He’d do it again, that much was clear. And besides, I didn’t want to be parted from him again, despite the situation.

Maybe that was selfish of me. Probably. I didn’t really care anymore. Holgren was far from toothless; he had as much of a chance to stand against the Blades as I did. More, in a lot of ways.

Holgren had also told me about the deal he’d made with the demon, Tanglewood. I’d offered to cut the seed out of his palm, but he’d shaken his head.

“It would almost certainly kill me,” he’d said. “Besides, I struck a bargain. Tanglewood kept its end, so I’ll keep mine.” Then he’d gone back to sleep in the dusty bed on the first floor of the Telemarch’s citadel.

Holgren was sleeping again. That was mostly what he’d done since we’d returned to the world, to Bellarius, to the Citadel. I made something approaching soup, hoping all my rattling would wake him up. I brought the soup up from the kitchen. He hadn’t moved a muscle since last I checked, so I checked to see if he was still breathing. He was. I took a long look at his face. Gaunt. Unshaven. Pale. And missing an eye. Well, from what he’d mumbled, missing his original eye. He’d got a replacement, but he refused to remove the black leather patch. When I’d asked, he said he’d tell me about it later, and then he’d gone back to sleep.

I paced. The soup was getting cold. My boredom was swelling to epic proportions. So I gently brought him to wakefulness.

“Oi! Wake up, Holgren!” I may have kicked the bed, a little. So I’m not the best nurse.

He sat up, hair wild and eye wide, snorting something that sounded like “Wuzzing hemeh?”

“Dinner time,” I said in my most sunshiny voice, and brought him his bowl on a tray.

“Not hungry.”

“Too bad. Eat.”

Dutifully, he took a spoonful in his mouth. Reluctantly, he swallowed.

“What is it?”

“Soup?”

His eye narrowed and he poked at the lumps in the broth. “I’ve had soup. This is not it, not in any of its forms.”

“Water, meat, vegetable. Boil. Soup.”

“No wonder Bellarius is such a dour place. Nobody born here can cook.”

“I’d be insulted if that wasn't so close to the truth. Try your best.”

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“You aren’t going to eat?”

“Me? Eat that? Do I look crazy?”

He literally growled at me. But he ate.

“Hey, what did you do with my flunky?” I asked him while he struggled to chew an especially gristly lump.

He swallowed before he replied, because Holgren was classy like that. “Keel? The worst thing imaginable.”

“You made him join the navy?”

“Worse. I sent him to school.”

“You monster.”

He shrugged. “It’s what he got for being intelligent but unlettered.”

“Where?”

“Gol-Shen.”

“Good thinking. Far enough away that he can’t easily get revenge.”

While Holgren contended with his dinner, I wandered around the room, at loose ends. It wasn’t the first time I’d done so in the day and a half we’d been pent up there. The Citadel was still a shithole, but it had more furniture than the first time I’d entered it.

“You gonna tell me about your eye, now?” I finally asked.

“It’s not my eye, actually. It’s Lagna’s.”

My mouth dropped open a little. “Seriously?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Let me see it!”

“I would, but if I open it, complicated things happen.”

“Like what?”

“Like my mind goes someplace else, where I can see... anything, if I know where to look. And then I can physically go to it. It’s how I finally found you, but it’s not really something I enjoy doing. I have to look at the corpse of Lagna’s ghost, more or less, when I use it”

“Oh.”

I spied the pack that Holgren had had on when he appeared at my hidey-hole outside reality. I hadn’t disturbed it while he was sleeping, because messing around with a mage’s stuff without his permission was neither safe nor bright. I scooped it up and settled on the floor next to the fire.

“Right then, let’s see what a mage packs when he goes to hells.” I stuck a hand in the pack, and was met with a sticky, tacky residue of... something. It seemed to cover everything inside the pack.

“Ew. What the hells got in here?” I asked, pulling my hand out and wiping it on the cooking rag that was still on my shoulder.

He coughed slightly and shifted himself higher in the bed, then leaned back against the pillows. “There was a river of blood. I had to cross it.”

“Oh.” What do you say to that? I opened the pack wider and started to pulling things out, wiping them cleanish as I went.

“Oh, look. A monster’s head under glass.”

“Amra, meet Halfmoon. Halfmoon, Amra. He’s not very nice. He wants to eat my brain.”

“Well who wouldn’t? It’s a very clever brain.” The thing blinked its dozen eyes and ran a long, gray-blue tongue along the glass. I shuddered and put it aside. Facing the wall.

“Mages,” I muttered. I rooted around a bit more and came up with a small glass vial.

“Anonymous powder,” I said. “Let me guess, an ingredient for a spell.”

“No, that’s a jar full of the Road.”

“Seriously?” There really wasn’t anything worse you could put in your body, except straight sharp steel. The Road was a dead end. Worse than hellweed.

“Yes.”

I shook my head and threw it in the fire. “What, wine just not scratching the itch anymore? I take back what I said about your brain.”

“Well I never opened it,” he said, peevishly.

“Thank Vosto.”

“Yes, as a matter of fact.”

“Really?” The god of fools and drunkards, Vosto was the closest deity there was to a god of mercy.

“Really.”

“What was that like?”

“He compared me to a turtle stuck on its back, intimated that I was pathetic and ridiculous, told me I was in his debt, then told me to bugger off. Also, he very much seemed to enjoy calling me a fool.”

“Sounds like my kind of god.”

“Meeting a divine being not threatening or actively trying to kill me was a nice change of pace.”

I rooted around some more in the blood-goop inside the pack, but couldn't find anything else. “Is that it?”

“All that's left, anyway.”

“You could have told me instead of letting me play with hell blood!” I threw the pack on the floor, took up the rag, and started scrubbing at my hands.

“I could have. But you said hurtful things about my brain. Also, the soup.” He pointed the spoon at me in an accusatory fashion, and I gave him two bloody fingers in response.

“When you get better, I’m going to smother you in your sleep.”

I went downstairs, where there was a bucket of water and soap, and made good use of them. When I came back, the soup had been exiled to the far edge of the bed. I shifted the tray to the table and sat down in a chair facing him.

“All right, lover, listen up. We have a serious conversation in front of us, and not a bit of it contains light or joy.”

He shrugged. “I doubt it will be worse than dinner, so I feel suitably prepared.”

“First, the bitch Kalara, the Knife That Parts the Night. I renamed her Chuckles, by the way. Long story. Anyway, she’s more or less responsible for every shitty thing that has happened on this side of the Dragonsea for the past thirty years or so. Heavy on the ‘more’ side. She started the Helstrum-Elam war, for a start, and then the plague and famine that followed.”

“To what end?”

“To flood Bellarius with refugees; specifically, children.”

He frowned. “I assume it wasn’t because she has a special fondness for unripe humans.”

“Unripe – that’s pretty dark, Holgren, even for you.”

“Sorry. In Thraxys there was an orchard – actually, you don’t want to know.”

“When I’m in the mood for a good screaming nightmare, I’ll bring that back up and you can tell me a bedtime story, thanks. Anyway, Kalara crammed Bellarius full of street kids. It was an experiment, kind of. Or a contest. Of sorts. She packed this city with street rats, and then started turning the screws on us. She suppressed any impulse towards pity for us from the citizenry of this fair city, to make sure we would have to fend for ourselves. And then she started the Purge.”

“And she did all this by manipulating the Telemarch.”

“That’s how the Blades seem to work, yeah. Or at least the two I’ve encountered. They can’t do all that much on their own. They need a human flunky, a slave to wield them for most things.”

“The obvious question, regarding Kalara’s actions, would be why.”

“She says it was to make me.”

He looked at me a while with his one eye. It was still raptor-like, that gaze. He didn’t notice that he was rubbing at the lump in his palm, but I did. “Do you think Kalara was responsible for what happened with your father?” he finally asked. He knew my story, of course.

I shook my head. “It wasn’t like that. The only person responsible for that piece of shit’s actions was himself. But once he was dead, and once Arno was taken by the lung fever, there I was on the streets. In Kalara’s proof house.” A proof house was a place where they tested armor and other metal implements to destruction, to see what they could stand. I used to steal scrap from the one in the Girdle, when they were careless enough to leave anything out in the yard overnight.

Holgren struggled up a little bit higher in bed. “And did Kalara explain what she meant when she said she’d made you? Made you into what, exactly?”

“The little bitch has been cagey about it. All she would say is she wanted a survivor.” Actually, she’d called me the ‘ultimate survivor’ but that just sounded overblown and stupid.

“Were you meant to be a replacement for the Telemarch?”

“No. She was talking about something bigger.”

“What?”

“She didn’t say. All she said is that the remaining Blades will be after me, now. Some to kill me, some to make me their slave. And that’s why I pulled the disappearing act the night we killed the Telemarch. Well, that and the whole city exploding if I hadn’t.” I was still feeling ambivalent about being the savior of my shithole birthplace.

“Yes, Amra, let’s talk about that, shall we?” His tone was suddenly light, and as false as cut-glass masquerading as diamond. This was a part of our conversation I would happily skip.

“It’s getting late, Holgren, and you look really tired—”

“I went through literal hells to get you back after you disappeared.”

I nodded. “I will pay poets to write sonnets—”

“I don’t remember much at the very end, when the chaos magic was killing me and I was suffocating, but I do remember wine bowls scattered all over the floor.”

“Well I was bored. It’s not like I was having a party or—”

“And then we were back here, and the chaos magic didn’t come back with us. Which leads me to believe you could have returned from whatever no-place you were, minus city-ending threat, at any time you chose. Which means I went through hells to rescue someone who did not want to be rescued.” His tone was not light, there at the end. Not light at all.

I got up from the chair and sat down at the foot of the bed, and put a hand on his blanketed knee. “Do you remember Thagoth?” I asked him.

“Don’t change the subject, Amra.”

“I’m not, I swear. Just listen. When the Shadow King added you to his khordun, you made the case that it might be better for the whole world if you stayed in Thagoth, outside of his control. Until you died.”

“And you shouted me down. And you were right.”

“That time. This time, there are six Blades after me, each one potentially more powerful that the Shadow King. I did the plusses and minuses, and I made a decision.” Actually, I hadn’t initially expected to survive Kalara and the chaos magic at all, but there was no way in hells I was going to tell him that.

He leaned forward and put one long finger on my knee. “But Amra, here is the difference—in Thagoth, we decided. The night you killed the Telemarch, there was no we involved in your sums.”

“There was no time.” It sounded weak even to my own ears now, even if it had seemed true at the time.

“You left me.”

“To save you.”

He pulled back and sat up straighter, his face as solemn as I had ever seen it. “I will say this only once, Amra Thetys, because it is embarrassingly, unforgivably, excruciatingly treacly, for all that it is the truth: if being saved means I don’t have you, I prefer not to be saved. Do not forget to include that figure the next time you are doing world-altering sums, if you please.”

What could I say to that?

I pushed him back onto the pillows, and kissed him long and hard despite the scraggly fur on his face. And then we started to do other things that are none of your damned business. Which of course is when the gods-damned door opened. Holgren summoned up his magic, and I dove for a knife in the pile of clothing by the bed. Then I remembered all I had was a paring knife I’d brought up from the kitchen.

“I’m terribly sorry,” said Greytooth, turning away, but not fucking leaving. “You did give me the key.”

“Most people knock,” I muttered, and started getting dressed. “How are you, old man?” I probably shouldn’t have talked to him that way, him being both a mage and a Philosopher. But I was feeling a tad frustrated.

“Better than I was, now that I know you two are alive.”

“That’s sweet, thanks. How can we help you?”

“It’s I who have come to help you. I’ve received permission from my brothers to open our archives.”

“Archives?” Holgren asked, his voice betraying his interest. Once a bookworm, always a bookworm. I mean, I liked books quite a bit. But I’d liked what we were doing quite a fair bit more, and was hoping to get back to it sharpish. Now Holgren was practically inviting Greytooth in for a chat.

“Every piece of information we have acquired on the Eightfold’s Blades,” Greytooth replied. “Six centuries of research, and the first-hand accounts of the Philosophers who have contended with them.”

“That seems... useful,” I said. “You can turn around, now, by the way.”

“We hope it will prove so,” he replied, and stumped over to the fireplace. “We suspect that, with Kalara’s destruction, the remaining Blades will seek to end the threat you represent. Anything we can do to assist you, we will. My own opinion is that you should bring the fight to them.”

“Or I could run far, far away, and keep running.”

My suggestion was greeted with silence.

“What?”

“You can’t, Amra,” said Holgren. “We can’t. They need to be dealt with.”

I blew out a breath. “Yeah, so I knew that. But it doesn’t have to be tonight. And anyway, I don’t have a clue where to begin.”

Holgren smiled. “Fortunately, you have two learned, reasonably intelligent fellows here to assist you in crafting your designs.”

“And we are not without other skills,” Greytooth added.

“Fine. But this is going to require more wine than what’s available in this draughty pile of stones.”

That was the moment I went to war with the castoff splinters of a mad goddess. She’d already gone to war with me, after all.

TWO

––––––––
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SOMEBODY HAD BURNED down my fucking house.

There was a house-shaped hole in the familiar architecture of the Promenade, with blackened stones and charred beams littering the base of it. I stood at the primly closed gate on a sunny, late summer morning, mouth open, and stared in disbelief. They’d got the carriage house in the back as well. I was the proud owner of ashes, blackened beams, and shattered bricks. Behind me, the foot traffic on the Promenade just went on, as if nothing had happened. As if this was all quite normal and nothing to remark upon. I pinched myself fiercely just to make sure I wasn’t in some awful nightmare. I did not suddenly and abruptly wake up.

Some evil fucker had really burned down my gods-damned house. I don’t know how long I stood there, stunned, but it was... a while.

“It happened about two months ago,” said a voice by my side; one, I slowly realized, that I recognized. Inspector Kluge. I hadn’t even heard him approach.

“Have you caught the fucker?” I asked, unable to take my eyes away from the devastation.

“I’m afraid not. No witnesses, no suspects, no leads. But now that you have returned, Amra Thetys, perhaps that will change.”

I turned and stared at him. Same horsey face, same falsely empathetic eyes, with the pretty purple band around the irises. He looked a little older, a little more salt and a little less pepper in his close-cropped hair.

“I have no idea who’d want to burn me out. Except the neighbors. They were always giving me dirty looks. Did you interrogate them?”

Kluge pointed to the house on the left of my now-manseless lot. “That neighbour is a shipping magnate who makes fifty thousand marks a year, in a bad year.” He pointed to the house on the right. “There, we have the residence of a baronet who is nearly ninety years old. It is my professional opinion that neither is responsible for burning down your house. After all, who would want to live next to a smoking hole in the ground, or risk their own home burning as well if the wind blew fickle?”

“No, you’re right. They’d’ve probably just hired assassins if they were that bothered.” I rubbed my face with both hands. It didn’t help. When I dropped them, my dwelling was still blackened rubble.

“I can assure you that the investigation is ongoing. There’s another matter to discuss. I’ve been sent by the Lord Governor to discover the whereabouts of your... associate, Holgren Angrado.”

“Why? Do you think he did it? Because that would be a real surprise. All his stuff was in there, too.”

“No. The Lord Governor has business with the magus. Long-delayed business. Where is Holgren Angrado?”

I shrugged. “Sorry, I couldn’t tell you. Holgren had business of his own to take care of.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“Uh, three weeks ago? Thereabouts.”

“Where?”

“Bellarius.”

“And you’ve just arrived from there?”

“Yeah.”

“What ship?”

“The Hawkwind. Say, are you interrogating me? Because the last time you did that you threatened to hang me. I haven’t forgotten, you know. Things like that you don’t forget.”

“This is not an interrogation. If it were, as you well know, you would be in a dank, dimly lit room wearing shackles and manacles. No, mistress Thetys, this is simply a pleasant exchange on a street celebrated for its beauty, under a cloudless sky.” He looked up at said cloudless sky and sighed a fake little satisfied sigh, then looked back down at me. “I could arrange the other venue, if you’d like.”

“You know, I’d love to, but it looks like I’ll be busy today finding someplace else to doss down. Maybe some other time, though.”

“Let me be very direct,” he replied. “You say you don’t know where Angrado is. I don’t believe you. Now, personally, it would cheer me to no end if your partner never set foot in Lucernis again. You, too, for that matter. But I am not asking for myself. I am asking for the Lord Governor, and when the Lord Governor wants a question answered, it gets answered, and truthfully. How long that takes and how much pain is involved are the only variables.”

“Kluge. Listen. I’m not saying I’m above lying to you. I don’t like you, and handing you a bag of cack instead of the truth would normally give me the same kind of joy as petting kittens, or winning a trifecta at the track. You may want to reflect on why that would be the case, by the way. What I am saying is, I’m not stupid enough hand a bag of cack to Governor Morno, even if you’re the one who has to carry it to him. I don’t know where Holgren is. If you don’t believe me, haul me in. At least I’ll have a place to sleep.”

He gave me the look that said he didn’t believe a word I said, and was even suspicious of the individual syllables.

“I know far more than I care to about your personal history, and it is tightly interwoven with that of Holgren Angrado’s. You two are, both figuratively and literally, as thick as thieves. That you would not know his whereabouts beggars belief.”

“Yeah, well, when Holgren said he had business to take care of that he couldn’t talk about, you know what I said? I said ‘All right.’ And do you know why? Because our relationship is based on mutual respect and trust. You should try it in your own relationships. Really makes for a happier home life.”

I watched him deciding whether hauling me down to Havelock would be worth the bother. Saw the moment he decided it wouldn’t be. Maybe he had a full day ahead.

“We will speak again, Amra.”

“Damned right we will. There’s a fucking arsonist out there that needs catching. What am I paying taxes for?” I actually had paid taxes on the manse. Grudgingly. My man of business had explained patiently and multiple times that there was no way around it.

Kluge walked off without a further word, a little tight-jawed. I returned my attention to the ruins of my home.

Somebody had burned down my fucking house.

The old coot who lived next door hobbled out in his dressing gown as I contemplated the destruction. He pointed at me with is cane.

“You! You need to have this lot cleared! It’s the Promenade, not a damned charcoal burner’s village. The stench is still in my drapes!”

Noble or not, I gave him the fingers, which is when I noticed they were ink-stained. What the hells had I touched? I hadn’t been writing any letters. The question got driven out of my head, though, when he started throwing things at me, starting with his slippers and then moving on to progressively heavier things.

He had a good arm for such an old fart, but his aim was shit. By the time I’d exhausted my vocabulary of hurtful things to call him, we’d attracted a bemused crowd. Shards of pottery littered the Promenade.

Gods, but I’d missed Lucernis.

~ ~ ~
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WHAT DO YOU DO WHEN you find out your house got burned down? You drink. Or at least I did.

Tambor’s hadn’t burned down in my absence, thank all the dead gods and despite the place deserving it. On the other hand, their wine had somehow gotten even worse, which I would have bet life-altering sums of money wasn’t possible. At first, I suspected they’d finally just made the switch to straight vinegar, but as I grew increasingly sauced, I knew that couldn’t be the case. You can’t get drunk off of vinegar.

Don’t ask me how I know that.

The first jug got me through the shock and disbelief. The second lit a fire under my rage. I swore bloody vengeance on the perpetrator. People moved away from me in the wine garden. Fair enough. I hadn’t meant to do it out loud, or quite so... animatedly. Or while holding a knife. The third jug didn’t do anything for me in particular except make me more drunk, which is all you can reasonably ask from a jug of plonk, really.

The fourth jug got me to that hazy place I was looking for. The place where harsh truths had their edges sanded down a bit. Truth was, I’d been far happier living in the Foreigners’ Quarter than I ever had on the Promenade. I’d always felt like a squatter there, to be honest. Owning a manse on the richest street in the city had been a promise my much younger self had made while fresh off the boat, sick, and half-starving. And I’d done it. Took me ten years or thereabouts, but by Kerf’s chafed nipples, I’d done it. Not bad for a Hardside-born street rat.

But, like a lot of things you spend your life chasing, the catching of it hadn’t really lived up to expectations.

Maybe the shitty little firebug, whoever they were, had done me a favour.

No. No, they definitely had not. Tambor’s didn’t stock enough wine to make me that philosophical about it. I was still going to find whoever had done it and set fire to them. I realized I was stabbing the scarred, filthy table top with my best knife, and made myself stop. Drunk and angry is no excuse to abuse a knife. Not my best and favorite knife, anyway. It was a little flashier than was my habit, with an onyx stone in the pommel, banded by a tiny silver chain. I’d got it... somewhere. Honestly, I’d been through so many knives by this point in my life, who could keep track?

“Hey, mistress Amra.”

I squinted up at the person who somehow had the gall, effrontery, temerity and bad judgment to both know my name, and not know not to interrupt my drunk.

“Kettle. Siddown, you’re blocking the daylight.”

“It’s night time, mistress. There ain’t no daylight left.”

“’s a figure of speech. You want some cat piss?” I squinted in the direction of the serving girl. “’Nother bowl for my wide friend, here!”

Kettle sat, and the woman passed him a bowl with a scowl even I noticed. “She vomits, that’s a silver mark for clean-up.”

“Hey. Since when?” I asked. She rolled her eyes and went back to her dark corner of disapproval.

“Place is going to the dogs.”

Kettle poured and drank. All of it, in one long swallow. Not even a shudder crossed his large frame. I was impressed. Then he set the bowl down and poured himself another. “The trick is to put it back so fast you can’t taste it. Much.”

I frowned. “That’s workmanlike, that is, Kettle. A true master of the drunk savors each mouthful, so’s you can regret your decisions in the moment. Not just the next day like some tyro.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, mistress. But really, I ain’t here to drink.”

“Then you must be lost, kid. There’s no other reason to be here, I promise you.”

“The old man sent me down here to fetch you, if you ain’t busy. He heard you was back.”

Kettle worked as Fengal Daruvner’s runner. Fengal was my fixer and fence. As in used to be, me being retired and all. I guess you could call him a friend. He’d done me enough favors.

“Huh. And where did old baldy hear that?”

Kettle shrugged. “He hears what he hears. He told me to collect you before you took up house under a table.”

“Don’t talk to me about houses.”

He frowned, which was a grand display of emotion for him. “Somebody burnt you out, yeah.”

“How do you know?”

“The old man keeps tabs on stuff. You know that.”

“Does he know who did it?”

Kettle shrugged. “You could ask him, mistress. If climbing out of that jug isn’t too much trouble.”

I decided it wasn’t. Then I stood up and Tambor’s started spinning, and had second thoughts.

“Silver mark!” shouted the nasty woman, so I gave her the fingers and staggered out under my own power in an expressly non-vomitous fashion, just to show her up.

Kettle had a hack waiting. He opened the door for me.

“Hells is this? Fengal’s so sure I’d cut my drunk short just because he whistles?” I stood in the street, swaying, fists on my hips. “I am my own woman, I’ll have you know, Kettle-son-of-Pot.”

“He said you’d likely be, uh, belligerent, depending on how deep in your cups you were. He said to tell you there’s a bottle of Gol-Shen waiting for you.”

“Well, shit. You shoulda just led with that.” I climbed into the hack, folded myself into a corner, and closed my eyes. Third Wall Road was too far to walk in my state, but I knew my stomach wasn’t going to take kindly to a carriage ride. It was going to be a race between passing out and throwing up. I prayed for the first. I hate vomiting.

Keel climbed in beside me, making the whole thing rock unpleasantly. My stomach gave a dangerous little lurch.

“Baldy didn’t send you out with a bucket, by any chance?”

THREE

––––––––
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I CAME TO, TO A FINGER being poked repeatedly in my ribs.

“Do that again and I’ll stick you.”

“We’re here, Mistress Amra. Wake up, or I’ll be obliged to carry you in, and neither of us wants that.”

I cracked one eye open. “Try it and I’ll stick you.”

“Ah. You’re one of those drunks, sure enough.”

“Why the hells do you think I drink alone?”

“You need a hand down?”

“You need a kick in the nutsack?”

“All right, then.” He paid the driver while I poured myself out of the hack. I looked around, blearily. Third Wall Road hadn’t changed. Still grubby and working class, and a better neighbourhood than most I’d lived in. Fengal’s eatery was right where I’d left it. He’d thrown a fresh coat of paint on it, though; a cheery yellow color that might not have been the cause of my queasiness, but certainly didn’t help.

My body wanted me to curl up somewhere dark and quiet, preferably with a pitcher of clean water and a half-loaf of bread. I knew from experience that the only way I was going to get past this stage of my drunk was to just muscle through it. Single-minded determination. Resolute fortitude. Other big words.

That would require more booze, and quickly.

I staggered into the eatery, which was about three-quarters full. Immediately I was assaulted by the dull roar of its patrons and the nasal ghost of decades of fried food and fish sauce. I couldn’t see Fengal sitting at the back at his usual table because my eyes weren’t cooperating with the focussing, but I knew he was there.

“Fengal, you hairless mother-violator! Where’s my fucking bottle of Gol-Shen?”

“I’ve got plenty of hair, you drunken reprobate,” he shouted back. “Just not where anyone wants it.”

I worked my way to the back and slid into the chair next to him. Kettle followed at his own leisurely pace, and took up his accustomed place against the wall.

Fengal didn’t bother with words until he’d poured me one. I didn’t bother with words until I’d downed it. The difference between Tambor’s Best and a bottle of Gol-Shen nearly gave me heart palpitations.

“You steady now?” he asked me.

“Getting there,” I grunted while pouring myself another.

“I haven’t seen you this cabbaged in at least five years, woman.”

“They burned down my house,” I said. “And then they burned down the carriage house in the back for good fucking measure.”

“So, is this helping?”

I snorted. “As if you’ve gone a day in your life without a bottle within reach.”

He raised a shaggy eyebrow. “Oh, it’s to be an ugly drunk, then.”

“I had a credenza!” My shout drew attention from nearby tables. I gave them the fingers.

“Not sure what a credenza is, I’ll have to admit,” said Fengal

“So don’t pretend you know my pain, you old fart.” I abandoned the glass and took up the bottle.

“I would never.” He let me suckle in peace for a minute before his next sally.

“So how was Bellarius?”

“Worse than having your house burned down, thanks for reminding me.”

“And how was... after Bellarius?”

“It was like what I imagine being dead is like, except you can make your own wine, but you have to piss into the void.”

“If that’s some sort of metaphor, it’s gone straight over my head I’m afraid.”

“Every word factual.”

“And Holgren? How’s the magus?”

I tipped the bottle back, but nothing went into my mouth. “This bottle is shockingly empty.” I stared at it. “Betrayed yet again.”

“You might want to slow down, Amra. You haven’t been here five minutes.”

“Then you shouldn’t have given me something so drinkable.”

“That’s a mistake I’ll rectify this time around, sure enough. Kettle, go fetch us a bottle of Mother Harm.”

For the first time, I saw Kettle looking... troubled. “Boss, are you sure?”

“Desperate times, son.”

Kettle disappeared into the kitchen, and came back with a dusty, cobwebbed bottle. It was black. There was no label.

“The fuck’s that?”

“Something from the motherland.”

“Elam’s not known for wine,” I said, the first tendrils of suspicion taking root in my brain.

“No. No, it is not.” He uncorked it and poured into my glass. Whatever it was, it was the greenish tinge of corpse skin, and cloudy, and it smelled like something you’d drown your enemy in a vat of.

“I’d get you a fresh glass, but honestly it wouldn’t matter.” I’ll give him this, he poured himself one as well, and without flinching. He raised his glass. “Welcome home, Amra Thetys.”

I grunted and put the contents of the glass back in a single gulp.

That proved to be a terrible mistake.

~ ~ ~
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WHEN NEXT I EXPERIENCED consciousness, the first thing I noticed was that weasels had been using my mouth as a burrow. Or a shitter. Or both.

Probably both. But it might have been stoats. I don’t know, I’m city folk.

The second and third things I noticed, simultaneously, were the terrible, terrible thirst and that my head had apparently been crushed by a mattock at some point, without me noticing.

The fourth thing dawned upon me slowly; the overwhelming urge to die.

I opened one gummy lid, stared blearily around at my surroundings, discovered that I was in Fengal’s back room. Technically it was his office, I guess. There was a desk anyway, as well as shelves filled with I don’t know what. But I’d never seen him use it for business. I was shrivelled up on the cot in the corner. The last person I’d seen on that cot was Bollund, Corbin’s fixer’s muscle. He’d had a hole in his torso you could play peek-a-boo through. He’d karked it in the end. It gave me hope.

I was pretty sure if I just lay still long enough, death would come and take me. The question was how long was long enough. I desperately needed water, so I crawled off the cot and crept my way to the door. It opened before I reached it, and Fengal himself stood in it, too big to go around.

“You’re alive,” he observed.

“You,” I said, hand going to a knife. “The fuck did you pour me?”

He handed me a jug of water. By all the gods, it was chilled. I snatched it from him and started guzzling. A lot of it went down my shirt instead of my throat, but I was beyond caring.

“Mother Harm. A distillation of wormwood and the venom of the blue scorpion. You looked to be starting a days-long bender, and I thought it best to head that off. If it’s any balm to your pride, you finished the bottle, which I have never seen anyone manage, and then kept upright and mean for a good two hours after. It was a performance equal parts legendary and pathetic.”

Oh.

Oh, that wasn’t good. A drunk I could do, but a blackout drunk – that was beyond dangerous. Believe it or not, I’d never got blackout drunk before. Pass-out drunk was another thing. I finished the water and thrust the jug back at him.

“More,” I croaked.

“Come on, then.” He turned and walked through the kitchen to the dining area, and I shambled after, cursing the banging of pots and pans and the smell of greasy pork and dried fish. We sat down at his table and another sweating jug appeared before me. By the look of the sky through the windows and the sparse crowd, it was midmorning.

“Hungry?” he asked, and by his expression, enjoyed watching me retch at the thought of food.

“So, what did I talk about after the poison you gave me?” I finally asked.

“You said many hurtful things, Amra, that Kettle and I both agreed to forget – considering your condition and our part in causing it.”

“There’s a reason I drink alone,” I muttered.

“Yes, well, towards the end it was mostly grunting and hissing anyway.”

Kettle arrived then with a pot of kef, which he’d obviously been sent out for. I could have kissed him. He set the pot in front of me along with a little cup. He was frowning.

“You said hurtful things last night, mistress.”

“Yeah, well, I’m suffering for my sins now.”

“Now Kettle, we agreed to leave all that in the past,” said Fengal. “She didn’t mean any of it.”

“I don’t remember any of it.” I poured out a cup of the black medicine with trembling hands, then slid it across the table to Kettle as a peace offering. “Sorry, kid. Drunk me likes to start shit and pick fights. Pretty sure it’s hereditary. I didn’t expect to be in decent company last night.”

He kept frowning for a bit, then smiled a little and winked. “Drink your medicine, mistress,” he said, pushing the cup back to me. I sipped at it – it was too hot to guzzle. But I was tempted. Even with the kef, and the water before it, existing was agony. The sunlight streaming in through the windows was broiling my eyes even though I was faced away from it, and the sound of the fellow chewing the next table over was like knitting needles in my eardrums.

“Are you able to have a conversation, yet?” Fengal eventually asked me.

I shrugged and sipped. “Nothing better to do while I wait for death’s release.”

“Good. Why are you back, Amra?”

I gave him a quizzical look. “Because I live here? What kind of question is that?”

“Don’t take it the wrong way. We’ll get to it. First though, the last I heard you’d gone missing, and Holgren was struggling mightily to find you. It seems he did.”

I nodded. “You know Holgren. Ain’t shit stands in his way once he’s set on something.”

Fengal nodded. “And you seem none the worse for wear. Generally speaking.”

I grunted. I’d known Fengal for a long, long time, and trusted him as I trusted few people. But I was not getting into all the business with the Telemarch and Kalara, the Knife That Parts the Night, any more than I had to.

“So how is Holgren?”

“Well enough.” For a man who was walking around with a dead god’s eye in his head, and a demon seed in his hand.

‘That’s good,” he said, and I gave a grunt in agreement.

“And where is Holgren?” Fengal asked, when it became obvious I’d grunted all I was going to grunt.

“Taking care of business. Why?”

“Because there are parties that have been nosing around, asking after his whereabouts.”

“Like Kluge? That horse-faced fucker braced me yesterday.”

“Kluge, yes. It seems our dear mage made some sort of a deal with the governor. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

I put down the cup and stared at Fengal. “What are you getting at?”

“Amra, I trust Holgren. I’ve known him nearly as long as I’ve known you, and I feel certain I have his measure. I don’t believe for a moment that he would say or do anything that would... betray previous confidences. But I am one man, with only a little say or sway in the shadowy corners of the city. I’m not the only fixer Holgren ever worked with, and you are not the only crew he ever contracted with. There is a deep and growing concern on the street. Important people want to know just what sort of relationship Holgren now has with Morno.”

“He’s not even in the city.” I didn’t want to admit even that much, not even to Fengal, but I had to say something.

“But you are. Without him. That’s why I asked why you’re here. Where you go, Holgren is sure to follow. This is what you might call general knowledge. I know you both well enough to know that means you’re up to something, but others don’t, and wouldn’t care if they did. There are unpleasant people who want answers and assurances, and if they can’t get them from your partner, I’m concerned they’ll try to get them from you. More than concerned. That’s why I thought it best to clip your drunk before it grew black, leathery wings.”

This was a complication I very much did not need. Sure, I had half a dozen shards of a mad goddess to contend with, but having Lucernis’s underworld after me wasn’t exactly an improvement. Those fuckers were all about the business. Morno had weeded out virtually all the idiots and maniacs over the years by means of short drops and sharp stops at Traitor’s Gate, leaving only the true, careful professionals to operate – and prosper – in the shadows.

They would be proactive about potential threats, sure enough.

“Fucking hells,” I concluded.

“That’s not all,” Fengal said, and I put my face in my hands.

“There’s somebody else out there also looking for your partner, a Bellarian by some accounts, or at least somebody who speaks with the same burr that clings to your tongue, but worse.”

“’S not a Bellarian accent, then. Not a proper one. It’s Hardside.”

He shrugged. “I’m no expert. But wherever they’re from, it looks like they’ve got some kind of magic. No two people can agree on what they look like. Can’t even agree if it’s a man or a woman – just that they talk funny, and they walk like it pains them.”

“Lovely. Any other dire news?”

He scratched at his ample belly. Shrugged. “I hear tell somebody burned down your house.”

“That’s low, Fengal.”

FOUR
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WE TALKED A LITTLE more. Well, he talked and I grunted. He asked me once more what I was up to, and I denied being up to anything. I wasn’t getting him involved in anything to do with the Blades if I could help it. He let it go and filled me in on the goings-on in Lucernis during my absence, and I studiously avoided telling him anything of consequence. I couldn’t risk it. I used my dire hangover as an excuse to stay as close to monosyllabic as I could get away with.

I didn’t have to pretend all that much, honestly.

For all our planning, Neither Holgren nor I had imagined word of his deal with Morno would get out onto the street. Honestly, it shouldn’t have. Slowly, through the curdling wine fumes, it dawned on me that someone must have leaked it on purpose, to cause him grief. And from what Holgren had told me of his encounters with Kluge, I had a pretty good idea who.

That shitstain.

Fengal had sent Keel, my teenage lackey, off to Gol-Shen at Holgren’s request, where hopefully he was getting educated and staying out of trouble. There had been one badly-spelt letter to confirm his arrival. The rest of his news was of people I didn’t care much about doing things I didn’t approve of.

Eventually, after promising to return when I was fit company, I crept out of Fengal’s eatery into the harsh light of day, still feeling like a withered husk. Once on the street, I was confronted with where I was going. I’d had sort of a bleary plan to go to ground in the Foreigners’ Quarter, but with all the folks who now wanted to have a chat with me about Holgren’s whereabouts, that seemed like a bad idea. I’m not saying the Foreigners’ Quarter is where all the criminals hang their hats, but there are a lot of hats there.

So I decided to go the opposite route, and lay out some coin. Eventually I was able to flag down a hack.

“Where to?” he asked around a mouthful of dried beef.

“The Hill.”

“Which part?”

“Eh. The Oak will do.”

~ ~ ~
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NORTH OF THE RIVER Ose, from east to west, were the docks and warehouses, and then the grubby, working-class area where Fengal was set up. That neighborhood gradually gained in tone the further west you went until you came to the well-to-do area more or less across the river from the Governor’s Manse, the area known as the Hill. On the Promenade all the manses were squeezed in next to each other, but on the Hill, the estates were built as if seeing your neighbor’s house was an unforgivable sin.

If you kept going west, you’d end up at the charnel grounds, of course, where property prices plunged rather abruptly.

The Oak was the biggest, most expensive inn on the Hill. Maybe all of Lucernis. It was a truly monstrous edifice that half looked like a castle, and half like someone’s idea of the Emperor of Chagul’s harem house. It was full of the kinds of people I’d made it my business to take things from.

They didn’t rent rooms; they rented suites. More importantly, they kept a small army of servants and armsmen on the payroll, to make sure the great and good never got bothered by the unwashed masses. I was neither great nor good, but I had coin, which is always an acceptable substitute.

