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Best Served Cold

Joe Abercrombie

For Grace

One day you will read this

And be slightly worried




Benna Murcatto Saves a Life

The sunrise was the colour of bad blood. It leaked out of the east and
stained the dark sky red, marked the scraps of cloud with stolen gold.
Underneath it the road twisted up the mountainside towards the fortress of
Fontezarmo—a cluster of sharp towers, ash-black against the wounded
heavens. The sunrise was red, black and gold.

The colours of their profession.
“You look especially beautiful this morning, Monza.”

She sighed, as if that was an accident. As if she hadn't spent an hour
preening herself before the mirror. “Facts are facts. Stating them isn't a gift.
You only prove you're not blind.” She yawned, stretched in her saddle,
made him wait a moment longer. “But I'll hear more.”

He noisily cleared his throat and held up one hand, a bad actor preparing
for his grand speech. “Your hair is like to ... a veil of shimmering sable!”

“You pompous cock. What was it yesterday? A curtain of midnight. I
liked that better, it had some poetry to it. Bad poetry, but still.”

“Shit.” He squinted up at the clouds. “Your eyes, then, gleam like
piercing sapphires, beyond price!”

“I've got stones in my face, now?”
“Lips like rose petals?”

She spat at him, but he was ready and dodged it, the phlegm clearing his
horse and falling on the dry stones beside the track. “That's to make your
roses grow, arsehole. You can do better.”

“Harder every day,” he muttered. “That jewel I bought looks wonderful
well on you.”

She held up her right hand to admire it, a ruby the size of an almond,
catching the first glimmers of sunlight and glistening like an open wound.
“I've had worse gifts.”

“It matches your fiery temper.”
She snorted. “And my bloody reputation.”

“Piss on your reputation! Nothing but idiots' chatter! You're a dream. A
vision. You look like ...” He snapped his fingers. “The very Goddess of



War!”
“Goddess, eh?”
“Of War. You like it?”

“It'll do. If you can kiss Duke Orso's arse half so well, we might even get
a bonus.”

Benna puckered his lips at her. “I love nothing more of a morning than a
faceful of his Excellency's rich, round buttocks. They taste like ... power.”

Hooves crunched on the dusty track, saddles creaked and harnesses
rattled. The road turned back on itself, and again. The rest of the world
dropped away below them. The eastern sky bled out from red to butchered
pink. The river crept slowly into view, winding through the autumn woods
in the base of the steep valley. Glittering like an army on the march, flowing
swift and merciless towards the sea. Towards Talins.

“I'm waiting,” he said.
“For what?”
“My share of the compliments, of course.”

“If your head swells any further it'll fucking burst.” She twitched her
silken cuffs up. “And I don't want your brains on my new shirt.”

“Stabbed!” Benna clutched one hand to his chest. “Right here! Is this
how you repay my years of devotion, you heartless bitch?”

“How dare you presume to be devoted to me, peasant? You're like a tick
devoted to a tiger!”

“Tiger? Hah! When they compare you to an animal they usually pick a
snake.”

“Better than a maggot.”
“Whore.”

“Coward.”

“Murderer.”

She could hardly deny that one. Silence settled on them again. A bird
trilled from a thirsty tree beside the road.



Benna's horse drew gradually up beside hers, and ever so gently he
murmured, “You look especially beautiful this morning, Monza.”

That brought a smile to the corner of her mouth. The corner he couldn't
see. “Well. Facts are facts.”

She spurred round one more steep bend, and the outermost wall of the
citadel thrust up ahead of them. A narrow bridge crossed a dizzy ravine to
the gatehouse, water sparkling as it fell away beneath. At the far end an
archway yawned, welcoming as a grave.

“They've strengthened the walls since last year,” muttered Benna. “I
wouldn't fancy trying to storm the place.”

“Don't pretend you'd have the guts to climb the ladder.”

“I wouldn't fancy telling someone else to storm the place.”

“Don't pretend you'd have the guts to give the orders.”

“I wouldn't fancy watching you tell someone else to storm the place.”

“No.” She leaned gingerly from her saddle and frowned down at the
plummeting drop on her left. Then she peered up at the sheer wall on her
right, battlements a jagged black edge against the brightening sky. “It's
almost as if Orso's worried someone might try to kill him.”

“He's got enemies?” breathed Benna, eyes round as saucers with mock
amazement.

“Only half of Styria.”
“Then ... we've got enemies?”
“More than half of Styria.”

“But I've tried so hard to be popular ...” They trotted between two dour-
faced soldiers, spears and steel caps polished to a murderous glint.
Hoofbeats echoed in the darkness of the long tunnel, sloping gradually
upwards. “You have that look, now.”

“What look?”
“No more fun today.”

“Huh.” She felt the familiar frown gripping her face. “You can afford to
smile. You're the good one.”



It was a different world beyond the gates, air heavy with lavender,
shining green after the grey mountainside. A world of close-clipped lawns,
of hedges tortured into wondrous shapes, of fountains throwing up glittering
spray. Grim guardsmen, the black cross of Talins stitched into their white
surcoats, spoiled the mood at every doorway.

“Monza ...”
“Yes?”

“Let's make this the last season on campaign,” Benna wheedled. “The
last summer in the dust. Let's find something more comfortable to do. Now,
while we're young.”

“What about the Thousand Swords? Closer to ten thousand now, all
looking to us for orders.”

“They can look elsewhere. They joined us for plunder and we've given
them plenty. They've no loyalty beyond their own profit.”

She had to admit the Thousand Swords had never represented the best of
mankind, or even the best of mercenaries. Most of them were a step above
the criminal. Most of the rest were a step below. But that wasn't the point.
“You have to stick at something in your life,” she grunted.

“I don't see why.”

“That's you all over. One more season and Visserine will fall, and Rogont
will surrender, and the League of Eight will be just a bad memory. Orso can
crown himself King of Styria, and we can melt away and be forgotten.”

“We deserve to be remembered. We could have our own city. You could
be the noble Duchess Monzcarro of ...wherever—”

“And you the fearless Duke Benna?” She laughed at that. “You stupid
arse. You can scarcely govern your own bowels without my help. War's a
dark enough trade, I draw the line at politics. Orso crowned, then we retire.”

Benna sighed. “I thought we were mercenaries. Cosca never stuck to an
employer like this.”

“I'm not Cosca. And anyway, it's not wise to say no to the Lord of
Talins.”

“You just love to fight.”



“No. I love to win. Just one more season, then we can see the world. Visit
the Old Empire. Tour the Thousand Isles. Sail to Adua and stand in the
shadow of the House of the Maker. Everything we talked about.” Benna
pouted, just as he always did when he didn't get his way. He pouted, but he
never said no. It scratched at her, sometimes, that she always had to make
the choices. “Since we've clearly only got one pair of balls between us,
don't you ever feel the need to borrow them yourself?”

“They look better on you. Besides, you've got all the brains. It's best they
stay together.”

“What do you get from the deal?”
Benna grinned at her. “The winning smile.”

“Smile, then. For one more season.” She swung down from her saddle,
jerked her sword belt straight, tossed the reins at the groom and strode for
the inner gatehouse. Benna had to hurry to catch up, getting tangled with his
own sword on the way. For a man who earned his living from war, he'd
always been an embarrassment where weapons were concerned.

The inner courtyard was split into wide terraces at the summit of the
mountain, planted with exotic palms and even more heavily guarded than
the outer. An ancient column said to come from the palace of Scarpius
stood tall in the centre, casting a shimmering reflection in a round pool
teeming with silvery fish. The immensity of glass, bronze and marble that
was Duke Orso's palace towered around it on three sides like a monstrous
cat with a mouse between its paws. Since the spring they'd built a vast new
wing along the northern wall, its festoons of decorative stonework still half-
shrouded in scaffolding.

“They've been building,” she said.

“Of course. How could Prince Ario manage with only ten halls for his
shoes?”

“A man can't be fashionable these days without at least twenty rooms of
footwear.”

Benna frowned down at his own gold-buckled boots. “I've no more than
thirty pairs all told. I feel my shortcomings most keenly.”

“As do we all,” she muttered. A half-finished set of statues stood along
the roofline. Duke Orso giving alms to the poor. Duke Orso gifting



knowledge to the ignorant. Duke Orso shielding the weak from harm.

“I'm surprised he hasn't got one of the whole of Styria tonguing his arse,”
whispered Benna in her ear.

She pointed to a partly chiselled block of marble. “That's next.”
“Benna!”

Count Foscar, Orso's younger son, rushed around the pool like an eager
puppy, shoes crunching on fresh-raked gravel, freckled face all lit up. He'd
made an ill-advised attempt at a beard since Monza had last seen him but
the sprinkling of sandy hairs only made him look more boyish. He might
have inherited all the honesty in his family, but the looks had gone
elsewhere. Benna grinned, threw one arm around Foscar's shoulders and
ruffled his hair. An insult from anyone else, from Benna it was effortlessly
charming. He had a knack of making people happy that always seemed like
magic to Monza. Her talents lay in the opposite direction.

“Your father here yet?” she asked.
“Yes, and my brother too. They're with their banker.”
“How's his mood?”

“Good, so far as I can tell, but you know my father. Still, he's never angry
with you two, is he? You always bring good news. You bring good news
today, yes?”

“Shall I tell him, Monza, or—"
“Borletta's fallen. Cantain's dead.”

Foscar didn't celebrate. He hadn't his father's appetite for corpses.
“Cantain was a good man.”

That was a long way from the point, as far as Monza could see. “He was
your father's enemy.”

“A man you could respect, though. There are precious few of them left in
Styria. He's really dead?”

Benna blew out his cheeks. “Well, his head's off, and spiked above the
gates, so unless you know one hell of a physician ...”

They passed through a high archway, the hall beyond dim and echoing as
an emperor's tomb, light filtering down in dusty columns and pooling on the



marble floor. Suits of old armour stood gleaming to silent attention, antique
weapons clutched in steel fists. The sharp clicking of boot heels snapped
from the walls as a man in a dark uniform paced towards them.

“Shit,” Benna hissed in her ear. “That reptile Ganmark's here.”
“Leave it be.”

“There's no way that cold-blooded bastard's as good with a sword as they
Say_”

“He is.”
“If I was half a man, I'd—"
“You're not. So leave it be.”

General Ganmark's face was strangely soft, his moustaches limp, his pale
grey eyes always watery, lending him a look of perpetual sadness. The
rumour was he'd been thrown out of the Union army for a sexual
indiscretion involving another officer, and crossed the sea to find a more
broad-minded master. The breadth of Duke Orso's mind was infinite where
his servants were concerned, provided they were effective. She and Benna
were proof enough of that.

Ganmark nodded stiffly to Monza. “General Murcatto.” He nodded stiffly
to Benna. “General Murcatto. Count Foscar, you are keeping to your
exercises, I hope?”

“Sparring every day.”
“Then we will make a swordsman of you yet.”
Benna snorted. “That, or a bore.”

“Either one would be something,” droned Ganmark in his clipped Union
accent. “A man without discipline is no better than a dog. A soldier without
discipline is no better than a corpse. Worse, in fact. A corpse is no threat to
his comrades.”

Benna opened his mouth but Monza talked over him. He could make an
arse of himself later, if he pleased. “How was your season?”

“I played my part, keeping your flanks free of Rogont and his Osprians.”
“Stalling the Duke of Delay?” Benna smirked. “Quite the challenge.”



“No more than a supporting role. A comic turn in a great tragedy, but one
appreciated by the audience, I hope.”

The echoes of their footsteps swelled as they passed through another
archway and into the towering rotunda at the heart of the palace. The
curving walls were vast panels of sculpture showing scenes from antiquity.
Wars between demons and magi, and other such rubbish. High above, the
great dome was frescoed with seven winged women against a stormy sky—
armed, armoured and angry-looking. The Fates, bringing destinies to earth.
Aropella's greatest work. She'd heard it had taken him eight years to finish.
Monza never got over how tiny, weak, utterly insignificant this space made
her feel. That was the point of it.

The four of them climbed a sweeping staircase, wide enough for twice as
many to walk abreast. “And where have your comic talents taken you?” she
asked Ganmark.

“Fire and murder, to the gates of Puranti and back.”
Benna curled his lip. “Any actual fighting?”

“Why ever would I do that? Have you not read your Stolicus? 'An animal
fights his way to victory—"

“'A general marches there,' “ Monza finished for him. “Did you raise
many laughs?”

“Not for the enemy, I suppose. Precious few for anyone, but that is war.”
“I find time to chuckle,” threw in Benna.

“Some men laugh easily. It makes them winning dinner companions.”
Ganmark's soft eyes moved across to Monza's. “I note you are not smiling.”

“I will. Once the League of Eight are finished and Orso is King of Styria.
Then we can all hang up our swords.”

“In my experience swords do not hang comfortably from hooks. They
have a habit of finding their way back into one's hands.”

“I daresay Orso will keep you on,” said Benna. “Even if it's only to polish
the tiles.”

Ganmark did not give so much as a sharp breath. “Then his Excellency
will have the cleanest floors in all of Styria.”



A pair of high doors faced the top of the stairs, gleaming with inlaid
wood, carved with lions' faces. A thick-set man paced up and down before
them like a loyal old hound before his master's bedchamber. Faithful Carpi,
the longest-serving captain in the Thousand Swords, the scars of a hundred
engagements marked out on his broad, weathered, honest face.

“Faithful!” Benna seized the old mercenary's big slab of a hand.
“Climbing a mountain, at your age? Shouldn't you be in a brothel
somewhere?”

“If only.” Carpi shrugged. “But his Excellency sent for me.”
“And you, being an obedient sort ... obeyed.”

“That's why they call me Faithful.”

“How did you leave things in Borletta?” asked Monza.

“Quiet. Most of the men are quartered outside the walls with Andiche and
Victus. Best if they don't set fire to the place, I thought. I left some of the
more reliable ones in Cantain's palace with Sesaria watching over them.
Old-timers, like me, from back in Cosca's day. Seasoned men, not prone to
impulsiveness.”

Benna chuckled. “Slow thinkers, you mean?”
“Slow but steady. We get there in the end.”

“Going in, then?” Foscar set his shoulder to one of the doors and heaved
it open. Ganmark and Faithful followed. Monza paused a moment on the
threshold, trying to find her hardest face. She looked up and saw Benna
smiling at her. Without thinking, she found herself smiling back. She leaned
and whispered in his ear.

“I love you.”
“Of course you do.” He stepped through the doorway, and she followed.

Duke Orso's private study was a marble hall the size of a market square.
Lofty windows marched in bold procession along one side, standing open, a
keen breeze washing through and making the vivid hangings twitch and
rustle. Beyond them a long terrace seemed to hang in empty air,
overlooking the steepest drop from the mountain's summit.

The opposite wall was covered with towering panels, painted by the
foremost artists of Styria, displaying the great battles of history. The



victories of Stolicus, of Harod the Great, of Farans and Verturio, all
preserved in sweeping oils. The message that Orso was the latest in a line of
royal winners was hard to miss, even though his great-grandfather had been
a usurper, and a common criminal besides.

The largest painting of them all faced the door, ten strides high at the
least. Who else but Grand Duke Orso? He was seated upon a rearing
charger, his shining sword raised high, his piercing eye fixed on the far
horizon, urging his men to victory at the Battle of Etrea. The painter seemed
to have been unaware that Orso hadn't come within fifty miles of the
fighting.

But then fine lies beat tedious truths every time, as he had often told her.

The Duke of Talins himself sat crabbed over a desk, wielding a pen rather
than a sword. A tall, gaunt, hook-nosed man stood at his elbow, staring
down as keenly as a vulture waiting for thirsty travellers to die. A great
shape lurked near them, in the shadows against the wall. Gobba, Orso's
bodyguard, fat-necked as a great hog. Prince Ario, the duke's eldest son and
heir, lounged in a gilded chair nearer at hand. He had one leg crossed over
the other, a wine glass dangling carelessly, a bland smile balanced on his
blandly handsome face.

“I found these beggars wandering the grounds,” called Foscar, “and
thought I'd commend them to your charity, Father!”

“Charity?” Orso's sharp voice echoed around the cavernous room. “I am
not a great admirer of the stuff. Make yourselves comfortable, my friends, I
will be with you shortly.”

“If it isn't the Butcher of Caprile,” murmured Ario, “and her little Benna
t0o.”