I was dangling myself as bait. That was the plan. I’d shown my face about town, and whoever had an interest knew or would soon know I was back – especially and most importantly, the one we were hunting. But being bait didn’t mean I had to sleep in the gutter. It also didn’t mean I had to go out of my way to make it easy to get to me, especially since the list of interested and unpleasant parties had now tripled, with the addition of Kluge and Lucernis’s underworld. Knowing my luck, the list would only grow.

Eventually the hack rolled through the gates and up the white gravel road to the grand entrance of the Oak. I passed the driver a silver through the connecting window as a footman opened the carriage door and put out an arm. Normally I would have ignored it, but since I felt like a warmed-over corpse, I took it and let him help me down.

I slouched my way into the great hall, which was all dark, polished wood and dark, polished granite and brightly clothed people with too much money. There I was greeted by a well-dressed, handsome older man who rode the line between obsequious and dismissive with aplomb. He gave me the once-over and obviously saw that the cut and cloth of my attire was expensive. He obviously also saw that it had been slept in, and smelled of at least a few of the substances that had been spilled on it. On the other hand, the many scars on my face didn’t even rate a second glance.

“Welcome to the Oak, mistress. Do you have a reservation?”

“Nope.”

He frowned. “Does the mistress have any luggage?

“Also nope. Let me just answer your next question. Yes, I have funds.” I pawed at my pockets until I found my purse, and then poured out a handful of gold marks. I was in no fit state to count or haggle. I dumped them in his hands.

“Let me know when that runs out. I’ll take the smallest, quietest suite you have, preferably on the third floor. I’m gonna need a hot bath, vast quantities of chilled water, and a bottle of your meekest wine. Also food. Anything bland, but for the love of Isin, no rye bread.”

“As mistress says. Does mistress have a name?” he asked, going to the desk and depositing my money somewhere out of sight.

“Amra Thetys.” I couldn’t be bothered to think up an alias. I couldn’t be bothered to think of thinking up an alias.

He turned and called out “Ned.” A gangly teenager appeared, dressed in the livery of the Oak. He was the kind of gangly that meant even though his clothes fit, they looked like they didn’t.

“The Dowager Suite,” he told Ned, and handed the kid a big, gold-brushed key. Ned bowed awkwardly and led me up the grand staircase and down a long, lushly appointed hallway. He came to a door at the end of the hall, unlocked it, and held it open for me. Then he followed me in and went to open the curtains.

“Don’t you fucking dare, Ned.”

He left off with a start and handed me the key, and I gave him a silver mark for not uttering a peep, and to get lost.

I started to strip, laying out my few possessions on the mantle of the fireplace – knives, of course, and the leather rig that held them. Most of them. My coin purse. Also the necklace Holgren had given me, with the bloodstone pendant that let him find me wherever I might be, if I used it right. I hadn’t been. I hadn’t put that back on since I’d taken it off in Bellarius. We didn’t need it anymore, and I hated necklaces anyway, ever since Thagoth. But I kept it because you don’t just toss gifts. I don’t, anyway. It’s not like I’d gotten all that many in my life.

My most prized possession, the locket with my mother’s portrait inside, I’d left with Holgren for safekeeping. Whatever was going to happen over the next few days wouldn’t qualify as safe, and I couldn’t bear to lose that last link to her. And to my uncle, who’d given it to me. I hadn’t known him long, and I’d been an asshole to him much of that time.

I had regrets.

So, yeah, I’d left the locket in Holgren’s safekeeping. But I’d kept a little velvet bag with me. A little gray velvet bag, that held a little green glowing marble, that held the souls of hundreds of murdered children. Mour’s avatar had given it to me, the bitch. I still wasn’t sure if it was in payment for freeing her, or as a punishment for unspecified crimes.

There were regrets there of a different sort in there. There was nothing I could have done differently, nothing I could have done to save them. Hells, I’d almost been one of them, many times. My face was testament to that. But in the end, I had survived and they hadn’t, and they blamed me at least in part for their fate. And I couldn’t fault them for their views.

I still didn’t know what to do about it. About them. I only knew I couldn’t put it on a shelf somewhere and just... forget.

Hangovers always did make me a little maudlin.

A knock on the door pulled me out of my maunderings. It presaged a train of servants carrying buckets of hot water for my bath, and assorted sustenance.

~ ~ ~
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HALF AN HOUR LATER I was soaking in a steaming copper tub, sipping from a bottle of pale Imrian white, and starting to feel a little less like a moldy corpse. The steam seemed to be slowly knitting my skull back together, at least.

I drink, but I don’t often go on drunks. The reasons for not doing so are virtually limitless, from the fact that it doesn’t solve anything to the fact that, especially as I get older, the physical bill at the end of a tear is ruinous. There’s also the fact that I become an increasingly enormous asshole the deeper I get into my cups.

Also, it’s just plain stupid. Belligerent I may be while ripped, but no drunkard is able to effectively back up their threats. Or even see harm coming, most times. This time I’d had someone watching out for me, though.

I dropped the washcloth over my face and sank deeper into the tub, until the water was up to my chin.

“Never again,” I muttered, because if you can’t lie to yourself in the privacy of a bath, then when can you?

It bothered me a little that Fengal suspected I was back in Lucernis for some reason other than, you know, living. Holgren, Greytooth and I had agreed that it was probably best that I act as if I had no ulterior motives, that I was in no way aware that the Blade That Binds and Blinds was in the city and after me. There were a couple of reasons for that, the first being we wanted her to move in as predictable a fashion as possible. If she was aware that we were hunting her, she might change her tactics. We did not want her to change her tactics. She already had a frightening ability to be unpredictable.

Eventually the water became tepid, then cold, so I dragged myself out and threw on the robe that had been provided.

I crawled onto the bed, not bothering with covers, and sprawled out on my stomach, still wrapped in the robe. I put a heavy goose-down pillow over my head, in the vain hope that I could somehow smother the final remnants of my headache. If I accidentally suffocated myself, well, that was also a way to deal with the problem.

Tomorrow I was going to have to get some new clothes. For someone who hates shopping as much as I do, it seemed like I did it far more than was normal. But that’s what happens when somebody burns down your house, with everything in it. And after replenishing my wardrobe, I’d have to move on with the next part of the plan Holgren and I had worked out.

It wasn’t the worst part, but it definitely wasn’t something I was looking forward to. Praying for divine intervention was one thing. Bracing a god in his temple and demanding a favour was something else.

Even if he agreed, and that was a big if, I was under no illusion that Bath wouldn’t make demands of his own, in recompense. I shuddered to think what they might be. The god of secrets didn’t hand out favors on the street, and just because he wasn’t straight evil didn’t make him any less of a sketchy bastard.

Eventually I slept, at first brokenly and then deeply. I dreamed about knives – thousands upon thousands of knives, just scattered all over the streets. I was looking for one particular one, though I didn’t know what it looked like. The dream logic told me I would know it when I picked it up. Every knife I handled turned in my hands, though, and somehow managed to cut me no matter how careful I was. By the time I woke, I hadn’t found the knife I was looking for, and my hands were practically mincemeat.

FIVE

––––––––
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THE GOOD THING ABOUT my tailor having my measurements on record was that it took about ten minutes to place my order. The bad thing was that it took about ten minutes to place my order.

Her name was Marfa and she was a strange bird, alternately distant and overfamiliar. She was pretty, if a little too thin, and dressed in shades of colors I would be hard-pressed to name. ‘Eye-watering’ would be an apt if unhelpful description.

She did everything herself; no assistants or seamstresses or even an apprentice, though she certainly had enough custom both to warrant and pay for some help. I’d asked her why once and she’d said that people irritated her, and also the other way around. That’s when she secured my custom for life.

She wanted to check and see if my measurements were still accurate, and I was tempted to let her, if only to put off my visit to Temple Street. But not tempted enough to stand still for half an hour while she poked and prodded and ran a measuring string all around my body and said things like ‘wine goes straight to a woman’s belly and lodges there, doesn’t it?’

“Half a dozen, then,” she said, “with twice as many shirts.”

“Yep.”

“And all of them black. Again.” Her disappointment was palpable.

“Fine. Make one suit charcoal gray. For parties.”

“Delivered to the same address?”

“Uh, no. My house has a slight case of being ashes, which is why I’m here. Send ‘em to the Oak.”

“Oh! I’m sorry to hear it,” she said, and seemed to mean it.

“Never mind. Be sorry for whoever did it once I get hold of them.”

“Did you want delicates as well, then? Socks? Kerchiefs?”

I’d forgotten all about the finer points of dressing like a civilized person. I blamed the hangover. “That seems like a good idea, yeah.”

Her eyes lit up. “You’ll also be wanting night clothes, I take it.”

I wasn’t sure if she was more excited about the additional custom, or the chance to get me into something womanish. She was the only decent tailor I’d found who seemed perfectly happy to dress me to my specific, decidedly masculine and knife-toting taste, color preference aside, so I let her down gently.

“Eh, no. I sleep in what the gods gave me.” Or whatever I happened to be wearing when I nodded off, to be honest. Maybe it said something about me that I was prepared to admit to intimate details, rather than just being slovenly. Probably it did. But I’ve no idea what.

“Just so, mistress,” she replied, her eyes suddenly bright. She retreated to her small, cluttered desk and did the sums, and told me the total. I put gold in her hand.

“It’ll be four days, mistress.”

I added two more marks to her handful.

“Two days it is, then,” she said with a smile. “My other clients will understand the urgency of your case, I’m sure.”

“No doubt.” By which I meant there was no doubt they wouldn’t care why their own orders were delayed. But hey, I didn’t give a rat’s ass about their disappointment, so that seemed equitable.

After Marfa’s I directed the coach, which I’d hired for the day, to Temple Street. Reluctantly.

There are only two kinds of luck. Ask anyone from Hardside, and they’ll tell you what they are: Bad and worse.

Nothing I experienced as a child made me think that was anything other than the gods’ own truth. It wasn’t until I was with Arno that I learned to think of it as a warning, rather than an expression of defeat.

“What’s the two kinds of luck, sprog?” he’d ask me.

“Bad and worse.”

“So don’t you ever count on luck to get you what you need. It’ll only break your heart, and that’s if you’re lucky. Heh. If you’re lucky. Damned if I ain’t half-clever.”

I don’t know if Arno would’ve approved of what I was about to do. If my luck was bad, Bath wouldn’t make an appearance at all, or he’d straight tell me to fuck off. If my luck was worse...

I didn’t like to think about worse. This was the god that had had every intention of letting me lie comatose in perpetuity in some dank corner of his temple, to keep the Blade that Whispers Hate off the streets. But that was the reason I was approaching him – he’d shown that he was at least disinclined to let the Eightfold’s Blades run completely amok. And he was the god of secrets. If anyone knew something about the Blades that would help me overcome them, it was him.

Badgering him for aid was part of the plan Holgren, Greytooth the Philosopher and I had agreed on. It wasn’t the part we’d hung our hopes on, though.

The ride to Temple Street was far shorter than I would’ve liked. I had the hack stop at the far end of the street, where he wouldn’t be harassed overmuch while waiting, and walked the rest of the way down.

Temple Street, or the Street of the Gods if you wanted to be formal about it, was the same mad shambles as always. Trash-choked vacant lots abutted soaring marble edifices (and just because the lot was vacant didn’t necessarily mean it wasn’t a temple, complete with worshippers). Some of the temples were burnt-out husks covered in graffiti. Some weren’t much more imposing than a corner shop. And some throbbed with invisible, undeniable power. Bath’s temple was one of those.

Much more interesting, to my mind, were the people going in and out of the temples, or simply loitering in the street. The watch never came here without an invite or a specific purpose, because the gods only knew if the mad bastard speaking in tongues while taking a shit on the curb was just cracked, or was in fact a high priest moved by his patron god. Truth be told, I had a hard time telling the holy from the deranged myself.

Of course, the homeless and aimless and mentally burdened flocked to Temple Street as a result of the watch-free environment. The fact that Isin’s temple handed out free meals twice a day didn’t hurt, either. Say one thing about the goddess of love, she meant love in all its forms and not just the naked kind.

As I approached Bath’s place, I saw that the pavement ahead of me was blocked by a rag lady with about a dozen bags filled with fuck knows what. She was sitting cross-legged amongst her dubious treasures, muttering to herself and picking at her face with the aid of a little silver-backed hand mirror. Things must have improved in my absence. The way I remembered Temple Street, she’d have lost that eminently pawnable item to a snatch thief within about ten seconds of whipping it out. I moved out into the street to go around her.

“He won’t help you,” she said, not looking up from her toilette.

“Eh?” I kept moving, but slowed down despite myself.

“Bath. Most that go in, they just want to unload their dirty secrets. But you’re going to ask him for something. For a favour.” She shrugged. “He won’t help you.”

I stopped. The little hairs on the back of my neck were starting to stand. I couldn’t tell for certain if it was because I was in the presence of magic, or in the presence of creepy.

“And how would you know that? Are you a blood witch?” I asked her. I wasn’t being sarcastic. You don’t talk snidely to women who can give you blood poisoning or worse if you offend them. You spoke politely to anyone who might be a blood witch, if you weren’t an idiot.

“Me? No, I’m a crazy old lady who likes to collect rubbish and haul it around the city.” She’d moved on from picking at her blemishes and was now finger-combing her stiff gray hair.

“Then out of curiosity, how do you know what I’m about, or what Bath will do?”

She looked up at me and pointed to the mirror. “She told me.”

“Your reflection.”

“Pfft. I’m not that crazy. It’s not me in there; it’s Her. It’s She.”

I squatted down and looked her in the eye. “And does she have a name?”

The woman looked aghast, and stared at me with round eyes, as if I’d said something ridiculous. Or profane.

“Her name is hidden. You should know that. Everybody knows that.”

Almost, I walked away then. The conversation was going nowhere. What did I expect from a bag lady?

But she’d known where I was going.

“So what do people call her, then, if her true name is hidden?”

“She, you twit. She Who Casts Eight Shadows.”

Almost instinctively, I shot up and backed off a few steps.

I’ve said before I don’t believe in coincidences, only cause and effect. The Eightfold Bitch was an obscure goddess. No fucking way did her name just happen to come out of this random nutter’s mouth.

“You talk to the Eightfold. Through your mirror.”

“No, you muttonhead. She talks to me.” She smiled. Her teeth were amazingly clean and straight, but it was a nasty smile for all that. “Do you want to talk to Her? I wonder what she’d say to you.” She started to turn the mirror to face me.

My every instinct shouted ‘fuck that’ so I turned and walked the rest of the way to Bath’s temple, not looking back. I would have run, but there’s a balance to be kept between pride and caution.

“She’s just a crazy lady,” I told myself. “You just wanted to get away from her smell.” But she hadn’t actually smelled bad, that I had noticed.

The bag lady’s cackles trailed me down the street and up the steps to the doors of the temple.

SIX
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I STOOD THERE A MOMENT, staring at them. I hadn’t been inside since before Bath almost turned me into a mindless, drooling nursemaid for the Blade that Whispers Hate. There was a very large part of me that was reluctant as hells to walk in those doors ever again. I remembered how blithely I’d kept my retirement money in there, thinking myself clever, and shuddered.

Even outside the closed doors, I could still smell the musky incense that was Bath’s alone. The smell of secrets.

Impossibly, I didn’t even notice him until he spoke.

“If you stand there long enough, even you will have your pocket picked, Amra Thetys.” He was sitting on his steps looking up at me sidewise, sort of hunched over from what I could tell, with his arms hugging his knees. It was difficult to make him out, since he looked mostly like slowly-writhing shadow – except for those damned godly eyes. Pinpricks of starlight in ink, they were. My mind insisted he’d been there the whole time, though just a moment before it would have insisted no one was there at all. Whatever, I was just glad I couldn’t see his sewn-lipped mouth.

“Not bloody likely,” I told him.

“Is that so?”

“The day somebody’s light-fingered enough to pick my pocket is the day I become a shut-in and take up needlework.”

He raised his shadowy hand. In it was the little velvet bag that held the green marble full of souls.

“Gods don’t count,” I said, snatching it back.

He shifted a little. “You’ve taken your time, coming to see me.”

“After the Blade that Whispers Hate, can you blame me for being reluctant?”

“If you’ll recall, I warned you about the Eightfold Bitch years ago. And surely it should be the Blade that Whispered Hate, now,” he replied.

“Oh, yes, make jokes. It wasn’t you who had to deal with a mad shard of a mad goddess driving you not-slowly insane.”

“I gave you what you needed to deal with her, did I not?”

“You got me good and pissed off is what you did. I don’t think that merits you patting yourself on the back. It’s not that hard to do, if I’m honest.”

He shrugged. “It worked.”

“Yeah, it worked.”

“And here you are once more, and once more a Blade... troubles you.”

“Hey, I was just taking a walk.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Fine. I’ve come to ask a favor.”

“Oh? Then I should tell you to keep walking.”

“Are you? Because the crazy lady down the street just said the Eightfold Bitch told her you wouldn’t help me.”

He leaned out toward the street to see who I was talking about.

“Can you describe said crazy lady?”

“She’s sitting on the pavement surrounded by sacks of rubbish, holding a hand mirror. Hard to miss.”

“Then perhaps my godly powers of perception are failing me.”

I looked back. Reluctantly. She was gone. “What the fuck? She was right there.”

“Perhaps the stress of your... situation is beginning to take a toll, Amra Thetys.”

“Bollocks. I was born stressed. She was right fucking there.” She could not have moved all that baggage so fast on her own.

He shrugged. Or at least I think he did. The shadows just below his head briefly humped themselves up, anyway. “Well, the ways of the gods are fathomless. Or so I’m told.”

There was something about his tone. Dismissive in some indefinably false way. I felt like there was some kind of subtext that I just wasn’t getting. My gut started churning a little.

“It was Her, wasn’t it? Fuck me. She’s supposed to be locked away somewhere.”

“If She Who Casts Eight Shadows were to appear on the Street of the Gods, it would not be as a rag and bone woman, I assure you.”

“What would it be as, then?”

It took him a moment to answer. “A calamity,” he said, almost to himself. “Ask your favour, Amra Thetys. And then tell me why I should grant it.”

I tore my thoughts away from what a calamity might look like and focussed on the matter at hand. “Look, this is not complicated. I need a weapon. Something to give me an edge against the remaining Blades. If anyone knows if, and where, such a thing exists, it’s you, god of secrets.”

He stared at me for a moment, his eyes getting subtly brighter. “You want another weapon when you’re already carrying blades. Lots of them. It seems greedy to me.”

“Nothing I’m armed with will do the job, secret-monger.”

“If you say so. Now, why should I help you?”

“Because I helped your girlfriend’s avatar?” Bath and the goddess Mour had been an item, apparently, before the Cataclysm. Her avatar had been imprisoned on the Wreck for centuries, before I got her free.

He was silent for a time. Then, “And you think that your action merits my aid.”

“Well I was hoping, yeah.”

“How shall I put this? Ah: Your hope was a vain one, alas.”

That set me on my back foot. Getting Bath to assist had always been something of a long shot. I’d expected him to want something in return, something I’d be unwilling or unable to pony up. I hadn’t expected sarcasm about helping Lyra, or what that implied.

“She was stuck in that cabin for centuries.”

“And I could have freed her from it at any time, did I wish it. I did not.”

I stared at him for a moment, letting it sink in. When it did, I started to get hot.

“That’s just plain shitty, that is. You’re a cold one, secret-monger.”

“And you’re a presumptuous one, mortal.”

“It’s not presumptuous to see that an eternity of imprisonment is fucking evil, whatever hard feelings you were nursing.”

“You’re hopeless at petitioning gods for their favour, do you know that?”

“Yeah? Well at least I didn’t leave a woman trapped since the Cataclysm, slowly going mad. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Are you trying to shame me into helping you, now?”

“No, I very much doubt that’s possible. I’m telling you you’re a shitloaf. Fuck your help.” Maybe it wasn’t the smart thing to do, but just then I didn’t give a damn. I turned and started back down the steps. It might have been my imagination, but it seemed like he pulled back from me a little as I passed him.

“We haven’t finished our conversation,” he said.

“I haven’t finished my walk.”

“I hope you enjoy it, then. Storm’s coming.”

I looked back at him. “You can save the metaphors. I know I’m deep in the shit.”

“No, I mean an actual storm. You’ll be piss-wet through in about five minutes.” And then he was gone, just as the first gust of wind brought the scent of rain.

I just stood there for a moment, taking it in.

“Well, hells,” was what I finally came up with.

Holgren wasn’t going to be happy. All I’d had to do was get was a name, a clue out of the secret-monger. Instead, I’d let my temper get the best of me.

That was no way to win a war.

Now I’d have to go with the backup plan, and the backup plan, to put it mildly, sucked Kerf’s dangly balls.
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I COULDN’T DO MUCH about Kerf’s danglies until nightfall, and it was indeed pissing down, so I went and had lunch at Fraud’s. The part of me that will forever be poor noted disapprovingly that I was letting coin run through my hands like water. The part of me that likes to eat well told that part to go hang itself. The part of me that provides the rationalizations noted that step one of the plan was to act like I had no clue what was about to land on me. So it was two against one.

Fraud’s wasn’t just the best and most expensive eatery in Lucernis; it was the place that people who had a true appreciation for food went to worship. Only the contents of each plate and bowl and cup could excuse the barely veiled hostility and not-at-all veiled indifference of those who served it. You’d put up with a lot to eat there, because Fraud’s issued bans to disagreeable customers, and enforced them.

I was given a small, two-seat table in the back by a dead-eyed older gentleman, who dropped a hand-written menu in front of me and slouched away without a word. I didn’t bother to peruse it.

My seat was in a corner, beside a rain-streaked window, which I stared out. I ordered the special of the day when he wandered back a few minutes later, not knowing what it was – it wouldn’t matter – and a glass of Imrian white. Silently, he took this knowledge back to where the magic was made. I stared out the window and listened with half an ear to the sounds of cutlery and conversation at the tables around me.

There was a very real possibility I’d never get to eat at Fraud’s again, even if I survived what was coming, and that made me a little sad. Assuming the plan worked, and we eliminated the Blade That Binds and Blinds, we’d still be burning some fairly important bridges in the process. Holgren sure as hells wasn’t going to become Morno’s pet mage before all the Eightfold’s little monsters had been dealt with, and that might take years.

Morno wasn’t the kind of person to just accept being told he’d have to wait indefinitely.

I looked out at the blurry, rain-smeared street, feeling melancholy, realizing in all likelihood I’d have to say goodbye to Lucernis for good. If I lived.

For most of my life I’d equated money with power and security – the more you had of one, the more you had of the others. It’s an easy conceit to believe when, if you wanted to eat, you had to steal your meal. Slowly I had come to understand that wealth had its limits. I could be as rich as Borkin Breaves, but I would never be gentry, or noble. Heredity and title offered protections and powers the baseborn could never buy into, in most places. Perhaps the Nine Cities, where everyone important was at most two generations removed from pirate, or brigand.

But a better pedigree wouldn’t save me from the problems I faced. Even if I’d been born the king’s favorite niece, I wouldn’t be protected from the attentions of a goddess. There was always a bigger fish. I was in a secret war with an enemy that, if I was brutally honest with myself, I had no sane chance of defeating. It wouldn’t stop me from trying, of course. I’m not the kind of person that just lies down and takes what’s coming. But stubborn doesn’t necessarily mean stupid, and only the very stupid indeed can go through life with a smile permanently affixed.

Then my meal came, and for a brief few minutes I knew peace and happiness.

I was halfway through a roast chicken dish when a short, positively dapper man invited himself to sit at my table, just as I was forking gravy-covered cloudroot into my mouth. He was dressed smartly, in silver-gray silk with flawless white hose. A little white rosebud peaked out of a buttonhole. His black, wavy hair was pulled back into a tail, and secured with a gray ribbon. He was a little wet from the rain, and dabbed at his dark face with a silk kerchief.

He smiled. I didn’t. I swallowed and said “Who the fuck are you?”

His brown eyes searched my face. What he was looking for, or whether he found it, I’ve no idea.

“I am the man that gets summoned when it is determined there’s still a chance to resolve issues amicably.” His voice was soft. You might even call it soothing, if you didn’t know better. “You can call me Mister Hope.”

“I don’t recall inviting you to sit, Mister Hope.”

“The invitation was issued, as it were, by Fengal Daruvner. I believe you know him.”

Ah.

“Mister Daruvner thinks very highly of you, and of the magus Holgren Angrado. The parties I represent think highly of Mister Daruvner. Therefore I am here, sitting with you over a pleasant lunch, instead of... someone else, somewhere else, in far darker circumstances.”

“Wow. You talk good. Big words and all that.”

“Please, mistress. I’m aware you grew up on the street, but spare me the act.”

“What do you want to talk about then?” If Fengal arranged this, then I was obliged to play nice. Or at least not nasty.

“You know of course that your partner entered into agreement with the governor of our fair city this spring. Naturally, this is of some concern to the people that I speak for. Magus Angrado knows certain names and certain faces that, well, don’t wish to become known to the Crown or its representatives, for understandable reasons.”

“This is Lucernis. You just described roughly eighty percent of the population.”

“I’m not concerned with the citizenry at large, Amra – if I may call you that.”

I shrugged. “It’s my name, for better or worse. Mostly worse.”

“Lovely. I am concerned, Amra, with the tiny fraction of Lucernans that Holgren Angrado can tell tales about. The tiny fraction that can do something definite, and dreadfully final, about their concern.”

I could’ve danced around all day with him, but there wasn’t much point. I tossed my napkin on top of my plate. My appetite had flown.

“Why don’t you just lay out the demands, Mister Hope?”

“The terms are simple. Holgren Angrado has twenty-four hours to submit to a geas, or to the erasure of certain memories. The geas will prohibit him in any way whatsoever from communicating to anyone any information regarding the parties I represent. The memory erasures are self-explanatory. He must also submit to a truth spell to ensure that he has not already passed on any sensitive information to the authorities. Or anyone else, for that matter.”

“Sounds reasonable.” And it did, actually, for that lot. “There’s one big problem, though. Holgren’s not around.”

“Well, that is unfortunate.” His face did a thing that said he thought it was very unfortunate indeed.

“Tell you what, Mister Hope. When Holgren gets back in town, I’ll tell him what you said. Hells, I’ll even let Daruvner know when Holgren pops up, immediately, so that you can start your countdown properly. How does that sound?”

He went still, and his jaw went tight, and those kind eyes sort of glassed over. He looked suddenly like what he almost certainly was – a stone killer. The change was disturbing.

“‘How does that sound?’ Honestly? It sounds as if you are trying to fuck with me, Amra. It sounds as if you’re trying to pass me a piping hot hatful of shit, while telling me it’s a bundt cake. I assure you, that is a very bad fucking idea.”

I leaned back in my chair. “You know what? I’m not above pissing on your hosiery and telling you it’s raining, Mister Hope. I’ll freely admit that. But here’s the thing: as much as I’d normally be tempted to tell you whatever I thought would get you out of my face the fastest, I’m not. And the reason I’m not is because Fengal Daruvner sent you my way. Respect goes both ways, or it’s not respect.” I took out a knife, casually, and laid it on the table next to my half-eaten meal. “So. We can go at it in the street if you like, or right fucking here. But when I gut you, just be clear that it’s because I don’t fucking like you, and not because I’m lying to protect Holgren.” Despite the heat in our words, neither of us had raised our voices. You didn’t, in Fraud’s.

He continued to give me the death stare for a long, lingering moment, and then just like that, his face went back to kindly and sorrowful. I began to suspect that both were just convenient masks. I wondered if Mister Hope had any real emotions at all.

“As I said, Magus Angrado’s absence is unfortunate. If he hasn’t made contact by this time tomorrow, he should cancel any plans he has for returning to Lucernis. Ever.” He stood. “And you, Amra, should book passage by then as well.”

“So, no extensions, then.”

He shook his head. “You’re already getting all the patience there is to be had.”

“Noted. Hey, totally unrelated question. You wouldn’t happen to know who burned down my house, would you?” I was thinking maybe his employers had done it, to send a message.

He raised an eyebrow. “It would seem to me that that is the least of your worries. Good day, mistress.” He walked off towards the door.

“So is that a yes or a no?” I called after him.

EIGHT
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THE NEXT THING ON MY not getting killed list was also the most dangerous, but if I’d held my temper with Bath, I might not have had to do it in the first place.

Whatever. I preferred to get the possibly life-ending stuff out of the way early. Sadly, all of it seemed to be sliding into that category.

That’s not to say I was looking forward to meeting the Guardian again, because who wants to meet a crazy, murderous, powerful being with no reason to like you? She’d badly wanted the Blade That Whispers Hate, and I’d snatched it from her grasp. She wasn’t the kind of creature that forgave or forgot. Honestly, even trying to get her on my side reeked of desperation on my part. What can I say? If I reeked of desperation, it was because I was desperate. Desperate sure as hells wasn’t the same thing as eager, though.

But getting it over with was preferable to having it hanging over my head. Anyway, it was my own fault. If I’d managed to keep my cool with Bath, I might not have had to visit the Necropolis at all. I certainly wouldn’t have had to go to three different butchers to collect a dozen pig hearts.

On the bright side, if the Guardian did turn me into a damp spot in the grass, I wouldn’t have to worry about the Blades anymore, or the criminal element of Lucernis. Or being homeless. And people call me a pessimist.

There was no point in going to the Necropolis until just before it closed. During the day, it was for the living, and the Guardian kept herself to herself behind those high, smooth, pristine white walls. But half a glass before sunset the living left and the gate closed, and then she became the sole, undisputed sovereign of the City of the Dead. Her word was law. Hells, her word was reality itself. A mortal absolute monarch would drool over the power she commanded within her domain.

With closing time approaching I was in the hack again, carrying my pig hearts in a lidded bucket. It left me with one hand free. I wanted to fill it with a bottle, but forced myself to not be an idiot.

The hack dropped me right outside the Necropolis’s gate.

“’S closing soon,” the coachman observed, scratching at his stubble. It was the only thing he’d said to me the whole day, which I wholly approved of.

“Yep,” I replied, and passed him the day’s fare. He’d only agreed to stay on call until nightfall.

He shrugged, pocketed my coin, and moved on with his life. I clutched my bucket of hearts, took a deep breath and walked through the gate.

Inside was the same as it ever was – manicured greenery and manic funerary architecture. Statues, mausoleums grander than most anything I’d ever set foot in, simple headstones, alabaster doll houses containing the ashes of little ones who’d passed on...

Long shadows, colder than they had any right to be in Lucernis, in any season.

I had one friend and a couple of acquaintances whose final resting place was here. The way Holgren explained it, I had been recognized by them, and so had every right to visit the Necropolis.

In the day.

But there was a reason the gate closed half a glass before sunset, and that reason was that night was the Guardian’s time. She ruled the Necropolis absolutely once the sun disappeared, and her nocturnal title was Queen of Souls.

I knew another dead person in the Necropolis, a former colleague named Tolum Handy. He’d tried his hand at a little grave robbing. He was now a decoration on the mausoleum he’d tried to break into.

Behind me, I heard the gate slam shut. Hells, half of Lucernis probably heard it.

I looked up toward the rise where the big, crude, ugly Weeping Mother statue was usually located. It wasn’t there.

“Amra Thetys. I have a bone to pick with you, yes I do.”

Her voice came from everywhere and nowhere, nails on a headstone.

“Yeah, well, you’re not my favorite person either. But that’s no reason to be uncivil.” I lifted the bucket and said, “I brought a peace offering.”

“It isn’t your head, since that is clearly still attached.”

“It’s a snack. Oh, sorry, an offering. Holgren said you were partial to it.”

“The mage survived his journey to the Black Library? That seems improbable.” Suddenly she stood before me, more than twice my height and homely as ever. There was a glint in her stony eyes, and something vaguely related to a smirk twisted her lips. The carved folds in her robe twitched in a breeze I wasn’t feeling. Her massive hands just twitched.

I shrugged. “He’s good at doing improbable things, is Holgren.” I put the bucket down between us on the grass. “He made peace with you, for example.”

“Quite. But you are not he. You were a fool to come here.”

“Well I wouldn’t have if it wasn’t important, believe me.”

“You took the Blade That Whispers Hate from me, girl.”

“First, I haven’t been a girl for a long time. Second, The Blade was never yours in any sense, so I couldn’t have taken it from you.”

“Ah, yes, the splitter of hairs. I hope your verbal acrobatics offer you some comfort as I peel your skin away, layer by layer.”

Funny. I’d been dreading facing her since I’d mouthed off to Bath and made it unavoidable. But now that she was in front of me, threatening me, I just felt annoyed.

“Holgren said you’d be pissy about the Blade. Well, he used the word ‘sensitive’ but we both know you’re acting like a spoiled brat. I got to the Blade before you, that’s all. Kerf knows I didn’t want the nasty thing. And anyway, I’ve been paying for it ever since. So, we can make nice and you can have your bloody hearts, or you can keep being petty and small. Fuck me if I care anymore.”

It was a mistake, to talk to her that way.

Faster than I would have given her credit for, her stony hand shot out and took me by the throat. She lifted me up and squeezed hard enough to cut off my air, but not so hard as to crumble my neck bones.

“I don’t recall coming uninvited to your house and shitting on your carpet, as it were. Tell me, little thief, did I ever do such a thing?”

I shook my head as vigorously as the situation allowed.

“I thought not. Until the day I do, you will show me the same courtesy. Or your corpse will feed the worms and your soul will stay here with me, doing whatever the fuck I want it to, for a very long time.”

Not waiting for a response, she dropped me onto the grass and turned her attention to the bucket. She plucked off the lid with surprisingly nimble fingers while I hacked and gasped.

“No human hearts? I told that mageling specifically.” She dug into her treats with a disappointed shrug.

“And Holgren said you weren’t so bad,” I wheezed.

She glared at me. “The mageling understands respect. You, on the other hand....” She made a disgusted sound and returned her attention to the contents of the bucket. “You’re impertinent. Which is one thing. But you’re also clueless, which is altogether something else.”

“I’m working on it,” I croaked. “The second one anyway.” She grunted.

There was silence then, for a little while. Or rather no talking. She was a loud eater.

“Abanon isn’t the only Blade you’ve encountered,” she eventually said between bites.

“How do you know?” I rasped.

“I’m the Queen of Souls. Do you think I can’t see what’s latched on to yours?” She paused. “Silly question. You do well to think at all.”

I bit down on a witty retort. Who says I can’t learn from my mistakes?

“They’ll never leave you alone, now. You should have let me have Abanon’s Blade in the first place. Idiot.” She popped another heart into her very wide gob and smacked it, loudly, open-mouthed. I wasn’t going to chide her about her table manners. I also wasn’t going to point out that the dead in the Necropolis had practically screamed at me to make sure she didn’t get the Blade That Whispers Hate. I’m no snitch.

“They’re already after me. Or so I’ve been told. That’s why I’m here.”

She paused in her chewing. Looked at me. “What exactly do you expect me to do about it?”

“Um. Help?”

“Witless sow. Look around you. Does it look like I have any interest in keeping mortals alive?”

“It absolutely does not, no. But you do have an interest in souls.”

“And?”

“And if I pledge my soul to you upon my death, I’m guessing you’ll get its stowaways, as well.”

It wasn’t a deal I wanted to make, and it definitely had the potential to backfire spectacularly if, say, the Guardian got the powers of the Blades along with their souls. But the beauty of the plan was that, if it all went to shit and she went on some berserk, Blade-fuelled rampage, I’d already be dead and thus beyond the giving of fucks. But I hadn’t gained any powers from the Blades I had defeated, so I was reasonably sure she wouldn’t either.

Reasonably sure. Pretty sure.

Fairly hopeful.

All right, so I shouldn’t have called Bath a shitloaf.

“You volunteer to place your eternal soul under my dominion?” She was staring at me like I’d just told her I was agreeing to be her slave for all eternity. Oh, wait.

I plucked a blade of grass. Twirled it between thumb and forefinger. “I mean, I’m not really doing anything with it. No fixed plans. It’s not my first choice, mind.”

“And in return you ask for help defeating the remaining Blades.”

“The more I get, the more you get. And if I fail, they pretty much get my soul anyway, correct?”

She gave me a long, stony stare. “That depends greatly on which one ‘gets’ you,” she finally said.

“Well, better you than them, I’m hoping. And even if it isn’t, at least those bitches won’t get the satisfaction.”

She stared at me some more. What with the blood on her chin and the glint in her stony eyes, it wasn’t making me feel good about my choices.

“You must be truly fucking desperate.”

“Hey. You don’t have to rub it in.”

She stood abruptly. “Very well, an offer has been presented to me. Honored dead, rise now and bear witness.”

The honored dead rose. They climbed from their coffins and materialized from their ashes. They poked their decomposing or wholly bony heads out of mausoleums. They crowded round, some looking curious, most just looking... not alive. I tried to find Corbin, but couldn’t pick him out in the crowd.

“The living mortal Amra Thetys stands before us,” the Guardian announced to the assembled host. Her voice was like a trumpet; a gravelly, unpleasant one. “She offers her eternal soul to me, in exchange for my aid in defeating the remaining Blades of the Eightfold Goddess.”

She gave the dead a moment to digest that. Some whispered to their neighbors. One skeleton at the front of the crowd crossed its arm bones and shook its skull. I gave the bony fucker the fingers.

“Hear now my answer to her offer,” said the Guardian, “and mark it well.”