“Your Highness. You look well.” Monza thought he looked an indolent
cock, but kept it to herself.

“You too, as ever. If all soldiers looked as you did, I might even be
tempted to go on campaign myself. A new bauble?” Ario waved his own
jewel-encrusted hand limply towards the ruby on Monza's finger.

“Just what was to hand when I was dressing.”

“T wish I'd been there. Wine?”



“Just after dawn?”

He glanced heavy-lidded towards the windows. “Still last night as far as
I'm concerned.” As if staying up late was a heroic achievement.

“I will.” Benna was already pouring himself a glass, never to be outdone
as far as showing off went. Most likely he'd be drunk within the hour and
embarrass himself, but Monza was tired of playing his mother. She strolled
past the monumental fireplace held up by carven figures of Juvens and
Kanedias, and towards Orso's desk.

“Sign here, and here, and here,” the gaunt man was saying, one bony
finger hovering over the documents.

“You know Mauthis, do you?” Orso gave a sour glance in his direction.
“My leash-holder.”

“Always your humble servant, your Excellency. The Banking House of
Valint and Balk agrees to this further loan for the period of one year, after
which they regret they must charge interest.”

Orso snorted. “As the plague regrets the dead, I'll be bound.” He
scratched out a parting swirl on the last signature and tossed down his pen.
“Everyone must kneel to someone, eh? Make sure you extend to your
superiors my infinite gratitude for their indulgence.”

“I shall do so.” Mauthis collected up the documents. “That concludes our
business, your Excellency. I must leave at once if I mean to catch the
evening tide for Westport—"

“No. Stay a while longer. We have one other matter to discuss.”

Mauthis' dead eyes moved towards Monza, then back to Orso. “As your
Excellency desires.”

The duke rose smoothly from his desk. “To happier business, then. You
do bring happy news, eh, Monzcarro?”

“I do, your Excellency.”

“Ah, whatever would I do without you?” There was a trace of iron grey
in his black hair since she'd seen him last, perhaps some deeper lines at the
corners of his eyes, but his air of complete command was impressive as
ever. He leaned forwards and kissed her on both cheeks, then whispered in
her ear, “Ganmark can lead soldiers well enough, but for a man who sucks



cocks he hasn't the slightest sense of humour. Come, tell me of your
victories in the open air.” He left one arm draped around her shoulders and
guided her, past the sneering Prince Ario, through the open windows onto
the high terrace.

The sun was climbing now, and the bright world was full of colour. The
blood had drained from the sky and left it a vivid blue, white clouds
crawling high above. Below, at the very bottom of a dizzy drop, the river
wound through the wooded valley, autumn leaves pale green, burned
orange, faded yellow, angry red, light glinting silver on fast-flowing water.
To the east, the forest crumbled away into a patchwork of fields—squares
of fallow green, rich black earth, golden crop. Further still and the river met
the grey sea, branching out in a wide delta choked with islands. Monza
could just make out the suggestion of tiny towers there, buildings, bridges,
walls. Great Talins, no bigger than her thumbnail.

She narrowed her eyes against the stiff breeze, pushed some stray hair out
of her face. “I never tire of this view.”

“How could you? It's why I built this damn place. Here I can keep one
eye always on my subjects, as a watchful parent should upon his children.
Just to make sure they don't hurt themselves while they play, you
understand.”

“Your people are lucky to have such a just and caring father,” she lied
smoothly.

“Just and caring.” Orso frowned thoughtfully towards the distant sea.
“Do you think that is how history will remember me?”

Monza thought it incredibly unlikely. “What did Bialoveld say? "History
is written by the victors." “

The duke squeezed her shoulder. “All this, and well read into the bargain.
Ario is ambitious enough, but he has no insight. I'd be surprised if he could
read to the end of a signpost in one sitting. All he cares about is whoring.
And shoes. My daughter Terez, meanwhile, weeps most bitterly because I
married her to a king. I swear, if I had offered great Euz as the groom she
would have whined for a husband better fitting her station.” He gave a
heavy sigh. “None of my children understand me. My great-grandfather
was a mercenary, you know. A fact I do not like to advertise.” Though he
told her every other time they met. “A man who never shed a tear in his life,



and wore on his feet whatever was to hand. A low-born fighting man, who
seized power in Talins by the sharpness of his mind and sword together.”
More by blunt ruthlessness and brutality, the way Monza had heard the tale.
“We are from the same stock, you and I. We have made ourselves, out of
nothing.”

Orso had been born to the wealthiest dukedom in Styria and never done a
hard day's work in his life, but Monza bit her tongue. “You do me too much
honour, your Excellency.”

“Less than you deserve. Now tell me of Borletta.”
“You heard about the battle on the High Bank?”

“I heard you scattered the League of Eight's army, just as you did at
Sweet Pines! Ganmark says Duke Salier had three times your number.”

“Numbers are a hindrance if they're lazy, ill-prepared and led by idiots.
An army of farmers from Borletta, cobblers from Affoia, glass-blowers
from Visserine. Amateurs. They camped by the river, thinking we were far
away, scarcely posted guards. We came up through the woods at night and
caught them at sunrise, not even in their armour.”

“I can see Salier now, the fat pig, waddling from his bed to run!”
“Faithful led the charge. We broke them quickly, captured their supplies.”
“Turned the golden cornfields crimson, I was told.”

“They hardly even fought. Ten times as many drowned trying to swim the
river as died fighting. More than four thousand prisoners. Some ransoms
were paid, some not, some men were hanged.”

“And few tears shed, eh, Monza?”
“Not by me. If they were so keen to live, they could've surrendered.”
“As they did at Caprile?”

She stared straight back into Orso's black eyes. “Just as they did at
Caprile.”

“Borletta is besieged, then?”
“Fallen already.”

The duke's face lit up like a boy's on his birthday. “Fallen? Cantain
surrendered?”



“When his people heard of Salier's defeat, they lost hope.”
“And people without hope are a dangerous crowd, even in a republic.”

“Especially in a republic. A mob dragged Cantain from the palace,
hanged him from the highest tower, opened the gates and threw themselves
on the mercy of the Thousand Swords.”

“Hah! Slaughtered by the very people he laboured to keep free. There's
the gratitude of the common man, eh, Monza? Cantain should have taken
my money when I offered. It would have been cheaper for both of us.”

“The people are falling over themselves to become your subjects. I've
given orders they should be spared, where possible.”

“Mercy, eh?”

“Mercy and cowardice are the same,” she snapped out. “But you want
their land, not their lives, no? Dead men can't obey.”

Orso smiled. “Why can my sons not mark my lessons as you have? I
entirely approve. Hang only the leaders. And Cantain's head above the
gates. Nothing encourages obedience like a good example.”

“Already rotting, with those of his sons.”

“Fine work!” The Lord of Talins clapped his hands, as though he never
heard such pleasing music as the news of rotting heads. “What of the
takings?”

The accounts were Benna's business, and he came forwards now, sliding
a folded paper from his chest pocket. “The city was scoured, your
Excellency. Every building stripped, every floor dug up, every person
searched. The usual rules apply, according to our terms of engagement.
Quarter for the man that finds it, quarter for his captain, quarter for the
generals,” and he bowed low, unfolding the paper and offering it out, “and
quarter for our noble employer.”

Orso's smile broadened as his eyes scanned down the figures. “My
blessing on the Rule of Quarters! Enough to keep you both in my service a
little longer.” He stepped between Monza and Benna, placed a gentle hand
on each of their shoulders and led them back through the open windows.
Towards the round table of black marble in the centre of the room, and the
great map spread out upon it. Ganmark, Ario and Faithful had already



gathered there. Gobba still lurked in the shadows, thick arms folded across
his chest. “What of our one-time friends and now our bitter enemies, the
treacherous citizens of Visserine?”

“The fields round the city are burned up to the gates, almost.” Monza
scattered carnage across the countryside with a few waves of her finger.
“Farmers driven off, livestock slaughtered. It'll be a lean winter for fat Duke
Salier, and a leaner spring.”

“He will have to rely on the noble Duke Rogont and his Osprians,” said
Ganmark, with the faintest of smiles.

Prince Ario snickered. “Much talk blows down from Ospria, always, but
little help.”

“Visserine is poised to drop into your lap next year, your Excellency.”
“And with it the heart is torn from the League of Eight.”
“The crown of Styria will be yours.”

The mention of crowns teased Orso's smile still wider. “And we have you
to thank, Monzcarro. I do not forget that.”

“Not only me.”

“Curse your modesty. Benna has played his part, and our good friend
General Ganmark, and Faithful too, but no one could deny this is your
work. Your commitment, your single-mindedness, your swiftness to act!
You shall have a great triumph, just as the heroes of ancient Aulcus did. You
shall ride through the streets of Talins and my people will shower you with
flower petals in honour of your many victories.” Benna was grinning, but
Monza couldn't join him. She'd never had much taste for congratulations.
“They will cheer far louder for you, I think, than they ever will for my own
sons. They will cheer far louder even than they do for me, their rightful
lord, to whom they owe so much.” It seemed that Orso's smile slipped, and
his face looked tired, and sad, and worn without it. “They will cheer, in fact,
a little too loudly for my taste.”

There was the barest flash of movement at the corner of her eye, enough
to make her bring up her hand on an instinct.

The wire hissed taut around it, snatching it up under her chin, crushing it
chokingly tight against her throat.



Benna started forwards. “Mon—" Metal glinted as Prince Ario stabbed
him in the neck. He missed his throat, caught him just under the ear.

Orso carefully stepped back as blood speckled the tiles with red. Foscar's
mouth fell open, wine glass dropping from his hand, shattering on the floor.

Monza tried to scream, but only spluttered through her half-shut
windpipe, made a sound like a honking pig. She fished at the hilt of her
dagger with her free hand but someone caught her wrist, held it fast.
Faithful Carpi, pressed up tight against her left side.

“Sorry,” he muttered in her ear, pulling her sword from its scabbard and
flinging it clattering across the room.

Benna stumbled, gurgling red drool, one hand clutched to the side of his
face, black blood leaking out between white fingers. His other hand
fumbled for his sword while Ario watched him, frozen. He drew a clumsy
foot of steel before General Ganmark stepped up and stabbed him,
smoothly and precisely—once, twice, three times. The thin blade slid in and
out of Benna's body, the only sound the soft breath from his gaping mouth.
Blood shot across the floor in long streaks, began to leak out into his white
shirt in dark circles. He tottered forwards, tripped over his own feet and
crashed down, half-drawn sword scraping against the marble underneath
him.

Monza strained, every muscle trembling, but she was held helpless as a
fly in honey. She heard Gobba grunting with effort in her ear, his stubbly
face rubbing against her cheek, his great body warm against her back. She
felt the wire cut slowly into the sides of her neck, deep into the side of her
hand, caught fast against her throat. She felt the blood running down her
forearm, into the collar of her shirt.

One of Benna's hands crawled across the floor, reaching out for her. He
lifted himself an inch or two, veins bulging from his neck. Ganmark leaned
forwards and calmly ran him through the heart from behind. Benna
quivered for a moment, then sagged down and was still, pale cheek smeared
with red. Dark blood crept out from under him, worked its way along the
cracks between the tiles.

“Well.” Ganmark leaned down and wiped his sword on the back of
Benna's shirt. “That's that.”



Mauthis watched, frowning. Slightly puzzled, slightly irritated, slightly
bored. As though examining a set of figures that wouldn't quite add.

Orso gestured at the body. “Get rid of that, Ario.”
“Me?” The prince's lip curled.

“Yes, you. And you can help him, Foscar. The two of you must learn
what needs to be done to keep our family in power.”

“No!” Foscar stumbled away. “I'll have no part of this!” He turned and
ran from the room, his boots slapping against the marble floor.

“That boy is soft as syrup,” muttered Orso at his back. “Ganmark, help
him.”

Monza's bulging eyes followed them as they dragged Benna's corpse out
through the doors to the terrace, Ganmark grim and careful at the head end,
Ario cursing as he daintily took one boot, the other smearing a red trail after
them. They heaved Benna up onto the balustrade and rolled him off. Like
that he was gone.

“Ah!” squawked Ario, waving one hand. “Damn it! You scratched me!”

Ganmark stared back at him. “I apologise, your Highness. Murder can be
a painful business.”

The prince looked around for something to wipe his bloody hands on. He
reached for the rich hangings beside the window.

“Not there!” snapped Orso. “That's Kantic silk, at fifty scales a piece!”
“Where, then?”

“Find something else, or leave them red! Sometimes I wonder if your
mother told the truth about your paternity, boy.” Ario wiped his hands
sulkily on the front of his shirt while Monza stared, face burning from lack
of air. Orso frowned over at her, a blurred black figure through the wet in
her eyes, the hair tangled across her face. “Is she still alive? Whatever are
you about, Gobba?”

“Fucking wire's caught on her hand,” hissed the bodyguard.
“Find another way to be done with her, then, lackwit.”

“I'll do it.” Faithful pulled the dagger from her belt, still pinning her wrist
with his other hand. “I really am sorry.”



“Just get to it!” growled Gobba.

The blade went back, steel glinting in a shaft of light. Monza stomped
down on Gobba's foot with all the strength she had left. The bodyguard
grunted, grip slipping on the wire, and she dragged it away from her neck,
growling, twisting hard as Carpi stabbed at her.

The blade went well wide of the mark, slid in under her bottom rib. Cold
metal, but it felt burning hot, a line of fire from her stomach to her back. It
slid right through and the point pricked Gobba's gut.

“Gah!” He let go the wire and Monza whooped in air, started shrieking
mindlessly, lashed at him with her elbow and sent him staggering. Faithful
was caught off guard, fumbled the knife as he pulled it out of her and sent it
spinning across the floor. She kicked at him, missed his groin and caught
his hip, bent him over. She snatched at a dagger on his belt, pulled it from
its sheath, but her cut hand was clumsy and he caught her wrist before she
could ram the blade into him. They wrestled with it, teeth bared, gasping
spit in each other's faces, lurching back and forth, their hands sticky with
her blood.

“Kill her!”

There was a crunch and her head was full of light. The floor cracked
against her skull, slapped her in the back. She spat blood, mad screams
guttering to a long drawn croak, clawing at the smooth floor with her nails.

“Fucking bitch!” The heel of Gobba's big boot cracked down on her right
hand and sent pain lancing up her forearm, tore a sick gasp from her. His
boot crunched again across her knuckles, then her fingers, then her wrist. At
the same time Faithful's foot was thudding into her ribs, over and over,
making her cough and shudder. Her shattered hand twisted, turned sideways
on. Gobba's heel crashed down and crushed it flat into the cold marble with
a splintering of bone. She flopped back, hardly able to breathe, the room
turning over, history's painted winners grinning down.

“You stabbed me, you dumb old bastard! You stabbed me!”
“You're hardly even cut, fathead! You should've kept a hold on her!”

“I should stab the useless pair of you!” hissed Orso's voice. “Just get it
done!”



Gobba's great fist came down, dragged Monza up by her throat. She tried
to grab at him with her left hand but all her strength had leaked out through
the hole in her side, the cuts in her neck. Her clumsy fingertips only
smeared red traces across his stubbly face. Her arm was dragged away,
twisted sharply behind her back.

“Where's Hermon's gold?” came Gobba's rough voice. “Eh, Murcatto?
What did you do with the gold?”

Monza forced her head up. “Lick my arse, cocksucker.” Not clever,
perhaps, but from the heart.

“There never was any gold!” snapped Faithful. “I told you that, pig!”

“There's this much.” One by one, Gobba twisted the battered rings from
her dangling fingers, already bloating, turning angry purple, bent and
shapeless as rotten sausages. “Good stone, that,” he said, peering at the
ruby. “Seems a waste of decent flesh, though. Why not give me a moment
with her? A moment's all it would take.”

Prince Ario tittered. “Speed isn't always something to be proud of.”

“For pity's sake!” Orso's voice. “We're not animals. Off the terrace and let
us be done. I am late for breakfast.”

She felt herself dragged, head lolling. Sunlight stabbed at her. She was
lifted, limp boots scraping on stone. Blue sky turning. Up onto the
balustrade. The breath scraped at her nose, shuddered in her chest. She
twisted, kicked. Her body, struggling vainly to stay alive.

“Let me make sure of her.” Ganmark's voice.