She leaned forward, looming over me, her face the very epitome of avarice.

“Go – and I want to be utterly clear about this – fuck yourself.”

NINE

––––––––
[image: image]


I WAS PERFECTLY CAPABLE of seeing myself out of the Necropolis. Nevertheless, the Guardian helped me along with a shrieking wind that herded me straight to the gate, and then blew the gate thunderously closed behind me.

“Well that was completely unnecessary!” I shouted into the silence that followed. Then I started picking debris out of my hair.

I wasn’t having much luck recruiting allies, and time was running out. I tried not to think about it, but honestly, I was starting to get a little worried. Without Bath or the Guardian, the plan was starting to look a little creaky. I sighed, brushed down my now thoroughly filthy coat and pants, and then started looking for a hack.

There was never much in the way of traffic by the Necropolis after dark, so when I saw that there was a hack rolling up the street towards me, I thought I’d finally caught a small break. I whistled and waved, and the burly driver reined in. It was a nicer hack, with a fresh coat of paint and dark curtains covering the small but real glass windows.

“The Hill,” I told the driver, and opened the door.

A fist flew out of the dark interior, flattening my nose and sending me sprawling. I landed hard on my back. Through the stars I saw a harsh-faced woman jump out of the carriage, followed by another man. I scrambled for a knife, but she was on top of me before I could clear the sheath, the tip of a stiletto at the thumping artery in my neck.

“Nah,” she said, and I was forced to agree. I took my hand off the hilt.

“Mister Hope said I had a day.” I figured it couldn’t hurt to mention it.

“Shut your hole.” I did. She quickly relieved me of all my cutlery, which made me feel more violated than the sucker punch.

“Roll over nice and slow now,” she said, getting off my chest. The other fellow had a crossbow aimed at my eyeball, so I complied. She put a bag over my head, not gently, and bound my hands with an efficiency that spoke of experience.

“I’m starting to not like you,” I informed her. She slammed something hard against the back of my head by way of expressing her regret. Then they dragged me off the pavement by my upper arms and stuffed me in the carriage, face down on the floor.

“Fuck if I’m paying the fare for this ride,” I told them.

“She thinks she’s funny,” said the woman. “Tell her your joke, Vin.”

Vin’s joke was the butt of his crossbow’s stock to the back of my head. Honestly, I didn’t get it. What I did get was unconscious.

~ ~ ~
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WHEN YOU GET SMASHED in the head so hard you black out, waking up – while not much fun – means you got lucky.

The head’s a funny thing. I’d seen a fellow stand back up from what should have been an immediate life-ender – courtesy of a mallet – and keep battering away, only to die six hours after the blow, in agony. There was just no telling. I try not to get my head beaten in on general principles, but at this point in my life it seemed like a hopeless cause.

When I came to, the first thing I did was vomit out absolutely everything there was to get rid of. I was vaguely aware that I was sitting in a chair, hands still tied behind me, and that my nose was probably broken and definitely thoroughly blocked by the drying blood. But for a long time, my world was taken up with trying to move absolutely everything inside me to the outside as quickly and forcefully as possible, via my mouth.

My only suit of clothes, I noted absently, was now completely fucked.

I started to look around once the dry heaves were mostly done. The view did not inspire. I was in a room that smelled like my vomit and the Ose. That I could smell it without my nose working told me just how bad it was. Great chunks of plaster had fallen from the ceiling and the walls, exposing the wooden slats and brickwork behind. What hadn’t fallen was mostly being devoured by black mold. Somewhere in the distance I could hear rushing water and the slow breath of what sounded like an asthmatic dragon, punctuated at slow heartbeat intervals by a deep metallic boom.

My abductors were arrayed in front of me, in a semicircle. All of them were seated. One had a crossbow propped against his chair, business end to the floor. It wasn’t cranked. There was a lantern off in a corner, cruelly illuminating my situation.

“Well this place is an absolute shithole,” I croaked.

“Fucking slum lord” the woman said. “Doesn’t even recognize her own property.”

Ah. Now I knew where I was. A moldering, tumbledown house I’d bought on Unkind Street. I vaguely recognized the stairs up, to my right, and the stairs down to the boathouse behind my abductors. Off to the left would be the ruins of the kitchen. The rushing water sound was the giant water wheel of the Sanvage Metalworks a couple of lots downriver, and the heavy breathing was the bellows of its blast furnace. The boom was its steam-powered drop hammer.

They’d taken me to my own property to torture me. That was just needlessly insulting, that was.

“Slum lord? Do you see any gods-damned tenants, you nasty cack-hammer? It’s an investment.”

She got up from the chair she was sitting in and popped me one in the mouth. Then wiped her vomit-smeared knuckles on a relatively clean portion of my sleeve.

“At some point in the future,” I told her, “I’m going to pull out your teeth one by one, via your asshole.”

She cocked her arm back for another go, but froze when another voice piped up.

“Gorm’s sake, Mar, leave off already.”

There were four of them, three men and the woman. Two of the men I recognized from before. At a glance, they all looked hard, but the new one was simply massive, even seated. He was the one who’d called on dear old dead Gorm.

“You can relax, slightly,” he continued. “We’re not here to kill you.”

“Well it’s nice to know Mister Hope sticks to the letter of his word, if not the spirit.”

The mountain shook his head. “We have an employer. He is not called Hope.” He shrugged, which was an impressive display. “It sounds as if you have multiple problems, Amra Thetys.”

“Then who the fuck are you lot?”

The one who’d put my lights out laughed. I saw now that he, too, had some prominent facial scars that chewed up one side of his face. His made his right eyebrow into more of a suggestion than anything else. The scars didn’t keep him from grinning like a self-satisfied bastard when he said, “We’re the gentlemen from Coroune, darling.”

“Oh,” I said. “Oh, fuck.”

“Precisely,” replied the mountain.

TEN

––––––––
[image: image]


LIVING IN LUCERNIS, it was easy to forget that Lord Morno was not, in fact, the ultimate authority - that he answered to the king in far off, somewhat drowsy Coroune. Having lived as a thief in Lucernis, Morno’s predilection for hanging career criminals had always been a much more practical concern for me than what kind of power the king himself could wield, when he chose. But power and reach the king had; and one of the tools rumor said he used to express his will were the gentlemen.

It was said they carried the king’s writ, and that writ said they could do any damned thing they wanted, to anyone, at any time, in order to preserve the king’s peace.

It was said that their members were made up of the hardest, smartest, most talented and dangerous men and women in the country. Looking at them, I gave the notion some credit.

They all wore sharply tailored clothes, but the cuts were not Lucernis fashion – too sober. Muted browns and grays, less lace and more silk, and their collars were too short and stiff. Full length trousers; not a stocking in sight. Brutally clipped hair under hats whose brims were barely more than a suggestion.

Fashion, from what I knew, had its origin in one of two places – on the street or in the court. These people were not wearing anything I’d seen on the street. They weren’t courtiers, though, that was certain. They were too fucking hard to have lived the sort of life the gentry led. Between them, they had nearly as many visible scars as I did.

Yes, I believed they were who they said they were. Mostly. But I still wanted proof.

“If you’re the gentlemen, let me see your writ.”

The one with the hacked-up eyebrow chuckled. “You want to see the writ. ‘Ey Balthaz, she wants to see the writ.”

The mountain in the dagwool vest shrugged. “So show her the writ.”

Eyebrow – Vin, if I remembered correctly - stood and shook off his coat, folded it neatly and lay it across the back of his chair. Unbuttoned his waistcoat. Loosened his cravat. Started unbuttoning his shirt.

“I’ve got a man,” I told him.

“So do I, as it happens,” he replied. “You wanted to see the writ. Feast your eyes.” He pulled open his shirt, exposing pale skin and lots of impressive muscles – and a tattoo. Black, flowing script ran across and down his left pectoral muscle:

Whatsoever this man does

He does in my name, and

Any who dare hinder or

Oppose him will know my

Wrath.

There was no signature. Instead, the flesh below the word ‘Wrath’ was pierced. Dangling from the piercing was a small gold medallion bearing the royal seal, gleaming and buttery in the lamplight.

“That looks uncomfortable,” I said.

“You get used to it. Besides, I like a little pain. Is one enough, or would you like us all to disrobe?” Eyebrow asked, re-buttoning his shirt.

“Fuck that,” said the woman with cropped hair.

“You’re not my type,” I told her.

“Small fucking favors,” she replied.

“I’m not attracted to assholes, you see.”

“You’ve got a big fucking mouth for somebody as fucked as you are right now. They said you were smart. Personally, I don’t see it.”

“This is all very witty, this banter,” I said, “but I’ve got a lot on my plate right now. What the hells do you pricks want?”

Balthaz the mountain finally stirred himself. He stood up, and his chair groaned in relief. He put his ham fists on his massive hips.

“The reasons we might be interested in you, Amra Thetys, are long,” he said in a voice as deep as the Dragonsea. “The larcenies you have committed have not been petty.”

“Alleged larcenies, thank you very much.”

He gave that all the consideration he thought it deserved, which apparently was none at all. “Then there is the matter of the assassination of the Syndic of Bellaria, along with one of the Three, and the Telemarch.”

“No witnesses, no case, am I right?”

His thick brows kind of contracted over his deep-set eyes. “That is a grievous misapprehension. But as it happens, we don’t care about any of that. Fortunately for you.”

“So what do you care about?”

“Holgren Angrado.”

“What about Holgren Angrado?”

He leaned over me. “Holgren Angrado got a piece of a god lodged in his eye socket. If we don’t get it out, very bad things are going to happen, first to him, and then to everybody else. You, Amra Thetys, are going to help us remove the divine mote from your lover’s eye.”

I blinked at him. “Huh?”

The woman with the cropped hair made a disgusted noise. “Your lover went and stuck Lagna’s eye in his empty socket,” she said. “Do you know how deeply stupid that was?”

“No. No I don’t. How the fuck should I? Maybe in your world people go shoving god bits into themselves regularly. I don’t know what you get up to in Coroune. But where I come from, it’s not really a thing that happens much, so excuse me if I’m not aware of the perils.”

“Well then let me make this simple for you to understand,” she replied. “Think of it like an infection. Your lover went and infected himself with a god. Eventually that god will completely overwhelm him. When that happens, there will be no more Holgren Angrado. Instead, a resurrected Lagna will be wearing your lover’s flesh. And Lagna, by most accounts, was a vain prick who got very peeved when mortals didn’t behave the way he thought they should. Like burn people to ash peeved. Unsurprisingly, the king doesn’t fucking want that walking around free in his fucking kingdom. Now, did I use words small enough for you to understand?”

“Yes, I got it, thanks. Also, you’re not very nice.”

“She’s got you pegged, Mar,” Eyebrow said to the woman, who sneered at him in reply.

Balthaz went back to his chair and turned it around. He sat facing me, resting his ham hock arms on the back of the chair. “The magus is a threat to the kingdom, though he does not know it. If it were up to me, we would simply eliminate that threat in the most expeditious fashion available. The king, however, has instructed us to try to deal with the danger without ending the magus’s life.”

“Wait. Wait. How do you even know any of this?”

“We’re the fucking gentlemen, poppet,” said Eyebrow. “It’s our job. You don’t need to know the ins and outs.”

“You call me poppet again and you’ll get what Mar is getting.” I turned back to Balthaz. “You seem to be the brains. Why should I believe what you say?”

“It’s my understanding the magus is exceptionally strong-willed,” Balthaz replied. “Still, by now there will almost certainly have been some changes in his personality. If I had to guess, they would manifest as flashes of arrogance, or fits of temper or impatience. He probably isn’t the most patient of souls when his will is balked, now. If he hasn’t yet become violent, I’d wager it won’t be long.”

I started laughing. It began as a chuckle, but because of my nose, it quickly became more of a breathless wheeze. They were describing Holgren’s resting state, when it came to assholes at least.

“You find it amusing?”

“You – you people are so f- full of shit I can smell it. Over my own sick. With a broken nose.” I was gasping. It hurt to laugh that hard.

Balthaz took it for a while, but eventually said “Mar.”

She popped me another one. And then another. When she went for a third, I spat the blood that had been building up in my mouth right in her face.

After that, she waded in with her boots. It ended with both me and the chair sidewise on the floor.

I didn’t doubt they were who they said they were; or not much anyway. But I’d been around shady folks for most of my life, and I could smell a con when it was shoved under my nose. You shake the mark out of his comfort zone, turn up to down, get him confused and doubting everything, even his own name if you could. Then you give him something he knows to be true, preferably something there’s no way you could know unless you were who you said you were.

From there, they almost always took you at your word, if you were careful about it.

Well I didn’t trust these shady fuckers further than I could piss. So what if they knew about Lagna’s eye? But I decided to play along, because what choice did I have?

Balthaz righted the chair, and then set me back in it.

“Mistress Thetys, we’re well aware that you are made of stern stuff. If it makes it easier for you to agree to help us, we can pound on you all night. But in the end, you will agree.”

“What exactly is it you’re expecting me to do?” I mumbled.

“We do not know where the magus is. You do. We need you to lure him to a particular place at a particular time. Keep his guard down so we can deal with Lagna’s eye without any unpleasantness. Failing that, we need to know his location. From there, we will handle the matter in our own way. If you care for the magus, you will prefer the first option.”

“Doesn’t matter what I prefer. I don’t fucking know where Holgren is. You can ride me like the beggars do Mar’s mother all night, but it won’t change the fact.”

She smiled. Then she took out my best fucking knife from her pocket and stabbed me in the thigh with it. And then the bitch left it there.

I managed to turn the scream into a growl at the last instant. Eventually I got control of my mouth. I wasn’t angry anymore. I was murderously furious, but it was a cold fury. Even through the pain and the fury I could see that the other gentlemen had been taken aback by what Mar had done; their faces were too blank. Fuck them, too.

“You and I really aren’t going to be friends, are we?” I eventually asked her.

“No, we really aren’t. But believe it or not, we aren’t enemies. Yet.” The look on her face said she didn’t mind if things went that way. The joke was on her, though, because I was going to do awful things to her no matter what.

Just as soon as I wasn’t tied to a chair and such.

“Mar,” said Balthaz in a warning tone, and she looked away, then stepped away and sat back down. She left the knife in.

I tore my eyes from the woman and looked at Balthaz. “You can go the fuck on and kill me now, because I do not know where Holgren is, and wouldn’t fucking help you if I did.”

“I’ve already told you we aren’t here to kill you,” said Balthaz.

“Ah, that’s right. I change my mind, then. I’ll make you a deal.”

Mar spat on the floor. “You’re in no fucking position,” she told me.

“That’s my floor you just spat on. Granted, it’s filthy as fuck, but that’s not the point. You can leave now.”

“Fuck you, street trash,” she said, the sneer in her voice perfectly audible.

“Mar.” Balthaz’s voice had gone deep and cold. “Wait outside.”

Her head swiveled to him. “You can’t be serious.”

“I won’t say it twice.”

The woman stood and stalked across the room and out the front door, which she slammed.

“Mar has issues, I won’t lie,” Eyebrow confided to me in the woman’s wake. “I’m the nice one. You can talk to me, so long as it’s not bullshit.” I tried to not roll my eyes. Mostly because they hurt. One was puffing up nicely.

“I’m serious, though,” I said, squirming in my seat. “I’ll do you a fucking deal.”

“What is your proposition, mistress Thetys?” Balthaz asked.

“It’s very simple. You let me go, right now, and I won’t tell Holgren any of this ever happened. Because if he does find out you lot tried to set him up, your writ won’t fucking save you from his pique, that I can guarantee you. All that’s predicated on the notion I don’t get to you first, though.”

The man who had been silent the whole time, the one who’d been driving the hack, finally spoke up.

“Oi, she’s got her hands fr-”

I had got my hands free, finally. And Mar had left me a weapon, that sweetheart.

ELEVEN
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THE HOUSE ON UNKIND street was a tottering wreck. It was even money whether it would eventually collapse into the street or into the Ose, which it backed on to. But I hadn’t bought it to pass down to future generations, just for its location.

It was in the Artist’s Quarter, and it backed onto to the river, and the previous owner had owed a dangerous amount of money to the kind of people you didn’t want to owe anything to, ever. The fact that it was unfit for habitation just meant the price I’d paid was unconscionable, rather than inconceivable. I had a half-dozen other properties more or less like it around the city, bought with the trove we’d brought back from our little jaunt to the Silent Lands, and a fair few plots of land I’d snapped up for cheap in the Charred Quarter. I’d invested in property back when I thought I was going to be a woman of business, rather than running around trying to survive the attentions of the mad shards of the goddess of destruction.

Well. You know what they say about plans. But if I’d known what was in store for me back then, I would have looked at considerably shorter-term investments.

Anyway, the house had what I’d guess you’d call a boat house in what would’ve been the cellar somewhere else, complete with a little two-seat narrowboat that didn’t leak. Much. Pretty sure the previous owner had indulged in a bit of petty smuggling in his time, since the boathouse was in far better shape than the rest of it. Or maybe he just liked to be on the water.

Mar was outside, which meant I had to deal with three instead of four, but it also meant the front door wasn’t what you’d call an ideal escape route. Without the boat, the River Ose would have been worse, since I’d never learned to swim. But anyone from Hardside knew at least a little about boats. I certainly knew enough to row my ass away from danger.

But first I had to get that fucking crossbow.

Pulling the knife out of my thigh caused me no joy. Flinging myself out of the chair didn’t, either. Slamming steel into the hand Eyebrow was putting on the crossbow did, though. He let out a curse. The others were already on their feet and reaching for various harmful things. Behind me I heard the front door opening. All this I took in in a flash as I snatched up the crossbow with my free hand and threw myself towards the stairs to the boathouse.

I’d say it was my plan to fall down them rather than run, it being faster and such, but the truth is my punctured thigh just made running difficult. Whatever, I got to the bottom without breaking anything and forced open the damp-swollen door before any of them had time to clip me, which was the important thing.

There was no bar, and the lock was rubbish and I had no key for it anyway, but there was a boathook hanging from the wall. Not ideal. I threw the crossbow into the water and then tore the boathook down and jammed the tip into the gap between door and floor. I wedged the haft against a crack in the foundation wall as best I could. It wasn’t going to keep them for long.

The narrowboat was on the floorboards or dock or whatever, right beside a black rectangle of water. It didn’t leave much space to get to the water door, which was barred from the inside by a thin pole. I bent down and pushed one end of the boat into my own little patch of the Ose, and the rest of it followed. It took on water, but not enough for me to bitch about. While it was doing that, I flung myself at the bar. Well, hobbled really fast towards it, anyway. Behind me the door to upstairs sounded like it had just lost its fight with the gentlemen. Honestly, it could have tried harder.

I got a hand on the bar. A knife sprouted from the wood beside it. Another one of my fucking knives.

“Next one goes in your neck,” came the warning from behind me.

“Kerf’s damp asscrack,” I muttered, and threw myself into the Ose.

I can’t swim. But I can hang onto stuff real good, and I can be as quiet as death.

I went down into the black. I knew from when I’d bought the heap that the boathouse was supported by wooden pilings as thick as my thigh, and I had a general idea where they were in relation to where I went in. I fought my way towards where I thought one of them was. The Ose fought back. It almost won, but my flailing hands found slimy wood before my breath ran out, if only barely. The piling guided me back to air. I wanted to take great gasping breaths, but didn’t dare. I hugged the slimy wood and listened.

They’d found the oars, and Eyebrow and the nameless coach driver were already in the boat. I couldn’t see them, but I could see the boat bobbing as they moved around in it.

“You’re the better oarsman,” No-name was saying.

“I’m also the better shot, so you can fucking row.”

So the crossbow had floated. I’d’ve bet money it would sink.

The narrowboat was too small to comfortably hold three, and no way was the giant Balthaz going to be climbing in it. Which meant, as they rowed out into the Ose, that Balthaz and Mar were still in the house. Somewhere.

It turned out they were right above me, or near enough.

“If that didn’t bring the magus out,” Mar said, “then nothing we do short of killing her is going to.”

“Perhaps,” Balthaz rumbled.

“And you’re all right with that?”

“We do what it takes. You know that.”

“What I know and what I like are two separate fucking things, Bal.”

“You like her.”

“Does it matter?”

“It matters. It just doesn’t make any difference.” There was a short silence, and then he said “Why exactly did you stab her? That was harsh, even for you.”

“I- I’m not sure. Something just came over me. I was doing it before I even thought about it.”

“She does have a mouth on her. But still. Just leaving it in like that.”

“Ah, leave it alone, Bal.”

There was silence for a while.

“Those two fuckwits aren’t going to find her, if they haven’t by now.” Mar finally said. “Call ‘em back.”

“And then what?”

“She’ll go to ground. I doubt she’ll return to the Oak, but it’ll bear checking. And we’ve got the list of properties from her man of business.”

“The file says she’s got boltholes all over the city. You should have tied her properly, Mar.”

“Don’t tell me how to do my fucking job. The point was to flush out Holgren Angrado, not torture his lover to death.”

“Maybe she really doesn’t know where he is. Maybe he isn’t watching her after all.”

Fuck me, I thought. They know. But how?

Mar snorted. “You can take that back to Coroune if you like. No doubt Tuyet will revise his assessment on your say-so.”

The big man grunted. “Tuyet is an ass.”

“No argument there. But he’s a clever ass, and more to the point, there’s no way to get rid of him. Call ‘em back, Bal. We’ve got work to do.”

“We’ll need more manpower,” he said. “This city – there’s too many rocks for people to crawl under.”

“You want to conscript the watch? No there’s a truly stupid idea.”

“Didn’t say the watch. But we need bodies on the streets.”

She didn’t reply, at least not verbally. Balthaz made his heavy way across the boards to the open water door, and let out a piercing whistle.

Ten minutes later they had cleared out. Ten minutes after that, just to be safe, I dragged my sorry carcass out of the water.

On the bright side, my clothes no longer smelled much like vomit. The other end of that was they now smelled like the Ose, which in no way was an improvement.

TWELVE
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I TOTED IT UP IN MY head while I tore a sleeve off my shirt and tied it around my punctured thigh. It wasn’t the first stab wound I’d ever received, or the worst, but it was a hurtful bastard, right in the meat.

I now had the lord governor and his lapdog Kluge, my former compatriots in the underworld, and the king’s own enforcers after my hide. Well, technically they were all after Holgren, but I was the next best thing. Not bad for, what, three days back in town?

The funny thing was, I wasn’t all that concerned about any of them, because a far worse enemy was close at hand.

Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t like being hunted by groups of armed, powerful, and unhesitatingly violent people. It made things needlessly complicated, and also dangerous. I liked complicated and dangerous about as much as I liked rolling in shit. But when an aspect of the goddess of destruction has decided to cross you off her to-do list, it forces a sense of perspective on you. The worst any of these mortal adversaries could do to me was torture me to death.

Visini, on the other hand, could force me into an eternity of slavery. Or she could just torture me to death as well, I supposed. Or just kill me out of hand. But with a moniker like The Blade That Binds and Blinds, I wasn’t expecting a quick death. And Greytooth had confirmed that, in the past, she’d taken great delight in playing with her victims first.

Visini was in Lucernis, somewhere. That much I was sure of. That’s why I was here, after all. In fact, Holgren knew where all of the Blades were, with varying degrees of precision and certainty, except Moranos, the Dagger of Desire. The gentlemen were right about Holgren having Lagna’s eye, and when you have the eye of the god of knowledge, turns out you can see most anything if you knew what you were looking for.

We’d used it to looked for the Blades. Well, Holgren had. It wasn’t like we were passing it back and forth. The eye was a part of him now, and if he wanted it out, he’d have to take something sharp to it and hope for the best. Anyway, we’d worked out a plan, Holgren, Greytooth and I. It was a reasonably good plan, but it hadn’t specifically included the lord governor, the Lucernan underworld or the gentlemen from Coroune sticking an oar in. We’d been sure only that Visini would use mortals to play with me before she dropped the boom.

Two kinds of luck, and all that.

Well, there wasn’t much I could do about the kinks and wrinkles just then. What I absolutely had to do was get changed, because one of the things people called the Ose was the Ooze. Bad enough I was dripping with it. If I had to wear the ruins of my outfit until it dried, I was pretty sure I would lose my mind. So naturally I went and woke up my tailor.

~ ~ ~
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BY THE TIME I’D LIMPED to Marfa’s, there being no chance a hack was going to pick me up, all the decent folks were abed leaving only sketchy fuckers like me on the streets. I knew she had her apartment above the shop, so I threw a few pebbles against the shutters. When that didn’t work, I just started banging on the door. A neighbor popped his head out and threw curses and the contents of his thunder bucket at me. Joke was on him; it smelled better than I did.

Finally, I saw a light appear inside the shop through the shutters, and then the door opened and the business end of a gods-damned arquebus was shoved in my face. I put my hands up.

“Isin’s love! What are you doing here, mistress?” She made the weapon disappear.

“Sartorial emergency. Sorry. Any chance a portion of my order is ready?”

“Look at the state of you. Come in, then, but don’t touch anything for Isin’s love.”

I did. I was no longer dripping, but I was still... fragrant. And starting to itch like all hells.

“Should I ask what happened?” she asked, looking me over and taking note of my battered face.

“Got into it with the Ose. The Ose won.”

“Mm. Well, only the charcoal suit is finished, though the others are nearly so. But I’ll not have you wearing it until you’ve bathed. I’ll need your word.”

“You don’t have to worry. I’m unlucky, not unhygienic.”

“Stay there, then, and don’t touch anything.”

“You said that already.”

“I mean it twice as much as you’d expect.”

I put a hand up in assent, and she took the lantern and disappeared in the back. She bustled about for a minute or two, then came out with a canvas-wrapped packaged tied up with string.

“Here you are, mistress. The rest I’ll send to the Oak tomorrow afternoon.”

“Uh, better you just hold on to the rest. I’ll come by and collect it when I can.”

I could see her wanting to say something, and the habit of years serving the well-off stopping her.

“You’ll feel a lot better if you just say whatever it is.”

“I don’t like to pry.”

“Oh, live a little.”

“Are you a criminal, mistress?”

“Nowadays? Only incidentally. Is that a problem?”

“Not particularly, no. Are you likely to be hanged?”

“Gods, I hope not. Why?”

“Not wishing you ill, but that would be priceless advertising, that would.”

I stared at her. She stared back at me. Then she started laughing. “The look on your face!”

Honestly, I was not getting anyone’s sense of humor that night.

~ ~ ~
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THE GENTLEMEN KNEW every property I had title to. I chewed on that as I walked. It wasn’t really a surprise. If they really were the king’s lackeys then my man of business, an old fart named Kinnik, would have dropped to the floor and shown them his belly – and all my deeds and assorted papers – in about two heartbeats. He didn’t mind skirting the law, because it meant a fat fee, but he wasn’t the type to keep confidences if it meant trouble.

It hadn’t bothered me when I’d retained him. I knew his reputation, both for institutional cleverness and abject cowardice. At the time, I couldn’t imagine a situation where the latter would matter much.

Surprise.

But the bastards had been right about one thing – I did have boltholes scattered all around the city.

I guess you could blame it on how I’d grown up, but I could never rest easy if I had only one place to lay my head. The Purge had left deep and lasting marks on me, and not only physical ones. I wasn’t the only one. I’d known a girl who wouldn’t sleep in the same place two nights in a row. If she was still alive, I’d lay money down that that hadn’t changed.

The Blacksleeves’d mostly come for us when we were sleeping, you see. It made killing you that much easier.

Some of my boltholes I’d let lapse, like the storeroom behind the herbalist’s shop. Some I didn’t have to pay rent on, like the derelict room above Traitor’s Gate. But I needed some place with something approaching clean water, and preferably with food and drink in the vicinity. Someplace with as few people around as possible was also desirable. So I walked my intolerably itchy ass to Loathewater.

It was deep in the night when I finally got to the villa. The place was probably a hundred years old, and falling apart, the way all the best haunted houses should be. The story was, some rich bastard had built the place in what had to be the highest ground in the neighborhood. Then he’d gone utterly ratfuck insane and killed his whole family and then himself. It had stayed vacant because of that, and because anybody who could’ve afforded to purchase it would never voluntarily live in Loathewater.

Sure, there were transients who would set up there for a time, but they never stayed long. I’m not what you would call superstitious, but even I would readily admit that there was something about the villa that was... oppressive. Unwelcoming. And the longer you stayed there, the worse it got.

Fortunately, for better or worse, I wouldn’t have to put up there for long.

I gave the place a quick scout to make sure I wouldn’t be interrupting young lovers doing the kinds of things young lovers do in dark and haunted places, or be interrupted by some random vagabond as I stripped and washed by the well in the courtyard. There was nobody home. Except the ghosts, I guess, and they could ogle all they wanted, for the life of me.

The well was a century old, like the rest of the place. But the chain and bucket weren’t. I’d replaced them about four years before, not long before Corbin had been murdered, actually. They were still there, and were still fit for purpose. I stripped down and started sluicing myself off, bucket by bucket. I’d’ve paid handsomely for some soap. I made do, scrubbing myself raw with one of the handkerchiefs Marfa had included in my package and abrading my scalp with my fingernails. I spent a while clearing the dried blood and snot out of my nose, and decided during the process that it wasn’t actually broken, which was something at least. I sacrificed a kerchief, cutting it into strips and binding the hole in my thigh. Mar hadn’t cut anything life-ending, but she’d done me no favors beyond that. I would be slower and stiffer, and I’d have to watch out for infection – especially after going into the Ose. The pain was something I could ignore, for the most part.

I got dressed, everything but socks and boots, and transferred my belongings to fresher pockets. I washed all the ooze out of the boots, and prayed the smell would eventually moderate. Then I drew up one last bucket and threw my sodden clothes in it to soak. Gods help me if I ever needed to wear them again, but better safe than sorry.

I padded into the villa, through the litter-strewn grand foyer and into the servant’s hall. I’d kitted out a room at the back, the idea being most intruders would be far more inclined to squat in grand if ruined bedrooms than a maid’s room, thus leaving my little bolt hole undisturbed. As insurance I’d fitted a good lock on the door, of course. The key was hidden under a loose tile at the end of the hall. I collected it by feel in the dark and put it in the keyhole. Turned. Or tried to.

The door was already unlocked.

“Amra Thetys,” came a woman’s voice through the door. I pulled out my knife.

“We need to talk.”

THIRTEEN

––––––––
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NO. WHOEVER IT WAS, no, we absolutely did not need to talk. Anybody who knew about this place, or that I was coming here, was someone I emphatically did not want to have a chat with. I backed swiftly down the hall. I kept my head on a swivel, though, just in case my unexpected guest had brought company. Not that I could see much in the dark.

I heard the door creak open. Saw an indistinct shape come out, a blackness amongst blackness. Cocked my arm back to throw, but kept moving.

“Don’t be tedious,” said the shape, “and don’t even think about throwing that knife.”

“Who the fuck’re you?” I kept moving.

“Mother Crimson. You don’t remember me?”

“Yeah? Which one?” Mother Crimson was a title any blood witch could claim.

“How many Mother Crimsons do you know in Loathewater? Honestly, child.”

“Yeah, well, if you’re her, what the fuck are you doing creeping around in the dark?”

“Ah. I forget, sometimes. Go on to the courtyard, then, where the light is better. I’ll follow at my own pace.”

I did. She did. When I finally got a good look at her, it was indeed the same woman who had first warned me of the Eightfold Bitch. Just as obviously, she had gotten older and very much more blind since we last had a chat. Her eyes looked a solid gray in the moonlight, and she moved with the aid of a questing stick, now. She’d been perfectly sighted the last time we’d spoken.

I put the knife away. “I have many questions,” I said, “starting with how you knew I had a gods-damned knife.”

She chuckled. “There’s seeing and there’s Seeing. But it didn’t take a blood witch to know what your reaction would be.”

“That’s... not unfair,” I conceded. “Next, why the hells were you lying in wait for me? You could have gotten hurt.”

“You still don’t understand how the Sight works, do you?” She tsked.

“I still have a problem with self-fulfilling prophecies, if that’s what you mean.”

“It is not. But explaining to you would be a waste of breath.”

“Also not unfair.” I sat down on the lip of the well and started pulling on my soggy boots. Joy. “What do you want? To warn me about the Eightfold some more? That’s not exactly news anymore, Mother.”

She tap-tapped her way over to the well and sat down next to me with a small sigh. “Getting old is less enjoyable than you might imagine,” she said.

“Yeah, well, the alternative is nothing to crow about either.”

She smiled, a little crookedly. “There is more than one, you know. Alternative, that is.”

“Not for most of us. So are you gonna tell me what happened to your eyes?”

“I Saw too much, and was... rebuked.”

“Rebuked? By who?”

“It’s not important. I’ve gotten used to it, now.”

Mother Crimson wasn’t exactly my favorite person. Anybody who claims, truthfully or otherwise, to be able to see the future is someone I want to stay far away from. But she’d never done me wrong. By her own lights, she’d tried to do me the opposite. And her scones were pretty good, even with the raisins.

What I’m trying to say here is I felt sorry for her. And because I am who I am, I had no idea how to express that without sounding like a moron.

“Not sure what to say about that,” I finally told her, “beyond I’m sorry for it.”

She waived that away. “I’m not here in search of commiseration. Putting discussions of fate to one side, we each make our decisions, and live with the consequences.”

“So why are you here, then? Beyond trying to get me to shit my trousers. Going by past experience, you don’t show up just to have idle chats.”

She poked me in the leg with her stick. “Before I say, I want your word you won’t get shouty about it. I can’t abide shouting.”

“Fine. But don’t ask me not to cuss.”

“I’m not in the habit of demanding the impossible.” She paused. “You need to talk to that killer you’re carrying around in your soul.”

“Which one?”

“Well, not the one that doesn’t talk, obviously.”

I glared at her, which was pointless except for making me feel better.

“Kalara, child. The Knife that Parts the Night. You need to have a conversation with her.”

“First off, just to update you, I’ve renamed her Chuckles. Second, I don’t talk to her. Ever.”

Mother Crimson poked at the uneven flagstones with her stick.

“I’m going to tell you something that, for various reasons, you won’t like. Hold still and take it. When a blood witch Sees, she Sees what branchings there are from decisions made, from actions taken. Or not made or taken, as the case may be. In every branch that stems from you not acknowledging and interacting with Kalara that I have Seen, very bad things happen.”

I blew out a breath. That old song and dance again. “See, there you go again, talking about fate. You’re just not saying it in so many words.”

“You sat in my parlor, child, and told me Seers never gave any useful information. I have just done so. Don’t you dare whine about it just because you don’t like it.”

“Why don’t you lay it all out, then? You Saw enough of the future to get your eyesight confiscated; you must know more. Tell me.”

“It doesn’t work that way, child. Would that it did.”

“Why not, though?”

“Do you really want to know?”

“I asked, didn’t I? If you were a fraud, I’d know exactly why Some Things Must Not Be Spoken or what the fuck ever. But even I will admit that you don’t sell snake oil. So explain it to me.”

“Every decision, every action brings forth possibilities, new possible futures. If I told you all I knew, Amra Thetys, the consequences would damn you. I have told you all that I safely can.”

“Now you’re worried about your safety, eh?”

“Not my safety, you git.”

I chewed on that. Then reluctantly swallowed. Then moved on to my next objection.

“You’re asking too much. Do you know what she did?”

Her withered face got stony. “I do. I do. But you still need to speak with her.”

“I’m just supposed to trust you?”

“It isn’t something you are accustomed to doing, I know. But I swear to you, you can.”

“Oh yeah? Prove it.”

“That’s a tall order. What if I told you that I know what you and your mage are about?”

“I’d say I don’t know what you’re talking about, and you don’t either.”

“There’s also another mage involved, an old bald geezer, older than myself, with tattoos running around his scalp.” She stuck her stick in the air and spun it in small circles, presumably to illustrate how Greytooth’s tattoos roamed freely around on his pate.

“The fuck are you doing?” I hissed, pushing her stick down to the dirt.

“Proving to you that you should listen to me. Don’t worry. I haven’t spoiled your plan.”

“Kerf’s oozing piles, don’t fucking do that!”

“All right. Calm down. I’ve made my point.”

She had, damn her. She’d basically just told me my life was in her hands. She knew what I was up to. She knew what she was talking about, in other words, and I’d be an idiot not to listen to her. I let myself settle.

“Hey. Why the fuck were you hiding out in my bolthole instead of waiting for me out here?”

“It has a bed, though it’s a woefully musty one. It was late, and I’m old.” She stood up. “Speaking of, I’m going home now to soak my feet, unless you have any more questions I probably won’t answer.”

“Did you need help getting back?”

“I do not. I can See my way well enough.” Still, she didn’t go.

“One more thing I can tell you. Bath, the Guardian – they aren’t going to help you, Amra. None of the old powers are coming to your rescue.”

“Yeah, I got the feeling. What I don’t understand is why.”

“They each have their own reasons. But, child, they are terrified of Her, each and every one. That’s the why that really matters.”

FOURTEEN
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I SAT ON THE WELL’S lip and thought hard, for a long time after she left.

I hadn’t talked to Chuckles since Holgren and I returned to the world. Hadn’t tried to, and had no intention of. She hadn’t voluntarily made an appearance, either, which I was more than fine with. The things that she – it – was responsible for were about as bad as it got. War, plague, famine. The systematic murder of children.