“How sure do we need to be?” Blurry through the bloody hair across her
eyes she saw Orso's lined face. “I hope you understand. My great-
grandfather was a mercenary. A low-born fighting man, who seized power
by the sharpness of his mind and sword together. I cannot allow another
mercenary to seize power in Talins.”

She meant to spit in his face, but all she did was blow bloody drool down
her own chin. “Fuck yourse—"

Then she was flying.

Her torn shirt billowed and flapped against her tingling skin. She turned
over, and over, and the world tumbled around her. Blue sky with shreds of



cloud, black towers at the mountain top, grey rock face rushing past,
yellow-green trees and sparkling river, blue sky with shreds of cloud, and
again, and again, faster, and faster.

Cold wind ripped at her hair, roared in her ears, whistled between her
teeth along with her terrified breath. She could see each tree, now, each
branch, each leaf. They surged up towards her. She opened her mouth to
scream—

Twigs snatched, grabbed, lashed at her. A broken branch knocked her
spinning. Wood cracked and tore around her as she plunged down, down,
and crashed into the mountainside. Her legs splintered under her
plummeting weight, her shoulder broke apart against firm earth. But rather
than dashing her brains out on the rocks, she only shattered her jaw against
her brother's bloody chest, his mangled body wedged against the base of a
tree.

Which was how Benna Murcatto saved his sister's life.

She bounced from the corpse, three-quarters senseless, and down the
steep mountainside, over and over, flailing like a broken doll. Rocks, and
roots, and hard earth clubbed, punched, crushed her, as if she was battered
apart with a hundred hammers.

She tore through a patch of bushes, thorns whipping and clutching. She
rolled, and rolled, down the sloping earth in a cloud of dirt and leaves. She
tumbled over a tree root, crumpled on a mossy rock. She slid slowly to a
stop, on her back, and was still.

“Huuuurrrrhhh ...”

Stones clattered down around her, sticks and gravel. Dust slowly settled.
She heard wind, creaking in the branches, crackling in the leaves. Or her
own breath, creaking and crackling in her broken throat. The sun flickered
through black trees, jabbing at one eye. The other was dark. Flies buzzed,
zipping and swimming in the warm morning air. She was down with the
waste from Orso's kitchens. Sprawled out helpless in the midst of the rotten
vegetables, and the cooking slime, and the stinking offal left over from the
last month's magnificent meals. Tossed out with the rubbish.

“Huuurrhhh ...”



A jagged, mindless sound. She was embarrassed by it, almost, but
couldn't stop making it. Animal horror. Mad despair. The groan of the dead,
in hell. Her eye darted desperately around. She saw the wreck of her right
hand, a shapeless, purple glove with a bloody gash in the side. One finger
trembled slightly. Its tip brushed against torn skin on her elbow. The
forearm was folded in half, a broken-off twig of grey bone sticking through
bloody silk. It didn't look real. Like a cheap theatre prop.

“Huurrhhh ...”

The fear had hold of her now, swelling with every breath. She couldn't
move her head. She couldn't move her tongue in her mouth. She could feel
the pain, gnawing at the edge of her mind. A terrible mass, pressing up
against her, crushing every part of her, worse, and worse, and worse.

“Huurhh ... uurh ...”

Benna was dead. A streak of wet ran from her flickering eye and she felt
it trickle slowly down her cheek. Why was she not dead? How could she
not be dead?

Soon, please. Before the pain got any worse. Please, let it be soon.

“Uurh ... uh ... uh.”
Please, death.



I:TALINS

“To have a good enemy, choose a friend:
he knows where to strike”
Diane de Poitiers

Jappo Murcatto never said why he had such a good sword, but he knew
well how to use it. Since his son was by five years his younger child and
sickly too, from a tender age he passed on the skill to his daughter.
Monzcarro had been her father's mother's name, in the days when her
family had pretended at nobility. Her own mother had not cared for it in the
least, but since she had died giving birth to Benna that scarcely mattered.

Those were peaceful years in Styria, which were as rare as gold. At
ploughing time Monza would hurry behind her father while the blade
scraped through the dirt, weeding any big stones from the fresh black earth
and throwing them into the wood. At reaping time she would hurry behind
her father while his scythe-blade flashed, gathering the cut stalks into
sheaves.

“Monza,” he would say, smiling down at her, “what would I do without
you?”

She helped with the threshing and tossed the seed, split logs and drew
water. She cooked, swept, washed, carried, milked the goat. Her hands were
always raw from some kind of work. Her brother did what he could, but he
was small, and ill, and could do little. Those were hard years, but they were
happy ones.

When Monza was fourteen, Jappo Murcatto caught the fever. She and
Benna watched him cough, and sweat, and wither. One night her father
seized Monza by her wrist, and stared at her with bright eyes.

“Tomorrow, break the ground in the upper field, or the wheat won't rise in
time. Plant all you can.” He touched her cheek. “It's not fair that it should
fall to you, but your brother is so small. Watch over him.” And he was dead.



Benna cried, and cried, but Monza's eyes stayed dry. She was thinking
about the seed that needing planting, and how she would do it. That night
Benna was too scared to sleep alone, and so they slept together in her
narrow bed, and held each other for comfort. They had no one else now.

The next morning, in the darkness, Monza dragged her father's corpse
from the house, through the woods behind and rolled it into the river. Not
because she had no love in her, but because she had no time to bury him.

By sunrise she was breaking the ground in the upper field.



Land of Opportunity

First thing Shivers noticed as the boat wallowed in towards the wharves,
it was nothing like as warm as he'd been expecting. He'd heard the sun
always shone in Styria. Like a nice bath, all year round. If Shivers had been
offered a bath like this he'd have stayed dirty, and probably had a few sharp
words to say besides. Talins huddled under grey skies, clouds bulging, a
keen breeze off the sea, cold rain speckling his cheek from time to time and
reminding him of home. And not in a good way. Still, he was set on looking
at the sunny side of the case. Probably just a shitty day was all. You get 'em
everywhere.

There surely was a seedy look about the place, though, as the sailors
scuttled to make the boat fast to the dock. Brick buildings lined the grey
sweep of the bay, narrow windowed, all squashed in together, roofs
slumping, paint peeling, cracked-up render stained with salt, green with
moss, black with mould. Down near the slimy cobbles the walls were
plastered over with big papers, slapped up at all angles, ripped and pasted
over each other, torn edges fluttering. Faces on them, and words printed.
Warnings, maybe, but Shivers weren't much of a reader. Specially not in
Styrian. Speaking the language was going to be enough of a challenge.

The waterfront crawled with people, and not many looked happy. Or
healthy. Or rich. There was quite the smell. Or to be more precise, a proper
reek. Rotten salt fish, old corpses, coal smoke and overflowing latrine pits
rolled up together. If this was the home of the grand new man he was
hoping to become, Shivers had to admit to being more'n a touch
disappointed. For the briefest moment he thought about paying over most of
what he had left for a trip straight back home to the North on the next tide.
But he shook it off. He was done with war, done with leading men to death,
done with killing and all that went along with it. He was set on being a
better man. He was going to do the right thing, and this was where he was
going to do it.

“Right, then.” He gave the nearest sailor a cheery nod. “Off I go.” He got
no more'n a grunt in return, but his brother used to tell him it was what you
gave out that made a man, not what you got back. So he grinned like he'd
got a merry send-off, strode down the clattering gangplank and into his
brave new life in Styria.



He'd scarcely taken a dozen paces, staring up at looming buildings on one
side, swaying masts on the other, before someone barged into him and near
knocked him sideways.

“My apologies,” Shivers said in Styrian, keeping things civilised. “Didn't
see you there, friend.” The man kept going, didn't even turn. That prickled
some at Shivers' pride. He had plenty of it still, the one thing his father had
left him. He hadn't lived through seven years of battles, skirmishes, waking
with snow on his blanket, shit food and worse singing so he could come
down here and get shouldered.

But being a bastard was crime and punishment both. Let go of it, his
brother would've told him. Shivers was meant to be looking on the sunny
side. So he took a turn away from the docks, down a wide road and into the
city. Past a clutch of beggars on blankets, waving stumps and withered
limbs. Through a square where a great statue stood of a frowning man,
pointing off to nowhere. Shivers didn't have a clue who he was meant to be,
but he looked pretty damn pleased with himself. The smell of cooking
wafted up, made Shivers' guts grumble. Drew him over to some kind of stall
where they had sticks of meat over a fire in a can.

“One o' them,” said Shivers, pointing. Didn't seem much else needed
saying, so he kept it simple. Less chance of mistakes. When the cook told
him the price he near choked on his tongue. Would've got him a whole
sheep in the North, maybe even a breeding pair. The meat was half fat and
the rest gristle. Didn't taste near so good as it had smelled, but by that point
it weren't much surprise. It seemed most things in Styria weren't quite as
advertised.

The rain had started up stronger now, flitting down into Shivers' eyes as
he ate. Not much compared to storms he'd laughed through in the North, but
enough to damp his mood a touch, make him wonder where the hell he'd
rest his head tonight. It trickled from mossy eaves and broken gutters,
turned the cobbles dark, made the people hunch and curse. He came from
the close buildings and onto a wide river bank, all built up and fenced in
with stone. He paused a moment, wondering which way to go.

The city went on far as he could see, bridges upstream and down,
buildings on the far bank even bigger than on this side—towers, domes,
roofs, going on and on, half-shrouded and turned dreamy grey by the rain.



More torn papers flapping in the breeze, letters daubed over 'em too with
bright coloured paint, streaks running down to the cobbled street. Letters
high as a man in places. Shivers peered over at one set, trying to make some
sense of it.

Another shoulder caught him, right in the ribs, made him grunt. This time
he whipped round snarling, little meat stick clutched in his fist like he
might've clutched a blade. Then he took a breath. Weren't all that long ago
Shivers had let the Bloody-Nine go free. He remembered that morning like
it was yesterday, the snow outside the windows, the knife in his hand, the
rattle as he'd let it fall. He'd let the man who killed his brother live, passed
up revenge, all so he could be a better man. Step away from blood. Stepping
away from a loose shoulder in a crowd was nothing to sing about.

He forced half a smile back on and walked the other way, up onto the
bridge. Silly thing like the knock of a shoulder could leave you cursing for
days, and he didn't want to poison his new beginning 'fore it even got
begun. Statues stood on either side, staring off above the water, monsters of
white stone streaky with bird droppings. People flooded past, one kind of
river flowing over the other. People of every type and colour. So many he
felt like nothing in the midst of 'em. Bound to have a few shoulders catch
you in a place like this.

Something brushed his arm. Before he knew it he'd grabbed someone
round the neck, was bending him back over the parapet twenty strides
above the churning water, gripping his throat like he was strangling a
chicken. “Knock me, you bastard?” he snarled in Northern. “I'll cut your
fucking eyes out!”

He was a little man, and he looked bloody scared. Might've been a head
shorter'n Shivers, and not much more than half his weight. Getting over the
first red flush of rage, Shivers realised this poor fool had barely even
touched him. No malice in it. How come he could shrug off big wrongs then
lose his temper over nothing? He'd always been his own worst enemy.

“Sorry, friend,” he said in Styrian, and meaning it too. He let the man
slither down, brushed the crumpled front of his coat with a clumsy hand.
“Real sorry about that. Little ... what do you call it ... mistake is all. Sorry.
Do you want ...” Shivers found he was offering the stick, one last shred of
fatty meat still clinging to it. The man stared. Shivers winced. 'Course he



didn't want that. Shivers hardly wanted it himself. “Sorry ...” The man
turned and dashed off into the crowd, looking once over his shoulder,
scared, like he'd just survived being attacked by a madman. Maybe he had.
Shivers stood on the bridge, frowned down at that brown water churning
past. Same sort of water they had in the North, it had to be said.

Seemed being a better man might be harder work than he'd thought.



The Bone-Thief

When her eyes opened, she saw bones.

Bones long and short, thick and thin, white, yellow, brown. Covering the
peeling wall from floor to ceiling. Hundreds of them. Nailed up in patterns,
a madman's mosaic. Her eyes rolled down, sore and sticky. A tongue of fire
flickered in a sooty hearth. On the mantelpiece above, skulls grinned
emptily at her, neatly stacked three high.

Human bones, then. Monza felt her skin turn icy cold.

She tried to sit up. The vague sense of numb stiffness flared into pain so
suddenly she nearly puked. The darkened room lurched, blurred. She was
held fast, lying on something hard. Her mind was full of mud, she couldn't
remember how she'd got here.

Her head rolled sideways and she saw a table. On the table was a metal
tray. On the tray was a careful arrangement of instruments. Pincers, pliers,
needles and scissors. A small but very businesslike saw. A dozen knives at
least, all shapes and sizes. Her widening eyes darted over their polished
blades—curved, straight, jagged edges cruel and eager in the firelight. A
surgeon's tools?

Or a torturer's?

“Benna?” Her voice was a ghostly squeak. Her tongue, her gums, her
throat, the passages in her nose, all raw as skinned meat. She tried to move
again, could scarcely lift her head. Even that much effort sent a groaning
stab through her neck and into her shoulder, set off a dull pulsing up her
legs, down her right arm, through her ribs. The pain brought fear with it, the
fear brought pain. Her breath quickened, shuddering and wheezing through
her sore nostrils.

Click, click.

She froze, silence prickling at her ears. Then a scraping, a key in a lock.
Frantically now she squirmed, pain bursting in every joint, ripping at every
muscle, blood battering behind her eyes, thick tongue wedged into her teeth
to stop herself screaming. A door creaked open and banged shut. Footsteps
on bare boards, hardly making a sound, but each one still a jab of fear in her
throat. A shadow reached out across the floor—a huge shape, twisted,



monstrous. Her eyes strained to the corners, nothing she could do but wait
for the worst.

A figure came through the doorway, walked straight past her and over to
a tall cupboard. A man no more than average height, in fact, with short fair
hair. The misshapen shadow was caused by a canvas sack over one
shoulder. He hummed tunelessly to himself as he emptied it, placing each
item carefully on its proper shelf, then turning it back and forth until it
faced precisely into the room.

If he was a monster, he seemed an everyday sort of one, with an eye for
the details.

He swung the doors gently shut, folded his empty bag once, twice, and
slid it under the cupboard. He took off his stained coat and hung it from a
hook, brushed it down with a brisk hand, turned and stopped dead. A pale,
lean face. Not old, but deeply lined, with harsh cheekbones and eyes hungry
bright in bruised sockets.

They stared at each other for a moment, both seeming equally shocked.
Then his colourless lips twitched into a sickly smile.

“You are awake!”
“Who are you?” A terrified scratch in her dried-up throat.

“My name is not important.” He spoke with the trace of a Union accent.
“Suffice it to say I am a student of the physical sciences.”

“A healer?”

“Among other things. As you may have gathered, I am an enthusiast,
chiefly, for bones. Which is why I am so glad that you ... fell into my life.
He grinned again, but it was like the skulls' grins, never touching his eyes.

»

“How did ...” She had to wrestle with the words, jaw stiff as rusted
hinges. It was like trying to talk with a turd in her mouth, and hardly better
tasting. “How did I get here?”

“I need bodies for my work. They are sometimes to be found where I
found you. But I have never before found one still alive. I would judge you
to be a spectacularly lucky woman.” He seemed to think about it for a
moment. “It would have been luckier still if you had not fallen in the first
place but ... since you did—"



“Where's my 'rother? Where's Benna?”
“Benna?”

Memory flooded back in a blinding instant. Blood pumping from
between her brother's clutching fingers. The long blade sliding through his
chest while she watched, helpless. His slack face, smeared with red.

She gave a croaking scream, bucked and twisted. Agony flashed up every
limb and made her squirm the more, shudder, retch, but she was held fast.
Her host watched her struggle, waxy face empty as a blank page. She
sagged back, spitting and moaning as the pain grew worse and worse,
gripping her like a giant vise, steadily tightened.

“Anger solves nothing.”

All she could do was growl, snatched breaths slurping through her gritted
teeth.

“I imagine you are in some pain, now.” He pulled open a drawer in the
cupboard and took out a long pipe, bowl stained black. “I would try to get
used to it, if you can.” He stooped and fished a hot coal from the fire with a
set of tongs. “I fear that pain will come to be your constant companion.”

The worn mouthpiece loomed at her. She'd seen husk-smokers often
enough, sprawling like corpses, withered to useless husks themselves,
caring for nothing but the next pipe. Husk was like mercy. A thing for the
weak. For the cowardly.

He smiled his dead-man's smile again. “This will help.”
Enough pain makes a coward of anyone.

The smoke burned at her lungs and made her sore ribs shake, each choke
sending new shocks to the tips of her fingers. She groaned, face screwing
up, struggling again, but more weakly, now. One more cough, and she lay
limp. The edge was gone from the pain. The edge was gone from the fear
and the panic. Everything slowly melted. Soft, warm, comfortable.
Someone made a long, low moan. Her, maybe. She felt a tear run down the
side of her face.

“More?” This time she held the smoke as it bit, blew it tickling out in a
shimmering plume. Her breath came slower, and slower, the surging of
blood in her head calmed to a gentle lapping.



“More?” The voice washed over her like waves on the smooth beach. The
bones were blurred now, glistening in haloes of warm light. The coals in the
grate were precious jewels, sparkling every colour. There was barely any
pain, and what there was didn't matter. Nothing did. Her eyes flickered
pleasantly, then even more pleasantly drifted shut. Mosaic patterns danced
and shifted on the insides of her eyelids. She floated on a warm sea, honey
sweet ...

Back with us?” His face flickered into focus, hanging limp and white as a
flag of surrender. “I was worried, I confess. I never expected you to wake,
but now that you have, it would be a shame if—"

“Benna?” Monza's head was still floating. She grunted, tried to work one
ankle, and the grinding ache brought the truth back, crushed her face into a
hopeless grimace.

“Still sore? Perhaps I have a way to lift your spirits.” He rubbed his long
hands together. “The stitches are all out, now.”

“How long did I sleep?”
“A few hours.”
“Before that?”

“Just over twelve weeks.” She stared back, numb. “Through the autumn,
and into winter, and the new year will soon come. A fine time for new
beginnings. That you have woken at all is nothing short of miraculous. Your
injuries were ... well, I think you will be pleased with my work. I know I
am.”

He slid a greasy cushion from under the bench and propped her head up,
handling her as carelessly as a butcher handles meat, bringing her chin
forwards so she could look down at herself. So there was no choice but to.
Her body was a lumpy outline under a coarse grey blanket, three leather
belts across chest, hips and ankles.

“The straps are for your own protection, to prevent you rolling from the
bench while you slept.” He hacked out a sudden chuckle. “We wouldn't
want you breaking anything, would we? Ha ... ha! Wouldn't want to break
anything.” He unbuckled the last of the belts, took the blanket between



thumb and forefinger while she stared down, desperate to know, and
desperate not to know at once.

He whipped it away like a showman displaying his prize exhibit.

She hardly recognised her own body. Stark naked, gaunt and withered as
a beggar's, pale skin stretched tight over ugly knobbles of bone, stained all
over with great black, brown, purple, yellow blooms of bruise. Her eyes
darted over her own wasted flesh, steadily widening as she struggled to take
it in. She was slit all over with red lines. Dark and angry, edged with raised
pink flesh, stippled with the dots of pulled stitches. There were four, one
above the other, following the curves of her hollow ribs on one side. More
angled across her hips, down her legs, her right arm, her left foot.

She'd started to tremble. This butchered carcass couldn't be her body. Her
breath hissed through her rattling teeth, and the blotched and shrivelled
ribcage heaved in time. “Uh ...” she grunted. “Uh ...”

“I know! Impressive, eh?” He leaned forwards over her, following the
ladder of red marks on her chest with sharp movements of his hand. “The
ribs here and the breastbone were quite shattered. It was necessary to make
incisions to repair them, you understand, and to work on the lung. I kept the
cutting to the minimum, but you can see that the damage—"

“Uh...”

“The left hip I am especially pleased with.” Pointing out a crimson zigzag
from the corner of her hollow stomach down to the inside of her withered
leg, surrounded on both sides by trails of red dots. “The thighbone, here,
unfortunately broke into itself.” He clicked his tongue and poked a finger
into his clenched fist. “Shortening the leg by a fraction, but, as luck would
have it, your other shin was shattered, and I was able to remove the tiniest
section of bone to make up the difference.” He frowned as he pushed her
knees together, then watched them roll apart, feet flopping hopelessly
outwards. “One knee slightly higher than the other, and you won't stand
quite so tall but, considering—"

“Uh...”

“Set, now.” He grinned as he squeezed gently at her shrivelled legs from
the tops of her thighs down to her knobbly ankles. She watched him
touching her, like a cook kneading at a plucked chicken, and hardly felt it.



“All quite set, and the screws removed. A wonder, believe me. If the
doubters at the academy could see this now they wouldn't be laughing. If
my old master could see this, even he—”

“Uh ...” She slowly raised her right hand. Or the trembling mockery of a
hand that dangled from the end of her arm. The palm was bent, shrunken, a
great ugly scar where Gobba's wire had cut into the side. The fingers were
crooked as tree roots, squashed together, the little one sticking out at a
strange angle. Her breath hissed through gritted teeth as she tried to make a
fist. The fingers scarcely moved, but the pain still shot up her arm and made
bile burn the back of her throat.

“The best I could do. Small bones, you see, badly damaged, and the
tendons of the little finger were quite severed.” Her host seemed
disappointed. “A shock, of course. The marks will fade ... somewhat. But
really, considering the fall ... well, here.” The mouthpiece of the husk-pipe
came towards her and she sucked on it greedily. Clung to it with her teeth as
if it was her only hope. It was.

He tore a tiny piece from the corner of the loaf, the kind you might feed
birds with. Monza watched him do it, mouth filling with sour spit. Hunger
or sickness, there wasn't much difference. She took it dumbly, lifted it to her
lips, so weak that her left hand trembled with the effort, forced it between
her teeth and down her throat.

Like swallowing broken glass.

“Slowly,” he murmured, “very slowly, you have eaten nothing but milk
and sugar-water since you fell.”

The bread caught in her craw and she retched, gut clamping up tight
around the knife-wound Faithful had given her.

“Here.” He slid his hand round her skull, gentle but firm, lifted her head
and tipped a bottle of water to her lips. She swallowed, and again, then her
eyes flicked towards his fingers. She could feel unfamiliar lumps there,
down the side of her head. “I was forced to remove several pieces of your
skull. I replaced them with coins.”

“Coins?”



“Would you rather I had left your brains exposed? Gold does not rust.
Gold does not rot. An expensive treatment, of course, but if you had died, I
could always have recouped my investment, and since you have not, well
... I consider it money well spent. Your scalp will feel somewhat lumpy, but
your hair will grow back. Such beautiful hair you have. Black as midnight.”

He let her head fall gently back against the bench and his hand lingered
there. A soft touch. Almost a caress.

“Normally I am a taciturn man. Too much time spent alone, perhaps.” He
flashed his corpse-smile at her. “But I find you ... bring out the best in me.
The mother of my children is the same. You remind me of her, in a way.”

Monza half-smiled back, but in her gut she felt a creeping of disgust. It
mingled with the sickness she was feeling every so often, now. That
sweating need.

She swallowed. “Could I—”
“Of course.” He was already holding the pipe out to her.

Close it.”

“It won't close!” she hissed, three of the fingers just curling, the little one
still sticking out straight, or as close to straight as it ever came. She
remembered how nimble-fingered she used to be, how sure, and quick, and
the frustration and the fury were sharper even than the pain. “They won't
close!”

“For weeks you have been lying here. I did not mend you so you could
smoke husk and do nothing. Try harder.”

“Do you want to fucking try?”

“Very well.” His hand closed relentlessly around hers and forced the bent
fingers into a crunching fist. Her eyes bulged from her head, breath
whistling too fast for her to scream.

“I doubt you understand how much I am helping you.” He squeezed
tighter and tighter. “One cannot grow without pain. One cannot improve
without it. Suffering drives us to achieve great things.” The fingers of her
good hand plucked and scrabbled uselessly at his fist. “Love is a fine



cushion to rest upon, but only hate can make you a better person. There.”
He let go of her and she sagged back, whimpering, watched her trembling
fingers come gradually halfway open, scars standing out purple.

She wanted to kill him. She wanted to shriek every curse she knew. But
she needed him too badly. So she held her tongue, sobbed, gasped, ground
her teeth, smacked the back of her head against the bench.

“Now, close your hand.” She stared into his face, empty as a fresh-dug
grave. “Now, or I must do it for you.”

She growled with the effort, whole arm throbbing to the shoulder.
Gradually, the fingers inched closed, the little one still sticking straight.
“There, you fucker!” She shook her numb, knobbly, twisted fist under his
nose. “There!”

“Was that so hard?” He held the pipe out to her and she snatched it from
him. “You need not thank me.”
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And we will see if you can take the—"
She squealed, knees buckling, would have fallen if he hadn't caught her.

“Still?” He frowned. “You should be able to walk. The bones are knitted.
Pain, of course, but ... perhaps a fragment within one of the joints, still.
Where does it hurt?”

“Everywhere!” she snarled at him.

“I trust this is not simply your stubbornness. I would hate to open the
wounds in your legs again unnecessarily.” He hooked one arm under her
knees and lifted her without much effort back onto the bench. “I must go for
a while.”

She clutched at him. “You'll be back soon?”

“Very soon.”



His footsteps vanished down the corridor. She heard the front door click
shut, the sound of the key scraping in the lock.

“Son of a fucking whore.” And she swung her legs down from the bench.
She winced as her feet touched the floor, bared her teeth as she straightened
up, growled softly as she let go of the bench and stood on her own feet.

It hurt like hell, and it felt good.

She took a long breath, gathered herself and began to waddle towards the
far side of the room, pains shooting through her ankles, knees, hips, into her
back, arms held out wide for balance. She made it to the cupboard and
clung to its corner, slid open the drawer. The pipe lay inside, a jar of bubbly
green glass beside it with some black lumps of husk in the bottom. How she
wanted it. Her mouth was dry, her palms sticky with sick need. She slapped
the drawer closed and hobbled back to the bench. Everything was still
pierced with cold aches, but she was getting stronger each day. Soon she'd
be ready. But not yet.

Patience is the parent of success, Stolicus wrote.

Across the room, and back, growling through her clenched teeth. Across
the room and back, lurching and grimacing. Across the room and back,
whimpering, wobbling, spitting. She leaned against the bench, long enough
to get her breath.

Across the room and back again.

Skkk

The mirror had a crack across it, but she wished it had been far more
broken.

Your hair is like a curtain of midnight!

Shaved off down the left side of her head, grown back to a scabby
stubble. The rest hung lank, tangled and greasy as old seaweed.

Your eyes gleam like piercing sapphires, beyond price!



Yellow, bloodshot, lashes gummed to clumps, rimmed red-raw in sockets
purple-black with pain.

Lips like rose petals?

Cracked, parched, peeling grey with yellow scum gathered at the corners.
There were three long scabs across her sucked-in cheek, sore brown against
waxy white.

You look especially beautiful this morning, Monza ...

On each side of her neck, withered down to a bundle of pale cords, the
red scars left by Gobba's wire. She looked like a woman just dead of the
plague. She looked scarcely better than the skulls stacked on the
mantelpiece.

Beyond the mirror, her host was smiling. “What did I tell you? You look
well.”

The very Goddess of War!

“I look a fucking carnival curiosity!” she sneered, and the ruined crone in
the mirror sneered back at her.

“Better than when I found you. You should learn to look on the happy
side of the case.” He tossed the mirror down, stood and pulled on his coat.
“I must leave you for the time being, but I will be back, as I always am.
Continue working the hand, but keep your strength. Later I must cut into
your legs and establish the cause of your difficulty in standing.”

She forced a sickly smile onto her face. “Yes. I see.”

“Good. Soon, then.” He threw his canvas bag over his shoulder. His
footsteps creaked down the corridor, the lock closed. She counted slowly to
ten.

Off the bench and she snatched up a pair of needles and a knife from the
tray. She limped to the cupboard, ripped open the drawer, stuffed the pipe
into the pocket of the borrowed trousers hanging from her hip bones, the jar
with it. She lurched down the hall, boards creaking under bare feet. Into the
bedroom, grimacing as she fished the old boots from under the bed,
grunting as she pulled them on.

Out into the corridor again, her breath hissing with effort, and pain, and
fear. She knelt down by the front door, or at least lowered herself by



creaking degrees until her burning knees were on the boards. It was a long
time since she'd worked a lock. She fished and stabbed with the needles,
twisted hand fumbling.

“Turn, you bastard. Turn.”

Luckily the lock wasn't good. The tumblers caught, turned with a
satisfying clatter. She grabbed the knob and hauled the door open.

Night, and a hard one. Cold rain lashed an overgrown yard, rank weeds
edged with the slightest glimmer of moonlight, crumbling walls slick with
wet. Beyond a leaning fence bare trees rose up, darkness gathered under
their branches. A rough night for an invalid to be out of doors. But the chill
wind whipping at her face, the clean air in her mouth, felt almost like being
alive again. Better to freeze free than spend another moment with the bones.
She ducked out into the rain, hobbled across the garden, nettles snatching at
her. Into the trees, between their glistening trunks, and she struck away
from the track and didn't look back.

Up a long slope, bent double, good hand dragging at the muddy ground,
pulling her on. She grunted at each slipping footfall, every muscle
screeching at her. Black rain dripped from black branches, pattered on
fallen leaves, crept through her hair and plastered it across her face, crept
through her stolen clothes and stuck them to her sore skin.

“One more step.”

She had to make some distance from the bench, and the knives, and that
slack, white, empty face. That face, and the one in the mirror.

“One more step ... one more step ... one more step.”

The black ground lurched past, her hand trailing against the wet mud, the
tree roots. She followed her father as he pushed the plough, long ago, hand
trailing through the turned earth for stones.

What would I do without you?

She knelt in the cold woods beside Cosca, waiting for the ambush, her
nose full of that damp, crisp smell of trees, her heart bursting with fear and
excitement.

You have a devil in you.



She thought of whatever she needed to so she could keep going,
memories rushing on ahead of her clumsy boots.

Off the terrace and let us be done.

She stopped, stood bent over, shuddering smoky breaths into the wet
night. No idea how far she'd come, where she'd started, where she was
going. For now, it hardly mattered.

She wedged her back against a slimy tree-trunk, prised at her belt buckle
with her good hand, shoved at it with the side of the other one. It took her a
teeth-gritted age to finally get the damn thing open. At least she didn't have
to pull her trousers down. They sagged off her bony arse and down her
scarred legs under their own weight. She paused a moment, wondering how
she'd get them back up.

One battle at a time, Stolicus wrote.

She grabbed a low branch, slick with rain, lowered herself under it, right
hand cradled against her wet shirt, bare knees trembling.

“Come on,” she hissed, trying to make her knotted bladder unclench. “If
you need to go, just go. Just go. Just—"

She grunted with relief, piss spattering into the mud along with the rain,
trickling down the hillside. Her right leg was burning worse than ever,
wasted muscles quivering. She winced as she tried to move her hand down
the branch, shift her weight to her other leg. In a sick instant one foot flew
out from under her and she went over backwards, breath whooping in,
reason all blotted out by the dizzy memory of falling. She bit her tongue as
her head cracked down in the mud, slid a stride or two, flailed to a stop in a
wet hollow full of rotting leaves. She lay in the tapping rain, trousers
tangled round her ankles, and wept.

It was a low moment, no doubt of that.

She bawled like a baby. Helpless, heedless, desperate. Her sobs racked
her, choked her, made her mangled body shake. She didn't know the last
time she'd cried. Never, maybe. Benna had done the weeping for both of
them. Now all the pain and fear of a dozen black years and more came
leaking out of her screwed-up face. She lay in the mud, and tortured herself
with everything she'd lost.



Benna was dead, and everything good in her was dead with him. The way
they made each other laugh. That understanding that comes from a life
together, gone. He'd been home, family, friend and more, all killed at once.
All snuffed out carelessly as a cheap candle. Her hand was ruined. She held
the aching, mocking remnant of it to her chest. The way she used to draw a
sword, use a pen, firmly shake a hand, all crushed under Gobba's boot. The
way she used to walk, run, ride, all scattered broken down the mountainside
under Orso's balcony. Her place in the world, ten years' work, built with her
own sweat and blood, struggled for, sweated for, vanished like smoke. All
she'd worked for, hoped for, dreamed of.