Holgren had pushed me, hard, to try and pump her for information. Abanon as well. There was so much we didn’t know about the Blades, even with Greytooth’s assistance, and having a couple of them more or less captive was something he thought we should try to exploit. Greytooth had agreed with him, though the old Philosopher was far more wary of interacting with the Blades than Holgren. The Philosophers didn’t exactly have an untarnished record when it came to besting the Blades. To be fair, it wasn’t like there was anyone else out there trying, though.

Holgren wasn’t wrong, if you thought about it logically. I could see his point. But he could afford to think about them without emotion. He hadn’t lived through the Purge, and he hadn’t had to suffer the Blade That Whispers Hate pouring poison into his mind, warping it with every breath.

He’d backed off when I had explained to him first, that Abanon didn’t speak anymore and second, all the evil that Chuckles had done. I would never forget or forgive. I wasn’t capable of that. I wore the reminder of her actions on my face, and in a thousand different ways that had shaped me. Even I could admit that it wasn’t a natural or healthy thing, to have to have a knife within reach in order to get to sleep.

And I could never unsee the bones of a child, stuffed in a cubby. Never.

Never.

We’d got what information there was to be had from the mage and Philosopher Greytooth, instead.

Now it came down to how much I trusted Mother Crimson. She’d certainly gone out of her way to tell me I had to do it. She’d gone out of her way to warn me about the Eightfold years before. But I didn’t really know her.

She hadn’t said I needed to forgive. Just talk. And I did have questions. A lot of questions.

“Time to talk, Chuckles,” I finally said.

She appeared, an adorable little bronze-skinned girl with starlight eyes and a head of long, tightly curled black hair. A lie that only I could see. She stood in the courtyard facing me, hands behind her back, and cast no moon-shadow; she wasn’t really there, after all.

“My name is Kalara.”

“That’s as good a place to start as any. Who gave you that name? The Eightfold?”

“I gave it to myself. We all named ourselves.”

“Why did you choose Kalara?”

“I chose it because it didn’t mean anything in any language.”

“I’m pretty sure it means asshole in every language now, but whatever. Why did that appeal?”

“Because there had never been anything like me before. Because there would never be anything like me, except me.”

“There have been plenty willing to kill millions to get what they wanted.”

She didn’t react to that. I hadn’t really expected her to. She stood in her own little pool of stillness, an unnatural and monstrous thing masquerading as something small and vulnerable and beautiful.

“Tell me about when you were born. For lack of a better word.”

“There are more important things to talk about.”

“Anytime you try to change the subject, it’s gonna make me want to talk about that subject even more. You know, that, right?”

“If you want to waste time asking pointless questions and exploring irrelevant events, I cannot prevent you.”

“Then tell me about your creation already.”

“The Eightfold conceived a plan. From that plan was born a purpose. That purpose was me.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure what it is you want to know.”

“I’m not sure myself. But in order to survive your sisters, it would help to understand them a lot better than I do now. The story is, the Eightfold shed you and your sisters one by one for Shem to, uh, sate his desire on.”

“Accurate, as far as it goes.” She padded silently up to the well, rested her forearms on the lip and leaned forward. To look down into the dark? To study something down below? Or to avoid looking at me? I would have pushed her in, if it were possible.

“And after the Eightfold had peeled off eight of you for him to have his way with, you all ganged up on him and ripped him to shreds. Literally.”

“Mm-hm.”

“And then the Eightfold used his body to make the Blades.”

“That she did.”

“I’m assuming you all had physical bodies before that. Correct me if I’m wrong.”

“All right.”

“So how did you go from being flesh and blood to being the Blades?”

“Magic.”

“Did you all know what was going to happen? Did you all agree to it?”

Still crouched over the water, she turned her head to stare at me. “I did.”

“Which means the others didn’t.”

“It’s not so simple.”

“Explain it to me.”

“Abanon was barely sane, viewing everything through the prism of her hate. She wasn’t truly capable of understanding what was happening, much less agreeing to it. Moranos desired only that which the Eightfold desired, and did not concern herself with details.”

“And the others?”

“Each of my sisters had to contend with some level of... distraction. Some knew. Until they didn’t. Some agreed while they were one with the Eightfold, and then disagreed once they were separate, individuals. But the Eightfold had her way in the end.”

“How?”

“God stuff. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

“I’m in your soul and have access to your mind. When I say you wouldn’t understand, I mean it literally.”

“Try me anyway.”

She looked at me, raised an eyebrow, and opened her mouth. A noise came out, something like a bell. Or an earthquake. Or the endless whisper of the wind in tall grass. Actually, it was like none of them, but that was the taste it left in my mind. Yeah, I know it makes no sense.

“I can’t lie to you. I can only choose to not speak to you. You are my avatar. I’ve told you this.” She returned her attention to the contents of the well.

“I am not your fucking avatar, Chuckles.”

“Technically correct, since my name is not Chuckles.”

“Whatever. She forced you all into the Blades, whether you liked it or not, yes?”

“Yes.”

I chose one of the Blades, pretty much at random, to ask about next. The one that had savaged the Philosophers the worst over the centuries. “Tell me – did Xith agree at any point?”

“Why ask about Xith, when another is far closer and more... pertinent to you at present?”

“Answer the fucking question.”

“She did not. She fought the hardest of all, both Shem and the Eightfold’s will.”

“Why?”

“Xith, to oversimplify, is the Eightfold’s sense of outrage. It is in her nature to fight. It is what she does. It is what she is.”

One thing about the Blades that I thought I understood, was that they didn’t have complete personalities. They were intelligent and powerful, but they weren’t particularly complex. It seemed what drove them was a damn-sight more straightforward than your average muddled-motivation human being. Their passions were twisted, but not complicated. They each were focussed, to an obsessive degree.

So Xith was powered and motivated by outrage. All right. How could I use that, when the time came? What did I need to know?

“Why do they call Xith the Dirk That Harrows Souls?”

“Because her Blade is in the shape of a dirk, most often. And because she harrows souls.” She said it without a hint of sarcasm. It was doubtful she even understood the concept of sarcasm.

“Yeah, I get the dirk part. Can you be a little more specific about the harrowing bit?”

“I’m not sure I can. It probably has to do with the outrage. I know that when she took her revenge on Shem, she did more than mutilate him. She gave back to him all the horror and disgust he had inflicted upon her. He screamed more loudly, then, than when she ripped out his intestines.” She shrugged her narrow shoulders. “This is just a guess; I’m not very clear about emotions, having so few myself. But I ask again: why are you asking me about Xith, when another of my sisters is your most pressing concern?”

“You know why, Chuckles.” Because you never knew who was listening. According to Greytooth, the last time the Philosophers had tried to trap Visini, loose lips had gotten several of them killed.

Chuckles smiled. It was sly and knowing and it said better than words that she thought I was some special kind of fool. It was a look that did not belong on a little girl’s face. I wanted to punch her in it.

“I am going to tell you something,” she said.

“Oh, joy.”

“There is only one way out of the predicament you find yourself in, and it is not what you, your lover, and that Philosopher have planned.”

“Is that so.”

“Yes.”

“And I should trust you, the murderous castoff of an insane goddess, over Holgren Angrado.”

“Yes.”

“And why is that again?”

“Because I wagered all on you, when I entered you and abandoned The Knife That Parts the Night. Because you are now my avatar, and I am your goddess, and I cannot lie to you. Because, as clever as your lover is, he is still a fallible mortal. Because my self and my purpose are one and the same. If you die, my purpose fails. I fail.”

“I’ll tell you once more, you little monster – I am not your fucking avatar.”

“Until you accept it, you have no chance to defeat my sister. She will toy with you until you finally expire.”

I took a deep breath and let it out slow. I wasn’t going to let this bitch swing me around by my emotions.

“Funny you should mention your purpose,” I said. “Because that’s the thing that keeps me from ever trusting you. I mean, besides the mass murders and all. You want to keep me alive to do something, but you sure as hells don’t want me to know what that something is. I may be a ‘fallible mortal’, but I’m not an idiot. So I’ll make you a deal, Chuckles. Tell me what you and the Eightfold Bitch really want from me, and I’ll consider calling myself your avatar.”

She shifted a little and looked back down the well. “You can see the stars down there, in the water. You could see more stars from the Citadel. I like stars.”

“Kerf’s balls, but I hate you.”

“I will tell you this: I put Abanon in your path. Through the Telemarch, I let Red Hand know where she might be found. I also pushed his servant to contract with your Fengal Daruvner to retrieve it, but I misjudged Bosch. Daemonists are unstable, less predictable. He went to Locquewood instead, and so it was Corbin that secured the Blade That Whispers Hate from the Philosophers, and not you. But it all worked out in the end.”

I let that sink in. I wondered at her reason for telling me, but I couldn’t tease it out. Finally, I said “I didn’t need another reason to hate you, but there it is all the same.”

She shrugged, a picture of nonchalance – and it hit me.

“Kerf’s crooked staff. You’re trying to piss me off. You’re trying to distract me, aren’t you? From whatever the fuck the Eightfold Bitch has planned.”

“Maybe, Amra Thetys. Maybe. Or maybe I tire of you asking questions that do not matter when there are much more vital questions before you. I will leave you with one to think on: where exactly is your luggage?”

“What?”

“Your luggage. Your personal effects, things like a change of clothes. You did not make the passage from Bellarius to Lucernis without any. I happen to know, since I was there.”

Then she disappeared, and didn’t respond to any of the awful things I said to and about her after that.

And no, I couldn’t remember where my trunk had gone. I knew I’d had one when I got off the ship, but somewhere between the docks and the Promenade, it had gone missing, and for the life of me I couldn’t remember where. The memory was just gone, and that frightened me. Usually when things frighten me, I pull a knife on them. There was no solace to be had in this instance.

FIFTEEN
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IF MY CONVERSATION with Chuckles had somehow altered the course of the future for the better, I was fucked if I could see how. I lay my battered body down on the musty bed Mother Crimson had borrowed, and tried to tease out anything new and useful from our conversation. Mostly the words ‘avatar’ and ‘luggage’ just sort of bounced around inside my skull. That lasted about a minute. Then I fell asleep, because I was dog tired. When I woke up, I was none the wiser.

What I was, was hungry, sore, and out of time, pretty much. Mister Hope and his employers would be looking for me in earnest after lunch, at the very least. The gentlemen from Coroune had no doubt been casting their nets all night. By now it was likely Morno had chewed Kluge bloody about getting answers as to Holgren’s whereabouts. He’d be forced to put the watch on notice to keep an eye out for me. Not that he’d lose any sleep over that.

That was how Visini worked, according to Greytooth. She was as much a manipulator in her way as Chuckles. But where Chuckles played a frightfully long game, Visini had a considerably shorter attention span. And where Chuckles had interfered with mortals for the Eightfold’s purpose, whatever the fuck it ultimately was, Visini pushed people around like pieces on a game board for the sheer enjoyment of it. Or, rather, she treated people like beaters who scared game towards the hunter – And Visini was the one with the spear and the net, waiting.

The truly frightening thing about the Blade that Binds and Blinds, according to Greytooth, was the fact that whoever she’d got to bear her wouldn’t even know it. She didn’t dangle herself over your head the way Kalara had the Telemarch. It might be anyone, and they would be none the wiser. It might be Kluge. Or it might be Fengal, or Kettle. It might be my tailor. Hells, it might be the king in Coroune, for all I knew. There was just no telling. Not until the last moment, after she’d blinded you to the danger. Just before she had you bound.

And what she did after that – well. According to Greytooth, she was no more sane or pleasant than any of her sisters. The Philosophers deemed her the most dangerous of the Blades after the Dagger of Desire, based on her deviousness and the number of Philosophers she’d managed to kill over the centuries.

As soon as I’d set foot in Lucernis, I’d had to accept the fact that anyone at all might be carrying one of my deadliest enemies, or at the least be carrying out her will, influenced by her and totally unaware of it. And I’d had to act like I wasn’t aware of the danger, while giving nothing of my own plans away. We did not want Visini going off her script; knowing how she operated was about the only advantage we had.

In a city of nearly a million people, the only ones I could trust not to be tainted or turned were Bath and the Guardian. Any mortal slob was potentially compromised.

Like I said, she’d set up her pieces, put her beaters in place. And now I had a bone-deep feeling she was ready for the next stage of the game: Watching me run and run as the trap closed.

Well, that’s what I’d let myself in for. I had to let it all play out to the end. Most of all, I had to just plain survive.

In furtherance of that, I went off to get some breakfast and some booze. I’d left a few march rations in the bolthole when I’d set it up, but even that rough fare had gone off. So I trudged down the empty, unpaved lane to the closest watering hole, an abomination known as the Dripping Bucket.

In addition to being waterlogged more often than not, Loathewater also had its own particular, unpleasant scent; what you might call a rank, fishy, mud odor. But as I drew closer to the Dripping Bucket that smell morphed into mostly a raw sewage stench. In other words, the environs had gone even further downhill in my absence. Which was fine, since it meant even fewer random people around to be suspicious of. Well, not fine. You know what I mean.

The tavern was a doorless shack, assembled from scavenged wood and broken bricks. From what I could tell, it remained standing solely because it couldn’t be arsed to fall apart. In other words, exactly my kind of place. The kind of place that spoke to me on a spiritual level.

I trudged inside. It was empty except for the barman asleep on his stool, mouth open. He wasn’t old, perhaps in his twenties, but he looked like his place of business the same way dog owners often looked like their pets.

“Oi.”

Nothing.

I dug two silvers out of my purse and dropped them on the bar. The special clink of coin brought him around. He harrumphed and rubbed his eyes, then told me to name my poison.

“You got wine?”

“The beer’s better,” he said.

“Didn’t ask for better.”

“We’ve got grape squeezings that’ll get you bleary. Not sure I’d call it wine.”

“Sold.”

He pulled a bottle out from somewhere below, uncorked it, then passed me the bottle and a glass. The bottle was green and the glass was clear, or it had been at some point in its existence. Now it looked like it was maybe made of stained chalk. I wiped the mouth of the bottle and drank straight.

“Why’s it smell like Vosto’s farts?” I asked him.

“They burn the city’s sewage just down the lane, now. Call it an incinerator, some such.”

“Well, shit.”

He gave me a sour look. “Ha. Haven’t heard that before. Ha.”

“I’m not trying to be funny. I’m just awful at mornings. You got anything to eat?”

“Stale bread and dodgy cheese. Maybe some olives. I can check.”

“Give it a try.”

He did. There were. I paid for the lot out of the change for the wine, and retreated with a jug and a trencher to the table I judged least likely to collapse. It had been a door in a previous life, one that had apparently been kicked in more than once. As I dutifully chewed my way through breakfast, I wondered what Holgren was doing at that moment. If everything was going to plan, he was watching me eat using that dead god’s eye.

“You’d damn well better be,” I whispered to the air.

If things weren’t going to plan – well, hells. That did not bear dwelling on. It would mean that I truly was in Visini’s trap. That I was all on my own. The thought nearly killed my appetite. It was a lot easier to be pugnacious in the face of fuckery when you knew a mage who was death on two legs had your back.

I wondered what it would take for Holgren to interfere, before Visini revealed herself. He’d sworn that he would only step in if I was on death’s door. But if our positions were reversed, I’m not sure I could’ve stopped myself from charging in, if Mar had stuck a knife in him. That’s one of the reasons I’d insisted Greytooth stay with him. He listened to the old arhat. As much as he listened to anyone. Holgren had agreed to the plan and had sworn to follow it, but if I was being honest, he’d pretty much hated every piece of it.

I wondered if Holgren was eating properly, because being hip-deep in deadly games didn’t stop me worrying about mundane things, and that man had an abysmal diet.

I also wondered who was going to walk through the door to drive me on again.

Visini didn’t like her prey getting comfortable for long. Once you started feeling safe, that was the time to start looking over your shoulder. Or so Greytooth had told me, and I had no reason to doubt him. Therefore, my plan was to stay right where I was – until forced to flee for my life, or what have you. I figured there was no point running until somebody was actually chasing me. Laziness? Pragmatism? You decide.

Somebody was coming. That much I’d’ve bet any number of marks on. The only real question I had was whether it would be one of the rat fuckers I’d already encountered, or some completely new rat fucker. My guts told me it’d be someone I’d already encountered, because Kerf’s matted beard, there were enough already. Right?

True to my understanding of the way the world works, the answer proved to be ‘wrong’.

As I gnawed on the runt end of the bread loaf, the little hairs on my arms and the back of my neck started to rise.

I dropped the crust and pulled my knife. “There a back way out?” I asked the barman.

“Why?”

“Because there’s a mage coming, and not to drink.”

He blanched. “No back door as such. But it’s not like the wall’s gonna stop you.”

I hurried to the back, behind the bar, where the jakes were. That part of the Dripping Bucket was constructed of wattle and daub, but without the daub. In other words, the wall was just tied-together sticks. I cut a section free of its dubious support, and kicked it out.

It landed at the feet of... somebody. My eyes refused to focus on their face.

“So you can sense magic. Good to know.”

I raised my arm to throw my knife, but even I know you don’t bring a knife to a mage fight. It was what you’d call a diversionary tactic. I spun around, and ran back into the Dripping Bucket. Or rather, I tried to. Suddenly I was falling through a lightless, howling void.

SIXTEEN

––––––––
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“FIRST THINGS FIRST,” said the voice. It wasn’t coming from any place in particular. Fucking magic. “My name’s Gammond. We haven’t met.”

The only Gammond I knew was the one Holgren had told me about, a bloody-minded mage who’d led the revolution in Bellarius after the Syndic and the Telemarch took their dirt naps. But that Gammond was supposed to be dead as well. Burnt to a crisp, actually.

“I want you to know that I don’t hold a scrap of ill-will towards you, Amra Thetys. You topped the Syndic and tore down the Riail. You made the Telemarch disappear. There really isn’t much more you could do to get into my good books.” The voice was definitely Hardside, though the words were slurry.

“Glad to hear it. So what’s this about, then?”

“There is one thing I need you to do, Amra Thetys. One little piece of information I need from you. Tell me – where the fuck is Holgren Angrado?”

“Why does everybody want to know where Holgren is? It’s making me feel unloved.”

“You don’t want the kind of affection I’ve got for Angrado.”

I’d got a handle on the voice, now. There was literally nothing else for me to focus on, besides the pants-wetting sensation of falling forever. It was a woman’s voice, probably middle-aged, and with a slight impediment. As if her mouth didn’t work quite right, couldn’t shape sounds precisely.

“You know what? I did kark the Syndic, and the Telemarch. And one of the Three, while I was at it, though I admit that wasn’t planned. But you should be afraid of me.”

“Maybe I would be, if you had any magic. You must’ve, then. But you definitely don’t now.”

“Are you so sure about that?”

“I am, yes. Other than a couple of trinkets, there’s not a whiff of magic about you. Feel free to prove me wrong.”

Sadly, I couldn’t. I’d left the Telemarch’s reservoir of chaos magic behind when I came back to the world. I hadn’t missed it for a second. Until right then.

“Ah. You’re that Gammond. Holgren told me about you.”

“Nothing good, I hope.”

“Said you liked to make the Gentry sit on sharp sticks until the pointy end came out of their mouths. I’m no friend of anyone above the Girdle, but that’s just fucked, that is.”

“Extraordinary times called for extraordinary measures. Or did you think the Gentry were just going to give equality to the common folk, a pat on the head for behaving? Terror is a weapon, and we needed all the weapons we could get.”

“Well maybe you shouldn’t have pissed Holgren off quite so thoroughly, then.”

She was quiet for a space. I kept falling. It was getting tedious.

“Tell me where he is,” she finally said.

“Have you checked up your ass?”

The void became a lake of fire. I burned. I broiled.

I screamed, and did not stop until it did.

“Do you know the surest way for a mage to be able to cast a spell like that, Amra? The surest way is to first experience it. You just felt what I felt, when Holgren Angrado triggered the trap that cooked my army and me. You will tell me where he is, because if you don’t, you’ll suffer just as I did. And just as I did, you’ll survive, but wish you hadn’t. Now let’s try once more. Where is Holgren Angrado?”

“I don’t know.”

“Oh, you’ll have to do better than that.”

“I can’t.”

“We’ll see.”

This time I burned until the flame began to char my bones.

“Take a moment. Collect yourself. Then tell me where he is.”

My throat was raw from screaming. “He’s in Gol-Shen,” I croaked. “At his cousin’s house.”

“Is he, now.”

“No. He’s on an island due west of Korani. Only smugglers and birds visit it.”

“You disappoint me, Amra.”

“No, wait! Wait. I’ll tell you. He went to Far Thwyll, overland across the Anvil-”

Burning. Screaming. Burning.

Then the black.

~ ~ ~
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MY ADVICE TO ANYONE who finds themselves in the middle of a mage duel is don’t.

When I regained consciousness, I wasn’t falling – or burning – anymore. I was lying in the muck behind the Dripping Bucket, and sorceries flashed above and around me. I played dead, except for my eyes.

Above me, a whip of light was flicking here, there, meeting and incinerating these wet meat moaning... things the size of walnuts and the shape of nightmares that were dropping from the sky like the nastiest hail you can imagine. Off in the distance, half-hidden by a decaying cart that was missing one wheel, I saw Gammond making magely gestures. The air around her was pregnant with glowing, floating sigils. Her face wasn’t magically blurred, now – I guess she needed all of her power. She looked awful. The fire had taken her ears and most of her hair, and left her something like a mostly melted waxen mask in place of a face.

Very quickly I decided to stay right where I was, only scrunched up as small as I could make myself.

It was a good plan right up until it wasn’t.

One of the abominations made it to the ground near my head with a wet plop. It grew legs and eyes and teeth. Well, more teeth. I whipped out a knife and stabbed it, and it oozed up the blade toward my hand.

“Oh, fuck no.” I flicked it away with equal parts vigor and disgust. When it stopped rolling, it immediately scuttled back towards me, uttering a shrill, chittering battle cry.

Making myself small and waiting for the dust to settle was no longer an option. I crabbed backwards away from it as quick as I could, not daring to stand what with all the deadly fuckery just above my head. I didn’t get far before I backed into what proved to be somebody’s legs. The light whip flicked down and turned my small assassin into a cinder, then went back to taking the rest out of the sky. I looked up at whoever had just saved my ass.

It was Kluge. He was standing in the hole I’d made in the Dripping Bucket’s wall.

Being tortured was almost preferable to being rescued by Kluge, but there we were.

There we fucking were.

“Don’t move,” he said, his long face strained and sweaty.

“Sure thing,” I replied. And then I scrambled past him, back into the tavern through the rent. His curses followed me, but the rest of him was otherwise occupied.

I found the barkeep huddled behind the bar that he kept, crammed into a corner. He had a wooden trencher gripped in both hands, and was holding it over his face like a shield.

“You should probably run away now,” I told him as I passed. No idea if he followed my advice, but I sure as hells did. I went through the entrance at speed, and only got faster once I was outside again, punctured thigh be damned. My conscience did not bother me in the slightest. Kluge had signed up for such things, and I emphatically had not. I did not look back. I ran down the lane, and when it turned, I kept running the shortest, straightest distance away from the insanity at the Dripping Bucket, which meant I ran roughshod over somebody’s radish field. I jumped a split-rail fence when I came to it, surprising a couple of goats on the other side. And then I ran some more. Actually, I ran a lot more. I didn’t stop until a stitch in my side forced me. My thigh also had some things to say. By then, I was at the ass-end of Loathewater.

It was called the Mire, the mud flats that formed the border between Loathewater and the Ose. There are plenty of charmless, cheerless places in Lucernis. Most of them were made so by people, but the Mire had only itself to blame. A few inches of still water floated atop mud that was deep enough to drown you there, broken up only by occasional forlorn clumps of reeds. The only things that prospered were leeches, mosquitos, frogs and mud herons.

Like the Dripping Bucket, the Mire also spoke to me on a soul-deep level; but it didn’t say anything I liked to hear.

I collapsed on a dryish patch of clover at the margins, and stared out at it while I regained my breath. From there, I could see the spires of Temple Street to the east across the Ose, though I couldn’t see the river itself because of the reeds.

I gave those spires the fingers.

The gods weren’t going to save me, the cowards. I hadn’t really expected them to; they’d never done me much good before, with the rare exception. But still. In a way I felt like I was cleaning up their damned mess. The Eightfold was one of theirs, after all. I harbored a smidge of bitterness, I’ll admit. Looking at those sky-poking symbols of worship, I started to get angry. Stupidly, unreasonably angry. Who the fuck did they think they were?

“You know what? Fuck all of you, individually and as a cack-smeared whole,” I shouted at the distant spires, because I was as alone as I was likely to get, and because I’d just spent a considerable amount of time being magically cooked, and then running for my life, and I was undeniably still... off. Shouting obscenities at divine beings seemed like a perfectly reasonable thing to do, just then.

“I don’t need your sorry, cowardly asses!” I flung a few handfuls of mud in their general direction, for good measure. “I’ve got a plan, you miserable shits.”

When I couldn’t think of anything else to say, or anything more satisfying to throw, I lay back in the clover and forced myself to take long, slow breaths. With each exhalation, I willed the crazy out along with my breath.

Gammond had almost broken me. That was the root of it. If Kluge hadn’t showed up, if she’d got even one more round of incineration in, I would have told her absolutely anything and everything she wanted to know. And the hilarious thing was, it wouldn’t have helped her in the slightest. That was baked into the plan as well, if inadvertently. She would never be able to take Holgren unawares. Not anymore.

The plan. I was starting to hate the plan. It had been picked apart and reassembled a hundred times by myself, and Holgren, and Greytooth. Were there weaknesses in the plan? Unavoidably. Was it a shit plan? Absolutely not. But putting it together and living through it were two very different critters.

We knew enough about Visini. Not everything, but enough. Greytooth had laid out how she operated, the three times the Philosophers had tried to trap her over the centuries. With a little distance and multiple historical examples, the way she played her game was easy enough to understand. It also showed that she was marginally saner than, say, Abanon, in that she could put in the mental effort to plan in the first place. She was a functional maniac, rather than just batshit insane like the Blade That Whispers Hate had been. She wasn’t as coldly rational as Chuckles, though.

It was also plain that Visini was aware enough of what was going on in the wider world to want to know where Holgren was at, or at least to use the question as a stick with which to beat me back and forth across the city. All of my adversaries had that question as their motivation. I’d got a knife in me, a magical burning and the threat of a contract on my life because I couldn’t say where he was.

In a way, it was weirdly comforting, in that it was confirmation of a sort that Visini was the one pushing the pieces. Or so I believed. If it had been fate or chance that had brought such awful luck down on me, I was pretty sure that the motivations of each of my individual tormenters would not have aligned quite so nicely. In other words, as an expert at swimming in the shit, I could sense that this particular shit was not organic and natural, but rather manufactured, contrived.

It was still shit, though.

Was Visini herself worried about Holgren? Did she have sufficient grasp of the situation to care where he might be, what he might be capable of doing? I didn’t know. I hoped not, because I like my enemies to be as clever as a bowl of oatmeal whenever possible. But I wasn’t so foolish as to assume she didn’t know how dangerous Holgren was. If she was manipulating the gentlemen, then she knew he had Lagna’s eye. I could only assume she knew what that made him capable of.

Thinking back on how hard the gentlemen and Gammond had tried to ‘persuade’ me to reveal Holgren’s whereabouts, I decided that yes, Visini probably was keen to know where he was. It wasn’t just an excuse to harry me. She wanted to be satisfied that I didn’t know, at least. She wanted to be as satisfied as possible that he wouldn’t step in to rescue me when she finally appeared to administer the coup de grace in person.

Because, as far as we knew, that was her single moment of weakness.

The Blade That Binds and Blinds did so from the shadows, unseen and, practically speaking, invulnerable. We knew going in that the only way to hunt her down would be to let her hunt me, via whatever unsuspecting puppets she bound to her purpose. Holgren, even with the aid of Lagna’s eye, could not find her precise location – he knew she was in Lucernis, but that was it. The fact that she was in Lucernis is what made us decide to tackle her first, of all the remaining Blades. She wasn’t in our chosen hometown for a holiday, and we both had people and interests to protect there.

I still wondered if that was Visini’s way of issuing a challenge. If so, Holgren and I had accepted it. I’d accepted that it meant being hunted, and Holgren had accepted that it meant just watching, whatever happened, until the moment Visini finally revealed herself. He had something special cooked up for her, but he could only use it once.

Surprise was essential. So essential that even I didn’t know what he was going to do to her.

When, and only when, she revealed herself, would she be in harm’s way. Only when we knew who carried her could she honestly be considered vulnerable.

Well, as vulnerable as any of the Blades were.

Visini wasn’t going to appear until she’d had her fun, though, and not until she was reasonably certain there was nothing I could do about it – or when she let bloodlust override caution. That’s why Holgren hadn’t stepped in to save my ass from any of the various shitshows I’d stumbled into since my return. We’d only get one shot at Visini. We couldn’t waste it. So I got to be the whipping girl until the bitch revealed herself. Yay, me.

There was a reason I’d got my drunk in early – I’d been sure I wouldn’t get the chance later.

~ ~ ~
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THE CLOVER PROVED TO be full of ants, because of course it did. No fucking rest for the likes of me. I shook them out and started walking westward along the margins of the Mire. The problem with the plan was that I didn’t get to be particularly proactive. There was nothing I could really do, except endure it, and pretend I didn’t know what Visini was about.

There was one thing I could do. That Mother Crimson told me I had to do. One addition to the plan. Assuming the old blood witch herself hadn’t been influenced by Visini, I suddenly realized with a chill.

By all the dead gods, it was a very short step from my natural suspicion of everyone and everything into full-blown paranoia. I picked at the idea, but couldn’t see any way Visini would benefit from me talking to Chuckles. That didn’t mean there wasn’t one, but you have to draw a line somewhere, sometime.

“Hey, Chuckles, you abomination,” I said as I trudged along the soggy turf. “What do you think happens now?”

Chuckles appeared. I was mildly surprised, after she’d buggered off the night before. She stood in the Mire, maybe twenty feet away from and ahead of me. She was squatting down staring into the water. Her long, tight curls trailed into the water, but didn’t get wet, of course. She also didn’t get sucked down into the mud, more’s the pity.

“Now? Now my sister runs you from pillar to post. You know this.”

I grunted. “Any suggestions?”

“Acknowledge me as your goddess. Accept your role as my avatar. Stop calling me Chuckles.”

“Any suggestions I’ll actually consider?”

She shrugged. “Try to survive.”

“Any helpful suggestions I’ll actually consider?”

“You should come here more often. I like this place.”

“You fucking would, wouldn’t you. Let me just remind you that if I die, you die too. There’s no more Knife for you, Chuckles; there’s only me. I’d think that would motivate you a little more to help keep me breathing.”

She cocked her head as she considered my words. “I have told you what you should do. You have refused to accept it. If you survive, I have fulfilled my purpose. If you do not, I have no more reason to exist. My die is cast, and I do not fear an end to my existence, Amra. I do not fear anything at all.”

I stopped. “Fuck you too, then.” My mouth was suddenly sour, and I spat. “I wish you could feel fear. I wish you could feel fucking everything. It’s a travesty that you can’t, that you’re immune to human emotion. I have no idea why the blood witch thought it was so important I talk to you. You’re about as useful as Kerf’s hairy nipples.”

She stood straight and took a couple of steps towards me.

“I have done what I was created to do. I shaped you. I schemed, manipulated and murdered by the thousands. I started a war, and fanned to life famine and plague. I drove the world’s greatest living mage mad, and turned him into a depraved killer. I had children hunted and executed in the streets, then used their shades to further my ends. And now you get to hope that I was good at it, that you are indeed the survivor I created you to be. Because what is to come will make all that I have done pale in comparison. You stand at the threshold of a conflict unlike any the world has seen – a war between She Who Casts Eight Shadows and fate itself. You stand at the end of an age, Amra Thetys.” She shrugged once more.

“What happens now – what you do now – could determine whether another age begins.”

I gave a long, slow clap. “That was an absolutely outstanding verbal tower of crap.”

“I have told you multiple times that I can’t lie to you.”

“Repeating a lie doesn’t actually make it true.”

She raised an eyebrow, then turned away from me and stared down into the water once more.

“You can choose to lie to yourself, if you wish. But stop whining about your situation. I don’t feel impatience, but it seems I do have the capacity to experience irritation.”

“That’s the best news I’ve heard all day. It’s now my life’s goal to irritate you to death.”

“If that is what it takes to motivate you.”

“Never underestimate my capacity for pettiness. You can fuck off, now.”

SEVENTEEN

––––––––
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I’D BE FOUND WHEREVER I went. That was a certainty. That’s what the day had taught me, or rather confirmed. Visini wasn’t about to allow me to climb down a hole and pull it in after me. She wanted me to run, and she wanted me to keep thinking I could beat the trap, until the perfect moment came to crush me, first in spirit, and then in body. So wherever I went, she’d prod one or another of the various fuckers who were after me in the right direction if she had to.

To a certain extent I had to play along. I had to act as if I didn’t know how she operated, so that she would continue to be broadly predictable. If she started acting in a way we couldn’t foresee, then all bets were off.

Therefore, I did what I might be expected to do – try to get on a ship and away from all the insanity.

Just taking a stroll through the city to the docks seemed like an especially bad idea, though, so I kept walking west, skirting the Mire until I came to more solid ground and a slightly more populated area. Technically I was still in Loathewater, but the western end was mostly smallholdings that supplied the city with a portion of its eggs and meat and fresh greens. Lucernis was a hungry beast, and ringing the city were countless small farms that fed it. The good thing about the ones in Loathewater was that they mostly transported it into the city proper by boat.

Well, mostly by river barge, to be specific, and they’d all have set out by dawn or thereabouts. Farmers were funny like that. But river barges needed a dock, especially to load goats and whatnot, and docks meant boats of all types, and people with boats were seldom averse to being on them, especially when a stranger put money in their hand to do it. Or so I had found. I’d never been to the Loathewater dock, but I knew it was there and I was certain I’d find somebody at it to take me where I wanted to go. And if I couldn’t, well, stealing a boat wasn’t all that complicated, and I knew how to row.

Most of an hour later saw me at the Loathewater dock. There weren’t many folks around. It smelled bad. Well, worse than most of Loathewater. The street wasn’t paved, except in old dung. A total of four buildings stood in close proximity to the decrepit wooden dock, two of which seemed to be combinations of barn and warehouse. One was definitely a slaughterhouse. All of them looked to be empty of people at that time of day. The last building, inevitably, was a tavern.

By tavern I mean a construction from which alcohol was sold. This one was just an indifferent thatch roof supported by rough-cut poles. The seats were sawn logs. There were no tables, and the bar itself had been somebody’s narrowboat in a previous century. It had been turned belly-up, and rested on a couple of logs that had been driven into the muck. A kilderkin of ale sat atop it. A woman who made three of me was asleep on a log beside it, resting her back on the narrowboat’s stern, her mouth agape.

There was exactly one patron, an old man who seemed to be putting all his concentration into sitting as straight and still as possible. His eyes were glassy.

I’d obviously come at a quiet time. Avoiding larceny didn’t look promising. I continued down to the dock, to see what was available for thieving.

The answer, it turned out, was fuck-all.

Exactly one boat was visible. It was pulled up onto the bank about thirty feet to my right, and there was a sapling growing out of its sprung bottom.

“Well fuck me, then.”

“‘Tain’t nice to swear.”

I looked around, but didn’t see anyone. Then a kid’s head popped up from the other side of the pier. He was about eight or so, muddy and gap-toothed. He squinted at me and I squinted back.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. You ain’t from here.”

“That’s true. I’d also like to get somewhere that’s not here, but I don’t see any boats.”

“That’s cos there ain’t any boats.”

“You’ve got a point there, kiddo. Will there be any boats any time soon?”

He scratched his head and thought about that. “Depends on what you mean by soon, I guess.”

I was starting to not like this kid. “Say before dark?”

“Prolly not.”

“So if I wanted a boat, I’d have to wait here until morning.”

“Well, you could wait, sure enough. But I doubt you’d find one even then.”

“Oh? And why’s that?”

“’Cause they don’t use this pier no more. It’s got woodworms.” He held up a bucket full of the squirmers. “They’s awful for wood, but they made great chicken feed.”

“That’s, uh, worth knowing, kid. What I’d really like to know is where the new pier is.”

“I could tell you.”

“That would be wonderful.”

“Do you have chickens?”

“I do not.”

“That’s too bad, then,” he said with a comically sad frown.

“Bloody hells. How much?”

“Four coppers?”

“Done.” I flipped him a silver. “You can keep the change. And the worms.”

“Go back to the lane, mistress, and keep walking west. You’ll see it in about ten minutes or so.” His smile might have been gap-toothed, but it was filled with self-appreciation.

I narrowed my eyes. “I’ve been robbed.”

“My ma says the pain reinforces the lesson.” He did a brief, humiliating little victory dance, and then disappeared under the pier once more when I took a step towards him.

If he was any example, the kids in Loathewater were all right, at least.