Dead.

She worked her belt back up, dead leaves dragged up with it, and
fumbled it shut. A few last sobs, then she snorted snot down, wiped the rest
from under her nose on her cold hand. The life she'd had was gone. The
woman she'd been was gone. What they'd broken could never be mended.

But there was no point weeping about it now.

She knelt in the mud, shivering in the darkness, silent. These things
weren't just gone, they'd been stolen from her. Her brother wasn't just dead,
he'd been murdered. Slaughtered like an animal. She forced her twisted
fingers closed until they made a trembling fist.

“I'll kill them.”

She made herself see their faces, one by one. Gobba, the fat hog,
lounging in the shadows. A waste of decent flesh. Her face twitched as she
saw his boot stomp down across her hand, felt the bones splinter. Mauthis,
the banker, his cold eyes staring down at her brother's corpse.
Inconvenienced. Faithful Carpi. A man who'd walked beside her, eaten
beside her, fought beside her, year upon year. I really am sorry. She saw his
arm go back, ready to stab her through, felt the wound niggling at her side,
pressed at it through her wet shirt, dug her fingers into it back and front
until it burned like fury.

“I'll kill them.”

Ganmark. She saw his soft, tired face. Flinched as his sword punched
through Benna's body. That's that. Prince Ario, lounging in his chair, wine
glass dangling. His knife cut Benna's neck open, blood bubbling between



his fingers. She made herself see each detail, remember each word said.
Foscar, too. I'll have no part of this. But that changed nothing.

“I'll kill them all.”

And Orso, last. Orso, who she'd fought for, struggled for, killed for.
Grand Duke Orso, Lord of Talins, who'd turned on them over a rumour.
Murdered her brother, left her broken for nothing. For a fear they'd steal his
place. Her jaw ached, her teeth were clenched so hard. She felt his fatherly
hand on her shoulder and her shivering flesh crawled. She saw his smile,
heard his voice echoing in her pounding skull.

What would I do without you?

Seven men.

She dragged herself up, chewing at her sore lip, and lurched off through
the dark trees, water trickling from her sodden hair and down her face. The
pain gnawed through her legs, her sides, her hand, her skull, but she bit
down hard and forced herself on.

“I'll kill them ... T'll kill them ... I'll kill them ...”
It hardly needed to be said. She was done with crying.

The old track was grown over, almost past recognition. Branches
thrashed at Monza's aching body. Brambles snatched at her burning legs.
She crept through a gap in the overgrown hedgerow and frowned down at
the place where she'd been born. She wished she'd been able to make the
stubborn soil bear a crop as well as it bloomed thorn and nettle now. The
upper field was a patch of dead scrub. The lower was a mass of briar. The
remains of the mean farmhouse peered sadly over from the edge of the
woods, and she peered sadly back.

It seemed that time had given both of them a kicking.

She squatted, gritting her teeth as her withered muscles stretched around
her crooked bones, listening to a few birds cawing at the sinking sun,
watching the wind twitch the wild grass and snatch at the nettles. Until she
was sure the place was every bit as abandoned as it looked. Then she gently
worked the life back into her battered legs and limped for the buildings. The



house where her father died was a tumbled-down shell and a rotted beam or
two, its outline so small it was hard to believe she could ever have lived
there. She, and her father, and Benna too. She turned her head and spat into
the dry dirt. She hadn't come here for bitter-sweet remembrances.

She'd come for revenge.

The shovel was where she'd left it two winters ago, blade still bright
under some rubbish in the corner of the roofless barn. Thirty strides into the
trees. Hard to imagine how easily she'd taken those long, smooth, laughing
steps as she waddled through the weeds, spade dragging behind her. Into the
quiet woods, wincing at every footfall, broken patterns of sunlight dancing
across the fallen leaves as the evening wore down.

Thirty strides. She hacked the brambles away with the edge of the shovel,
finally managed to drag the rotten tree-trunk to one side and began to dig. It
would've been some task with both her hands and both her legs. As she was
now, it was a groaning, sweating, teeth-grinding ordeal. But Monza had
never been one to give up halfway, whatever the costs. You have a devil in
you, Cosca used to tell her, and he'd been right. He'd learned it the hard
way.

Night was coming on when she heard the hollow clomp of metal against
wood. She scraped the last soil away, prised the iron ring from the dirt with
broken fingernails. She strained, growled, stolen clothes stuck cold to her
scarred skin. The trapdoor came open with a squealing of metal and a black
hole beckoned, a ladder half-seen in the darkness.

She worked her way down, painstakingly slow since she'd no interest in
breaking any more bones. She fumbled in the black until she found the
shelf, wrestled with the flint in her bad joke of a hand and finally got the
lamp lit. Light flared out weakly around the vaulted cellar, glittering along
the metal edges of Benna's precautions, sitting safe, just as they'd left them.

He always had liked to plan ahead.

Keys hung from a row of rusted hooks. Keys to empty buildings,
scattered across Styria. Places to hide. A rack along the left-hand wall
bristled with blades, long and short. She opened a chest beside it. Clothes,
carefully folded, never worn. She doubted they'd even fit her wasted body
now. She reached out to touch one of Benna's shirts, remembering him
picking out the silk for it, caught sight of her own right hand in the



lamplight. She snatched up a pair of gloves, threw one away and shoved the
maimed thing into the other, wincing as she worked the fingers, the little
one still sticking out stubbornly straight.

Wooden boxes were stacked at the back of the cellar, twenty of them all
told. She hobbled to the nearest one and pushed back the lid. Hermon's gold
glittered at her. Heaps of coins. A small fortune in that box alone. She
touched her fingertips gingerly to the side of her skull, felt the ridges under
her skin. Gold. There's so much more you can do with it than just hold your
head together.

She dug her hand in and let coins trickle between her fingers. The way
you somehow have to if you find yourself alone with a box of money. These
would be her weapons. These, and ...

She let her gloved hand trail across the blades on the rack, stopped and
went back one. A long sword of workmanlike grey steel. It didn't have
much in the way of ornamental flourishes, but there was a fearsome beauty
about it still, to her eye. The beauty of a thing fitted perfectly to its purpose.
It was a Calvez, forged by the best swordsmith in Styria. A gift from her to
Benna, not that he'd have known the difference between a good blade and a
carrot. He'd worn it for a week then swapped it for an over-priced length of
scrap metal with stupid gilt basketwork.

The one he'd been trying to draw when they killed him.

She curled her fingers round the cold grip, strange in her left hand, and
slid a few inches of steel from the sheath. It shone bright and eager in the
lamplight. Good steel bends, but never breaks. Good steel stays always
sharp and ready. Good steel feels no pain, no pity and, above all, no
remorse.

She felt herself smile. The first time in months. The first time since
Gobba's wire hissed tight around her neck.

Vengeance, then.



Fish out of Water

The cold wind swept in from the sea and gave the docks of Talins a damn
good blasting. Or a damn bad one, depending how well dressed you were.
Shivers weren't that well dressed at all. He pulled his thin coat tight round
his shoulders, though he might as well not have bothered, for all the good it
did him. He narrowed his eyes and squinted miserably into the latest gust.
He was earning his name today, alright. He had been for weeks.

He remembered sitting warm by the fire, up in the North in a good house
in Uffrith, with a belly full of meat and a head full of dreams, talking to
Vossula about the wondrous city of Talins. He remembered it with some
bitterness, because it was that bloody merchant, with his dewy eyes and his
honey tales of home, who'd talked him into this nightmare jaunt to Styria.

Vossula had told him that the sun always shone in Talins. That was why
Shivers had sold his good coat before he set off. Didn't want to end up
sweating, did he? Seemed now, as he shivered like a curled-up autumn leaf
only just still clinging to its branch, that Vossula had been doing some
injury to the truth.

Shivers watched the restless waves chew at the quay, throwing icy spray
over the few rotting skiffs stirring at their rotting wharves. He listened to
the hawsers creaking, to the ill seabirds croaking, to the wind making a
loose shutter rattle, to the grunts and grumbles of the men around him. All
of 'em huddled on the docks for the sniff of a chance at work, and there'd
never been in one place such a crowd of sad stories. Grubby and gaunt,
ragged clothes and pinched-in faces. Desperate men. Men just like Shivers,
in other words. Except they'd been born here. He'd been stupid enough to
choose this.

He slid the last hard heel of bread from his inside pocket as carefully as a
miser breaking out his hoard, took a nibble from the end, making sure to
taste every crumb of it. Then he caught the man nearest to him staring,
licking his pale lips. Shivers felt his shoulders slump, broke some off and
handed it over.

“Thanks, friend,” as he wolfed it down.

“No bother,” said Shivers, though he'd spent hours chopping logs for it.
Quite a lot of painful bother, in fact. The rest of 'em were all looking now,



big sad eyes like pups needed feeding. He threw up his hands. “If I had
bread for everyone, why the fuck would I be stood here?”

They turned away grumbling. He snorted cold snot up and spat it out.
Aside from some stale bread it was the only thing to have passed his lips
that morning, and going in the wrong direction. He'd come with a pocketful
of silver, and a faceful of smiles, and a swelling chestful of happy hope. Ten
weeks in Styria, and all three of those were emptied to the bitter dregs.

Vossula had told him the people of Talins were friendly as lambs,
welcomed foreigners like guests. He'd found nothing but scorn, and a lot of
folk keen to use any rotten trick to relieve him of his dwindling money.
They weren't just handing out second chances on the street corners here. No
more'n they had been in the North.

A boat had come in now, was tying off at the quay, fishers scurrying over
and around it, hauling at ropes and cursing at sailcloth. Shivers felt the rest
of the desperate perking up, wondering if there might be a shift of work for
one of 'em. He felt a dismal little flare of hope in his own chest, however
hard he tried to keep it down, and stood up keen on tiptoes to watch.

Fish slid from the nets onto the dockside, squirming silver in the watery
sun. It was a good, honest trade, fishing. A life on the salty brine where no
sharp words are spoken, all men set together against the wind, plucking the
shining bounty from the sea, and all that. A noble trade, or so Shivers tried
to tell himself, in spite of the stink. Any trade that'd have him seemed pretty
noble about then.

A man weathered as an old gatepost hopped down from the boat and
strutted over, all self-importance, and the beggars jostled each other to catch
his eye. The captain, Shivers guessed.

“Need two hands,” he said, pushing his battered cap back and looking
those hopeful, hopeless faces over. “You, and you.”

Hardly needed saying Shivers weren't one of 'em. His head sagged along
with the rest as he watched the lucky pair hurrying back to the boat after its
captain. One was the bastard he gave his bread to, didn't so much as look
round, let alone put in a word for him. Maybe it was what you gave out that
made a man, not what you got back, like Shivers' brother used to say, but
getting back's a mighty good thing to stop you starving.



“Shit on this.” And he started after them, picking his way between the
fishers sorting their flapping catch into buckets and barrows. Wearing the
friendliest grin he could muster, he walked up to where the captain was
busying himself on the deck. “Nice boat you got here,” he tried, though it
was a slimy tub of shit far as he could see.

“And?”
“Would you think of taking me on?”
“You? What d'you know about fish?”

Shivers was a proven hand with axe, blade, spear and shield. A Named
Man who'd led charges and held lines across the North and back. Who'd
taken a few bad wounds and given out a lot of worse. But he was set on
doing better'n that, and he was clinging to the notion tight as a drowning
man to driftwood.

“I used to fish a lot, when I was a boy. Down by the lake, with my
father.” His bare feet crunching in the shingle. The light glistening on the
water. His father's smile, and his brother's.

But the captain didn't come over nostalgic. “Lake? Sea-fishing's what we
do, boy.”

“Sea-fishing, I've got to say, I've had no practice at.”

“Then why you wasting my bloody time? I can get plenty of Styrian
fishers for my measure, the best hands, all with a dozen years at sea.” He
waved at the idle men lining the dock, looked more like they'd spent a
dozen years in an ale-cup. “Why should I give work to some Northern
beggar?”

“I'll work hard. Had some bad luck is all. I'm just asking for a chance.”

“So are we all, but I'm not hearing why I should be the one to give it
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you.
“Just a chance is—”

“Away from my boat, you big pale bastard!” The captain snatched up a
length of rough wood from the deck and had himself a step forwards, as if
he was set to beat a dog. “Get off, and take your bad luck with you!”

“I may be no kind of fisher, but I've always had a talent for making men
bleed. Best put that stick down before I make you fucking eat it.” Shivers



gave a look to go with the warning. A killing look, straight out of the North.
The captain faltered, stopped, stood there grumbling. Then he tossed his
stick away and started shouting at one of his own people.

Shivers hunched his shoulders and didn't look back. He trudged to the
mouth of an alley, past the torn bills pasted on the walls, the words daubed
over 'em. Into the shadows between the crowded buildings, and the sounds
of the docks went muffled at his back. It had been the same story with the
smiths, and with the bakers, and with every damn trade in this damn city.
There'd even been a cobbler who'd looked like a good enough sort until he
told Shivers to fuck himself.

Vossula had said there was work everywhere in Styria, all you had to do
was ask. It seemed, for reasons he couldn't fathom, that Vossula had been
lying out of his arse the whole way. Shivers had asked him all kinds of
questions. But it occurred to him now, as he sank down on a slimy doorstep
with his worn-out boots in the gutter and some fish-heads for company, he
hadn't asked the one question he should've. The one question staring him in
the face ever since he got here.

Tell me, Vossula—if Styria's such a slice of wonder, why the hell are you
up here in the North?

“Fucking Styria,” he hissed in Northern. He had that pain behind his nose
meant he was close to weeping, and he was that far gone he was scarcely
even shamed. Caul Shivers. Rattleneck's son. A Named Man who'd faced
death in all weathers. Who'd fought beside the biggest names in the North—
Rudd Threetrees, Black Dow, the Dogman, Harding Grim. Who'd led the
charge against the Union near the Cumnur. Who'd held the line against a
thousand Shanka at Dunbrec. Who'd fought seven days of murder up in the
High Places. He almost felt a smile tugging at his mouth to think of the
wild, brave times he'd come out alive from. He knew he'd been shitting
himself the whole way, but what happy days those seemed now. Least he
hadn't been alone.

He looked up at the sound of footsteps. Four men were ambling into the
alley from the docks, the way he'd come. They had that sorry look men can
get when they've got mischief in mind. Shivers hunched into his doorway,
hoping whatever mischief they were planning didn't include him.



His heart took a downward turn as they gathered in a half-circle, standing
over him. One had a bloated-up red nose, the kind you get from too much
drinking. Another was bald as a boot-toe, had a length of wood held by his
leg. A third had a scraggy beard and a mouthful of brown teeth. Not a pretty
set of men, and Shivers didn't reckon they had anything pretty in mind.

The one at the front grinned down, a nasty-looking bastard with a pointed
rat-face. “What you got for us?”

“I wish I'd something worth the taking. But I've not. You might as well
just go your way.”

Rat Face frowned at his bald mate, annoyed they might get nothing.
“Your boots, then.”

“In this weather? I'll freeze.”

“Freeze. See if I care a shit. Boots, now, before we give you a kicking for
the sport of it.”

“Fucking Talins,” mouthed Shivers under his breath, the ashes of self-
pity in his throat suddenly flaring up hot and bloody. It gnawed at him to
come this low. Bastards had no use for his boots, just wanted to make
themselves feel big. But it'd be a fool's fight four against one, and with no
weapon handy. A fool's choice to get killed for some old leather, however
cold it was.

He crouched down, muttering as he started to pull his boots off. Then his
knee caught Red Nose right in his fruits and doubled him over with a
breathy sigh. Surprised himself as much as he did them. Maybe going
barefoot was more'n his pride would stretch to. He smashed Rat Face on the
chin, grabbed him by the front of his coat and rammed him back into one of
his mates, sent them sprawling over together, yelping like cats in a
rainstorm.

Shivers dodged the bald bastard's stick as it came down and shrugged it
off his shoulder. The man came stumbling past, off balance, mouth wide
open. Shivers planted a punch right on the point of his hanging chin and
snapped his head up, then hooked his legs away with one boot, sent him
squawking onto his back and followed him down. Shivers' fist crunched
into his face—two, three, four times, and made a right mess of it, spattering
blood up the arm of Shivers' dirty coat.



He scrambled away, leaving Baldy spitting teeth into the gutter. Red Nose
was still curled up wailing with his hands between his legs. But the other
two had knives out now, sharp metal glinting. Shivers crouched, fists
clenched, breathing hard, eyes flicking from one of 'em to the other and his
anger wilting fast. Should've just given his boots over. Probably they'd be
prising them off his cold, dead feet in a short and painful while. Bloody
pride, that rubbish only did a man harm.

Rat Face wiped blood from under his nose. “Oh, you're a dead man now,
you Northern fuck! You're good as a—" His leg suddenly went from
underneath him and he fell, shrieking, knife bouncing from his hand.

Someone slid out of the shadows behind him. Tall and hooded, sword
held loose in a pale left fist, long, thin blade catching such light as there was
in the alley and glinting murder. The last of the boot-thieves still standing,
the one with the shitty teeth, stared at that length of steel with eyes big as a
cow's, his knife looking a piss-poor tool all of a sudden.

“You might want to run for it.” Shivers frowned, caught off guard. A
woman's voice. Brown Teeth didn't need telling twice. He turned and
sprinted off down the alley.

“My leg!” Rat Face was yelling, clutching at the back of his knee with
one bloody hand. “My fucking leg!”

“Stop whining or I'll slit the other one.”

Baldy was lying there, saying nothing. Red Nose had finally fought his
way moaning to his knees.

“Want my boots, do you?” Shivers took a step and kicked him in the
fruits again, lifted him up and put him back down mewling on his face.
“There's one of 'em, bastard!” He watched the newcomer, blood swoosh-
swooshing behind his eyes, not sure how he came through that without
getting some steel in his guts. Not sure if he might not still. This woman
didn't have the look of good news. “What d'you want?” he growled at her.

“Nothing you'll have trouble with.” He could see the corner of a smile
inside her hood. “I might have some work for you.”



A big plate of meat and vegetables in some kind of gravy, slabs of
doughy bread beside. Might've been good, might not have been, Shivers
was too busy ramming it into his face to tell. Most likely he looked a right
animal, two weeks unshaved, pinched and greasy from dossing in
doorways, and not even good ones. But he was far past caring how he
looked, even with a woman watching.

She still had her hood up, though they were out of the weather now. She
stayed back against the wall, where it was dark. She tipped her head
forwards when folk came close, tar-black hair hanging across one cheek.
He'd worked out a notion of her face anyway, in the moments when he
could drag his eyes away from his food, and he reckoned it was a good one.

Strong, with hard bones in it, a fierce line of jaw and a lean neck, a blue
vein showing up the side. Dangerous, he reckoned, though that wasn't such
a clever guess since he'd seen her slit the back of a man's knee with small
regret. Still, there was something in the way her narrow eyes held him that
made him nervous. Calm and cold, as if she'd already got his full measure,
and knew just what he'd do next. Knew better'n he did. She had three long
marks down one cheek, old cuts still healing. She had a glove on her right
hand, and scarcely used it. A limp too he'd noticed on the way here. Caught
up in some dark business, maybe, but Shivers didn't have so many friends
he could afford to be picky. Right then, anyone who fed him had the full
stretch of his loyalty.

She watched him eat. “Hungry?”

“Somewhat.”

“Long way from home?”

“Somewhat.”

“Had some bad luck?”

“More'n my share. But I made some bad choices, too.”
“The two go together.”

“That is a fact.” He tossed knife and spoon clattering down onto the
empty plate. “I should've thought it through.” He wiped up the gravy with
the last slice of bread. “But I've always been my own worst enemy.” They
sat facing each other in silence as he chewed it. “You've not told me your
name.”



“No.”

“Like that, is it?”

“I'm paying, aren't I? It's whatever way I say it is.”

“Why are you paying? A friend of mine ...” He cleared his throat,

starting to doubt whether Vossula had been any kind of friend. “A man I
know told me to expect nothing for free in Styria.”

“Good advice. I need something from you.”

Shivers licked at the inside of his mouth and it tasted sour. He had a debt
to this woman, now, and he wasn't sure what he'd have to pay. By the look
of her, he reckoned it might cost him dear. “What do you need?”

“First of all, have a bath. No one's going to deal with you in that state.”

Now the hunger and the cold were gone, they'd left a bit of room for
shame. “I'm happier not stinking, believe it or not. I got some fucking pride
left.”

“Good for you. Bet you can't wait to get fucking clean, then.”

He worked his shoulders around, uncomfortable. He had this feeling like
he was stepping into a pool with no idea how deep it might be. “Then
what?”

“Not much. You go into a smoke-house and ask for a man called Sajaam.
You say Nicomo demands his presence at the usual place. You bring him to
me.”

“Why not do that yourself?”

“Because I'm paying you to do it, fool.” She held up a coin in her gloved
fist. Silver glinted in the firelight, design of weighing scales stamped into
the bright metal. “You bring Sajaam to me, you get a scale. You decide you
still want fish, you can buy yourself a barrelful.”

Shivers frowned. For some fine-looking woman to come out of nowhere,
more'n likely save his life, then make him a golden offer? His luck had
never been anywhere near that good. But eating had only reminded him
how much he used to enjoy doing it. “I can do that.”

“Good. Or you can do something else, and get fifty.”

“Fifty?” Shivers' voice was an eager croak. “This a joke?”



“You see me laughing? Fifty, I said, and if you still want fish you can buy
your own boat and have change for some decent tailoring, how's that?”

Shivers tugged somewhat shamefacedly at the frayed edge of his coat.
With that much he could hop the next boat back to Uffrith and kick
Vossula's skinny arse from one end of the town to the other. A dream that
had been his one source of pleasure for some time. “What do you want for
fifty?”

“Not much. You go into a smoke-house and ask for a man called Sajaam.
You say Nicomo demands his presence at the usual place. You bring him to
me.” She paused for a moment. “Then you help me kill a man.”

It was no surprise, if he was honest with himself for once. There was only
one kind of work that he was really good at. Certainly only one kind that
anyone would pay him fifty scales for. He'd come here to be a better man.
But it was just like the Dogman had told him. Once your hands are bloody,
it ain't so easy to get 'em clean.

Something poked his thigh under the table and he near jumped out of his
chair. The pommel of a long knife lay between his legs. A fighting knife,
steel crosspiece gleaming orange, its sheathed blade in the woman's gloved
hand.

“Best take it.”
“I didn't say I'd kill anyone.”

“I know what you said. The blade's just to show Sajaam you mean
business.”

He had to admit he didn't much care for a woman surprising him with a
knife between his thighs. “I didn't say I'd kill anyone.”

“I didn't say you did.”

“Right then. Just as long as you know.” He snatched the blade from her
and slid it down inside his coat.

The knife pressed against his chest as he walked up, nuzzling at him like
an old lover back for more. Shivers knew it was nothing to be proud of.



Any fool can carry a knife. But even so, he wasn't sure he didn't like the
weight of it against his ribs. Felt like being someone again.

He'd come to Styria looking for honest work. But when the purse runs
empty, dishonest work has to do. Shivers couldn't say he'd ever seen a place
with a less honest look about it than this one. A heavy door in a dirty, bare,
windowless wall, with a big man standing guard on each side. Shivers could
tell it in the way they stood—they had weapons, and were right on the edge
of putting 'em to use. One was a dark-skinned Southerner, black hair
hanging around his face.

“Need something?” he asked, while the other gave Shivers the eyeball.
“Here to see Sajaam.”

“You armed?” Shivers slid out the knife, held it up hilt first, and the man
took it off him. “With me, then.” The hinges creaked as the door swung
open.

The air was thick on the other side, hazy with sweet smoke. It scratched
at Shivers' throat and made him want to cough, prickled at his eyes and
made them water. It was dim and quiet, too sticky warm for comfort after
the nip outside. Lamps of coloured glass threw patterns across the stained
walls—green, and red, and yellow flares in the murk. The place was like a
bad dream.

Curtains hung about, dirty silk rustling in the gloom. Folk sprawled on
cushions, half-dressed and half-asleep. A man lay on his back, mouth wide
open, pipe dangling from his hand, trace of smoke still curling from the
bowl. A woman was pressed against him, on her side. Both their faces were
beaded with sweat, slack as corpses. Looked like an uneasy cross between
delight and despair, but tending towards the latter.

“This way.” Shivers followed his guide through the haze and down a
shadowy corridor. A woman leaning in a doorway watched him pass with
dead eyes, saying nothing. Someone was grunting somewhere, “Oh, oh,
oh,” almost bored.

Through a curtain of clicking beads and into another big room, less
smoky but more worrying. Men were scattered about it, an odd mix of types
and colours. Judging by their looks, all used to violence. Eight were sitting
at a table strewn with glasses, bottles and small money, playing cards. More



lounged about in the shadows. Shivers' eye fell right away on a nasty-
looking hatchet in easy reach of one, and he didn't reckon it was the only
weapon about. A clock was nailed up on the wall, innards dangling,
swinging back and forth, tick, tock, tick, loud enough to set his nerves
jangling even worse.

A big man sat at the head of the table, the chief's place if this had been
the North. An old man, face creased like leather past its best. His skin was
oily dark, short hair and beard dusted with iron grey. He had a gold coin he
was fiddling with, flipping it across his knuckles from one side of his hand
back to the other. The guide leaned down to whisper in his ear, then handed
across the knife. His eyes and the eyes of the others were on Shivers, now.
A scale was starting to seem a small reward for the task, all of a sudden.

“You Sajaam?” Louder than Shivers had in mind, voice squeaky from the
smoke.

The old man's smile was a yellow curve in his dark face. “Sajaam is my
name, as all my sweet friends will confirm. You know, you can tell an awful
lot about a man from the style of weapon he carries.”

“That so?”

Sajaam slid the knife from its sheath and held it up, candlelight glinting
on steel. “Not a cheap blade, but not expensive either. Fit for the job, and no
frills at the edges. Sharp, and hard, and meaning business. Am I close to the
mark?”

“Somewhere round it.” It was plain he was one of those who loved to
prattle on, so Shivers didn't bother to mention that it weren't even his knife.
Less said, sooner he could be on his way.

“What might your name be, friend?” Though the friend bit didn't much
convince.

“Caul Shivers.”

“Brrrr.” Sajaam shook his big shoulders around like he was cold, to much
chuckling from his men. Easily tickled, by the look of things. “You are a
long, long way from home, my man.”

“Don't I fucking know it. I've a message for you. Nicomo demands your
presence.”



The good humour drained from the room quick as blood from a slit
throat. “Where?”

“The usual place.”

“Demands, does he?” A couple of Sajaam's people were moving away
from the walls, hands creeping in the shadows. “Awfully bold of him. And
why would my old friend Nicomo send a big white Northman with a blade
to talk to me?” It came to Shivers about then that, for reasons unknown, the
woman might've landed him right in the shit. Clearly she weren't this
Nicomo character. But he'd swallowed his fill of scorn these last few weeks,
and the dead could have him before he tongued up any more.

“Ask him yourself. I didn't come here to swap questions, old man.
Nicomo demands your presence in the usual place, and that's all. Now get
off your fat black arse before I lose my temper.”

There was a long and ugly pause, while everyone had a think about that.
“I like it,” grunted Sajaam. “You like that?” he asked one of his thugs.
“It's alright, I guess, if that style o' thing appeals.”

“On occasion. Large words and bluster and hairy-chested manliness. Too
much gets boring with great speed, but a little can sometimes make me
smile. So Nicomo demands my presence, does he?”

“He does,” said Shivers, no choice but to let the current drag him where it
pleased, and hope to wash up whole.

“Well, then.” The old man tossed his cards down on the table and slowly
stood. “Let it never be said old Sajaam reneged on a debt. If Nicomo is
calling ... the usual place it is.” He pushed the knife Shivers had brought
through his belt. “I'll keep hold of this though, hmmm? Just for the
moment.”

It was late when they got to the place the woman had showed him and the
rotten garden was dark as a cellar. Far as Shivers could tell it was empty as
one too. Just torn papers twitching on the night air, old news hanging from
the slimy bricks.

“Well?” snapped Sajaam. “Where's Cosca?”



“Said she'd be here,” Shivers muttered, half to himself.
“She?” His hand was on the hilt of the knife. “What the hell are you—"

“Over here, you old prick.” She slid out from behind a tree-trunk and into
a scrap of light, hood back. Now Shivers saw her clearly, she was even
finer-looking than he'd thought, and harder-looking too. Very fine, and very
hard, with a sharp red line down the side of her neck, like the scars you see
on hanged men. She had this frown—brows drawn in hard, lips pressed
tight, eyes narrowed and fixed in front. Like she'd decided to break a door
down with her head, and didn't care a shit for the results.

Sajaam's face had gone slack as a soaked shirt. “You're alive.”
“Still sharp as ever, eh?”

“But I heard—"

“No.”

Didn't take long for the old man to scrape himself together. “You
shouldn't be in Talins, Murcatto. You shouldn't be within a hundred miles of
Talins. Most of all, you shouldn't be within a hundred miles of me.” He
cursed in some language Shivers didn't know, then tipped his face back
towards the dark sky. “God, God, why could you not have sent me an
honest life to lead?”

The woman snorted. “Because you haven't the guts for it. That and you
like money too much.”

“All true, regrettably.” They might've talked like old friends, but Sajaam's
hand hadn't left the knife. “What do you want?”

“Your help killing some men.”

“The Butcher of Caprile needs my help killing, eh? As long as none of
them are too close to Duke Orso—"

“He'll be the last.”

“Oh, you mad bitch.” Sajaam slowly shook his head. “How you love to
test me, Monzcarro. How you always loved to test us all. You'll never do it.
Never, not if you wait until the sun burns out.”

“What if I could, though? Don't tell me it hasn't been your fondest wish
all these years.”



“All these years when you were spreading fire and murder across Styria
in his name? Happy to take his orders and his coin, lick his arse like a
puppy dog with a new bone? Is it those years you mean? I don't recall you
offering your shoulder for me to weep upon.”

“He killed Benna.”

“Is that so? The bills said Duke Rogont's agents got you both.” Sajaam
was pointing out some old papers stirring on the wall behind her shoulder.
A woman's face on 'em, and a man's. Shivers realised, and with a sharp
sinking in his gut, the woman's face was hers. “Killed by the League of
Eight. Everyone was so very upset.”

“I'm in no mood for jokes, Sajaam.”

“When were you ever? But it's no joke. You were a hero round these
parts. That's what they call you when you kill so many people the word
murderer falls short. Orso gave the big speech, said we all had to fight
harder than ever to avenge you, and everyone wept. I am sorry about
Benna. I always liked the boy. But I made peace with my devils. You should
do the same.”

“The dead can forgive. The dead can be forgiven. The rest of us have
better things to do. I want your help, and I'm owed. Pay up, bastard.”

They frowned at each other for a long moment. Then the old man heaved
up a long sigh. “I always said you'd be the death of me. What's your price?”

“A point in the right direction. An introduction here or there. That's what
you do, now, isn't it?”

“I know some people.”

“Then I need to borrow a man with a cold head and a good arm. A man
who won't get flustered at blood spilled.”

Sajaam seemed to think about that. Then he turned his head and called
over his shoulder. “You know a man like that, Friendly?”

Footsteps scraped out of the darkness from the way Shivers had come.
Seemed there'd been someone following them, and doing it well. The
woman slid into a fighting crouch, eyes narrowed, left hand on her sword
hilt. Shivers would've reached for a weapon too, if he'd had one, but he'd
sold all his own in Uffrith and given the knife over to Sajaam. So he settled



for a nervous twitching of his fingers, which wasn't a scrap of use to
anyone.

The new arrival trudged up, stooped over, eyes down. He was a half-head
or more shorter than Shivers but had a fearsome solid look to him, thick
neck wider than his skull, heavy hands dangling from the sleeves of a heavy
coat.

“Friendly,” Sajaam was all smiles at the surprise he'd pulled, “this is an
old friend of mine, name of Murcatto. You're going to work for her a while,
if you have no objection.” The man shrugged his weighty shoulders. “What
did you say your name was, again?”

“Shivers.”

Friendly's eyes flickered up, then back to the floor, and stayed there. Sad
eyes and strange. Silence for a moment.

“Is he a good man?” asked Murcatto.

“This is the best man I know of. Or the worst, if you stand on his wrong
side. I met him in Safety.”