I walked my newly and expensively-educated self ten minutes west. I found the new pier, which had half a dozen boats bobbing in its vicinity, and shortly after that I spied a greybeard on the bank taking a leisurely approach to the art of catching fish. When I woke him and asked if he had a boat, he allowed as he did. I made my proposition, and he was willing to put away his pole to take me down to the bay for the same amount I’d paid the kid, and more than willing to wait wherever I said for as long as I liked, for the same amount again. His vessel reeked of fish, but otherwise was better kept than most.

He wasn’t from Lucernis, but I couldn’t place the accent. When I said so, he told me he wasn’t surprised.

“Grew up in the mountains of Pinghul. It wouldn’t be an accent heard much ‘round these parts. Or any other parts, really.”

“How’d you end up here?”

“It were because of a bear.”

“Well that sounds like a story.”

“It is, mistress, but a long one and not so pleasant.”

“It’s a long trip to the docks.”

He was quiet for a moment as he rowed, and I thought he wouldn’t tell his story. But then he spoke.

“There’s bears, gray bears in Pinghul, twice the height of a man when they stand and damn near as smart. Sometimes one’ll get a taste for man flesh. Some say they get possessed, and maybe they do. There’s old things up in the mountains, sure enough, things weren’t built by men, and places no man will set foot in. Places that seem to hate the living. So who knows.

“Deep in winter, when game is scarce and people are huddled up – maybe you don’t see your neighbor for days or weeks at a time. The one that stalked my village, it waited for a time like that. We seen it prowlin’ around when the first snows started fallin’ but it never got close enough to worry about. Not ‘til the deep snow set in, and it should have been hibernatin’. We thought it would be, anyway.

“Killed old Wicker first. He lived alone – didn’t realize he was dead until Nel and his wife were discovered. Or what was left of ‘em. Then we made the rounds and found Wicker. After that, the hetman had us all move to the village hall. Forty souls packed in, along with all the livestock. Mostly goats and chickens. Three of the best hunters went out to take care of the gray devil.

“They didn’t come back.

“The hall was long and low and only had one entrance, a set of double doors at one end. The other end was half-dug into the mountain. It was as secure a place as anyone could hope for, but I think all of us had the belief that the bear would come for us, despite that. The able-bodied men slept closest to the door. I was twelve, and big for my age. I slept among ‘em. Then behind us was the livestock, and at the back the women and children and old folks. We all slept with naked steel to hand. Much good it did.

“When it finally came, it came at night, through the smoke-hole in the sod roof. Tore it wide faster than you would believe and dropped down right among the goats. And then the slaughter started. It’s all just a jumble now. Hells, it was all just a jumble then. Screamin’ and roarin’ and bleatin’. I just remember the hetman’s wife grabbing me by the shoulder and tellin’ me to help her get the damned doors open. So I did.

“Thirty-seven souls got winnowed down to twenty that night. Maybe more could have made it out, but I don’t blame the hetman’s wife for telling me to shut the doors once we were out. I don’t blame myself for doing it, neither.

“Anyhap, we dragged two barrels of oil – all the village had – and half our store of firewood up the roof of the hall and dropped it all down the hole the monster’d made. The hetman’s wife dropped the torch after it. I was glad of the roar of the fire. It drowned out the bear’s roar. And the other screams, and the crying, and the curses.

“We made it to spring. Barely. Practically skeletons by then, all of us. When the pass cleared, I tottered my way down to the city and made my mark on the navy man’s roll, and never looked back. But to answer your question, mistress, there ain’t no bears on boats or in Lucernis, and that’s just the way I like it.”

“That’s, uh, that’s quite a story,” I said after a little silence had passed.

“Well, it looks like you have your own, mistress.”

I did look like I’d been through a meat grinder. It was an invitation, but I let it pass. “Me? I’m just clumsy.”

He just nodded and rowed.

I spent the rest of the trip down the Ose listening to the greybeard humming something tuneless but not irritating as he rowed, breathing through my mouth, planning my next move, and thinking about bears. Occasionally I’d throw in a hope that I could avoid getting pounded on for a while. My thigh was one big ache.

~ ~ ~
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THE THING ABOUT LUCERNIS’S docks was they were full of exactly the kinds of folks who made coin doing the kinds of things most would disapprove of.

From smugglers to crews whose specialty was lightening loads, to the kinds of folk who watched comings and goings and sold what they saw to interested parties, to working girls and boys in dockside taverns that watered the wine and ale, to the patrons who made a living in them cheating at cards and dice, the docks were just eaten up with all sorts of shenanigans. Normally I’d’ve felt right at home, but considering my situation, all I felt was exposed and tired.

“You’re all right waiting?” I asked the greybeard as he tied up at Chalmers Quay, on the Ose side of the dockyards.

“Aye. Nobody’s waiting up on me.”

“Could be a while.”

“Could be you’ll have to wake me up, then, when you return.”

“Fair. Watch out for bears while I’m gone.”

That got a half-hearted grin, which was probably more than it deserved. “I live among these southroners so’s I don’t have to,” he replied.

I wouldn’t be boarding any ship. Even if I did, it would never make it out of the bay with me on it. Visini wasn’t going to let me just sail away, and I didn’t want to in any case. Well, I did. What sane person wants to be hunted across a city by competent, violent bastards, driven on by a godling? But I wanted to destroy this fucking Blade more than I wanted to piss off. A lot more. So I had to make it look good.

I didn’t know which of my pursuers would be the ones next to show their faces. It was almost even money between Mister Hope’s employers, the gentlemen and the watch – but considering it was the docks, I gave Lucernis’s underworld the edge. Which was something of a pity. They’d be wise to a lot of dodges I might try, and they’d know the territory even better than the watch.

Outside the Old Sailor’s Home was a big-ass slate that listed the tides, and every ship in port. Most of them had their next destination listed as well, and the day they were due to sail. Once they weighed anchor, they were wiped from the slate. The salty old farts kept it as a public service. It gave them something useful to do, and in turn the community pitched enough coppers their way to keep them in food and grog.

It would have been a terrible idea back in the day when pirates sailed openly in the bay, but Morno had made a very public, very messy end to them the first year of his governorship.

Commerce is a deadly foe.

Anyway, I checked out the slate. Seven ships were slated to sail that day, and high tide was in about three hours. Any ship that didn’t want to be towed out of the bay by galleys before then, which would be all of them, would sail as the tide went out. I slogged my way to each in turn in the fading light, to book passage.

Two weren’t taking passengers. Those I paid to say they were taking me, should anyone ask. An hour and a deflated purse later, I’d laid as many false trails as I could. I stopped for one quick snort at the Hanged Man, just to make sure I’d been seen, and then I fucked off into the warehouse district just behind the docks, painfully climbing walls and running across rooves to shake whatever tails I had grown over the past hour or two.

Visini would know where I was no matter what I did, of course. But I had to make it look good. I had to make it look believable. I had to struggle and squirm.

As if I didn’t know what her game was.

Fifteen minutes later I was back at the little quay in the estuary, where the graybeard had dropped me off. His boat was still there, just as I’d paid for it to be. He wasn’t in it, though. I just assumed he’d gone for a piss, or the makings of one.

That quaint notion died as I walked up to the boat and saw him sprawled in the bottom of it, an arrow in his neck, his blood sloshing back and forth as wave and wake set the boat to bobbing.

EIGHTEEN

––––––––
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WHEN YOU SEE SOMETHING terrible, something truly horrific, your first instinct is to freeze. By and large that’s not such a bad instinct, I think. Danger has suddenly presented itself, and until you know where and what that danger is, it makes sense to not go flailing off in a direction that might have you meet it head-on.

The problem is, a good assassin absolutely knows and understands that instinct. One who kills at a distance will count on it. That’s not a problem most people will ever have to contend with, of course.

Sadly, I am not most people.

I flung myself to the right. The arrow holed my flapping coat and buried itself in the boat’s gunwale. That it was an arrow and not a crossbow quarrel was bad news – whoever it was wouldn’t need to take time crank. A hasty estimation of the angle of the arrow’s flight told me they were somewhere behind and above me. All this a part of my mind let me know, while another part just kept screaming ‘fuck!’

The screamy part of my brain wasn’t wrong, it just wasn’t helpful. Arno had trained me out of paying too much attention to it long ago, Isin love him. Any thief who couldn’t stay calm in a crisis was destined to become a gallows ornament. There was no cover to be had at Chalmers Quay, none I could run to in the time it would take to nock another arrow, at least. It was a wide, open, flagged space to facilitate loading and unloading. A perfect spot for this sort of ambush, really. In short, I was fucked.

So instead of running screaming in a random direction, I flung myself headfirst into the Ose. Again. While swearing by all the dead gods that I would learn to swim, on the completely reasonable condition that I survived.

The bowman got off one more shot before I went in, which buried itself in the sole of my boot, deep enough to spoil my brand-new sock and poke flesh. Then I was down in the Ooze once more, black and cold and foul.

It was very hard to ignore the screaming part of my brain after that.

I forced myself to think something approaching rationally. I couldn’t swim, so trying to swim away from my would-be killer would likely be doing his job for him, and to hells with that. No swimming, then. Floating I could do, just. The quay afforded me cover. If he wanted to finish the job, he’d have to come get me. That gave me a little time. Unless there was more than one of them.

Swimming away was not an option. Clinging to the quay would not be a long-term position. All right, then I needed to cling to something that would allow me to fuck off. And low and behold, there was my dead fisherman’s boat close at hand. I just needed to cut the line that secured it to the quay. And not get feathered in the process. That was a very important caveat.

That much I worked out while going down. Then a moment of panic set in when I realized I no longer knew where the quay was in relation to my own sorry self. I flailed my limbs in all directions, and encountered no resistance, nothing solid. The screaming in my head became even more shrill. This, I realized, was exactly how people drowned.

I forced myself to stillness. Even I knew that people tended to float – I’d seen enough bobbing bodies in my time. There was a reason you got bricks stuffed in your pockets and chain wrapped around your legs if your luck was out and bad men sent you to the bottom of the Ose. They weren’t parting gifts. Once I’d stopped shitting myself, it was instantly clear which way was up. I went that way. Not gracefully, but I went.

My head broke water. The quay was to my right, about five feet away, and the boat and the rope that secured it not much farther.

Another arrow sped out of the dark, scoring a line of fire and blood down my cheek. Joke was on him, though, because that side of my face was already scarred as hells.

Down into the water I went once more, hating pretty much everything. I thrashed my way through the Ooze towards the scant cover the quay would give me, and this time my flailing hands met stone before my lungs finished up their air. With about two feet’s grace between the river’s surface and the end of my cover, I took a moment to breathe and sort out my situation.

The archer hadn’t left their position to come after me once I’d gone in, which maybe meant they weren’t alone. Probably waiting for support to show up. Who knew how long that would take? Not me. The faster I left the scene, the better.

The boat was tied off at the stem, and the stem faced towards my would-be killer. Of course. I was tucked in the corner where the bricked bank met the stone quay, safe for the moment. But to cut the line, I needed to move into his line of sight. That seemed like a bad idea. I’d have to saw through the line, and that would take time. Time enough for whoever it was to end me, several times over. But it was the nature of floating boats to move without much resistance; with a little luck I thought I could swing the stern around to give me cover, while I cut it free.

I worked it out in my head. I would have to get towards the stern of the boat, to the side that was against the quay, without being shot. I f I did that, I could get it to swing around enough to give me cover while I cut it loose. That meant going under again, flailing my way where I needed to be, and not drowning.

Damn, but all of this would’ve been easier if I could swim.

I took a few deep breaths, submerged, and thrashed my way to where I thought I needed to be. I managed to slam my head on the hull, and from there found the quay. I surfaced, a little closer to the front of the boat than I’d intended, and another arrow cracked against the quay far too close to my head, its shaft splintering on impact.

I pulled the stem towards me to give me a little more cover, then pushed the boat’s ass towards land. As soon as I did, I heard a piercing whistle. I assumed it was the bowman calling his reinforcements, and flung myself towards the line, swallowing a big mouthful of the Ose in the process. I needed to get away, quick.

I grabbed the line with one hand and a knife with the other and began sawing. Not being able to brace myself was a bitch. The arrows raining down, hitting quay and hull, were worse. But the slap-slap of leather soles against flagstone, rapidly getting closer, was worst of all.

By the time I parted the rope, there were three arrows in prow, four in the water and I don’t know how many more on the quay. I pushed off with all the strength I could muster, then hung on to the side of the boat and kicked. No idea if it helped, but slowly – too slowly – the two of us started to drift away from the quay.

Just as I was thinking I’d made it, I heart a grunt from the quay, followed a second later by the impact of someone leaping into the boat. I caught only the barest glimpse of some bald bastard holding a short sword. He hit, and the boat rocked wildly, nearly capsizing. I had a death grip on the gunwale, though, and my knife was still in my free hand. I came up over the side just as he was getting to his knees, atop the murdered fisherman.

I put my knife in his eye, to the hilt. Half a heartbeat later, I got an arrow in the meat of my shoulder. I let go the knife and dropped back down in the water. The killer in the boat let out an animal grunt and fell back against the prow. He twitched a little, and then he didn’t move any more at all.

The current took hold of the boat. This close to the bay, with high tide coming in, that meant I went upstream. With nothing to guide it, the boat spun slowly in the dark.

I had an arrow in me. It hurt like hells. I didn’t know how bad it was, and I was in no position to check out the damage. So just hung there, in pain, waiting to drift away sufficiently from the shithead who had shot me.

When I judged I was out of all but the luckiest of arrow shots, I set about trying to get myself into the boat without tipping it over. It was a difficult, painful process, but in the end, I got my way. I wasn’t going to fuck about with the arrow in my upper arm, not yet at least. It’s almost always better to leave an arrow in than try and dig it out yourself. But I had to get the arrow out of my boot, or get rid of the boot. And I wasn’t getting rid of the boot.

It is incredibly difficult, in case you were wondering, to dig an arrow out of a boot one-armed, using only a dagger, while lying on corpses in a drifting boat. But eventually I managed it, and re-shod myself with a sigh.

Then a bullseye lantern suddenly flashed into my eyes. I squinted. Wasn’t much more I could do.

“Harbor watch,” came a voice from behind the lantern. “Raise your hands.”

I did. One went easily, the other painfully.

“I count two deaders,” came another voice, accompanied by the sound of a crossbow being engaged.

I knew better than to say anything, so I didn’t.

“Face down on the deck, now,” said the first voice. “Hands where I can see ‘em.”

I did as I was told. The arrow in my shoulder didn’t make it a joyful action.

They did some manoeuvring. Someone came aboard, I got my arms put behind my back, which hurt like hells, and then the manacles got not-gently applied.

I sensed Havelock Prison in my near future.

NINETEEN

––––––––
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TE CHARGE WAS ‘PARTY to an affray’, which in plain language meant ‘we don’t know what the hells happened, but you were in close proximity to corpses when we found you’. They took me first to the wharfside lockup, which was just cages in an old warehouse for drunks and brawlers. They stuck me in an empty one and took off the manacles. They asked me no questions whatsoever.

“Hey, constable? I hate to be a bother, but I’ve got a fucking arrow in me and it hurts like a bastard. Could you maybe pull it out?”

“Shaddup.”

“All right. It’s your floor that’s getting bloody.” It was a slow drip, though, so I wasn’t going to die soon. I hoped.

I cooled my heels there for an hour or so, then a young physicker showed up carrying a big satchel. He was positively baby-faced. Exhausted looking, but still.

“What are you, twelve?” I asked him.

He rolled his eyes. “Who knew archery butts could talk? Shut it and hold still.”

He inspected my shoulder, grunted, then called two of the watch to hold me down. He opened up the hole in my coat and shirt wider with a pair of scissors, looked at it some more, then dug a leather-wrapped stick out of his satchel.

“Bite down on this,” he told me, holding it out.

“It’s still got drool on it from your last victim.” But I took it.

And then he cut the arrow out of my arm. I only screamed a little, honest. Then he splashed some rotgut in the hole and started sewing. I moved on to moaning at that point. When he was done, he took his stick back and tossed it into his satchel. Then he took out a jar of some foul-smelling stuff and smeared it liberally on the arrow wound, and then gave the cut on my face a quick daub. Then he wrapped the wound in a strip of linen, over my shirt and coat, and tied it off.

“You can cut the stitches out in a week or so. Try to keep it clean and dry.” He stopped in the cell’s doorway. “Hope they don’t hang you. I’d hate to see my effort wasted.”

“That’s sweet. I hope puberty treats you gently.”

Five minutes after he left, Kluge showed up. He stared at me, arms crossed.

“Hey, Kluge. Did you find the shitbird who torched my house yet?”

I took his silence as a no.

“How about the crazy mage lady? Is she dead? Please tell me you killed her.”

“You’ve had a busy day, Amra,” he finally said, and I knew he hadn’t karked Gammond either.

I shrugged with one shoulder. “I’ve had busier. Sadly.”

“Well, it isn’t over yet.” He turned to one of the watchmen. “Secure her and load her up, and give me whatever she was carrying on her person. All of it, mind you.”

“Yeah,” I told them. “The last time, you fuckers ‘lost’ all my money and knives.”

This time I got shackles and manacles. Then I got tossed in a watch wagon, which was just a horse-drawn cage. Lucernans liked to throw things at suckers who’d got caught by the watch, and the watch was happy to accommodate. If I was lucky, it would just be rotten produce. If I was less lucky, it would be the contents of chamber pots. Or rocks. I resigned myself to indignity.

Then Kluge came out and shook his head. “Not the wagon. My coach.”

“As you say, commander.” They hauled me out of the cage and shoved me into the coach. Kluge got in after me and banged on the roof, and we were off.

“Not that I’m complaining, but why the coach?”

“I don’t want you smelling any worse than you already do.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Not like it matters in Havelock.”

“We aren’t going to Havelock. Not directly, at least. We might not go there at all. It depends on you, really.”

“So where are we going?”

“The Lord Governor wishes to have a word with you.”

I slumped back against the bench. “Fuck me.”

He grunted. Stared out the window. “The mage earlier. What did he want from you?”

I saw no reason to lie. “She wanted to know where Holgren was. I know female mages are rare, but honestly Kluge, I already told you it was a woman. Her name is Gammond, by the way.”

He grunted. “With a face so disfigured, it was difficult to judge.”

“So she got away.”

“Any idea why this Gammond wanted Holgren’s location?” Obviously, he didn’t want to talk about it.

“Revenge. She was a leader of the Bellarian rebels. She made the mistake of crossing Holgren, and came away the worse for it. There’s probably a lesson in there.”

“Interesting.”

“I suppose I should thank you for, uh, sticking an oar in.”

“How gracious of you.”

“It is, isn’t it? See, I’m not so bad. You might even call me civil. Too civil for shackles and such.” I jangled my chains hopefully, but he didn’t take the bait.

“That reminds me. What were you doing in a boat with two corpses?”

“Trying not to drown, mostly. Also trying not to get murdered.”

“A little more specificity, please.”

“All right. Bad people are trying to kill me, and it’s your fault. Actually, that cancels out your good deed this afternoon, now that I think about it. I retract my previous gratitude.”

“How is it I am responsible for your troubles, exactly?”

“It’s just you and me in here, Kluge. Don’t pretend.”

“I don’t recall taking out a contract on you, Amra Thetys.”

“No, but you did put it about in unsavory places that Holgren had made certain arrangements with Morno. You knew that would get nasty interested parties riled up. Did you think that wouldn’t spill over onto me? You’re not the sharpest knife in the block, but you aren’t that stupid.”

He sort of scrunched up his eyebrows and stared at me, hard. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure you don’t. Your little feud with Holgren got a fisherman murdered tonight, though. He was a good sort. He survived a demonic bear, for fuck’s sake, and did not deserve to go out like that. You also got me an arrow in my arm. And my boot.”

“I’m going to say this exactly once. Holgren Angrado is a criminal and a dangerous individual. The world would be a safer place without him in it. But when I come for him, it won’t be through a third party, and it won’t be by betraying the Lord Governor’s trust. I am neither a coward nor a conniver.”

I believed him. I didn’t want to believe him, because it was Kluge, and Kluge could go hump himself all day long. But I did.

“Then you’ve got a rat in the Governor’s manse. I’d say that wasn’t my problem, but it very fucking much is, as tonight has proved.” I shrugged, and instantly regretted it.

“Who is it that made an attempt on your life tonight?”

“I didn’t catch their names.”

“I will never understand why your sort do not cooperate, even when your life is at stake.”

“My sort, Kluge? Really?”

“It’s just you and me here, Amra, as you pointed out. You’re a thief. You consort with the criminal element. You have never done an honest day’s work in your life.”

“Oh, we’re being honest? All right. How many innocent people have you jailed, Kluge? How many have done a little jig at Traitor’s Gate because you decided they would, and evidence be damned? I remember the speech you gave me in Havelock; every fucking word of it. ‘If we want you to hang, you’ll hang.’ That’s what you fucking told me. You think you’re better than me? You hold a whip, and you pretend it’s justice. That’s your sort.”

He looked like he wanted to hit me. I damn sure wanted to hit him.

“I don’t call it justice. I call it necessity. I do what I do so that you can walk down most streets without being murdered for your shoes. You weren’t here when the governor was first appointed. You did not have to suffer the riots he was forced to put down using magic when he could, and the sword when he could not.”

I laughed. “Morno’s no mage, and you’re no hero.”

“You of all people should know it doesn’t take a mage to wield and artefact. And I never claimed to be a hero. I do what is necessary, so that those days of chaos never return. I ask for no thanks. I expect no reward. And I most certainly have no compunction about stringing up career criminals on scant evidence, if it means the largest city on the Dragonsea doesn’t descend into chaos. I keep the peace you take for granted.”

I clapped, though it pained me, though the chains made it a chore. “I could live with that, Kluge, if you were truly infallible, instead of just being convinced you were.”

“I have no interest in debating you, of all people, on how best to address the ills of society.”

“Good. You’d lose.”

The rest of the ride passed in silence.

~ ~ ~
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EVENTUALLY THE COACH turned onto the Promenade, which no wheeled traffic was allowed to do unless on official business. I got to see all the manses, and the empty socket of my own once-home, from the window of a coach. So that was a new experience for me. Life is made up of little moments, after all.

We came to the governor’s manse. Kluge hopped out. I, shackled and manacled, shuffled to the carriage door and got pulled out by a couple of burly fellows in livery. They weren’t sadistic about it, but they weren’t gentle, either.

“Fucking hells! I just got stitches!”

The one on the stitches side had the decency to look apologetic, but it didn’t make it to his lips or anything. Both of them kept hold of my arms and marched me inside. The entry hall wasn’t as big as you might imagine, but it was decorated in a style that befitted the second most powerful man in the country. Which is why I started laughing when I saw the painting.

“Something amuses?” Kluge asked.

I gestured with my chin towards a pretty painting of the Ose, with its narrowboats in morning fog. “That one, the det Gellar. It’s a fake.”

Kluge shrugged and started climbing stairs. Not an art aficionado, then.

They dragged me after him, down a short hall, and into a well-appointed office. A biggish man sat behind a biggish desk. He looked tired. His thinning hair was close-cropped, military fashion and utterly unfashionable. He was reading a book, and by the looks of it, whatever was going on in it displeased him.

“Amra Thetys, my lord,” Kluge announced. Rather needlessly, in my opinion. How many scarred women had Morno been expecting? The man looked up from his book. His expression didn’t change. Maybe that was just his face.

“Governor Morno, I presume.” I executed a travesty of a curtsey, both because I was chained and being held by two men, and because I had only the haziest notion of what a curtsey looked like.

He just kept staring. When he finally spoke, it wasn’t what I expected, and it definitely wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

“You. You owe me a case of Gol-Shen ’47.”

Ah, fuck. Fuck me. Fucking hells. “I have no idea-”

He raised a hand. I shut my mouth. He snapped his fingers and a servant brought in a small crate. The servant set the crate at my feet and removed the lid. Inside were five empty wine bottles.

“Every year, for five years, you’ve sent me an empty bottle of the wine you stole from me. By my calculations that leaves nineteen. Now. You aren’t an utter cretin, so I want you to consider carefully the next words that come out of your mouth. Keep in mind that I have been waiting more than half a decade to ask the following question, and be mindful of the fact that what you stole from me is, quite literally, irreplaceable. Nod if you understand.”

I nodded.

“Excellent. Where are the remaining bottles?”

I knew when to admit defeat. “There’s a little roadside shrine to Vosto on Tar Street. The altar has a false panel in the back.” Even if somebody had found them by chance there, almost nobody would’ve taken them. You don’t steal what would appear to be an offering of wine to the god of fools and drunkards. Not even me.

Morno nodded to the servant, who took the crate away and presumably set about recovering his master’s booze. I was going to miss that wine; there was nothing else like it, and no more where it came from. That particular vintage, from that particular year, was legendary. Which is why I’d stolen it in the first place.

I cleared my throat. “You wouldn’t by any chance want to tell me who collected the reward, would you, governor?” Since there were only two people who knew who’d stolen the wine, and I was one and Holgren was the other, I was more than a little curious.

He stared at me, and the stare said I should keep my mouth shut unless he wanted me to open it. “As it happens, an anonymous, civic-minded citizen sent me a letter. They did not request compensation. Now, the rest of our conversation will proceed under the assumption that you have told me the truth. If that proves not to be the case, you’ll be in for a very bad time.” He turned to Kluge. “You have her personal possessions?”

Kluge did. He set a canvas packet on the desk. Morno undid the twine clasp and slid the contents out onto the desk.

Two knives. A sadly depleted purse. A silver necklace with a bloodstone pendant. And a little velvet drawstring bag, inside of which were the souls of murdered children, in the form of a shining green glass marble.

Morno touched none of them. “Tell me,” he said to Kluge.

“The pendant holds a location spell, a beacon. Simple but durable. The work of a mage, of course; presumably Holgren Angrado.”

“And the bag’s contents?”

Kluge hesitated. “Magical, my lord. More I cannot say.”

“You did not open it?”

“I thought it unwise.”

Morno looked at me. “What is in the bag, mistress Thetys?”

I sighed, shrugged a little. “Sadness. Heartbreak. Violation.”

“Be more specific.”

“A few years ago, there was a purge of street rats in Bellarius. Maybe you heard about it.”

“I asked for the contents of the bag, not a lesson in Bellarian history.”

“Inside the bag are the souls of the murdered street children of Bellarius, the victims of the Purge.”

Give him credit, he didn’t scoff. “Why are you in possession of such a thing?”

“Because I haven’t figured out what to do with them yet.”

“Is that for you to decide?”

“As a matter of fact. I didn’t ask for the responsibility, but I also couldn’t refuse it.”

He frowned. Well, frowned more. Then he leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling. He looked really comfortable and it made me jealous. The silence stretched a bit. I fidgeted. I had a suspicion about what was coming next.

“Where is Holgren Angrado?” he finally asked.

Yet another suspicion proven true in a whole life’s worth. “I don’t know, and that’s the gods’ honest truth. Ask the gentlemen. They already tried to beat it out of me.”

He sat forward slowly, his eyes now locked on mine. “The gentlemen?”

“Yes, the gentlemen. From Coroune? Except they aren’t very gentle, and not all of them are men.” It was obvious that he didn’t know they’d already had a chat with me, which meant one of two things – either they weren’t really the gentlemen, or they hadn’t bothered to let him know what they were about. Which was interesting.

“When did they question you?”

I had to think. Dead gods, had it only been the evening before? It had. I told him so.

“And how do you know who they were?”

“Well, they told me. And when I asked to see the writ, one of them showed me his.”

“Describe it to me.”

“A tattoo on the left chest, above the nipple, with a little shiny dangling below, about the size of a gold mark.” It might have been my imagination, but I thought I saw his hand twitch toward his own chest as I described it. It wouldn’t have surprised me at all if Morno was also one of the gentlemen. He’d hanged noblemen in his time, with as little fanfare as he’d hanged the most common of murderers. It took more than balls of stone to do so; you’d need the ironclad backing of the king. Having that backing defined the gentlemen.

Morno’s eyes had gone from vaguely bored and irritated to glittery and cold.

“Get her a chair,” he told Kluge.

I enjoyed being able to sit almost as much as I enjoyed watching Kluge being made to fetch and carry. Morno stood and walked around to the front of desk, then rested his backside against it. He crossed his arms.

“Tell me everything.”

“All right. But out of curiosity, and I’m sure you understand that I have to ask – what’s in it for me, exactly?”

He just stared.

“Come on. Work with me, Governor.” I gave him my most charming smile. The one that small children only sometimes ran away from.

He just kept staring.

“Really? Nothing?”

He glanced at Kluge and nodded to me. Kluge removed the chains. He didn’t seem pleased about it. It was a start, at least.

“Right, so, the fuckers ambushed and kidnapped me outside the Necropolis last night...” I spilled everything, including what I’d overheard once I’d made my escape. I’m no snitch, but is it really snitching when you snitch on the authorities, to the authorities? No, friends, it isn’t. Because fuck ‘em. I was more than content to let them eat each other, if they were hungry enough. Both on general principles and because if Morno and the gentlemen spent quality time in a pissing contest, it meant they’d have less piss to splash my way, maybe.

Throughout the recounting of my time with the gentlemen, Morno was stone-faced. Until I got to the part where that bitch Mar mentioned Tuyet, whoever the fuck that was. Morno seemed to know the name, though, and by the way the lord governor’s jaw tightened, he wasn’t Tuyet’s bosom companion.

When I ran out of words, Morno mulled over what I’d had to say. Then he turned and picked up the little bag of souls, and tossed it to me. I caught it and waited for the other shoe to drop.

“That one is your burden,” he said, “and I won’t keep you from carrying it. But you won’t need the rest in the Dragonfly Tower.”

I didn’t get the chance to tell him somebody in his offices had flappy lips.

TWENTY

––––––––
[image: image]


IF YOU’RE POOR, OR even if you’re not poor but not otherwise important, you got sent to Havelock if you got done up. There you would rot in dank and probably lightless confines. But if you were nobility, or if the powers that be wanted to keep you in relatively decent shape while they decided what to do with you, you got sent to the Dragonfly Tower. In other words, it was Lucernis’s posh prison.

I tried to think of it as moving up in the world. I failed, but I tried.

As far as I’d ever heard, there were only two ways out of the tower – total exoneration, or a date with the hangman. Either way, its tenants did not often spend long in its confines; months more often than years, and weeks more often than months. And unlike Havelock, you couldn’t rightly call it crowded, which suited me fine. You know, for being in prison.

I’d had more to say to Morno, but apparently he was full up on listening. They put the iron jewelry back on me, which was disappointing but not unexpected, while Morno wrote out a note and passed it to Kluge. Presumably it was for the warden of the Dragonfly Tower. I don’t know, he didn’t seek my input. Kluge took it and the rest of my possessions, and my two minders marched me back down the stairs and out of the manse, and then shoved me back in the carriage. Kluge climbed in after and the carriage set off once more.

“Kluge.”

“Yes?”

“Are baths a thing in the Dragonfly Tower?”

“They are. You get one when you first arrive, as it happens, whether you like it or not.”

“Do me a favor.”

“I saved your life today. I think you’re out of favors for a while.”

“Have you ever been in the Ose?”

“I have.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

His face told me he had not.

“I need fresh clothes. Don’t make me beg.”

“Where are your things? Surely you did not make the passage to Lucernis without any luggage.”

I opened my mouth. And then I closed it again. I had had a trunk on the ship with me. I remembered paying one of the sailors to drag it down the gangway. And then the next thing I remembered was standing in front of the cinders of my house. And hadn’t Chuckles said something...?

Something wasn’t right. Just thinking about it made me feel queasy. But all I said to Kluge was “I lost my trunk.”

“What, would you like me to lend you something? I don’t think anything of mine would fit.”

“That won’t be necessary. I’ve got a fresh wardrobe waiting for me at my tailor’s.”

“You want to stop off on the way to your imprisonment, to collect you new wardrobe.”

“Kluge. Please. I swear by all the dead gods, I’ve got things crawling in places nobody wants to feel a tickle. They’re already paid for, and just sitting there in the shop, and if I don’t bathe and change soon, I swear I’ll just start ripping these rags off to get at the problem.”

He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. Finally, he said “What street?”

~ ~ ~
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MY TAILOR WAS MORBIDLY ecstatic when I showed up under guard and in chains.

Kluge didn’t let me out of the carriage, of course. But while he went through my order to make sure there wasn’t anything dangerous in it, she stood in her doorway and asked me “So, are they gonna?”

“Gonna what?”

“You know.” She mimed being hanged, with one hand above her head, with her neck bent and her tongue sticking out.

“What the hells is wrong with you?”

She thought about it. “I lead an incredibly boring life. So, are they?”

“Fuck, I don’t know. Ask him,” I said, indicating Kluge, who was finishing his inspection.

“Will you be hanging my customer, officer? And if so, do you have a date yet?”

Kluge gave her the kind of look you give your dog when it’s licking its crotch. He didn’t give her an answer. Or rather, I guess the look was his answer. He tied my package back up indifferently and walked out of the shop. He tossed in the coach beside me and said “There’s something wrong with you tailor.”

“She’s different, yeah.”

He climbed in and slammed the door. “Any other errands before your incarceration?”

“There’s a jug at Tambor’s. It’s got my name on it, but I’ll share.”

He didn’t roll his eyes, I suspect, only because he couldn’t be bothered.

“It’s on the way.” And it was, too. The Dragonfly Tower was just next to the Arsenal, on the edge of the Foreigner’s Quarter.

We didn’t stop by Tambor’s.

~ ~ ~
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THEY MADE ME STRIP. Not that I objected – what’s pride compared to the very real possibility of leeches camped out in your nethers? I wanted to object to the search that followed, but I kept my mouth shut while other parts of me were prised open. Well, until they told me to open my mouth as well, to make sure I wasn’t concealing a crossbow under my tongue.

Because it wasn’t Havelock, my particular minders were both female. They were also both double my size, and fitter than I had ever dreamed of being. They had ironwood bully sticks hanging from their belts and a look in their eyes that said they didn’t get to use them nearly enough. I resolved not to give them an excuse. The brown-haired one seemed marginally less attuned to violence than the blond, but I wouldn’t have put money on it.

Because it wasn’t Havelock, they inventoried my possessions while I made use of a bucket of fresh water and a scrub brush, and nothing went missing. Because it wasn’t Havelock, I got to use a bar of soap. But because it was still prison, it was lye soap. I didn’t complain. The Ose needed stiff competition.

Once I was dressed again, they took me up a flight of stairs to my cell. On the way the one in front informed me that I would be given two meals a day, and that my chamber pot would be emptied once a day, and if I caused trouble those numbers would be reduced to zero until my behaviour improved. It was all very straightforward.

We came to a door. They opened it. I walked in. The brown-haired woman hesitated before closing the door.

“What?”

“You’re taking all this well. Better than most, anyway.”

“It’s not my first time, and anyway I could do with a rest.” And I very much doubted Visini would let me linger here for long. She had her game to play, and she couldn’t play it if I wasn’t running for my life. I wouldn’t be here long.

The woman grunted and closed the door. A key turned in the lock. I took in my new digs.

I had a cell about four paces by three, with a narrow wooden bed that was the opposite of sturdy, a battered chair, and a chamber pot; all of which I could actually see because I also had an arrow slit in one wall that let in starlight and fresh air. I had a view of the Foreigner’s Quarter, rather than the bay. There was no bedding, which in prison was probably a mercy. Involuntarily, the memory of Havelock’s lice and nits came back to me with enough vividness to induce a whole-body shudder. Anyway, I had my packet of clothing to use as a pillow, which I did.

It had been a long day.

I wondered if I’d be able to get a decent amount of sleep before Visini drove me back to the chase. Being ever the optimist, I kept my still-damp boots on.

As tired as I was, and despite all my aches, sleep proved elusive. A lot had happened in a very short span, and it was all a snarl in my head. I had a sort of compulsion to try and pick it apart that wouldn’t let me rest. Or maybe I just needed to rake through the ashes, even though it was pointless.

None of it mattered; not the gentlemen, nor Mister Hope and the associated killers. Not Morno, nor being in the slammer, nor even Gammond, as scary and crazy as that bitch was. They were all just distractions; they were the hand-wavey mumbo-jumbo that the street conjuror deployed to distract you while he produced a rabbit from his trousers and his accomplice stole your purse. The only real thing was Visini, and all I had to do was endure, to survive her hell-show until she finally revealed herself.

That’s when things would go from bad to worse.

That’s when I might well have to kill someone I actually cared about.

It wasn’t anything I wanted to dwell on, but there I was, dwelling nonetheless. Prison was good for that; it was the perfect venue for obsessing over all manner of unpleasantness. Which made it the perfect place to go mad. People lucky enough to make it out of Havelock did so, more often than not, with far fewer wits than when they went in. It broke people, prison did, physically and mentally. Execution was a less cruel fate for many than being dropped in a hole and forgotten for years.

“Can’t see many stars here,” came a voice from beside the arrow slit. Fucking Chuckles.

“I don’t recall inviting you to come out and play.” I sat up and glared at her.

“You did, back at that ruined villa. I am free to come and go as I please now.”

“Fucking hells. I’m gonna kick Mother Crimson’s ass, blind or not. What do you want, soul-tick?”

She stretched her imaginary neck. “Listening to your maundering was getting tedious.”

“I thought you didn’t get bored.”

“I didn’t say I was bored.” Her brow wrinkled in thought. “I’m not sure what I am feeling. I seem to be experiencing new emotions. Perhaps it’s due to our bond.”

“We don’t have a bond, Chuckles. That would imply there was some sort of agreement between us. You’re a leech, and I never consented to our connection.”

“I never consented to the rain getting me drenched,” she said in a perfect mockery of my own voice. “And yet.”

“Don’t fucking do that.”

“Do what?”

“Use my voice, you little shit.”

She shrugged one narrow shoulder. “Just picking up the local color.”

I discovered I was gritting my teeth. I made myself stop. “What do you want, Chuckles? Don’t bullshit me. This is the first time since the Telemarch’s death that you’ve voluntarily started a conversation, so spit it out already.”

“All right. The old blood told you to talk to me. You have, twice. But because you aren’t particularly bright, you haven’t asked me the question that needs to be asked. If you don’t ask it soon, you won’t be asking any questions ever again.”

By all the dead gods, she was showing more emotion than I’d ever seen from her before. Both her facial expressions and her tone of voice were becoming more human.

I didn’t like it.

“Well, since I’m such a halfwit, why don’t you skip the question part and just tell me what I need to know?”

“I might be convinced to do so.”

“Lovely. How?”

“Call me by my true name. Call me Kalara. Ask for my intercession, as an avatar to her goddess.”

“Let me think about that.” I thought about it for about two seconds. “Nah. I’d rather eat shit.” I gave her the fingers for good measure, then lay back down.

“Then I cannot see any outcome for you other than death.”

“Sure, I might die. But if I do, so will you. A little honey to go with the sting, and all that.” I closed my eyes. I might have choked down calling her Kalara instead of Chuckles. But I’d be fucked if I was willingly going to be her avatar in any way, shape or form.

“I am inside you, privy to your innermost thoughts, dreams, desires. And still I do not understand your self-destructive obduracy.”

“I guess you need to soak up a little more of that local color, then. And when the day arrives when you do understand, may the horror of what you’re guilty of rise up and drive you to destroy yourself.”

“Fool.”

“Monster.”

She was quiet after that, for long enough that I thought she’d fucked off.

“He had a good question,” she said.

“Who?”

“Kluge.”

“Kluge has lots of questions. He’s a human shaped collection of questions. Maybe you could be more specific.”

“What happened to your luggage?”

A feeling of unease rolled over me. I had completely forgotten Kluge asking me that, though the question had unsettled me when he’d asked it.

I tried to remember. I remembered disembarking. And then I remembered standing in front of the remains of the manse. And nothing in between.

Something was wrong, sure enough. But however much as I picked at it, the memory was just... gone.

“Do you remember me asking you the same question, Amra?”

“What?”

“The night you met the blood witch. I, too asked you where your possessions were.”

“The fuck you did.” But even as I said it, I remembered her asking.

“I have another interesting question for you. Why is it your fingers were ink-stained when you first arrived back in Lucernis?”

Had they been? I didn’t – and then I did remember, clear as day. Giving my bastard of a next-door neighbour the fingers, and noticing the ink.

What the fuck was going on? I began to fear for my sanity.

“I don’t know, Chuckles,” I finally managed. “Why don’t you tell me?”

She smiled that not-nice smile of hers. “Because my name isn’t Chuckles.” And with that, she disappeared once more, leaving me alone, exhausted, and deeply disturbed.

Eventually I drifted off. The Dragonfly Tower, unlike Havelock, was a quiet place, and there was little enough street noise at that hour drifting in from the arrow slit. When I did sleep, I slid immediately into a decidedly non-prophetic dream involving Kluge dancing with my tailor, while Lhiewyn, the old fart at Lagna’s temple, played the hurdy-gurdy. Every time they missed a step, he hurled a rotting fish and verbal abuse at them.

Some people say that dreams are messages from the gods. If so, the gods needed to put down the hellweed pipe.

In any case the dream, and my rest, didn’t last long. A sound from the corridor outside my cell woke me. If it had been a loud noise, I probably would have slept through it. But it hadn’t been, and whatever it was yanked me straight out of the ballroom absurdity. Well, that and the little hairs on the back of my neck trying to pluck themselves out to make a prison break. I heard it clearly once I was awake; the sound of leather soles on flagstone. Too many leather soles. An absolute gaggle of them getting closer to my door, but nobody talking.

At the same time, I realized the stone wall behind my head, the outer wall of the tower, was giving off an unnatural heat. I had no fucking clue what was about to happen, but I decided to give myself what cover I could. I dropped to the floor and rolled under the bed, then popped back out and dragged my bundle of clothing down with me. You never know, and lately I’d been as hard on clothes as I was on knives.

I heard the key in the lock and the door opened. I saw hobnail boots, presumably belonging to a guard, and behind them a forest of well-tailored pants legs sprouting from more expensive footwear. The gentlemen, I presumed. There was a moment’s silence, ended by Mar’s voice.

“Tell me you’re not actually hiding under the bed,” she said with an audible sneer.

I thought the wall exploding was a fairly witty retort, even if I couldn’t take credit for it.

TWENTY-ONE
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LIKE A GUNPOWDER EXPLOSION, stones were hurled at force by the blast, and dust was suddenly everywhere. Unlike a gunpowder explosion, it was all relatively quiet. I mean, it was loud, the stones and shards ripping themselves apart and slamming into walls and flesh, as were the resulting screams. But not so loud as to set my ears ringing. I came away from the whole thing completely unharmed, for a change.

I couldn’t say the same for the guard. From my position I could see her down on the floor. The parts that weren’t splattered all over. It looked like she’d taken the brunt of the damage, but the gentlemen behind her were none of them upright that I could see.

I heard a footstep on grit from the opening, and briefly wondered how whoever it was had gotten up to the second floor so easily. Then I called myself an idiot, because the answer was magic, obviously. Or a ladder. It didn’t matter. What mattered was I was stuck between a rock and a hard place. The rock was almost certainly Gammond. The hard place was the gentlemen, assuming they were still alive.

My vantage point allowed me to see the heap of bodies at the door, so I saw Mar sit up, her face sheeted with blood, and fling a dagger at whoever had crashed the party. Apparently she connected, because I heard a gasp of pain. Then the hairs on my neck and arms stood to attention, but whatever the spell was, Mar just smiled a bloody-toothed smile.

“You fucking wish,” she growled, pulling out a couple more blades while staggering to her feet. Behind her I saw that big bastard, Balthaz, also getting up. At the same time, the rubble strewn all across the floor started trembling, and then it all rose up off the floor. Whoever the mage was, they weren’t stupid. Direct magic might not have had an effect on Mar or the others, but magic-hurled rocks sure as fuck did.

I decided it was time for me to get gone.

The hallway wasn’t really an option, it being clogged with people who wanted to have a chat with me, and besides, there were at least two more locked doors beyond it between me and freedom. But there was now a hole in the wall with a survivable drop; with a little luck it wouldn’t even hurt much. There was still a mage between me and that hole, however. I swore, braced myself as best I could, and flung the rickety bed at whoever had crashed my cell. I didn’t hang around to see the outcome; I just grabbed my wardrobe and scrambled for the newly expanded window, hoping my ladder theory proved out.

It didn’t.

I don’t know what happened in the cell after that, beyond a grunt of surprise. Once I’d confirmed no ladder was waiting for me, I leapt without much in the way of looking. landed hard on the cobbles, and I lost hold of my package of clothing. My heels let me know they didn’t appreciate my reckless disregard for gravity, and I went down onto one knee. I put my arms out and my stitched shoulder betrayed me then. I ended up on my side. A knife clattered onto the pavement by my head a split-second after. I don’t know if it was meant for me or if it had already missed its target, and I didn’t much care, but damned if it wasn’t my own favorite knife, with the onyx in the pommel. That bitch Marl must have taken it from my effects.

“I love you too,” I muttered, and snatched it and my package up, got to my feet, and staggered my way across the empty street just as an alarm bell started up behind me, somewhere in the tower.

I lurched my way to the corner as quick as I could, and turned past the blank brick wall of the Old Barracks and into the Foreigners’ Quarter proper. It wasn’t the Rookery, but the streets were narrow and maze-like, and I knew them very, very well. Certainly better than the gentlemen, or Gammond. Whoever won this round would have a time cornering me again. Mister Hope’s employers, on the other hand, were probably about to be delighted, but you can’t have it all.

I went down the Thirst, heading for Lantern Alley. From there I had half a dozen options to lose myself. Between the stab wound in my thigh and my abused heels, I went as fast as I could, which wasn’t as fast as I would have liked.

Behind me, the night sky lit up briefly in a horrid shade of puce, and I heard fresh screams. The alarm bell faltered. I decided that I could, in fact, go faster.

Lantern Alley was as dark as ever – oh, it had plenty of lanterns, but because Lucernans think they’re funny, not a single one was ever lit. Some were used as flower pots. Most were dusty, empty chuckles. I hurried down to the crumbling shophouse that Rashy Ghent dealt out of. It was the nearest entrance to the low road that I knew of.

A scabrous teenager was guarding the door, trying to look intimidating. He stood as I approached, bright-eyed from the tail end of a hit of hellweed. He had a length of wood on one hand with a few nails driven into it.

“Fuck you want?” he asked. I wasn’t in the mood, so I kneed him in the crotch and entered the hellweed den.

Hellweed had a one-two punch. First it set your mind to drifting, giving you an immense sense of well-being and ease. Often it gave you visions or dreams which, I had been told, were better than any reality you would ever experience sober. Which was all well and good, I suppose. But what hellweed gave, it always took away.

The comedown made you frenetic, possessed of an immense and often paranoid energy. You went from an idyllic high to a hellish, driven low. Food wasn’t something a hellweed fiend was much interested in, either. Or bathing. Or, eventually, talking in coherent sentences.

I wasn’t there to partake. Rashy Ghent’s den housed more than addicts. It also had a way down into a disused tunnel that had been built not long after Lucernis’s founding, and then forgotten by most. It was a good bet that the tunnel had originally been part of the city’s defences, since it terminated at the old armory, but that end had been blocked up centuries before. Whatever; you leave a tunnel just lying around and shifty types are bound to discover and make use of it. They called it the low road, and I wanted in. It beat taking a stroll through the Foreigners’ Quarter – I was pretty sure that such a stroll would quickly devolve into a running battle for me. So, Rashy Ghent’s.

The ground floor was empty except for a couple of customers slumped side by side against the wall and a third sprawled out on the filthy tiles, pipe clutched tightly in his grimy hand. The place smelled of stale sweat and piss. And hellweed. I climbed the stairs at the back. At the top, I was confronted with another of Rashy Ghent’s employees who was sitting in a chair beside a door. He stood at the sight of me, scowling. He was considerably larger and healthier-looking than the scab at the front door. His balls weren’t made of any sterner stuff, though. I stepped over him and opened the door.

The proprietor was in bed, and the bed was the only furniture in the room. Two women were with him. I could see where he got his nickname from, and wondered how his companions couldn’t. I mean, their faces were so close to it.

“Damn,” I said, shuddering. “Hellweed really is a hell of a drug.”

Rashy and his bedwarmers didn’t hear me. Behind me, the muscle was getting to his feet and grunting threatening things, so I closed and locked the door. Then I went over to the bed, much as I didn’t want to, and got Rashy’s attention.

A knife at your throat will help you focus, no matter what your situation.

“Hey, Rashy. How are you doing?”

He looked up at me. The girls hadn’t even noticed my sudden appearance. I tried not to look down there. It’s not that I’m a prude – well, I am, - but trust me, what was happening below his navel would only excite someone with a fetish for skin conditions.

“Do I know you?” he asked.

“Nah.”

“Do I owe you?”

I shook my head.

“Then what the fuck?” He wasn’t afraid. It might have been him sampling his own wares, but his reaction was one of faint annoyance. The muscle was beating on the door, now. He’d break it down soon.

“I need to use your low road.”

“I don’t kn-urk.” So I drew a little blood. He’d live. If he didn’t get stupid.

“I don’t have time, Rashy. Where is it?”

“It’s downstairs. Where do you think?”

“All right. Tell your man to ice his balls and show me.”

“Why should I do shit for you?”

“Because I could have cut you from ear to ear, and I still might if you don’t. And because you’re about to be visited by representatives of the crown, and I just warned you about it, and so now you owe me.” I mean, they’d be coming after me if they did show up, but Rashy Ghent didn’t need to know that.

“How do you know?” The door was starting to splinter.

“The fuck does it matter?”

“The watch’re getting greedy, then. They’ve been paid.”

“It ain’t the fucking watch, Ghent. If it was the watch, I wouldn’t have bothered fucking about with the likes of you.”

“And who the hells are you, again?”

I sighed. “Let’s review. You’re the one with no weapon and no pants. I’m the one with a knife and precious little patience, you thick fuck.”

He thought about it. Then he unceremoniously pushed the women away. Yes, they’d been at it the whole while. Yes, it made me uncomfortable.

Not bothering with a sheet or any other covering, he got out of bed and shouted “Oi, Matcher! Quit beating your meat against my door. Law’s coming!”

The pounding stopped. Then a muffled “You all right, boss?” came through the splintered panels.

Rashy unlocked and opened the door. “No thanks to you, you giant turd. Sweep the place, starting with those two.” He pointed a thumb at his bedmates.

Matcher gave me the death glare. “What about that one?”

“Maybe later. Get the fuck to work.” Matcher did, grabbing each of the women by the hair and dragging them out of the room. They didn’t fight. They barely protested. Hells, they barely knew what was happening. If I’d ever had any small desire to give hellweed a whirl, that night killed it.

Ghent picked his shirt off the floor and began to dress.

“Kerf’s balls,” I said. “If I was you, I’d start with my trousers.”

“You talk some shit for somebody who’s got a scratching post for a face. Might want to buy a sack, cut some eyeholes in it.”

“At least my blemishes don’t weep pus. Hurry the hells up.”

He didn’t, but he wasn’t putting on layers, so he was done quick enough. I followed him out the door and down the stairs. There, Ghent’s two minions were ejecting the last of his customers. They closed and barred the door.

“What have you got in that bundle?” Ghent asked me.

“Underpants. I can lend you a pair. Give, rather. I wouldn’t want ‘em back. Where’s the passage?”

“I know who you are, now. That face of yours, it’s, what’s the word? Distinctive. There’s lots of folk looking for you. They’ll pay well, and they don’t much care what shape you’re in.” His two minions flanked him, and both had their pig stickers out and their tough faces on.

“You don’t want to do this, Ghent. It’s not gonna end the way you think.” I just wanted access to the low road. I didn’t want to kill anybody. Not even these shitheads.

But I would.

Gods help me, I would. You don’t aim to just wound or disable in a knife fight, unless you want to die. And I did not want to die.

“Tell you what,” he said. “Drop your knife and we’ll just rough you up a bit. What happens after they come to collect you is a problem for the future, eh?”

“Last chance, Rashy.” I dropped my bundle of clothes. “Don’t fucking speak. Just point me to the entrance to the low road, and we’ll call it a night.”

He opened his mouth to say something stupid and I lunged forward and slammed my knife into the hollow of his throat.

His toughs were used to dealing with hellweed fiends. Even in my battered condition, I was like nothing they were used to facing. They were slow, painfully slow, and shocked to see their boss spouting blood. The big one barely got his knife up in the time it took me to pull the knife out of his boss and put it into his carotid artery. I jumped back. Ghent went down to his knees. The big one, Matcher, clapped a hand to his neck and, give him credit, took a couple steps toward me with his knife in a business-like posture. The skinny one froze, his mouth hanging open.

“You fucking killed me, you bitch,” Matcher wheezed, and then thrust towards my gut. He cut only air.

“Didn’t want to. Dumb bastard.”

He took a wild swing, stumbled, fell. I kicked the knife out of the one hand while his lifeblood leaked past the other. I looked at the skinny, scabrous one.

“Don’t be a dumb fuck like these two. Where’s the fucking exit?”

He started to tremble. Ghent went face-down on the filthy tiles, choking on his own blood.

“Time’s short, boy. Tell me what I want to know. Or come at me, or fuck off.”

He chose the last option. I let him go; I wasn’t going to knife him in the fucking back. I closed the front door after him and put the bar back in place, and started searching for the entrance to the tunnel. I knew I’d find it – it was one of the things someone in my trade got good at – but the question was how long it would take. Visini wasn’t going to let me dawdle.

Most likely it was in the floor itself. Besides the stairs, the ground floor was one big open space, about five paces wide by thirty deep. The disgusting floor was tiled in a green and white checkerboard pattern. The tiles themselves were cheap; indifferently painted and badly fired, more of them were cracked than not, from what I could tell.

Matcher stopped moving, and slumped in that final way. Both he and Ghent had become the source of slowly widening pools of crimson. But next to Ghent’s head, the blood was spreading in only one direction. On the other side, the blood flowed into a crack between tiles, and the crack never filled up.

I dragged his corpse out of the way, and stuck my blade in the crack. It met resistance about two inches deeper than it should have. I looked at Ghent. His eyes were open, and glassy with death.

“You dumb bastard. It was right there. You should’ve just told me.” He was a piece of shit, but I hadn’t wanted to kill him.

I didn’t want to kill anybody.

I prised up the cover, and saw there was a makeshift wooden ladder that went down into the dark. It was spattered with Ghent’s blood. I went and got my bundle of clothes and dropped it down the hole, and then began my own descent, pulling the cover closed after me.

TWENTY-TWO
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I’D ONLY BEEN IN THE low road once before, and not this part of it. I’d just started contracting with Fengal then and he’d brought me along on a handoff, sort of showing me what was what. I hadn’t needed to be there, but I didn’t trust him at that point. To be fair, I didn’t trust anybody at that point. I’d followed him down a ladder and trailed him down the dark, dank tunnel and held the lantern as he passed over the package that I’d stolen for the customer to the customer, and got a sack of coin in return. Wordlessly, he’d handed me the sack, showing me far more trust than I’d shown him. Then we’d gone back and counted the coin in silence. He’d taken his fifteen per cent and passed the rest to me.

“It’s good to be cautious,” he’d told me then, pouring us both a drink. “It keeps you alive. But trust, judiciously applied, lets you prosper.”

I’d bristled at the time, despite his genial demeanor. But I’d listened, and kept his advice in mind. Maybe he saw that, even through the bravado. Fengal’s true talent is reading people, after all – it’s how he’s lived and prospered for so long in a shady business.

Back then, I could count the number of people I trusted on one hand, and still have the majority of fingers left over. Sure, nowadays I still only needed one hand. But I did need all the digits to make the tally. Which is a long way of saying I’d grudgingly and slowly taken Fengal’s advice to heart.

Too bad I couldn’t trust him, or anyone in the city just at the moment. Fucking Blades. Fucking dumbfuck Ghent. Fucking... fuck.

I got to the bottom of the ladder and sat down in the pitch dark and let the shakes take me. In the moment, I had always been able to do what needed to be done. No hesitation. Hesitation got you karked. Bellarius had taught me.

But afterwards, when whoever it was that needed it was dead and everyone else had fucked off – that’s when the shakes came and, sometimes when I was younger, the puking. I still did the dance with nausea. Bellarius had never been able to break me of it, nor had anything that followed after. Theiner’d told me it meant I was still human. When I’d pointed out he didn’t get the shakes after a rumble or a duel, he’d told me he went home and cried in his pillow.

Liar. He didn’t have a home. Or a pillow. None of us did.

Eventually the shakes passed. I cast about with blind hands until I found my wardrobe, still bundled neatly in its canvas. I stood, tried to spit the sour out of my mouth, and set off for the far end of the tunnel. It was slow going in the dark. I walked blind and slow, my fingers brushing the rough stone wall as a guide.

I knew of three entrances to the low road, though there were certainly more. Rashy Ghent’s had been one. The second, the one that Fengal and I had used back when, was in the basement of a bakery, and unless things had changed, sacks of flour would be stacked on top of it. I’d be lucky to find it in the dark anyway.

The third was at the far end of the tunnel. When they’d built it, the tunnel had connected the Armory to what had been, at that time, the Lower Bailey. But time had worked its magic, the city had expanded, and expanded again, and the Lower Bailey had ceased to have any defensive relevance, and became the Old Bailey, though everybody called it the Plague Keep. It now took up most of one side of First Wall Road.

It had been used for many different purposes over the centuries, most of them I neither knew nor cared about. The last thing it had been used it for, though, was a plague hospital, before I was born and long before I came to the city. Thousands had died within its walls, in agony. Or so I had been told.

It had sat empty since forever, because when you mixed the chance of lingering plague death and the chance of a shit-ton of ghosts in one location, the value of a property went straight into negative territory. Of course, the crown didn’t care much, and was content to let it crumble. It’s not like they had to pay taxes. Or maybe Morno was just keeping it in his pocket, for when the next plague arrived. Whatever, it was a derelict space that not even the roughest of sleepers was willing to avail themselves of.

That could also have been because the place was physically quite literally a fortress, of course, and they hadn’t left the doors unlocked when it was abandoned. You’d have to be pretty determined to get over the curtain wall and into the courtyard, and even more motivated to find a way into the tower keep from there. Coming from the tunnel, I only had to pick a lock.

The loosely affiliated criminal underground of my adopted city hadn’t just claimed the tunnel; not being idiots, they’d also seen the value of the Plague Keep for a whole host of unlawful purposes. From temporarily storing goods that had fallen off the back of a wagon or a ship, to asking pointed questions of reluctant individuals, to meetings where the territory needed to be neutral, the Plague Keep served as a sort of communal workshop for the more organized elements of the Lucernan underworld. Or at least the ones who weren’t superstitious.

All of which meant that the tunnel entrance to it would be in working condition – the lock would be pickable, not rusted solid. Or so I was counting on.

My stroll through the dark took approximately forever. The longer I walked, the more anxious I became that one of the many people I did not want to meet would find their way down to the Low Road. In a sane world, the chances of that happening would’ve been between slim and none, but if there was one thing I had learned, it was that events had no problem tying themselves into knots to please the Blades. Someone would follow, somehow. Or, if I was truly fucked, someone would be waiting for me at the other end.

Whoever it was, I hoped it would not be Gammond. Of all of them, she scared me the most. I tried to think positive – maybe the gentlemen had sorted her. But the memory of Arno walked with me there in the dark, reminding me about luck, its flavors, and what not to do with it.

“I know, old man,” I muttered to his ghost. “No need to remind me. There wasn’t a word you said that I ignored.”

Eventually my blind journey met an abrupt end, when I ran into something unyielding. Questing fingers told me it was a wooden door. After a little more searching, I found the keyhole. I dropped my package, sat down on it, and struggled with my bootheel.

When you’re as short as I am, nobody much remarks on a somewhat generous bootheel. I was happy to let anyone who wanted to think it was a little vanity on my part. In reality, you could keep all sorts of small but useful things secreted in them. Things like the gems in my left bootheel. Things like the lockpicks in the right one.

Also, they made me a little taller.

Eventually I got the picks out and into the lock. The dark didn’t matter. Arno had trained me with a blindfold, and it was all about feel and understanding how the guts of the things worked anyway. This one was an old warded lock, with one simple ward, but the latch was a heavy bastard. I got it eventually, but the drawback of having a set of picks short enough to hide in a bootheel was sacrificing leverage in such a situation. There was barely enough pick left sticking out to get a grip on. It was a pain in the ass, is what I’m saying. Or to be more accurate, a pain in my fingertips.

Get it unlocked I did, though, after considerable silent cursing.

Beyond was just as black as behind. I’d never been in the Plague Keep, and had only the haziest of ideas as to how it was laid out. Silently, more out of habit than worry, I put the picks in a pocket and eased myself inside, latching the door after me. There was no lock on the interior of the door, unfortunately, though my fingers told me there had been at one time.

I felt my way slowly and carefully around the cellar in search of the stairs, disturbing nothing but dust. Then I found the far wall the hard way, and followed it around the room until the stairs finally made themselves known. There was another door at the top, and it was lockless. Beyond it, I finally got a little bit of light after far too long from a couple of tiny, barred windows on either side of the great entrance that let in a grudging amount of starlight. It was welcome.

Less welcome was the decision I now faced. Hole up here until the next cavalcade of fuckery appeared? Or rush out to meet it? In one sense it didn’t matter – whatever I decided, Visini would pull strings. I was honestly too tired to worry about whether I was playing my part. Mostly I just wanted to do whatever would bring this nasty little game to its swiftest conclusion. Too bad I hadn’t a clue what would get me there.

I tossed my package next to a wall and sat down on it. I was also tired in the physical way. I leaned back against the stone and stretched my legs out.

What did Visini want? Greytooth’s histories seemed to say that she wanted her victim broken before she ended them. That she delighted in hounding them to exhaustion. That she used others as her cat’s paws to do the hounding.

Resting up would only draw out the suffering. And while being in a fortress seemed like a great defensive strategy at first blush, it wasn’t like I had an army to defend it. She’d make me run, one way or another. Also, I could really do with a bite and a drink, and the Plague Keep had neither. With a groan, I stood and went to the great door. It wasn’t locked or even barred, which was surprising. I slipped out and into the weed-choked courtyard, which was about fifty feet by eighty. The courtyard wall was in good repair, maybe fifteen feet high. I could scale it easily if I left my wardrobe behind, which I mulishly was not going to do, or with quite a bit of difficulty if I took it with me. The gate had been bricked up.

But there was a lone, forlorn oak tree at the far end of the courtyard that had been allowed to grow far too close to the wall over the decades. A glance told me it probably wouldn’t be much trouble to climb it one-handed, and then jump to the top of the wall. From there it would be just a dangle and a drop down to First Wall Road. And after that? Well, I’d burn that bridge when I came to it.

The courtyard was flagged near the entrance, but a few feet away from the keep all the flagstones had been ripped up at some point, leaving the weeds to run riot. But the soil must have been pretty shabby stuff because instead of jungle, there were just clumpy patches of waist-high bramble separated by desolate, hard-packed dirt. I set off at a slow trudge towards the oak.

I’d made it maybe a third of the way when I heard... something. I couldn’t identify the sound. I stopped, pulled out my knife and listened.

Digging. Scraping. Soil shifting. All muted. I scanned the courtyard and saw nothing at all, but my ears told me the sourced was ahead and off to the left.

And then it was behind me as well. And then it was all the fuck around me.

The first corpse to claw its way out of the earth was a woman, judging by the remains of her dress. She was badly desiccated and eyeless, but clumps of long, pale hair somehow still clung to her skull. She came out of the dirt and started staggering towards me, her jaw askew. Behind her and all around me, dozens more thought that was a great idea.

TWENTY-THREE
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I DIDN’T WASTE BREATH on a curse, or mental energy on wondering who was responsible, or time on gawping. I just ran for the tree as quick as I could. It was either that, or back to the keep, where they’d have me trapped. No thank you.

But the whole courtyard seemed to be a mass grave, and every resident now, suddenly, had decided resting in peace was overrated. Very quickly I had no clear path to escape, so I started stomping on and knocking down corpse after corpse. They none of them had any weapons, thank fuck, but dozens of skeletal hands reached out for me, and corpse after corpse tried to take me in a decidedly unwanted embrace.

Needless to say, I was having none of it. With knife and fist and packet of clothes, with knee and boot tip I knocked down corpses and made bones fly free. Most of all, I kept moving. I did not want to get buried under a clacking mass of undead. They weren’t strong or fast, but gods did they have the numbers.

I was barely making headway by the time I got to the oak. Skeleton climbed atop skeleton to get to me, and to block my path. Half a dozen stick arms thrust out half a dozen bony hands to grasp at my legs with each step I took.

“I think I understand what is happening,” came a voice from up in the tree. Chuckles’ voice.

“Fuck’s sake, not now!” I screamed at her, smashing skeletons. I couldn’t climb the fucking tree with my hand full of knife, so I sheathed it, and got a bony claw tangled in my hair for my trouble. It started pulling.

“You expressed a sincere desire for me to experience the full span of human emotion.”

I’d also expressed a sincere desire for her to die a horrid death, if memory served. I did not have time for Chuckles’ bullshit. I swung around and bashed all the closest corpses with my packet of clothes, swinging it like the world’s shittiest hammer. It didn’t damage them in the least, but because they were so light and clumsy, it did knock them off balance and into the ones crowding behind them. Which gave me a moment to claw my way furiously up the tree’s trunk.

“It seems our bond is at least partially active, despite your refusal to acknowledge it.”

I could see her now. She was sitting on an upper branch, swinging her feet like she didn’t have a care in the world.

“Do you not fucking see the fucking army of the fucking dead down there, you crazy bitch?” I said as I scrambled higher.

She glanced out at the courtyard. “Oh. Them. They aren’t real.”

“What?”

“They are illusory. Created by the burned magus who is following you.”

“Gammond? Where?”

“I don’t know. I see only what you see. I just see it more clearly.”

“Then she’s either behind me, in the keep, or ahead of me somewhere out there,” I said, gesturing vaguely towards the city. “If you’re not lying.”

“I’ve found another thing that irritates me – endlessly repeating myself. I can’t lie to you.”

“Did you want me to clap?”

“I’m experiencing new things, new emotions after more than four thousand years. It wouldn’t go amiss.”

“Oh, how I wish you could experience my hands around your neck.” But I didn’t have time to play with the little abomination. If she was telling the truth, all those corpses trying to claw their way up the oak weren’t real – but their creator was, and if she was close enough to cast that sort of magic, it was time for me to get gone. The only question was which way to go.

Chances were she had followed my trail – it made more sense than her just knowing I’d be in the courtyard of the Plague Keep. Didn’t it? Hells, I couldn’t be sure. Mages were fucking tricky. There was no telling. But if I went to ground in the keep and she was there, she could torture me for as long as she liked, and nobody would intervene. Whereas it would be hard for her to do likewise and uninterrupted on the street in the Foreigners’ Quarter.

Not that there was anyone about on the streets yet. To the east, the sky was just beginning to pink, while night still ruled the west.

“Why didn’t she just do the falling and burning thing again?” I wondered.

“I imagine she’s depleted her well considerably, battling the gentlemen. The illusory skeletons were likely easier to conjure. It’s just a guess, though.”

It had been a rhetorical question, but Chuckles’ answer made sense. Or at least wasn’t something I could disprove. Fuck. I needed to make a decision. The street seemed to be the safest bet, but it was also the home turf of Mister Hope’s masters. I’d be trading one deadly threat for another. Which was almost certainly just what Visini had planned.

Kerf’s shit-stained breechclout.

“You can’t just stay in this tree forever,” she told me. As if I didn’t know that. What decided me was the clattering horde below me suddenly disappearing, and the keep’s great door slowly, groaningly swinging open.

“Well, I’m off then,” I muttered, and climbed out as far as I could on the limb nearest the wall. I tossed my package over, and then jumped for the top of the wall myself. My form was pretty good, but my thigh betrayed me when I hit, and I slowly toppled over the side, uninjured arm wheeling in a vain attempt to get my balance back.

A fifteen-foot drop is enough to break bones if you land badly. I was able to get a fleeting grasp on the wall’s lip with my good hand, which would have been enough if the masonry hadn’t crumbled in my hand. Still, it was just enough to make the fall semi-controlled. I hit the ground with my feet, which hurt like hells, and then my thigh betrayed me yet again. I ended up on my back, teeth gritted in pain, still holding a chunk of stone about the size of an apple. A gray, jagged, traitorous apple.

It could have been worse. But I wasn’t going to be sprinting anywhere any time soon, and that seemed to me to be a real fucking problem. When you’re trying to run away from people who want to do incredibly violent things to you, you want to be able to do the running bit in more than a metaphorical way.

“I can’t believe you fell for the same trick twice, honestly.”

Oh, fuck. That was Gammond’s slurred voice. I looked up and there she was, maybe twenty feet away, suddenly standing in the middle of the road. Her face was just a blur, as before, but it seemed like she was having trouble maintaining the illusion. Little flashes of melted flesh revealed themselves here and there, regular as a heartbeat.

“What trick? I don’t remember any other walking corpses.”

“Pushing you to run towards me instead of away.”

“Oh. That. I didn’t think you’d try it twice, if I’m honest. Did you have fun with the gentlemen?”

“The who?”

“Those ones you had a scrap with at the tower just a while ago.”

“They were more prepared for magic than I would have guessed. Not prepared enough to stop me.”

“Obviously,” I said, sitting up. “But actually, you should’ve been working with them.”

“And why’s that?”

“You both want the same thing.”

“Your lover’s head on a pike?” She started limping towards me.

“Holgren’s location, anyway. But I couldn’t tell them what I don’t know any more than I can tell you.” I started to rise, and made it seem like I was having even more difficulty with it than I was.

“Well. We live in a world of questions, from the mundane to the profound. What’s for dinner? Why are we here? What is the purpose of existence, and of agony? Where is justice to be had? Where is Holgren Angrado? Answers aren’t guaranteed, of course. But that shouldn’t stop the questions. If you think on it long and hard, and I have, the questions are just as important as the answers.”

I’d gotten on my feet by then. I put a little extra swaying into my stance. She stopped just out of arm’s reach.

“You’re that scary kind of crazy, you know that? Anyway, how have you been tracking me?”

“Surely you’ve been around a magus long enough to know that all it takes is a hair. Now. I’ll ask once, nicely. Where is Holgren Angrado?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“I’ll be the judge.”

“As it happens, he’s behind you.” I used my free hand to wave at something over her shoulder, taking a half-step closer at the same time.

“How stupid do you-”

That’s when I smashed her in her blurry face with the traitor rock.

The thing about mages, they see you holding a rock, nine times out of ten they’re going to dismiss it. They have fucking magic, and you’ve got a fucking rock. I mean, who would you bet on? That’s how my reasoning went, at any rate. And the fact was, she was going to use her magic to torture me anyway, so I had very little to lose at that point. So I gave her a good one. I didn’t throw it; I held it tight, and blurry target or not I didn’t miss.

She toppled backward and I went with her, free hand now gripping a handful of her coat. I got her again before she hit the cobbles, and this time the rock came away bloody.

Then she hit me with her burning spell. And then her falling spell. And I screamed and I fell, but I still had hold of her coat, even if I couldn’t see it, and I still knew roughly where her head was, and I kept beating, and beating, and beating. Our screams intertwined.

Eventually the fire and the falling stopped.

I lay atop her, panting and intimate as a lover. I’d made her already badly mangled face much worse. It was a wet ruin, now. One of her cheekbones was most definitely shattered. The breath from her nostrils made bloody bubbles. My right arm was bloody almost up to the elbow.

We are terrible creatures, we humans, capable of terrible things.

“You should finish her,” Chuckles told me.

“Yeah,” I replied, and slowly regained my feet. I realized I was still holding the bloodied stone in my hand, and let it drop to the cobbles. I’d had enough of killing. Maybe she would survive, maybe not. I hobbled away. It was a really, deeply unsatisfactory means of locomotion.

“She will not thank you for your mercy.”

I swallowed. “If you think that’s mercy, you’re not so clever, Chuckles.” I wasn’t letting her live out of kindness. I just couldn’t stomach the thought of smashing her head until the brains leaked out, or slitting her throat while she lay there unconscious. There’s a limit. I had reached it. Maybe I would regret it later, if there was a later. I was all right with that. Right then I stuffed my hands, one bloody and one not, into my pockets to help still the trembles.

Then I remembered that fucking packet of clothes, and hobbled my ass back to get it in the early morning light. Of course it didn’t matter anymore, since I’d probably either be dead or rid of Visini before the day was out. But stubborn had strangled sensible by that point.

“You are doing lasting damage to your quadricep,” Chuckles informed me as I worked my way deeper into the Foreigners’ Quarter. She didn’t bother to appear. The streets were no longer empty; I knew by the reaction of passers-by that I looked like a fucking disaster. Talking to invisible people didn’t help matters. I no longer cared.

“Since I don’t know what that is,” I told her, “I am determined not to be bothered by it.”

“It’s the big muscle in the front of your thigh.”

“Oh. Then I revise my previous statement to ‘no shit.’”

“What will you do now?”

I sighed. There wasn’t much left for me to do. I was pretty sure Visini’s fun-time was fast approaching its conclusion. When the game could no longer run, then the dogs would circle and bay. And then the huntsman would close in to finish it off.

I started to regret my decision to not hole up in the Plague Keep, even though I knew the security it seemed to offer was a lie. It would be a death trap for me, unless I suddenly stumbled upon a score or so of armsmen to defend it.

“Time for the final stand, Chuckles,” I finally replied. “Or near enough. I think what’s left to me is to choose the ground.”

“There is one other thing.”

“That again? Seriously, what part of eat shit is unclear to you?”

“If you do not acknowledge me as your goddess and accept your role as my avatar, then my sister Visini will destroy you, and likely everyone you care for. In the course of more than four thousand years, no one has ever outwitted her. No one has ever come close. You will not be an exception, Amra.”

“I fucking outwitted you and Abanon. Bitch.”

“Abanon is, practically speaking, insane. As for me, the best you can claim is a draw. And neither of us is the Blade That Binds and Blinds. You think you know what that means. You don’t.”

“Then enlighten me.”

“I am prepared to. I’ve already told you what must be done first.”

“Then we’re back to ‘eat shit,’ I guess.”