“What had he done to be locked in there with the likes of you?”
“Everything and more.”
More silence. “For a man called Friendly, he's not got much to say.”

“My very thoughts when I first met him,” said Sajaam. “I suspect the
name was meant with some irony.”

“Irony? In a prison?”

“All kinds of people end up in prison. Some of us even have a sense of
humour.”

“If you say so. I'll take some husk as well.”
“You? More your brother's style, no? What do you want husk for?”

“When did you start asking your customers why they want your goods,
old man?”

“Fair point.” He pulled something from his pocket, tossed it to her and
she snatched it out of the air.

“I'll let you know when I need something else.”



“I shall tick off the hours! I always swore you'd be the death of me,
Monzcarro.” Sajaam turned away. “The death of me.”

Shivers stepped in front of him. “My knife.” He didn't understand the fine
points of what he'd heard, but he could tell when he was caught up in
something dark and bloody. Something where he was likely to need a good
blade.

“My pleasure.” Sajaam slapped it back into Shivers' palm, and it weighed
heavy there. “Though I advise you to find a larger blade if you plan on
sticking with her.” He glanced round at them, slowly shaking his head.
“You three heroes, going to put an end to Duke Orso? When they kill you,
do me a favour? Die quickly and keep my name out of it.” And with that
cheery thought he ambled off into the night.

When Shivers turned back, the woman called Murcatto was looking him
right in the eye. “What about you? Fishing's a bastard of a living. Almost as
hard as farming, and even worse-smelling.” She held out her gloved hand
and silver glinted in the palm. “I can still use another man. You want to take
your scale? Or you want fifty more?”

Shivers frowned down at that shining metal. He'd killed men for a lot
less, when he thought about it. Battles, feuds, fights, in all settings and all
weathers. But he'd had reasons, then. Not good ones, always, but something
to make it some kind of right. Never just murder, blood bought and paid for.

“This man we're going to kill ... what did he do?”
“He got me to pay fifty scales for his corpse. Isn't that enough?”
“Not for me.”

She frowned at him for a long moment. That straight-ahead look that was
already giving him the worries, somehow. “So you're one of them, eh?”

“One o' what?”

“One of those men that like reasons. That need excuses. You're a
dangerous crowd, you lot. Hard to predict.” She shrugged. “But if it helps.
He killed my brother.”

Shivers blinked. Hearing those words, from her mouth, brought that day
right back somehow, sharper than he'd remembered it for years. Seeing his
father's grey face, and knowing. Hearing his brother was killed, when he'd



been promised mercy. Swearing vengeance over the ashes in the long hall,
tears in his eyes. An oath he'd chosen to break, so he could walk away from
blood and be a better man.

And here she was, out of nowhere, offering him another chance at
vengeance. He killed my brother. Felt as if he would've said no to anything
else. But maybe he just needed the money.

“Shit on it, then,” he said. “Give me the fifty.”



Six and One

The dice came up six and one. The highest dice can roll and the lowest. A
fitting judgement on Friendly's life. The pit of horror to the heights of
triumph. And back.

Six and one made seven. Seven years old, when Friendly committed his
first crime. But six years later that he was first caught, and given his first
sentence. When they first wrote his name in the big book, and he earned his
first days in Safety. Stealing, he knew, but he could hardly remember what
he stole. He certainly could not remember why. His parents had worked
hard to give him all he needed. And yet he stole. Some men are born to do
wrong, perhaps. The judges had told him so.

He scooped the dice up, rattled them in his fist, then let them free across
the stones again, watched them as they tumbled. Always that same joy, that
anticipation. Dice just thrown can be anything until they stop rolling. He
watched them turning, chances, odds, his life and the life of the Northman.
All the lives in the great city of Talins turning with them.

Six and one.

Friendly smiled, a little. The odds of throwing six and one a second time
were one in eighteen. Long odds, some would say, looking forward into the
future. But looking into the past, as he was now, there was no chance of any
other numbers. What was coming? Always full of possibilities. What was
past? Done, and hardened, like dough turned to bread. There was no going
back.

“What do the dice say?”

Friendly glanced up as he gathered the dice with the edge of his hand. He
was a big man, this Shivers, but with none of that stringiness tall men
sometimes get. Strong. But not like a farmer, or a labourer. Not slow. He
understood the work. There were clues, and Friendly knew them all. In
Safety, you have to reckon the threat a man poses in a moment. Reckon it,
and deal with it, and never blink.

A soldier, maybe, and fought in battles, by his scars, and the set of his
face, and the look in his eye as they waited to do violence. Not comfortable,
but ready. Not likely to run or get carried away. They are rare, men that
keep a sharp head when the trouble starts. There was a scar on his thick left



wrist that, if you looked at it a certain way, was like the number seven.
Seven was a good number today.

“Dice say nothing. They are dice.”
“Why roll 'em, then?”
“They are dice. What else would I do with them?”

Friendly closed his eyes, closed his fist around the dice and pressed them
to his cheek, feeling their warm, rounded edges against his palm. What
numbers did they hold for him now, waiting to be released? Six and one
again? A flicker of excitement. The odds of throwing six and one for a third
time were three hundred and twenty-four to one. Three hundred and twenty-
four was the number of cells in Safety. A good omen.

“They're here,” whispered the Northman.

There were four of them. Three men and a whore. Friendly could hear the
vague tinkling of her night-bell on the chill air, one of the men laughing.
They were drunk, shapeless outlines lurching down the darkened alley. The
dice would have to wait.

He sighed, wrapped them carefully in their soft cloth, once, twice, three
times, and he tucked them up tight, safe into the darkness of his inside
pocket. He wished that he was tucked up tight, safe in the darkness, but
things were what they were. There was no going back. He stood and
brushed the street scum from his knees.

“What's the plan?” asked Shivers.
Friendly shrugged. “Six and one.”

He pulled his hood up and started walking, hunched over, hands thrust
into his pockets. Light from a high window cut across the group as they
came closer. Four grotesque carnival masks, leering with drunken laughter.
The big man in the centre had a soft face with sharp little eyes and a greedy
grin. The painted woman tottered on her high shoes beside him. The man on
the left smirked across at her, lean and bearded. The one on the right was
wiping a tear of happiness from his grey cheek.

“Then what?” he shrieked through his gurgling, far louder than there was
a need for.



“What d'you think? I kicked him 'til he shat himself.” More gales of
laughter, the woman's falsetto tittering a counterpoint to the big man's bass.
“I said, Duke Orso likes men who say yes, you lying—”

“Gobba?” asked Friendly.

His head snapped round, smile fading from his soft face. Friendly
stopped. He had taken forty-one steps from the place where he rolled the
dice. Six and one made seven. Seven times six was forty-two. Take away
the one ...

“Who're you?” growled Gobba.
“Six and one.”

“What?” The man on the right made to shove Friendly away with a
drunken arm. “Get out of it, you mad fu—"

The cleaver split his head open to the bridge of his nose. Before his mate
on the left's mouth had fallen all the way open, Friendly was across the road
and stabbing him in the body. Five times the long knife punched him
through the guts, then Friendly stepped back and slashed his throat on the
backhand, kicked his legs away and brought him tumbling to the cobbles.

There was a moment's pause as Friendly breathed out, long and slow. The
first man had the single great wound yawning in his skull, a black splatter
of brains smeared over his crossed eyes. The other had the five stab wounds
in his body, and blood pouring from his cut throat.

“Good,” said Friendly. “Six and one.”

The whore started screaming, spots of dark blood across one powdered
cheek.

“You're a dead man!” roared Gobba, taking a stumbling step back,
fumbling a bright knife from his belt. “I'll kill you!” But he did not come
on.

“When?” asked Friendly, blades hanging loose from his hands.
“Tomorrow?”

(‘Il]l_’)

Shivers' stick cracked down on the back of Gobba's skull. A good blow,
right on the best spot, crumpling his knees easily as paper. He flopped



down, slack cheek thumping against the cobbles, knife clattering from his
limp fist, out cold.

“Not tomorrow. Not ever.” The woman's shriek sputtered out. Friendly
turned his eyes on her. “Why aren't you running?” She fled into the
darkness, teetering on her high shoes, whimpering breath echoing down the
street, her night-bell jangling after.

Shivers frowned down at the two leaking corpses in the road. The two
pools of blood worked their way along the cracks between the cobblestones,
touched, mingled and became one. “By the dead,” he muttered in his
Northern tongue.

Friendly shrugged. “Welcome to Styria.”



Bloody Instructions

Monza stared down at her gloved hand, lips curled back hard from her
teeth, and flexed the three fingers that still worked—in and out, in and out,
gauging the pattern of clicks and crunches that came with every closing of
her fist. She felt oddly calm considering that her life, if you could call it a
life, was balanced on a razor's edge.

Never trust a man beyond his own interests, Verturio wrote, and the
murder of Grand Duke Orso and his closest was no one's idea of an easy
job. She couldn't trust this silent convict any further than she could trust
Sajaam, and that was about as far as she could piss. She had a creeping
feeling the Northman was halfway honest, but she'd thought that about
Orso, with results that had hardly been happy. It would've been no great
surprise to her if they'd brought Gobba in smiling, ready to drag her back to
Fontezarmo so they could drop her down the mountain a second time.

She couldn't trust anyone. But she couldn't do it alone.

Hurried footsteps scuffled up outside. The door banged open and three
men came through. Shivers was on the right, Friendly on the left. Gobba
hung between them, head dangling, an arm over each of their shoulders, his
boot-toes scraping through the sawdust scattered across the ground. So it
seemed she could trust the pair of them this far, at least.

Friendly dragged Gobba to the anvil—a mass of scarred black iron bolted
down in the centre of the floor. Shivers had a length of chain, a manacle on
each end, looping it round and round the base. All the while he had this
fixed frown. As if he'd got some morals, and they were stinging.

Nice things, morals, but prone to chafe at times like this.

The two men worked well together for a beggar and a convict. No time or
movement wasted. No sign of nerves, given they were going about a
murder. But then Monza had always had a knack for picking the right men
for a job. Friendly snapped the manacles shut on the bodyguard's thick
wrists. Shivers reached out and turned the knob on the lamp, the flame
fluttering up behind the glass, light spilling out around the grubby forge.

“Wake him up.”

Friendly flung a bucket of water in Gobba's face. He coughed, dragged in
a breath, shook his head, drops flicking from his hair. He tried to stand and



the chain rattled, snatching him back down. He glared around, little eyes
hard.

“You stupid bastards! You're dead men, the pair of you! Dead! Don't you
know who I am? Don't you know who I work for?”

“I know.” Monza did her best to walk smoothly, the way she used to, but
couldn't quite manage it. She limped into the light, pushing back her hood.

Gobba's fat face crinkled up. “No. Can't be.” His eyes went wide. Then
wider still. Shock, then fear, then horror. He lurched back, chains clinking.
“NO!”

“Yes.” And she smiled, in spite of the pain. “How fucked are you? You've
put weight on, Gobba. More than I've lost, even. Funny, how things go. Is
that my stone you've got there?”

He had the ruby on his little finger, red glimmer on black iron. Friendly
reached down, twisted it off and tossed it over to her. She snatched it out of
the air with her left hand. Benna's last gift. The one they'd smiled at
together as they rode up the mountain to see Duke Orso. The thick band
was scratched, bent a little, but the stone still sparkled bloodily as ever, the
colour of a slit throat.

“Somewhat damaged when you tried to kill me, eh, Gobba? But weren't
we all?” It took her a while to fumble it onto her left middle finger, but in
the end she twisted it past the knuckle. “Fits this hand just as well. Piece of
luck, that.”

",

“Look! We can make a deal!” There was sweat beading Gobba's face
now. “We can work something out!”

“I already did. Don't have a mountain to hand, I'm afraid.” She slid the
hammer from the shelf—a short-hafted lump hammer with a block of heavy
steel for a head—and felt her knuckles shift as she closed her gloved hand
tight around it. “So I'm going to break you apart with this, instead. Hold
him, would you?” Friendly folded Gobba's right arm and forced it onto the
anvil, clawing fingers spread out pale on the dark metal. “You should've
made sure of me.”

“Orso'll find out! He'll find out!”

“Of course he will. When I throw him off his own terrace, if not before.”



“You'll never do it! He'll kill you!”
“He already did, remember? It didn't stick.”

Veins stood out on Gobba's neck as he struggled, but Friendly had him
fast, for all his bulk. “You can't beat him!”

“Maybe not. I suppose we'll see. There's only one thing I can tell you for
sure.” She raised the hammer high. “You won't.”

The head came down on his knuckles with a faintly metallic crunch—
once, twice, three times. Each blow jarred her hand, sent pain shooting up
her arm. But a lot less pain than shot up Gobba's. He gasped, yelped,
trembled, Friendly's slack face pressed up against his taut one. Gobba
jerked back from the anvil, his hand turning sideways on. Monza felt
herself grinning as the hammer hissed down and crushed it flat. The next
blow caught his wrist and turned it black.

“Looks worse even than mine did.” She shrugged. “Well. When you pay
a debt, it's only good manners to add some interest. Get the other hand.”

“No!” squealed Gobba, dribbling spit. “No! Think of my children!”
“Think of my brother!”

The hammer smashed his other hand apart. She aimed each blow
carefully, taking her time, both eyes on the details. Fingertips. Fingers.
Knuckles. Thumb. Palm. Wrist.

“Six and six,” grunted Friendly, over Gobba's roars of pain.

The blood was surging in Monza's ears. She wasn't sure she'd heard him
right. “Eh?”

“Six times, and six times.” He let go of Orso's bodyguard and stood,
brushing his palms together. “With the hammer.”

“And?” she snapped at him, no clue how that mattered.

Gobba was bent over the anvil, legs braced, dragging on the manacles
and spraying spit as he tried vainly to shift the great thing with all his
strength, blackened hands flopping.

She leaned towards him. “Did I tell you to get up?” The hammer split his
kneecap with a sharp bang. He crumpled onto the floor on his back, was



dragging in the air to scream when the hammer crunched into his leg again
and snapped it back the wrong way.

“Hard work, this.” She winced at a twinge in her shoulder as she dragged
her coat off. “But then I'm not as limber as I was.” She rolled her black
shirtsleeve up past the long scar on her forearm. “You always did tell me
you knew how to make a woman sweat, eh, Gobba? And to think I laughed
at you.” She wiped her face on the back of her arm. “Shows you what I
know. Unhook him.”

“You sure?” asked Friendly.

“Worried he'll bite your ankles? Let's make a chase of it.” The convict
shrugged, then leaned down to unlock the cuffs around Gobba's wrists.
Shivers was frowning at her from the darkness. “Something wrong?” she
snapped at him.

He stayed silent.

Gobba dragged himself to nowhere through the dirty sawdust with his
elbows, broken leg slithering along behind. He made a kind of mindless
groan while he did it. Something like the ones she'd made when she lay
broken at the foot of the mountain beneath Fontezarmo.

“Huuuurrrrhhhh ...”

Monza wasn't enjoying this half as much as she'd hoped, and it was
making her angrier than ever. Something about those groans was intensely
annoying. Her hand was pulsing with pain. She forced a smile onto her face
and limped after him, pretended to enjoy it more.

“I've got to say I'm disappointed. Didn't Orso always like to boast about
what a hard man he had for a bodyguard? I suppose now we'll find out how
hard you really are. Softer than this hammer, I'd—"

Her foot slipped and she yelped as she went over on her ankle, tottered
against the brick-lined side of a furnace, put her left hand down to steady
herself. It took her a moment to realise the thing was still scalding hot.

“Shit!” Stumbling back the other way like a clown, kicking a bucket and
sending dirty water showering up the side of her leg. “Fuck!”

She leaned down over Gobba and lashed petulantly at him with the
hammer, suddenly, stupidly angry she'd embarrassed herself. “Bastard!



Bastard!” He grunted and gurgled as the steel head thudded into his ribs. He
tried to curl up and half-dragged her over on top of him, twisting her leg.

Pain lanced up her hip and made her screech. She dug at the side of his
head with the haft of the hammer until she'd torn his ear half-off. Shivers
took a step forwards but she'd already wrenched herself free. Gobba
blubbered, somehow dragged himself up to sitting, back against a big water
butt. His hands had swollen up to twice the size they had been. Purple,
flopping mittens.