Chuckles had nothing more to say. I turned my attention to where I wanted things to end, and what was within limping distance.

There was no good place. No place that would give me much of an advantage, that I could think of. But there was one place I could think of where I could at least get a drink before everything kicked off.

As fate would have it, I was only three long blocks from Tambor’s, which never closed.

They really should have closed.

TWENTY-FOUR
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I STUMBLED INTO TAMBOR’S and sat down at the long bar with a groan, tossing the packet on the stool next to me. Normally I’d’ve sat outside under the leafy green pergola of the wine garden, but I was pretty sure that Mister Hope’s goons had been informed I was in the Foreigners’ Quarter by that point, and I didn’t want to get an arrow in my neck before I had a chance to get some of Tambor’s Best down my throat.

The gentleman behind the bar was as broad as he was tall and perfectly bald. He looked at me with jaundiced eyes deep-set in his dark, lined face. Behind him two huge tuns of wine rested on a massive rack, silent proof of the power of quantity over quality.

“Come in looking like that, you need to show coin before you say a word,” he said.

“That’s fair. Just a minute.” I dug out my last coin, which was hidden in my boot, which I had to take off to get to. He silently watched me struggle, and his face said he had seen everything there was to see in the world and had never been fairly compensated. Finally, I got the gold mark out and slapped it on the bar.

“A jug of Best, please. Also, lots of people will be showing up soon to kill me, so maybe you should round up all the pissheads and clear out.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“I’m serious.”

“Doubtless. Two days ago, a man came in and told me Gorm was resurrected out in the Spindles, and very unhappy, and would destroy the city by noon. He was a very serious fellow, too, and he wasn’t even torn up and blood-splattered.” He put the jug and a bowl in front of me and took the coin.

“Look, I see your point, but the people who got me looking this way will be coming around to finish the job. I’m not lying and I’m not crazy.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

“Whatever. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I’ll take my chances,” he said while making my change. “In the meantime, why don’t you put your boot back on? I’ve passed by tanneries that smelled better.”

“Now that’s just unkind, that is.”

“Not as unkind as what you’re putting me through.”

I gave him a cutting glare, which failed to even nick, and put my boot back on, with difficulty. You try it with a bad thigh and a bad shoulder. But I didn’t want to go out half-shod; that would just be pathetic. Also, he wasn’t lying. Twice in the Ose with no chance to clean my boots properly was doing my feet no favors. I’d have to burn the socks.

Assuming I lived that long.

By the time I sat back up he’d moved on and was wiping things down, as far from me as he could get and still be behind the bar. I poured out a bowl of vinegar and let it claw its way down my throat. Despite what I’d told Kettle, there were times when sipping just didn’t cut it.

That first bowl went down in about three heartbeats. Only a little escaped my wine-hole. I considered slowing down for the second, and told myself to not be an idiot.

I’d just poured the third into the bowl when Mister Hope strolled in, dapper as ever. That he looked as fresh as he did felt like a personal affront.

He brought a lot of evil looking fuckers with him, too. They were dressed for nasty business, though, not a fancy dinner. Not that it made me feel better. I counted a dozen as they filed in.

“Amra,” Hope said with a nod.

“Dickhead,” I nodded back. “You want a drink before the blood? I’m buying. But just for you, mind. Not your mob. I’m not made of money.”

After a moment’s consideration he sat down next to me, a bemused expression on his face. I knew he would. People like him, they had to show they were in control. That they were the masters of any and every situation they found themselves in. That they existed in an unperturbable bubble. That they feared nothing, not even sitting next to and drinking with someone who had every reason to want them dead and a history that included violence.

“Barkeep. ‘Nother bowl. Also, I told you so.”

The barkeep brought the bowl. He no longer looked jaundiced. He looked scared. Probably it was the dozen cutthroats that surrounded us in a half-moon.

“Really,” I told him, “If there’s anybody out in the garden, you should get them the fuck out of here.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Mister Hope said. “The only one likely to come to harm this morning is her.”

A strange little chuckle bubbled up from deep inside me, unbidden.

“You find that amusing,” he said, with a confident grin.

“In a fucked-up way, yeah. You think you’re the only one set to do me harm today.”

“I’m not?”

“No. I’m hosting a bloodbath, Hope. You’re just the first guest to arrive.”

“You’ll forgive me if I take that with a grain of salt.”

“I won’t forgive you for shit. Drink.”

Somewhere during the back and forth, the barkeep had made himself scarce. Maybe he’d gone to drag the drunkards out, and maybe not. I’d done what I could.

Hope lifted his bowl of swill, self-assure smirk still plastered on his face. Why wouldn’t it be? He had half a dozen knives at my back.

The urge to do to him what I’d done to Rashy Ghent was almost overpowering. I could see it perfectly in my mind – pulling out my knife and burying it in his neck while his hand was full of the bowl. I knew with perfect certainty that I could do it, that nobody would be quick enough to stop me.

What would happen next was a little fuzzier, but it involved a lot of knives in my back, and it was just as certain if less clear.

He put his bowl down and looked at me. “I was wondering if you’d go for it,” he said.

“I don’t hate you enough. Besides, it wouldn’t solve any of my problems. Especially not the dozen right behind me.”

“You’re smarter than you look.”

“Just fucking spit it out already.”

“What?”

“If you’re jawing instead of having me poked full of holes, it means you have something to discuss. Get to the point.”

“You’re a lot smarter than you look.”

“Eat shit.”

He smirked. “Fengal Daruvner has prevailed upon my employers to cut you a certain amount of slack. He is a persuasive man, when he wishes to be. We are here to escort you to the docks, where we will make sure you will board the first ship going anywhere that is not here. Needless to say, you will never come back if you know what’s good for you.”

“Oh, that was nice of Baldy. What’s the catch?”

Hope snapped his fingers and one of the goons handed him a leather folder and a scribe’s case. He opened the folder, revealing a short stack of official-looking documents. He slid it over to me.

I could see at a glance that they were deeds of property, and deeds of transference. I looked closer and saw that the property deeds were mine. All of them, including the Promenade land.

“The price of freedom,” Hope said.

“You got these from Kinnick?”

“Who else?”

“Kerf’s sweaty nut sack. I’m going to fire that pudgy fuck. Right after I cut his useless balls off.”

“No time for that, I’m afraid. First you sign, then you sail. No stops in between, as amusing as that would be to watch.”

“And why should I trust you? What’s to stop you from karking me right after I sign these?”

“Not a gods-damned thing, obviously. But if you’re worried that I’m making up Daruvner’s part in all this, he told me to tell you to think of this as another bottle of Mother Harm – brutal but necessary.” He opened up the scribe case and started taking out ink and quill and sand and wax.

“Don’t you need a crown notary to witness these?” I asked, and in response he pulled a seal ring from his finger.

“Never fear. I am a man of many talents.”

“Fucking hells,” I muttered, and looked away from the documents and Hope. I glanced aimlessly out the open doorway, to the street.

And locked eyes – well, eye, since one was swollen shut – with Gammond. Bloody-faced and staggering a little, she was crossing the street, coming straight towards Tambor’s. The rest of her might have been wobbly, but the hand she raised when she saw me was rock-steady.

“Fucking hells!” I said again, with a lot more volume this time, and threw myself off the stool and down to the floor.

I didn’t see exactly what she did, ending up sideways on the sticky floorboards with my face next to the bar, but I caught the tail end of it. It was like she’d shot a thousand glowing needles from some unimaginable crossbow. She sprayed the room with them. The magic was silent. The screams were not. I was now at the feet of a lot of men who had suddenly sprouted a lot of holes. It was chaos. I got stomped on the back and kicked in the ass. From what I could tell, some of the hard boys charged her, and some just fell down and screamed. Or went about dying in their individual ways.

Hope toppled off his stool and fell on me, but by that point he was already dead. Or at least I was pretty sure he was. Not sure how somebody could keep going with that many holes in them, but I didn’t wholly put it past him. Fucker was still smirking; I’ll give him that.

I pushed him off of me and started crawling away from the carnage. Ahead of me was the doorway to the wine garden. Behind me the screams grew even more intense. From the agonized tones, I guessed Gammond was doing her ‘you are now on fire’ trick. By the way they abruptly cut off, one by one, I assumed she was following it up with a more mundane ‘your throat is now cut’ move. It’s just a guess; I was more intent on getting out than confirming suspicions.

I didn’t get to where I was going before all the screaming stopped.

“Stand up and turn around. Unless you want to get it in the back.”

I was right at the open doorway to the wine garden. I stopped crawling. Let out a long sigh. Then I worked my way to my feet using the doorpost, and turned around.

She looked like shit. She wasn’t wasting any of her magic on making herself look better. Old wounds and new ravaged her face, but her one visible eye was bright and keen. Behind her, hard men writhed and screamed. Or cooled and leaked. Tambor’s now smelled of blood and piss and shit.

“Dead gods, you’re hard to kill,” I said. But of course she was. She was Hardside, after all.

Gammond held up a bloody, dripping knife, an ugly scrap of metal with a bone handle. It was all point. I’d seen many like it growing up; we’d called them Hardside toothpicks. Gammond held it like she knew what she was about.

“Hey now. Just a reminder. If you kill me, I can’t tell you where Holgren is.”

“If I kill you,” she slurred, “he’ll come find me himself. You had your chance.”

“Why the knife, Gammond? Used up all your magic on those fuckwits?” I knew enough about magic to know she had to be close to exhausting her well of it. Holgren would’ve been hard-pressed to keep going, magically speaking, if he’d had the kind of night and morning Gammond had just endured, and he was the second-most powerful mage I’d ever met. If Gammond kept pushing, odds were she’d pass out. I didn’t think I’d be able to goad her into doing it, but it didn’t hurt to try. No one gets in a knife fight if they can help it. No one sane, anyway.

But if she wanted one, I was pretty sure I could take her. As battered as I was, she was in worse shape.

She smiled, which was just a horrible, offensive affair. It also made me a touch less confident about taking her. She’d also learned her lesson back at the Plague Keep. She was out of lunging range.

“Don’t fret,” she said. “I made sure to put a little aside, just for you.”

“Well that makes me feel special,” I replied, pulling my own knife. “Let’s have it, then.”

She raised her hand and I lunged – away from her, out the doorway and into the trellised wine garden. The magic she’d put aside for me ate through the door post at head level the same way I’d once seen Kettle demolish a slice of cake – blink and you missed it.

My thigh betrayed me yet again. My lunge turned into a stumble, which quickly became a fall. I knocked myself a good one to the temple on the corner of a bench. I ended up on the absolutely filthy flagstones, seeing stars and cursing. But I kept going at a crawl, because Gammond sure as hells wasn’t going to wait for me to get my shit together.

“We neither of us are spry, exactly,” she said behind and above me, “but I’m moving a mite quicker than you.” She punctuated her sentence with a kick in the ribs. It wasn’t the worst I’d ever gotten, but I was already wobbly. It put me on my right side, my back against the leg of a table. My knife hand was closest to the ground, which was not optimal. But the stars had cleared.

She was already crouched over me, and her knife was coming down. I got my left arm up in time, and took the point on the forearm. I didn’t bother supressing the scream. I did bother to get my own knife into the side of her calf.

Call it a draw.

After that it was a mad fucking scramble, not a knife fight. She got a knee on my sternum and I got my free hand on the wrist of her knife hand. She tried to do the same and I took her pinkie most of the way off, more by chance than anything. She screamed and bled and pushed her knife down with furious strength towards the hollow of my throat, and my stitched-up shoulder wasn’t up to keeping that from happening. Pinned by her knee and her body weight, I couldn’t twist away. But my knife hand was free, and a lot faster than hers. I buried it in her armpit just as the point of her blade penetrated my skin. Then I twisted.

The strength left her arm. She didn’t make a sound. I pulled my knife out and a torrent of blood followed.

She lost her grip on the knife and slumped forward onto me, dead weight. I pushed her to the side and she sprawled out on the flagstones. She took a few shuddering breaths as the crimson puddle slowly spread. And then she didn’t take any more breaths.

Somebody started clapping.

TWENTY-FIVE
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MAR STOOD IN THE VINE-fringed street entrance to the wine garden, half-in the dappled shade provided by the pergola, gloved hands slow clapping. Behind her were Balthaz and Eyebrow. All of them looked the worse for wear. Their smart suits were dusty, bloody and torn, and only Balthaz still had his hat. But they were still in far better shape than me. They looked that stage of beat-up that makes you angry and hateful instead of just exhausted and hurting. No-name was nowhere to be seen; maybe Gammond had done for him.

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen a scrap like that,” said Mar. “Properly vicious, that was.”

“Our poppet has teeth, and no mistake,” Eyebrow offered.

Mar nodded. “I admit I was looking forward to killing that cunt myself. I was counting on it, in fact. But I find myself satisfied.” She turned to the big man. “Are you good with that, Bal?”

He nodded.

She looked at Eyebrow. “How about you, Vin?”

“Yeah, I’m good. It’s not like it can be undone, anyway.”

She looked back at me. “We are all alright with that bitch’s death.”

“I’m so fucking pleased to hear it.” I stood to face them. I needed the table to do it, and to stay on my feet once it was done, but I did it. I still had my blooded knife in hand, and I’d picked up Gammond’s toothpick on my way up, to fill the other. I spat, and it went out bloody. I hadn’t even realized I’d done something to my mouth, but it seemed the inside of my cheek had got torn up somewhere along the way. I took a deep breath through my nose, and let it out slow.

“Who’s next, then?” I asked.

Mar snorted. “You can barely stand.”

“Oh, don’t worry about me, Mar. You I could do lying down.”

Eyebrow grinned. “Damned if I’m not having all sorts of imaginings right now.”

I cocked my head at him. “I thought you preferred men.”

He shrugged. “I do. But any sort of dirty gets my attention, honestly.”

“Button your idiot lips, Vin,” Mar told him, never looking away from me. “Amra, put your blades down. You’re in no fit state and you know it.”

“What I know is that you lot aren’t any better than this evil bitch was. You’ll ask your question until you get your answer, or until you realize you won’t be getting shit. Either way, there’s no good end for me. So take out your knife, Mar, and let’s have a dance.”

She didn’t. “We aren’t going to ask you anything, Amra. You’ve demonstrated your aversion to cooperation, and frankly I can’t be arsed to bother anymore. We’re going to take you back to Coroune, all pleasant-like and civilized, and there we will wait for your lover to come calling. I think it’s a safe bet he will. Either way, there’s no reason for you to take any further punishment.”

I pointed my blade at her. “You stuck a knife in me. My own fucking knife. This knife right here, as it happens. There’s definitely reason, shitheel.”

Mar smiled. “Fine then. Come.”

“Why don’t you come here?”

“Because I want to watch you shamble a bit before I put you on the ground.”

I wasn’t going to do that. Like as not I’d end up on my face before I reached her, and wouldn’t that be embarrassing.

“Well I guess we can stand here and glare at each other, then, until you realize you’ll have to make me move. Ah. By the way. The governor isn’t happy with you lot. He’ll be even less happy when he finds out you tried to yank me from the cell that I was occupying on his order. Which he will, if he hasn’t already.”

Mar put on a patently false impressed face. “The lord governor is an important man, second only to the king. Thankfully, it’s the king that we work for. Now put your pig stickers on the table and come along quiet, you mouthy bitch. I’m tired of talking.”

“I’d bet gold the king has no idea what you’re about. In fact, I’d bet heavy you’re Tuyet’s lackeys, bought and paid for. Morno certainly seemed to think so.”

I had no idea who Tuyet was, of course, but Morno certainly had, and hearing the name hadn’t made him smile. Mar didn’t smile either.

“Put the fucking knives on the table, Amra, nice and easy. It’s time to go.”

“Lick my notional balls.”

“Last chance. You can put down your blades and we’ll assist you, or you can continue being stupid, get your ass beaten to a pulp, and then we can drag you.”

“You talk too much, Mar.”

She let out a small sigh. “Vin, go get me this daft, stubborn whore. No need to be gentle about it.”

Vin smiled at me and shrugged. He took off his coat, then rolled his head around, stretched his neck and strolled toward me with his hands open and low. I put myself in a guard position as best I could, which was not very well. I had to lean against the table for support, and I couldn’t raise my left arm up even to my head. He didn’t slow as he got into knife range, and I went for a belly thrust, which he batted away with ease with one hand while he punched me dead in the face with the other. Right between the fucking eyes. I rocked back and almost fell, but got Gammond’s toothpick up quick enough to dissuade him from following through. A ring he was wearing had split the skin on my forehead, and blood slithered down instantly, fouling my right eye.

I started throwing thrusts and cuts with all the quick I could muster. Precision was beyond me, for the most part. Some he deflected, the rest he dodged. I got him sweating a little, but his friendly, amused smile never faltered. And when I made a thrust that was a little too forceful and brought my weight onto my injured thigh, he was ready for the opening and brought his fist down on my jaw with force. It put me on my back on the table. I blacked out for a moment, and he was on top of me. He stripped the knives from my slackened grip before I got my head back together and put them in his belt.

“Don’t feel bad,” he said, taking a step back. “If you weren’t beat to shit, it would have been a proper fucking contest, poppet. You have my respect.”

“Shove your respect up your ass.” I just lay in the table, hurting and bleeding.

“Get up, Amra,” said Mar. “Time to go.”

I closed my eyes. Well, eye. Blood had put paid to seeing out of the right one. “Go fuck yourself with a harpoon, Mar. I’m tired.”

“Boys, be so kind as to drag that gobshite off the table. We have places to be.”

Balthaz and Eyebrow got me by the upper arms and pulled me to an upright position, then dragged me out of the wine garden and into the street. Mar followed. People gawped form safe distances, but there wasn’t any traffic. Lucernans aren’t stupid, by and large.

We didn’t make it ten feet down the street before the watch finally arrived, in force. Had to be a dozen of them that rounded the corner if not more, all with their bully sticks out and their hobnail boots on. And at their head was Kluge.

“Hey, Kluge,” I said with a nod. “I was wondering when you were going to show up.”

“Amra Thetys. You are a fugitive from the King’s justice.”

“Hey, that’s in the nature of a misunderstanding. I’d’ve been happy to stay in my cell. These shitheads had other ideas.” I nodded to Balthaz and Eyebrow.

“Then you’ll have no qualms turning yourself over to me.”

“Slap the manacles on,” I replied, raising my hands as best I could. “Sooner is better.”

Mar stepped out in front. “Amra Thetys is coming with us, inspector.”

“Watch commander. And who are you, exactly?”

“My pardon, watch commander. We are the gentlemen from Coroune. Some of them, at any rate.”

Kluge cocked his head. “You must be Emara. I’d wager that’s Balthaz and Vincel behind you.” Kluge took a couple of steps forward. “You three are also under arrest, by order of the lord governor.”

Mar laughed. “Then there’s been a mistake, commander. We answer only to the king.”

“You can mention your concerns to lord Morno when you see him. You needn’t wait long; he’s on his way. But at this moment you need to let go of the thief, get on your knees, and put your hands on your head. All of you. Now.”

“We both know that’s not going to happen, commander.”

“It is,” Kluge replied, tapping his well and unfurling a whip of blue-white light that writhed on the cobbles at his feet. “The only question is how much trouble you’ll give beforehand.” He gestured with is free hand and the watch quick-timed it and surrounded us, truncheons at the ready.

I smiled, though it hurt. “Go the watch!” I paused, thinking about the words that had just come out of my mouth. “Now there’s something I never thought I’d say.”

“You are making a grave mistake,” Mar practically hissed at Kluge.

“I’ll give you a three count.” Kluge replied. “One.”

“You’ll be hanged,” Mar told him.

“Two.”

Kluge never got to three.

Swear to gods, I heard someone giggle. It came from everywhere and nowhere, and was accompanied by a chill that made me shudder. And I wasn’t the only one that heard it.

“What the hells was that?” Eyebrow asked, and Balthaz shook his head and tightened his grip on my arm.

I heard a ruckus behind us and twisted around to see what was what.

“Oh, fuck me,” I breathed.

All the dead fuckers inside Tambor’s started pouring out into the street, moving sharper than the dead had any right to. And they were all pounding towards our little standoff.

“On your guard!” Kluge screamed, but too late. The dead hit the thin, unready rank of watchmen behind us. They went down. Screaming commenced.

Chaos blossomed; ugly, harsh and desperate.

But when everything goes to shit, opportunities arise. You just have to be quick enough to capitalize on them. Balthaz let go of my arm to fend off one of the belligerent corpses, and Eyebrow was more than a little distracted. I raked my boot down his shin, not gently, and he swore. I was able to break his grip on my arm and take my knife from his belt before he punched me in the side of the head. I went down hard and ended on my back, but I kept hold of the knife.

“Not the fucking time, poppet,” he said. And then a dead man jumped on his back. And bit his ear off.

“I beg to differ, jackass,” I muttered as I crawled off.

I’d like to say I crawled towards Kluge intentionally, but the truth is, I wasn’t moving towards anything – just away from, well, everything.

“Get behind me, Amra.” I looked up, and there he was, swinging his whip. I crawled behind him. Because I felt like it, dammit, not because he said so. I glanced back and saw he was taking chunks out of the dead with it. It wasn’t stopping them, though. They were chewing through the watch. Often literally. The gentlemen were all still standing though, the fuckers. They guarded each other’s backs in a way that spoke of long practice, and unlike some of the watch, they didn’t seem inclined to run away.

I watched one of Kluge’s men get his throat bitten out and fall to the street. And then he got back up and switched sides. Just like that.

“We need to go, Kluge. You are not fucking winning.”

“I’m not leaving my men,” he grated out while snapping his light whip at one of the belligerent corpses. It wrapped around the dead man’s neck, and popped it off clean, with a slight sizzle. That seemed to work; the two discrete pieces of person fell to the cobbled and moved no more. But the numbers were still not moving in Kluge’s favour.

“Nobody said to leave ‘em. Just call a retreat!”

“You don’t really understand the function of the city watch, do you? It’s our duty to deal with thins such as this.”

“I understand that you’re getting your ass kicked, and I fucking doubt you’ve ever had to deal with ‘things such as this’, Kluge.”

I don’t know if he caught that last part. One of his own men died and then rose up while I was talking and tried to strangle him. Kluge staggered back, and sheared the dead man’s arms off at the elbows with his whip. There was enough blood in the corpse to give Kluge a face-full, beating heart or no.

And then Gammond stepped out into the street, dead-eyed and bloody and not at all breathing, and things got much, much worse.

TWENTY-SIX
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BEING DEAD HADN’T ADVERSELY affected Gammond’s ability to work magic. She raised her hand, the one with the pinkie dangling by a thin ribbon of flesh, and did her glowing needles trick again. She raked all the combatants, indiscriminately. The dead didn’t even flinch at being pierced. The living sure as hells did. After her first volley, maybe half a dozen watchmen were still upright and breathing.

One of her darts pierced my ear. An inch to one side and it would have taken my eye. And kept going.

I heard Kluge grunt. I guess he got hit, too, but if so, he didn’t let it slow him. He kept up the beheadings.

“Get Gammond!” I told him.

“She’s too far away.”

“You either get her or get away from her, Kluge. Or we’re all going to die.” Actually, there weren’t any watch left standing. Well, not standing and breathing. Running away, yes.

He did something magely and invisible to my eye, and Gammond started clawing at her face.

“That won’t last,” he muttered, and went back to cracking his whip.

“Then let us fucking depart.”

“I can’t let these things run loose.”

“Pretty sure they’ll follow me wherever I go.”

He took a moment to glare at me. “Dead gods, Amra. What have you done?”

“Do you want to extract confessions or do you want to live?”

He swore. Then he used his free but injured arm to get me on my feet, still removing the heads of any dead man that got too close while he did it. Then he started dragging me to the closest doorway, which happened to be a private house. I tried to help, but I was doing good to not fall down.

“Is Morno really coming, or were you bluffing?”

“He’s on his way, with a company of arquebusiers. He does not take the gentlemen lightly.”

I could see why. All three of them were still standing, still fighting. Scattered around them was a messy ring of twice-dead men. Most of the corpses had their skulls crushed or their necks askew, from what I could see.

Kluge got to the door, tried the knob. It was locked. He swore, then barked out a short phrase in what sounded like Kantic. The door swung open, but the lock’s mechanism was now slag. He dropped me into the entryway, which I couldn’t help but notice was decorated with the ugliest hand-painted wallpaper imaginable, and then he spun around to deal with the crowd of corpses that were almost on us.

I lay on a faded brown rug that smelled of dog piss, and I panted. And bled.

I am bored now, little thief.

My heart skipped a beat.

All that was left was to see who would take you, and what they would do to you. Now, nearly all the moves have been made.

“Visini.” It had to be. Who else would’ve brought the dead to fuck with me? “Where are you?” I sat up, painfully.

Close.

“Show yourself, then.”

It has been an enjoyable time. One of the better hunts. Would it be the mad mage? I thought she might break your mind. The criminals, I was certain, would slit your throat if they managed to corner you. The king’s minions would have kept you alive in some oubliette to lure out your lover, but I am certain you would have been disposed of, when your usefulness was at an end. You ran well, and fought well when cornered. I have been amused.

“All you Blades talk too fucking much. Just reveal yourself already, you tedious twat.”

The mageling who now defends you should have imprisoned you on his master’s order, and because all your many crimes have been revealed – the stolen wine was only the start, after all. Only the first letter you wrote. That would have meant a hanging. I like hangings. They are festive affairs.

“What fucking letters? Never mind, I don’t give a shit. Just show yourself.” Painfully, I got to my feet. I wasn’t going out on my ass if I could help it.

It looks like you’ve managed to squirm out of every end I created for you. That has never happened before. Not quite. Perhaps I should just let you go.

“Kerf’s rancid piles. Just reveal yourself so I can end you.”

Or... or I could kill them all, the ones that are left, with your hand on my hilt. Should I do that?

“You should go fuck yourself is what you should do.”

Kill them all and serve me, she continued, as if I had not spoken. It bears thinking on.

“You should acknowledge me as your goddess,” came a different voice. Chuckles’ voice. She appeared before me, between me and Kluge’s back, looking solemn as a judge.

Begone, sister. You have had your chance. She is mine to play with, now.

“You will not survive her attentions, Amra,” said Chuckles. “She will use you to slaughter everyone in view, and then she will force you to kill yourself last. It is her way.”

Begone, shadow. Disembodied fetch. Your time is finished.

“The night we were born, she forced our husband to slaughter all of his servitors. She bound him while the rest of us had our revenge. And then, as he lay broken and... disassembled on the chamber floor, she forced him to end his own life. He reached into his own chest with taloned fingers, and crushed his own heart.”

Do not think to mollify me with charming memories, sister. This one is mine, and I will have her.

“You know what?” I said, looking out past Kluge at the melee below, and the bright light that had appeared in the midst of it. “Both of you can eat shit.”

The brightness winked out, and in its place stood Holgren. And he was wearing his ass-kicking boots.

Ah. At last! I was almost convinced the lover would not make an appearance.

“Yeah, well, he’s been waiting for you to do it first.”

Visini giggled.

Holgren raised his hands, and storm winds issued from them. All the belligerent dead, including Gammond, started tumbling down the street. The gentlemen, further bloodied but still not broken, went with them. I hobbled to the doorway, using the walls to keep me upright until I was standing beside Kluge.

When Holgren had cleared the street for about fifteen feet in both directions, he let the winds die. And then he started making a pink mist of the corpses as they got to their feet, one by one. I wanted to say hello, but didn’t want to distract him.

Even dead, Gammond was good with the illusion magic. And even dead, it seemed she held on to her grudges. Holgren didn’t see her coming. I didn’t either. She just suddenly appeared behind him, and then she threw herself on his back and started biting and tearing.

Visini laughed out loud.

Holgren barked out a curse, managed to get hold of one of her arms, and flung her away from him. She landed hard, but was already raising her hand to give him something of the art that he wouldn’t like.

He was quicker. With a snarl and a flick of his long fingers, he turned her into a red smear on the cobbles.

Gammond was finally finished, unless puddles could put up a fight. But the remaining dead hadn’t spent the time being idle. Holgren got maybe one shuddering breath in before he was beset.

He brought up the punishing wind again, and this time he added fire. They burned as they rolled and tumbled down the street.

This one is a killer, Visini said. I will need more fodder to bring him down, I think.

If Holgren was here, that meant he knew where Visini was, even if I didn’t exactly. Which meant it was time to end her.

“Do it!” I screamed at Holgren.

“Do what?” he shouted back. A shopkeeper from across the street ran out of his shop, his face blank and slack, and threw himself at Holgren. He was followed by a woman who might have been his wife, or a patron, and a girl who couldn’t have been more than four years old. Holgren pushed them off, but they weren’t interested in desisting.

“Use your secret weapon!”

“What secret weapon? My amiable personality?” Up and down the street, more people were coming out of their houses and shops. Young and old, they all looked like lackwits, and they were all running straight at Holgren.

There is no secret weapon, Visini informed me. I made that up, and put it in your head.

An icy wind blew through my soul. If she wasn’t lying, then all I’d gone through to get to this point had been for nothing. If she was telling the truth, then we were going to die unless we got away.

I didn’t see how we were going to get away. It looked like the entire population of the Foreigner’s Quarter was intent on climbing on top of Holgren.

“You absolute cunt!” I screamed.

“Well that’s uncalled for,” said Holgren, fending off Mar and Balthaz, who were just as blank-faced as everyone else, and then some fellow with one leg, dressed in a baker’s apron.

“Not you, lover!” I tried to think. Everything had gone bad. Holgren wouldn’t kill women and children just to save himself, that much I was sure of. But he could get away, by using Lagna’s eye. I opened my mouth to tell him to do it.

And then Visini took over.

I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t move. I watched a horde of humanity climb onto and bury Holgren, even as he blew dozens of people away from him with his magic. And at last, I knew exactly where the Blade that Binds and Blinds was. Where she had been the whole time, from the moment I’d stood in front of the ruins of my house. From before that.

In my fucking hand.

It was a pleasant affair. The best in a century or more. Your struggles bordered on magnificent. But it is over now.

She let me have my memories back. My true memories. Starting with the slack-jawed man who had walked up to me as soon as I’d set foot on the dock and pressed the Blade into my unwilling hand, and then silently thrown himself into the bay.

I took three hours from you, more or less. I altered a few memories, and suppressed a few more. The less I have to meddle, the more satisfying it is. The more... artful.

I’d abandoned my trunk. Walked to the nearest inn, rented a room, called for paper and ink. Wrote out confessions of all my past crimes, and paid a succession of message boys, handsomely, to deliver them to the governor. Then I’d taken a hack to the Promenade.

Your mageling has not been able to find you since the moment you stepped ashore, of course. Not even with Lagna’s eye. Not until I allowed him to.

“Damn it,” said Kluge beside me. “I have to help him.” He strode out into the street, and used that voice I’d heard him use once before, in the Spindles. The one suffused with magic. The one people had no choice but to listen to, and obey.

“Stop,” he said. “Go home.”

Nobody stopped, and nobody went home. He tried again. And then he just started dragging people off the dogpile. It was pointless.

You will kill this one. Then the others in the street. And, finally, the mage you love so dearly.

“No, I fucking will not.” I tried to say it. But no words came out.

That is what they all say. Even as the blade bites deep. Especially then.

“No,” I said again, but not with my mouth. My mouth screamed “Kluge! Help!”

“She is the Blade That Binds and Blinds,” Chuckles told me. I’d forgotten about her. She stood next to me now. She put an imaginary hand on my arm; the first time she’d ever ‘touched’ me. “First she blinded you, now you are bound. You will kill him, and everyone else involved in this affray. I am your only hope. Ask for my intercession, avatar to goddess.”

She will do no such thing. She hates you, sister, as much as we hated Gyron.

Kluge left off his hopeless task. His face was grim and frustrated. He walked back towards me.

My hand tightened on the Blade.

“Ask, Amra,” said Chuckles again. “There is no more time.”

Silence, sister. You lost months ago. Visini sounded a little put out.

Who was Kluge to me? He’d shown me cruelty. And kindness. But I was not a killer unless I had to be. And in this instant, I did not have to be. I wouldn’t be able to say that in a few more moments.

“All right, Chuckles.” My mind said it, if my mouth did not.

“Kalara.”

“All right, Kalara. Rescue my ass.”

“Swear yourself to my service.”

SILENCE!

Visini made me lunge at Kluge. It was too soon; he was still too far away, and I was not limber enough to pull it off. His expression was a mixture of stunned and frightened.

“Fuck. I swear myself to your service–”

Just like that, my body was my own, and I let the Blade drop to the cobbles. I went down as well. Out in the street, the insane scrum of people piling onto Holgren suddenly went still. I could hear him cursing from somewhere inside it.

“–when it fucking suits me.”

“That is cheating,” Kalara informed me with a frown.

“That’s grammar,” I replied, panting. “I hadn’t finished my sentence.”

“What the hells are you doing, woman?” Kluge shouted, and I raised a hand. “Sorry. Bad magic knife here made me do it.”

“Conditional bonds go both ways, Amra,” said Chuckles. “I warn you. We will discuss it later.”

“Somebody told me stupid should be painful, or something like.”

“I was there. It was a boy with a bucket of worms.”

“Well, it came from his ma, but whatever. The point stands.”

“Who are you talking to?” Kluge asked me, confusion writ plain on his face. He was getting only my side of the conversation, of course.

“Nobody you want to know, Kluge. Trust me.”

While I was bickering with Chuckles, Kluge had gotten close enough to be within reach of the Blade. And now he was reaching for it, like an imbecile.

So I punched him in the face.

“Don’t fucking touch it, you halfwit!”

He staggered back, crimson suddenly gushing down his upper lip. I hadn’t actually meant to bloody his nose. But it’s not like I was sorry.

“It’s one of the Eightfold’s Blades and you want to just pick it up? What the hells is wrong with you?”

Glaring at me, he pulled out a kerchief and tried to stanch the bleeding. “It... called to me,” he muttered.

“Well ignore it, for fuck’s sake.” I looked at Chuckles – Kalara. It would take some doing to get used to that. “Now. How do I break this fucking thing?”

“I have no idea,” Kalara replied.

I stared at her, stunned. “How can you not know?”

“You are the only person in the world with any experience in breaking a Blade of the Eightfold Goddess. You are quite literally the expert, not me.”

I spat at her feet. “Shittiest bargain ever.”

“But you do have to break it. You can’t just throw it into the sea.”

“Says fucking who?”

“Says me, your goddess, whose service you are sworn to.”

“Who are you talking to?” asked Kluge again.

“Kalara, the Knife That Parts the Night,” I replied. “Or as I like to call her, Chuckles. Now give me your jacket.”

“What? Why?”

“Fucking give it.”

He shrugged out of the bloody thing with a glare and handed it to me. I threw it over the Blade and wrapped it up. Probably I could have handled it freely now, but fuck that. “Shittiest bargain in the history of both shit and bargains,” I muttered.

You think you have won.

“You can still talk, eh? Well, at the very least I haven’t fucking lost yet.”

You may be immune to my charms, now. But they are not. None of these mortals. I can call this whole city to take me up, and I will.

I didn’t like the sound of that.

Run, little thief. Or hide. It will make no difference in the end.

TWENTY-SEVEN
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I GUESS WHEN VISINI bound people, the greater the number she bound, the coarser her control was. All the people who’d started pouring out of the buildings surrounding Tambor’s looked and acted more or less like humans do, if they were rats-in-a-bag crazy. I mean, they looked angry-ish, if vacant and stupid. But they had not been clumsy.

The ones who were now running down the street from further away were clumsy as hells, and slack-faced in a way that suggested they’d never moved a muscle in their face.

They slammed into each other in their haste to get to the Blade, or tripped over their own feet, and the ones who fell just picked themselves up and lumbered on.

I stuffed the coat-wrapped Blade down my vest and started running. Well, limping really fast for somebody with a hole in their leg. Staying in a house with a front door that couldn’t be locked seemed like a bad idea. Not that I had any better ones. Sometimes it’s best if you just let the primal part of your mind take over, especially when the logical part starts shitting its metaphorical pants.

Kluge was not immune, and he was the closest to me. He grabbed my shoulder and spun me around, reaching for the Blade with his other hand.

I punched him in the throat, and he let go. And gagged.

The writhing pile of bodies that covered Holgren began untangling themselves. I was pretty sure they weren’t going to make their way home, once they gained their feet. I was pretty sure Holgren would have the same idea as the rest, too. I hobbled faster, even though it was hopeless.

And then I heard the sound of iron-shod hooves on the cobbles, and Morno turned the corner, mounted on a big bay. Behind him, arquebusiers followed at a quick time. He saw me, and took in the situation in an instant.

“Amra Thetys!” Morno shouted. “Close your eyes and cover your ears!”

I gawped at him.

“DO IT,” he thundered, reaching into his breast pocket and then drawing his hand out. He raised it high, and in it now was something small and incandescent. Actinic sparks and jags dripped from his hand, dissipating before they reached the ground. I damned well knew magic when I saw it. I did what I was told.

The light that came a moment after was bright enough to make my eyes water even with my lids tight shut. The sound that accompanied it was deeper than the deepest bass drum, and it passed through my flesh and bones slow enough that I could track its progress. It felt as if every molecule of my being was shifted slightly and then put back in place.

I didn’t like it much.

When it was over, I cautiously opened my eyes. I turned and looked at my pursuers.

They were sprawled out in the street behind me, in heaps. Holgren was in there. Somewhere.

“Fuck! Fuck! Are they dead?”

“They are not.

“What the fuck is that?” I asked, pointing at the thing in his hand. It was about the size of his palm, disc-shaped, and made of some gray metal I didn’t recognize.

“An artefact from the god wars. Translated, it is called Peacemaker. It’s quite effective for putting down riots. And whatever this is.”

“Where the fuck did you get it?”

He gave me a witheringly bland look. “I won it at the fair.”

“How long will they stay down?”

“A few minutes. Now, if you’re done with your questions, perhaps you will explain why half of the Foreigners’ Quarter is chasing you. Or must I guess?”

Behind him came the clatter of an arquebus hitting the cobbles. Then another. Then lots. They were coming, his troops. Or rather Visini’s troops now. Morno twisted in the saddle and raised Peacemaker again.

I didn’t cower this time, being behind it. I watched what he did to activate it. There was no trigger word. He just slid a finger over the top edge, and the thing woke. Then he did it again, and it spoke.

I didn’t like it any better the second time, though it wasn’t nearly as disturbing when you were standing behind it.

All the red uniformed arquebusiers fell, puppets with cut strings.

Vexing, said Visini, and before I could think of a response, Morno had dismounted and was walking stiffly towards me. His face had gone slack in that tell-tale way. He still held the artefact in his hand, loosely, forgotten. His other hand was already reaching for the Blade.

“I’m really sorry about this, governor.” I grabbed him by the shoulders as he reached for the Blade, and kneed him in the crotch with all the force I could muster. He went to his knees. Apparently that kind of pain cut through even Visini’s control.

Then I pried Peacemaker out of his hand and, with not a little difficulty, mounted his deeply mistrustful bay. Once you commit one hanging offense, there’s no point quibbling about a couple more. I needed both the horse and the gewgaw more than he did. Mounted, I had a good chance to outrun whoever Visini sent after me. Assuming I could keep my seat, that was. Horses and I never got on well. And Peacemaker would settle anyone I couldn’t outpace.

“I don’t know if you can hear me, governor,” I said, “but again, I’m really, extremely sorry about your testicles and do not want to be hanged. I’m also not stealing your horse and your, uh, prize from the fair. I’m just borrowing them. I will definitely be returning them. If I live and such.”

He was already struggling, unsteadily, to regain his feet. So I tested Peacemaker on him, just to make sure I knew how it worked.

He went down heavy.

I twisted the horse’s head around and cantered off.

“I am well and truly fucked now, if I wasn’t before,” I told the horse. It offered no sympathy.

~ ~ ~
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VISINI TRIED TWICE more to mob me, but between the horse and Peacemaker, I had her number. I felt bad about leaving whole neighborhoods sprawled out in the street, but not bad enough to forbear using Morno’s artefact on them.

Then she started making people fling themselves out of upper story windows to try and bring me down. I kicked Morno’s bay into a gallop, and the clatter of iron shod hooves striking the cobbles almost drowned out the sound of falling bodies and breaking bones.

Almost.

I was at a loss as to what to do to destroy her. At that point I was just moving to avoid being overwhelmed. I couldn’t just endlessly ride around the city. And every moment the Blade continued to exist meant people were getting hurt. Maimed. Killed.

“Chuckles.”

“Kalara.”

“Whatever. Can Visini hear my thoughts?”

“Not unless you speak them aloud, the way you’re doing right now.” The ‘like an idiot’ part was implied by her tone. She really was picking up human emotions. I didn’t know what to make of that, but if it was something to ponder, the pondering would have to wait for another day. Assuming I got another day.

At least Visini wouldn’t know what I was planning on doing before I did it, which was something. If only I had a plan to keep from her.

I thought hard about it as I raced out of the Foreigners’ Quarter, and into the adjacent Artists’ Quarter. I hadn’t given it a thought until now. I hadn’t had to, because I’d been convinced that Holgren would deal with Visini’s demise. I really should have twigged to the fact that Holgren cleaning up this mess was just too easy, too convenient. For better or worse, and for whatever insane reason, the Eightfold’s Blades were mine to deal with. Mine alone.

Abanon I had destroyed by turning her own destructive power against her. Chuckles had chosen to give up her physical form, rather than be trapped in the nowhere place I had created as a prison for her and for the Telemarch’s chaos magic. I couldn’t see how either of those situations were applicable now.

If there was a way to turn Visini’s powers against her, I just couldn’t see it.

If there was a way to get her to voluntarily destroy herself, it didn’t occur to me.

I decided to try and destroy the Blade that Binds and Blinds the old-fashioned way – by pummelling the shit out of it, until nothing remained but crumbs and dust. I didn’t know if it was possible, but there was only one way to find out. And there was only one place in the city, I reckoned, that stood a chance of doing it.

I nudged the bay to greater speed, and set course for the Sanvage Iron Works – and its modern marvel, the steam-powered drop hammer.

“You see, Holgren?” I said. “I do listen when you prattle on.”

Holgren had gone on at length about his tinkering, back when we were people of leisure, lounging around our now burnt-out manse. I confess I listened with half an ear at best, but that half an ear always perked up when he complained about costs – and he complained about the cost of steel often. He’d often called the Sanvage Metal Works rapacious, and just as often blathered on about their ‘ingenious use of steam.’

I’d asked him why he didn’t just go to a blacksmith, and he’d explained that that would be a good way to have a gun blow up in your face. Sanvage had the only blast furnace in Lucernis, and only a blast furnace could get the metal hot enough to burn out the impurities to a level sufficient for his purpose. They also had what he said was the only steam-powered drop hammer anywhere, which was, apparently, far superior to the ordinary triphammer if your aim was to bash things real good.

I found myself burdened with an overwhelming desire to bash something real good.

TWENTY-EIGHT
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DON’T GET NOTICED. That’s the first thing the world taught me about survival. When I was very young, and my father was very drunk, I’d hide in the muck under the shack we inhabited. There I listened to his stone fists punish the flesh of my mother. He would not have pulled his punches for me; he barely did when he was sober. I wouldn’t have survived him in a rage.

My mother didn’t, in the end.

He didn’t notice me that last night, until I slammed the scaling knife into his back.

When I was a little less young, stealing on the streets of Bellarius, I learned how to slip through crowds unnoticed, dipping pockets and pilfering from stalls and shops. Getting caught meant a beating at the very least, and being beaten to death by an angry mob if my luck was completely out. I learned to be a shadow and a whisper.

And then the Purge began.

They hunted us gutter children, death squads backed by an archmage. All my hard-won skill at being unnoticed was a shabby joke in the face of that. One night, chased by Blacksleeves through the alleys and across the rooftops of the Girdle, my luck finally ran out.

The big scar, the one that nearly took my left eye, came from a wild swing of the Blackseeve’s dirk that I just wasn’t quick enough to dodge. The others that he put on my face as he sat on my chest were according to some pattern or plan that only he understood.

He didn’t notice me get an arm free. He didn’t notice me get my hand on the little rusty stiletto I kept in my belt, at the small of my back. He was too engrossed in what he was doing to my face.

He noticed when I opened up his neck, though.

That’s when the world taught me the second thing: Sometimes you can’t hide. Sometimes you have to run. So, I’d stowed away on a ship bound for, I found out when we reached it, Lucernis.

Now, Visini. I couldn’t hide from her, and I couldn’t run from her. She had caught up to me as soon as I stepped off the fucking ship, and she’d been having her fun with me ever since.

But I knew what to do when you couldn’t run, and you couldn’t hide. The world didn’t teach it to me. I discovered it inside me a long, long time ago. I think it was always there, a cold truth that cannot be altered by time or circumstance, that cannot be misinterpreted or wished away.

When you can’t run and you can’t hide, when something relentless and unstoppable is trying to end you, when something is destroying the people and the things you care about, you stick a blade in it.

And then you watch it bleed out, to make sure it’s well and truly dead.

I never wanted a war. Maybe I had no chance – even if I managed to end the Blade that Binds and Blinds, there were still five of her sisters out there, waiting to end me. But I’ve always been outnumbered and overpowered. And if the Eightfold Bitch’s Blades thought they’d have me, then by all the dead gods, I had only one thing to say to them:

Not if I get you first.

I rode into the Sanvage works. There were half a dozen laborers unloading a coal cart, probably two more than were strictly necessary, since there were only four shovels and three barrows between them. They gawped at me. I smiled, took out Peacemaker, and put them down.

“Consider it an unscheduled break,” I told them, and dismounted.

Going to ground? That seems ill-advised.

“It was a good story,” I said to Visini. “The one about the bear. The one the fisherman told me.” At the far side of the yard stood a cavernous building, bigger than any barn I’d ever seen. Its doors were open wide. Behind it, the giant waterwheel that powered the furnace. And the drop hammer.

You cannot defeat me, whatever your plan is. You only delay the inevitable.

“Maybe. But this is one handy fucking artefact the governor let me borrow, I’ll tell you that. You can bind and blind all you want, but if your puppets are all asleep, it doesn’t do you much good.”

Will you put to sleep an entire metropolis? The whole world? You only borrow a little more time. Someone will take me from you, sooner rather than later. And then I will gut you, little thief.

“Not if I do you first.”

You have not the power.

I hobbled into the ironworks proper, out of the yard. The light from the forge was hellish; the men that worked around it were barely more than silhouettes, but I could tell that they were clothed from head to toe, to protect themselves from the punishing heat and stray sparks. But that wasn’t what I’d come there for.

The drop hammer wasn’t hard to find. It stood three times taller than me, and it was slamming down on a cube of metal that glowed orange-red and was about as big as my head, but was rapidly getting flatter. A boy sat behind it, pushing down on a lever, and every time he pushed, the hammer dropped straight down and then yanked itself back up. Heat warped the air around the block they were forging, so hot was it.

There was a rat’s nest of pipes above it. I had no clue how it all worked, and didn’t really care. I just wanted to beat Visini to shit.

That part seemed simple enough.

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot, that demon bear story.”

Visini didn’t bother to reply. Or rather, she bound all the workers in the building to her will, and sent them running towards me in reply. I raised Peacemaker up once more and put them all down. I kept up my slow, decidedly unsteady pace towards the drop hammer.

“In some ways, you’re just like that fucking bear. Sneaky, a terror, cleverer than you ought to be. And now, trapped. The trouble is, there’s a whole fucking city trapped with you, not just half a mountain village at the ass-end of nowhere. And I’m not made of the kind of stuff that could burn down Lucernis just to see you gone. Even if I had that sort of power.”

You do not. Which is why you will die.

“Yeah, yeah. Keep screeching. While you can.” I heard pounding footsteps coming up from behind. Her call had reached the environs around the ironworks, and the neighborhood was now pouring in.

I had Peacemaker speak once again. And then continued towards the drop hammer.

“You’re not like Abanon. You don’t want me, or anybody, to use you- you just want to torture and destroy whoever gets hold of you. I’m not smart enough to figure out how to turn your own powers against you, I have to confess. And you aren’t like Chuckles –”

“Kalara,” said Chuckles.

“Unless you’ve got something useful to say, Chuckles, shut the fuck up. I’m talking to your bitch sister right now.”

Chuckles apparently had nothing useful to say, so I continued.

“You can’t be forced out of your form to continue your purpose, because your only purpose, as far as I can tell, is to fuck with whoever’s unfortunate enough to hold you. That being the case, I’m gonna break you the old-fashioned way.” Or at least I was going to try.

I was almost at the drop hammer, now. The heat coming off the block of iron they had been forging was brutal. I pulled the coat-wrapped Blade from my vest and carefully dropped it on top of the orange-red metal. The cloth smouldered for an instant, then burst into flame. The skin on my hand ached from just the fleeting proximity to such heat.

“How’s that feel?” I asked. “Toasty?”

Heat does not inconvenience me, fool.

I didn’t bother to respond. I was trying to figure out how to get up to the catbird seat. A ladder, pieced together from scraps of timber, rested against the back of the drop hammer, and was climbable if a travesty of carpentry. I doubted I could negotiate my battered body from the ladder into the seat itself, but I really didn’t have to. I could just stand on the ladder and pull the lever from below.

I wobbled over to it. As soon as I put a hand on the splintered wood, a brilliant light flared behind me, and I was suddenly grabbed by the collar and thrown to the ground.

It seems I cannot make you gut your lover. But I can make him gut you.

I was surprised she hadn’t thought of it before, honestly, it being the cruellest thing she could do. Holgren stared down at me for a moment, dead-eyed and passive-faced, then turned to the Blade where it rested. I couldn’t stop him. I couldn’t even get to my feet before he took up the Blade. It would cook his hand, but he wouldn’t care. Still, I tried, scrambling on the ground to grab his ankle. He kicked backwards, dismissively, not even bothering to look. The back of his heel connected with the side of my head. He reached out for the Blade with his gloved left hand- the one that carried Tanglewood’s seed in its palm.

He screamed.

What I guess you would call vines erupted from the palm of his hand, and fastened onto either side of the drop hammer. And then they pushed him away from it. He struggled, dug in his heels, but the demon seed was stronger.

“If you have any chance at all,” said Chuckles, “this is almost certainly it.”

She was not wrong. No telling how long the demon seed could keep him from immolating his hand. Gritting my teeth, I scrambled back to the ladder and climbed.

I am the Blade that Binds and Blinds. You are human filth. Prey.

“Uh, huh.” I got a hand on the lever and pulled down. It was stubborn. I pulled harder, and the drop hammer fell. I couldn’t see the Blade, but I could see the sparks. I could feel the ground tremble with the blow. I could see Holgren, straining against the thing growing out of his hand. And the thing itself, beginning to splinter and shred.

I have hunted through millennia. I will hunt through millennia more.

“Just shut up and die.” I pulled the lever again. And again. And again.

The fifth blow conjured not sparks, but a blinding red light, and an ear-piercing shriek.

“Don’t stop now,” said Chuckles.

“No shit.”

After the sixth blow, the whole world began to shake. That’s what it felt like anyway. One of the vines that kept Holgren at arm’s length from Visini, the one I could see from my vantage point, disintegrated. That seemed to cut through the hold that Visini had on him. Enough for him to scream, at least.

I pulled the lever again. The hammer dropped. The ladder and I were blown backwards by a force unlike anything I had ever experienced. The last thing I saw was the iron supports of the drop hammer, each as thick as my thigh, bulging outwards, away from the Blade, and then shattering like glass. Then I struck something with enough force to draw from me first my breath, and then my consciousness.

~ ~ ~
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“AMRA.”

Someone was shaking my shoulder. The one with the stitches. They needed to fucking stop. I reached for a knife, but came up with only air.

“Amra. Wake up now. Come on, woman.”

I cracked open an eye. The other one wouldn’t open. Felt like someone had poured glue on it. I saw Holgren’s face. He looked worried. And bloody. He was crouched over me. Behind and above him, there was a giant hole blown out of the roof. Sunlight poured in. My shoulder hurt. My head hurt. Everything fucking hurt.

“If you don’t stop shaking me,” I croaked, “I’ll claw out your other eye.”

He did stop shaking me, then, and pulled me up into a fierce hug that hurt even more. I minded it less, though.

“Did you check?”

“Check what?”

“Visini. The fucking Blade.”

“There’s nothing left.”

“I need to see.”

“You need to lay still while I get help.”

“Holgren. I need to see.”

“Stubborn woman.” But he got me to my feet and half-carried me to what remained of the drop hammer.

Nothing remained of the Blade, save its impression in the cooling iron ingot I’d lain it on top of.

“Chuckles, is it finished?”

“The Blade that Binds and Blinds is no more,” she said, appearing a little distance away.

“That’s not what I asked. Is Visini fucking dead?”

“She is neutralized, and can cause no further harm.”

“Where the fuck did she go, Chuckles?”

She stared at me with her starlight eyes, and frowned. “I’ve just now made a decision. I will no longer respond to ‘Chuckles’. You need to show the proper respect an avatar owes her goddess.”

“You need to go kill yourself.”

“Amra,” said Holgren, “You are beginning to worry me.”

“I’m not crazy, don’t worry. I’m just talking to an imaginary asshole.”

“Oh, well, that’s fine then. Can we go now? I’m afraid what’s left of this place is going to collapse on us.”

“Yeah. Let’s get out of here, lover.”

We didn’t make it out of the yard before Morno showed up, with Kluge at his side and half an army behind him. He was holding a cavalry saber. He looked deeply unhappy.

Wordlessly, I dug Peacemaker out of my pocket and held it out to him.

He took it with his free hand. “Should I keep this handy?” he asked.

I shook my head, which was a bad idea and made me wince. “No need. It’s done. Your horse is around here somewhere.”

He stared at me, at Holgren, at the ruins of the ironworks. Then he put the artefact in his vest pocket.

“Kluge. Escort them to the tower. No need for irons, I think.” He looked back at us. Well, Holgren. I was in no state to be obstructive. “Will there be?”

Holgren gave him a long look. “Not at present, at least,” he finally said.

Kluge detailed one of his men to secure a carriage. I sure as hells wasn’t up to walking to prison.

“Ey, Kluge,” I said.

“What?”

“Need to stop by Tambor’s on the way.”

He rolled his eyes.

“No, really. I left my wardrobe there. We don’t need to drink, unless you want to. Actually, I’m pretty sure I’ll be barred from setting foot in there, after today.”

TWENTY-NINE
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“I AM THE KING’S JUSTICE in this city, and I am neither lax nor dilatory.”

Morno was good at the speechifying. He gave each word a sort of gravity that was frustratingly un-mockable. Holgren and I stood in front of his desk. We’d just spent two days recuperating in the Dragonfly Tower. I tried to look contrite – I’d put the possibility of him having children in jeopardy, after all. Holgren looked like Holgren, which is to say, he listened politely but displayed not a shred of unease. The eye patch helped a lot with that.

“For failing to announce their presence in the city to me upon their arrival, the remaining gentlemen have been returned to Coroune. In irons.”

“Won’t that make the king, uh, unhappy?”

“I very much doubt his grace was even aware of their mission. Their return, and the condition in which they return, will send a message to other parties. We will speak more on them in a moment.

“The individual known as Mister Hope is being put to the question as we speak.”

“He survived?” I would not have bet money on it.

“While it isn’t impossible to question the dead, it’s rarely worth the bother. Yes, he survived. I have every confidence he will reveal each of the individuals he wished to keep you from identifying, magus, and more besides.”

I cleared my throat. Morno gave the blandest glare imaginable.

“That reminds me. You’ve still got a rat. In your offices.”

“The ‘rat’ was me,” he said. “I grew impatient waiting for the magus to take up his agreed duties.”

Holgren frowned. “That was a dangerous way to tell someone to get to work. My lord.”

“I wished to discomfit you, magus, to express my displeasure. But you and I both know that riffraff such as that is no true threat to one such as you. Or an I overestimating you?”

Holgren kept frowning. But he shook his head.

“However, events have proven that our previous agreement is no longer tenable. You are a danger to this city and the crown itself, Amra Thetys, through no fault of your own. And as Holgren Angrado is so emphatically loathe to be parted from you, it behoves me to request that you both enter into voluntary exile until such time as all the remaining Blades of the Eightfold Goddess are no more. When and if that condition has been met, we can revisit the topic of your oath, magus, and of your self-confessed crimes, mistress Thetys.”

I tried to unpack all of it, but there was a lot. “Could you say all that more plainly?”

“Twenty-three people died flinging themselves from upper story windows attempting to stop you from destroying the Blade that Binds and Blinds. Seven of them were children. Scores more are injured, many permanently, due to the affray. Leave the country, the both of you, and don’t come back until all the Blades are taken care of. I’ve got enough on you, Amra, to hang you, so don’t try my patience. Have I spoken plainly enough?”

“Ah, yes. Got it.”

“While I am speaking candidly, Holgren, know that while you bear the eye of Lagna, you will not be safe from the attentions of certain parties in Coroune. Powerful parties. Exile is as much in your interest as it is mine.”

“I understand.”

“How long do we have to clear out?” I asked.

“How long do you need?”

“A week? I’ve got some studying to do at Lagna’s temple.” I was an avatar, and I had not a single fucking clue what that meant. I needed to fix that in a hurry.

His face sort of twitched. “You have three days. I suspect you will find it more than enough time, after extended contact with the high priest there.”

“Oh, you know Lhiewyn too, then.”

“I have many burdens.”

I turned to leave, but was brought up short by the governor’s voice.

“There is one other matter.” He nodded to his assistant and the man disappeared into a side room, only to reappear a moment later carrying a basket that held empty wine bottles, and a folder. I recognized the bottles. I also recognized the folder. My heart dropped into my stomach.

“Be so kind as to count the empty bottles, mistress Thetys.”

“Five,” I said, not bothering to count.

“Thank you.” He opened the folder. There were the deeds to all my properties, the ones Mister Hope had put on the bar at Tambor’s for me to sign over. The top one was spattered with his dried blood.

Morno took the first five deeds out of the folder, not bothering to look at them, and set them to one side. Then he closed the folder and held it up for me to take.

I gritted my teeth and bit my tongue – it’s possible to do both at the same time, if you do it metaphorically – and took it from his hand. Truth be told, I probably still owed him money.

“We’re even, then?” I asked.

“Even enough. Let’s keep it that way, shall we?” He stared at me a moment longer, then seemed to make a decision.

“One last thing.” He opened a drawer and took out another folder, and handed it to me silently. This one I definitely did not recognize. I opened it. I did recognize my own scrawled handwriting, immediately. But I had only the haziest memory of writing the pages he’d given me.

They were... interesting pages. There were six of them. They were a confession of every crime I had ever committed in Lucernis.

Did you know you can actually feel it when the blood rushes away from your face? I didn’t, until that moment.

“That is the only copy,” Morno said. “Consider it repayment for returning Peacemaker and my horse. Good day to you, Amra Thetys, Holgren Angrado. Safe journey. And good hunting.”

THIRTY

––––––––
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THE NASTY OLD CODGER was still alive, all right.

Trust me when I say there’s no truth to that old saw about only the good dying young. But you would be forgiven for thinking it was a fact if you’d ever met Lhiewyn, Sage of Lucernis and high priest of Lagna. He was thoroughly crusty and acid-tongued, and from my experience, his main joy in life was making those around him feel like imbeciles. Someone as old as he was, by all rights, should have had their wits dulled down to a smooth nub, but there wasn’t a damned thing wrong with the old prick’s mind, even if the rest of him appeared to be collapsing in on itself.

Lagna’s temple was still in the middle of the Street of the Gods, and still grimy on the outside and cavernous on the inside. I was waiting when the doors opened. The smell of old musty books hit me as they creaked wide; a scent I’ve always found oddly pleasant. It didn’t make up for having to talk to Revered Lhiewyn, though.

His acolyte, or minder or whatever greeted me and led me through the stacks, once I gave him the general idea of what I wanted. His name came back to me after a moment. Jessep. The kid was all right. If I had his literally thankless job, I’d’ve smothered the old fart in his sleep years ago.

“So is your master still as charming as ever?” I asked the kid as we walked.

He gave me a strained smile. “Master Lhiewyn is, uh, remarkable in his constancy.”

“So he’s still a prick.”

“I would never refer to the revered in such a fashion,” Jessep replied, while at the same time vigorously nodding his head.

“You poor bastard.”

Jessep just shrugged his shoulders.

Lhiewyn was sitting at a desk in the middle of the stacks, doing something to an old book that involved needle and thread, and horse glue.

“Master, we have a petitioner.”

“Joy.”

Jessep took up a position behind the old man, arms behind his back, like a soldier standing behind his captain. Unlike a soldier, the kid had no issue being fidgety and letting his boredom show. He was out of his master’s line of sight, after all.

Lhiewyn looked up from his work. He seemed to recognize me. That’s how I interpreted the heavy sigh, anyway.

“It’s you. The one who likes to stab things.”

“Yes, it’s me, you dusty old fart. I don’t like you very much either.”

“Oh, how will I ever sleep tonight? Ah, that’s right, I don’t sleep for shit anyway, between the old man’s bladder and the rheumatism. I guess I’ll just have to lie awake, despondent over the fact that I have failed to make friends with a degenerate. Woe is me. What do you want, girl?”

I sat down in the chair opposite him. “I need to become an expert on avatars. I have three days.”

“You’ve grown your hair out since I last had the misfortune of seeing you. Good call. You should let it hang in your face more, though. Idiocy like yours shouldn’t be so visible.

“You know what, old man?”

“Probably, but go ahead.”

“Kerf’s balls but you are an annoying prick.”

“Don’t be crude.”

“I heard you say ‘fuck’ the last time I was here.”

“It’s not crude when old people swear. It’s charmingly eccentric.”

Behind him, his acolyte Jessep rolled his eyes hard enough that I almost heard them squeaking in their sockets.

“I’m not going to play this game with you. I don’t have the time or the patience.” I dug an emerald out of my pocket and put it on the desk in front of him. “That’s for the services of your acolyte there, for three days. And for you to stay the hells away from me.”

“Oh, you can have the pimple mill for as long as you like, if you swear not to break him. But I am the high priest of this temple, you simpleton, and I go where I like and say what I like. Now, I’m going to ask a question and you’re going to answer it, or you can take that jewel and stick it in any of your orifices that you so choose.”

Despite myself I let out a deep and necessary sigh. “What’s your question, then?”

“Why do you want to know about avatars? And don’t fucking lie. I can smell a lie like a fart in a closed carriage.”

“Because I am one, now.”

“Whose?”

“That’s two questions.”

“Aw, boo hoo. Call the watch.”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Jessep, throw this trash out.”

Jessep looked at me, focusing on my more prominent scars. Then he looked at my waist. Then back at me.

“I’m vastly underqualified for such a task, master,” he concluded.

“Gorm on a stick. You’re fired, boy.”

“You already fired me, master. Months ago.”

“Well fuck me if I wasn’t spot on, then, you useless numpty.” He turned back to me. “Tell me or fuck off, girl.”

“Kalara. Formerly known as the Knife That Parts the Night. Sometimes referred to as Chuckles.”

He sat back in his chair, looking slightly stunned. “Lagna’s reward. I knew you were stupid, but fuck me. That’s breath-taking idiocy, that is.”

“Don’t you have a nap to take or something?”

“I’m going to tell you I told you so, because that’s just who I am: The last time I saw you I told you the Eightfold was as crazy as a plateful of hair and dangerous as fuck. I fucking told you the Blades were trouble, you nitwit. And then you go and get hitched to one? I have never in my long, long life met anyone as daft as you.”

“Thank you. Thanks so much.” I started to get out of my chair, but he reached over his desk and grabbed my wrist with a twig-like hand. I could have broken his grip, easily. But I might also have broken bits of him while I was at it, he was so physically fragile.

“I’m also going to give you a small piece of advice. I’ve learned over a long, long, long life that when it comes to getting tangled up with Powers, the only way out is through. Do you understand my meaning?”

“If you mean I can’t outrun the shitstorm, then yeah, I figured that out.”

“No, that’s not what I mean, shitbrain. Of course it’s too late for you. Now it’s about everyone else. I mean you must decide where the lines are drawn, and then you keep to them, whatever comes. Whatever the cost. Because if you do not, you will be well and truly lost, for all time, and fuck knows how many you might drag down with you.”

He was a fragile old coot, but his gaze was steely and unblinking. I nodded, and he let me go. Then he stood up, slowly and painfully.

“Jessep, help this dumbfuck learn just how much trouble she’s in.”

“Are you going for a nap, then, master?”

“How the hells am I supposed to sleep after this? I’m going out to get pickled.”

~ ~ ~
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IT DIDN’T TAKE THREE days. There was enough material that I could have spent weeks wading through it all. I didn’t have weeks, and I didn’t want to be around the old bastard any longer than I had to. So I had Jessep identify the most important, most useful books, and then when he went to relieve himself, I stole them.

What? I’m a thief. And anyway, I left a note promising to return them. The ‘if I survive’ part was silent.

It was midmorning when I exited Lagna’s temple, which meant it was nearly lunch time, which in turn meant it was close enough to afternoon for a drink. That’s just logic. I walked down the steps and crossed the street, then walked down the short block to Crow street. I whistled up a hack and kneed a dirty bastard who tried to pick my pocket while I waited, hands full of freshly pilfered books. He stumbled off into the crowd, hunched over and groaning.

Gods, I would miss Lucernis.

Eventually a hack stopped. I opened the door with difficulty, let the books tumble to the floorboards and climbed in after.

I didn’t see him until I’d got the door closed and the carriage started rolling. Sneaky fuck. He wasn’t blurry shadows, this time, either – he appeared to be just as much flesh and blood as I was. That included the sewn-together lips, sadly.

“We still have not finished our conversation,” said Bath, somehow, through the stitches.

“Kerf’s weeping prick! Don’t do that.”

“It is considered bad form for an avatar to swear by another god. Or to take any god’s name in vain, for that matter.”

“Well, Chuckles doesn’t have a cock as far as I’m aware, and if she doesn’t like it, she can suck the one I also don’t have.”

He grimaced. It was horrifying. “I’m not sure even I can tease out the logic in what you just said.”

“What do you want, Bath?”

He sighed, and looked out the grimy window. “I wanted to tell you that you were right.”

“Well of course I was. What about, specifically?”

“Lyra.”

Oh, yes. Mour’s avatar. The reason I’d called him a shitloaf.

“I’ve blamed her for Mour’s destruction, you see. If she had not asked for Mour’s intercession during the Cataclysm, Mour would still exist.”

“And an entire city would have been destroyed.”

He looked back at me, and his face was solemn. “Listen carefully, Amra Thetys. You are an avatar, now, inextricably bound up in the affairs of the gods, whether you like it or not. You can no longer think and act as a mundane mortal.”

“Are you saying that the life of one goddess is worth more than the lives of hundreds of thousands of mortals?”

“In a very real way, yes I am.”

“Well thanks for letting me know how you feel.”

“You understand so little, and yet you are so sure of yourself. When a mortal dies, their soul, their essence continues in one form or another. Even those unfortunates devoured by demonkind will re-emerge, eventually. They can never be truly destroyed. But when a god perishes, Amra, it is with finality. It is truly the end. You equate life with existence. You must expand your understanding. Your old notions of how the world works will no longer suffice.”

“You expect me to think like a god? I’m sorry, but that’s just not in me, Bath.”

“I expect nothing of you, Amra. You are not my avatar, after all.”

“Then what do you want? You said I was right, and then pointed out all the ways you think I was wrong.”

He sighed. “Mour chose to accede to Lyra’s petition. That is what our conversation made me face. My... grudge against the avatar was born of the pain of loss. It was not equitable. And it tarnishes Mour’s sacrifice.”

“Well I’m real glad I could help you get to that place in your heart, Bath. I know that sounds like sarcasm, but I mean it. Now, does that mean you’re going to help me?”

He smiled. I wished he hadn’t. “It is not my place to interfere in the affairs of the elevated.”

“Well thanks for nothing then, I guess.”

“Of course, I do not always know my place. Safe travels to you, Amra Thetys.”

He disappeared. On the cracked leather seat that he had just occupied was a folded scrap of paper. I took it and unfolded it, and in spidery letters was a single word: IMRIA

“Well, thanks, I guess,” I said to the air. “But you really could have been more specific.”

THIRTY-ONE

––––––––
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“SPLITTING UP WAS A terrible idea,” Holgren told me as we left Lucernis’s harbor, bound for Imris-port. We were standing at the taffrail, with the captain’s permission. He was an amiable sort, by which I mean he was passed out in his cabin, and the first mate was indifferent so long as we did not get in the way.

“Don’t look at me. It was your idea.” But honestly, I couldn’t see how having him with me would have helped. Visini would almost certainly have manipulated him as well, perhaps into an early grave. Scratch perhaps.

“Well anyway, let’s never do that again.”

“You know I’m fine with that, lover.”

He was looking out to sea, but I was looking back at Lucernis.

“I’ve never been exiled before,” I said. “I wonder if we’ll ever see it again.”

He put his arm around my shoulders. “I’m fairly certain you aren’t welcome in Bellaria anymore as well, though I don’t know how formal they’ve made it.”

“They can make it as formal as they like in Bellaria. I’d pay money never to return. But this is different.”

He gave my shoulder a squeeze, a gentle one since my stitches were still in. “I won’t lie and tell you that you get used to it. But I will say that, as exiles go, this one isn’t so bad.”

“There’re good ones?”

“Well, no. But there are certainly worse ones. When I was banished from Fel Radoth, my likeness and crimes were posted in every ward and district. It was all very thorough and public.”

“I bet you could go back now, though. The eye patch is a surprisingly good disguise.”

He grunted. “How you feel about Bellaria is not dissimilar to my own feelings for Fel Radoth. You couldn’t pay me enough to return. Though my banishment stung at the time, and badly.”

I watched Lucernis recede until the ship was far enough away that even the squabbling, greedy seagulls stopped trailing the ship and turned back to port.

“Visini tinkered with my mind, my memories,” I told him. This was the first time we’d really had a chance to speak at length. We’d been housed separately if comfortably in the tower. “She made me believe the plan was for you to suddenly appear and end her, as soon as she revealed herself. I know that was bullshit, now, but I still don’t know what the real plan was.”

He grunted, then chuckled.

“What?”

“I’ll tell you, but you’re going to be disappointed.”

“Spill it, you.”

“We spent weeks discussing it, Greytooth, you, and I. Analyzing what the Philosophers had tried in the past, and why they had failed. We came to the conclusion that only you can destroy the Blades, because of your connection to Abanon and her mysterious plan. We also came to the conclusion that there is no way to know what must be done to destroy a particular Blade. Your role was to trigger Visini’s trap, get her to expose herself, and then, somehow, find a way to destroy her.”

“Kerf’s hairy ears, that was a shitty plan. And I agreed to it?”

He nodded. “My role was simply to watch over you, and appear and interfere if any situation seemed likely to conclude with you being dead. A role I failed at, spectacularly, since Visini blinded me to your whereabouts as soon as you stepped off your ship.”

He put his arm around my waist and pulled me close. “I wanted to come to Lucernis the moment that happened, but Greytooth dissuaded me. He said that was likely exactly what The Blade That Binds and Blinds wanted. I knew he was right, though it was difficult to admit. I may have spoken to him using a few harsh words.”

“I’m sure he forgave you.”

“He threatened to beat me about the head until sense leaked back in.”

“See? Forgiveness!”

“Of a sort, I suppose. Come on.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me away from the taffrail.

“Where are we going?”

“I’ve just recently been released from prison. A man has needs.”

“We were locked up for two days.”

“Your point being?”

I winked and smiled. “Who said I had a point?

The End

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Well. It’s, uh, been a while since we least heard from Amra and Hogren. According to Amazon, the first publication of Thief Who Wasn’t There was on June 5th, 2015, so at the time of this writing, it’s been four years and two days. That’s a long time to wait for a sequel. Not GRRM long, not Patrick Rothfuss long, but long. Too long. And for that I’d like to apologize and explain a bit.
When I finished Amra #4, my youngest was still a baby. I’d entered Mark Lawrence’s first ever Self Published Fantasy Blog-Off (the SPFBO) with Amra #1, and just been offered a contract with Ragnarok Publications. I’d already put Amra #4 up for pre-order when the offer was made, and so a grand total of 32 people, if I remember right, got the book before I had to take it down so that Ragnarok could issue their own versions of the series.
If memory serves, that was only supposed to take about four months. In reality it took more than a year for Amra #4 to come out.
Anyway, money was tight for us then. I mean, really, really tight. I was teaching English as a Second Language at the time in Vietnam, but they’d just put in place a new law that you had to have a degree to do so. I had a decade of experience, but no degree. I worked under the table for a while, because family’s gotta eat, but it wasn’t a sustainable situation. So I ended up moving to Cambodia for a time, where I could work legally, and at the same time worked like hell to finish up my Bachelor’s.
Long story short, Amra and Holgren’s next misadventure got put on the backburner, since I knew it wouldn’t be published by Ragnarok in any reasonable time frame and thus would pay for neither diapers nor formula. Then, by the time I left Ragnarok, it had moved from the back burner to the closet.
But I never stopped hearing it bumping around in there. Amra isn’t the kind of character who waits patiently for attention. Occasionally I would make a note, some bit of business, a scrap of conversation or some Amra-ism that came to me. But I didn’t have a book, or even the seed of a book, beyond the fact that Amra needed to start being proactive about all the Bad Things who wanted to do her harm. Basically, I had a title and not much more. When the time finally came to get focused on making this book a reality, it ended up being a far rougher ride than anything I’ve ever written before.
It has taken me roughly two years to get this book out. I’ve written and then discarded more words for it than you now hold in your hand – four previous versions went onto the scrap pile. Sometimes I had to stop, because I was completely lost and devoid of confidence. I wrote Prayers in Steel, An Unclean Strength and The Last God in the gap between Amra #4 and this book, because those books were much, much clearer in my mind and ready to go. I’ve also got another untitled and unreleased book that’s quite different from all my others done. Well, I say “done,” but it still needs lots of work. But it’s a complete story. 
I guess what I’m trying to say here is that I’m super late with The Thief Who Went to War, and I’m super sorry, but I swear I wasn’t being lazy.
I hope you’ll judge it worth the wait.
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