“Beg!” she hissed. “Beg, you fat fucker!”

But Gobba was too busy staring at the mincemeat on the end of his arms,
and screaming. Hoarse, short, slobbery screams.

“Someone might hear.” Friendly looked like he didn't care much either
way.

“Better shut him up, then.”

The convict leaned over the barrel from behind with a wire between his
fists, hooked Gobba under the neck and dragged him up hard, cutting his
bellows down to slippery splutters.

Monza squatted in front of him so their faces were level, her knees
burning as she watched the wire cut into his fat neck. Just the way it had cut
into hers. The scars it had left on her itched. “How does it feel?” Her eyes
flickered over his face, trying to squeeze some sliver of satisfaction from it.
“How does it feel?” Though no one knew better than her. Gobba's eyes
bulged, his jowls trembled, turning from pink, to red, to purple. She pushed
herself up to standing. “I'd say it's a waste of good flesh. But it isn't.”

She closed her eyes and let her head drop back, sucked a long breath in
through her nose as she tightened her grip on the hammer, lifted it high.

“Betray me and leave me alive?”

It came down between Gobba's piggy eyes with a sharp bang like a stone
slab splitting. His back arched, his mouth yawned wide but no sound came
out.

“Take my hand and leave me alive?”

The hammer hit him in the nose and caved his face in like a broken egg.
His body crumpled, shattered leg jerking, jerking.



“Kill my brother and leave me alive?”

The last blow broke his skull wide open. Black blood bubbled down his
purple skin. Friendly let go the wire and Gobba slid sideways. Gently,
gracefully almost, he rolled over onto his front, and was still.

Dead. You didn't have to be an expert to see that. Monza winced as she
forced her aching fingers open and the hammer clattered down, its head
gleaming red, a clump of hair stuck to one corner.

One dead. Six left.

“Six and one,” she muttered to herself. Friendly stared at her, eyes wide,
and she wasn't sure why.

“What's it like?” Shivers, watching her from the shadows.
“What?”
“Revenge. Does it feel good?”

Monza wasn't sure she felt much of anything beyond the pain pulsing
through her burned hand and her broken hand, up her legs and through her
skull. Benna was still dead, she was still broken. She stood there frowning,
and didn't answer.

“You want me to get rid of this?” Friendly waved an arm at the corpse, a
heavy cleaver gleaming in his other hand.

“Make sure he won't be found.”

Friendly grabbed Gobba's ankle and started dragging him back towards
the anvil, leaving a bloody trail through the sawdust. “Chop him up. Into
the sewers. Rats can have him.”

“Better than he deserves.” But Monza felt the slightest bit sick. She
needed a smoke. Getting to that time of day. A smoke would settle her
nerves. She pulled out a small purse, the one with fifty scales in it, and
tossed it to Shivers.

Coins snapped together inside as he caught it. “That's it?”
“That's it.”

“Right.” He paused, as though he wanted to say something but couldn't
think what. “Sorry about your brother.”



She looked at his face in the lamplight. Really looking, trying to guess
him out. He knew next to nothing about her or Orso. Next to nothing about
anything, at a first glance. But he could fight, she'd seen that. He'd walked
into Sajaam's place alone, and that took courage. A man with courage, with
morals, maybe. A man with pride. That meant he might have some loyalty
too, if she could get a grip on it. And loyal men were a rare commodity in
Styria.

She'd never spent much time alone. Benna had always been beside her.
Or behind her, at any rate. “You're sorry.”

“That's right. I had a brother.” He started to turn for the door.

“You need more work?” She kept her eyes fixed on his as she came
forwards, and while she did it she slid her good hand around behind her
back and found the handle of the knife there. He knew her name, and
Orso's, and Sajaam's, and that was enough to get them all killed ten times
over. One way or another, he had to stay.

“More work like this?” He frowned down at the bloodstained sawdust
under her boots.

“Killing. You can say it.” She thought about whether to stab him down
into the chest or up under the jaw, or wait until he'd turned and take his
back. “What did you think it'd be? Milking a goat?”

He shook his head, long hair swaying. “Might sound foolish to you, but I
came here to be a better man. You got your reasons, sure, but this feels like
a bastard of a stride in the wrong direction.”

“Six more men.”

“No. No. I'm done.” As if he was trying to convince himself. “I don't care
how much—"

“Five thousand scales.”

His mouth was already open to say no again, but this time the word didn't
come. He stared at her. Shocked at first, then thoughtful. Working out how
much money that really was. What it might buy him. Monza had always
had a knack for reckoning a man's price. Every man has one.

She took a step forwards, looking up into his face. “You're a good man, I
see that, and a hard man too. That's the kind of man I need.” She let her



eyes flick down to his mouth, and then back up. “Help me. I need your help,
and you need my money. Five thousand scales. Lot easier to be a better man
with that much money behind you. Help me. I daresay you could buy half
the North with that. Make a king of yourself.”

“Who says I want to be a king?”

“Be a queen, if you please. I can tell you what you won't be doing,
though.” She leaned in, so close she was almost breathing on his neck.
“Begging for work. You ask me, it's not right, a proud man like you in that
state. Still.” And she looked away. “I can't force you.”

He stood there, weighing the purse. But she'd already taken her hand off
her knife. She already knew his answer. Money is a different thing to every
man, Bialoveld wrote, but always a good thing.

When he looked up his face had turned hard. “Who do we kill?”

The time was she'd have smirked sideways to see Benna smirking back at
her. We won again. But Benna was dead, and Monza's thoughts were on the
next man to join him. “A banker.”

“A what?”

“A man who counts money.”

“He makes money counting money?”

“That's right.”

“Some strange fashions you folk have down here. What did he do?”
“He killed my brother.”

“More vengeance, eh?”

“More vengeance.”

Shivers gave a nod. “Reckon I'm hired, then. What do you need?”

“Give Friendly a hand taking out the rubbish, then we're gone tonight. No
point loitering in Talins.”

Shivers looked towards the anvil, and he took a sharp breath. Then he
pulled out the knife she'd given him, walked over to where Friendly was
starting work on Gobba's corpse.



Monza looked down at her left hand, rubbed a few specks of blood from
the back. Her fingers were trembling some. From killing a man earlier, from
not killing one just now, or from needing a smoke, she wasn't sure.

All three, maybe.



II:WESTPORT

“Men become accustomed to poison by degrees”
Victor Hugo

The first year they were always hungry, and Benna had to beg in the
village while Monza worked the ground and scavenged in the woods.

The second year they took a better harvest, and grew roots in a patch by
the barn, and got some bread from old Destort the miller when the snows
swept in and turned the valley into a place of white silence.

The third year the weather was fine, and the rain came on time, and
Monza raised a good crop in the upper field. As good a crop as her father
had ever brought in. Prices were high because of troubles over the border.
They would have money, and the roof could be mended, and Benna could
have a proper shirt. Monza watched the wind make waves in the wheat, and
she felt that pride at having made something with her own hands. That
pride her father used to talk about.

A few days before reaping time, she woke in the darkness and heard
sounds. She shook Benna from his sleep beside her, one hand over his
mouth. She took her father's sword, eased open the shutters, and together
they stole through the window and into the woods, hid in the brambles
behind a tree-trunk.

There were black figures in front of the house, torches flickering in the
darkness.

“Who are they?”
“Shhhh.”

She heard them break the door down, heard them crashing through the
house and the barn.

“What do they want?”
“Shhhh.”



They spread out around the field and set their torches to it, and the fire
ate through the wheat until it was a roaring blaze. She heard someone
cheering. Another laughing.

Benna stared, face dim-lit with shifting orange, tear-tracks glistening on
his thin cheeks. “But why would they ... why would they ... ?”

“Shhhh.”

Monza watched the smoke rolling up into the clear night. All her work.

All her sweat and pain. She stayed there long after the men had gone, and
watched it burn.

In the morning more men came. Folk from around the valley, hard-faced
and vengeful, old Destort at their head with a sword at his hip and his three
sons behind him.

“Came through here too then, did they? You're lucky to be alive. They
killed Crevi and his wife, up the valley. Their son too.”

“What are you going to do?”

“We're going to track them, then we're going to hang them.”
“We'll come.”

“You might be better—”

“We'll come.”

Destort had not always been a miller, and he knew his business. They
caught up with the raiders the next night, working their way back south,
camped around fires in the woods without even a proper guard. More
thieves than soldiers. Farmers among them too, just from one side of the
border rather than the other, chosen to settle some made-up grievance while
their lords were busy settling theirs.

“Anyone ain't ready to kill best stay here.” Destort drew his sword and
the others made their cleavers, and their axes, and their makeshift spears
ready.

“Wait!” hissed Benna, clinging at Monza's arm.
“NO. 3

She ran quiet and low, her father's sword in her hand, fires dancing
through the black trees. She heard a cry, a clash of metal, the sound of a



bowstring.

She came out from the bushes. Two men crouched by a campfire, a pot
steaming over it. One had a thick beard, a wood-axe in his fist. Before he
lifted it halfway Monza slashed him across the eyes and he fell down,
screaming. The other turned to run and she spitted him through the back
before he got a stride. The bearded man roared and roared, hands clutching
at his face. She stabbed him in the chest, and he groaned out a few wet
breaths, then stopped.

She frowned down at the two corpses while the sounds of fighting slowly
petered out. Benna crept from the trees, and he took the bearded man's
purse from his belt, and he tipped a heavy wedge of silver coins out into his
palm.

“He has seventeen scales.”

It was twice as much as the whole crop had been worth. He held the other
man's purse out to her, eyes wide. “This one has thirty.”

“Thirty?” Monza looked at the blood on her father's sword, and thought
how strange it was that she was a murderer now. How strange it was that it
had been so easy to do. Easier than digging in the stony soil for a living.
Far, far easier. Afterwards, she waited for the remorse to come upon her.
She waited for a long time.

It never came.



Poison

It was just the kind of afternoon that Morveer most enjoyed. Crisp, even
chilly, but perfectly still, immaculately clear. The bright sun flashed through
the bare black branches of the fruit trees, found rare gold among dull copper
tripod, rods and screws, struck priceless sparks from the tangle of misted
glassware. There was nothing finer than working out of doors on a day like
this, with the added advantage that any lethal vapours released would
harmlessly dissipate. Persons in Morveer's profession were all too
frequently despatched by their own agents, after all, and he had no intention
of becoming one of their number. Quite apart from anything else, his
reputation would never recover.

Morveer smiled upon the rippling lamp flame, nodded in time to the
gentle rattling of condenser and retort, the soothing hiss of escaping steam,
the industrious pop and bubble of boiling reagents. As the drawing of the
blade to the master swordsman, as the jingle of coins to the master
merchant, so were these sounds to Morveer. The sounds of his work well
done. It was with comfortable satisfaction, therefore, that he watched Day's
face, creased with concentration, through the distorting glass of the tapered
collection flask.

It was a pretty face, undoubtedly: heart-shaped and fringed with blond
curls. But it was an unremarkable and entirely unthreatening variety of
prettiness, further softened by a disarming aura of innocence. A face that
would attract a positive response, but excite little further comment. A face
that would easily slip the mind. It was for her face, above all, that Morveer
had selected her. He did nothing by accident.

A jewel of moisture formed at the utmost end of the condenser. It
stretched, bloated, then finally tore itself free, tumbled sparkling through
space and fell silently to the bottom of the flask.

“Excellent,” muttered Morveer.

More droplets swelled and broke away in solemn procession. The last of
them clung reluctantly at the edge, and Day reached out and gently flicked
the glassware. It fell, and joined the rest, and looked, for all the world, like
a little water in the bottom of a flask. Barely enough to wet one's lips.



“And carefully, now, my dear, so very, very carefully. Your life hangs by
a filament. Your life, and mine too.”

She pressed her tongue into her lower lip, ever so carefully twisted the
condenser free and set it down on the tray. The rest of the apparatus
followed, piece by slow piece. She had fine, soft hands, Morveer's
apprentice. Nimble yet steady, as indeed they were required to be. She
pressed a cork carefully into the flask and held it up to the light, the
sunshine making liquid diamonds of that tiny dribble of fluid, and she
smiled. An innocent, a pretty, yet an entirely forgettable smile. “It doesn't
look much.”

“That is the entire point. It is without colour, odour or taste. And yet the
most infinitesimal drop consumed, the softest mist inhaled, the gentlest
touch upon the skin, even, will kill a man in minutes. There is no antidote,
no remedy, no immunity. Truly ... this is the King of Poisons.”

“The King of Poisons,” she breathed, with suitable awe.

“Keep this knowledge close to your heart, my dear, to be used only in the
extreme of need. Only against the most dangerous, suspicious and cunning
of targets. Only against those intimately acquainted with the poisoner's art.”

“I understand. Caution first, always.”

“Very good. That is the most valuable of lessons.” Morveer sat back in
his chair, making a steeple of his fingers. “Now you know the deepest of
my secrets. Your apprenticeship is over, but ... I hope you will continue, as
my assistant.”

“I'd be honoured to stay in your service. I still have much to learn.”

“So do we all, my dear.” Morveer jerked his head up at the sound of the
gate bell tinkling in the distance. “So do we all.”

Two figures were approaching the house down the long path through the
orchard, and Morveer snapped open his eyeglass and trained it upon them.
A man and a woman. He was very tall, and powerful-looking with it,
wearing a threadbare coat, long hair swaying. A Northman, from his
appearance.

“A primitive,” he muttered, under his breath. Such men were prone to
savagery and superstition, and he held them in healthy contempt.



He trained the eyeglass on the woman, now, though she was dressed
much like a man. She looked straight towards the house, unwavering.
Straight towards him, it almost seemed. A beautiful face, without doubt,
edged with coal-black hair. But it was a hard and unsettling variety of
beauty, further sharpened by a brooding appearance of grim purpose. A face
that at once issued a challenge and a threat. A face that, having been
glimpsed, one would not quickly forget. She did not compare with
Morveer's mother in beauty, of course, but who could? His mother had
almost transcended the human in her goodly qualities. Her pure smile,
kissed by the sunlight, was etched forever into Morveer's memory as if it
were a—

“Visitors?” asked Day.

“The Murcatto woman is here.” He snapped his fingers towards the table.
“Clear all this away. With the very greatest care, mark you! Then bring wine
and cakes.”

“Do you want anything in them?”

“Only plums and apricots. I mean to welcome my guests, not kill them.”
Not until he had heard what they had to say, at least.

While Day swiftly cleared the table, furnished it with a cloth and drew
the chairs back in around it, Morveer took some elementary precautions.
Then he arranged himself in his chair, highly polished knee-boots crossed in
front of him and hands clasped across his chest, very much the country
gentleman enjoying the winter air of his estate. Had he not earned it, after
all?

He rose with his most ingratiating smile as his visitors came in close
proximity to the house. The Murcatto woman walked with the slightest hint
of a limp. She covered it well, but over long years in the trade Morveer had
sharpened his perceptions to a razor point, and missed no detail. She wore a
sword on her right hip, and it appeared to be a good one, but he paid it little
mind. Ugly, unsophisticated tools. Gentlemen might wear them, but only
the coarse and wrathful would stoop to actually use one. She wore a glove
on her right hand, suggesting she had something she was keen to hide,
because her left was bare, and sported a blood-red stone big as his
thumbnail. If it was, as it certainly appeared to be, a ruby, it was one of
promisingly great value.



(‘I am_”

“You are Monzcarro Murcatto, once captain general of the Thousand
Swords, recently in the service of Duke Orso of Talins.” Morveer thought it
best to avoid that gloved hand, and so he offered out his left, palm upwards,
in a gesture replete with humbleness and submission. “A Kantic gentleman
of our mutual acquaintance, one Sajaam, told me to expect your visit.” She
gave it a brief shake, firm and businesslike. “And your name, my friend?”
Morveer leaned unctuously forwards and folded the Northman's big right
hand in both of his.

“Caul Shivers.”

“Indeed, indeed, I have always found your Northern names delightfully
picturesque.”

“You've found 'em what now?”
“Nice.”
(‘Oh »

Morveer held his hand a moment longer, then let it free. “Pray have a
seat.” He smiled upon Murcatto as she worked her way into her chair, the
barest phantom of a grimace on her face. “I must confess I was expecting
you to be considerably less beautiful.”

She frowned at that. “I was expecting you to be less friendly.”

“Oh, I can be decidedly unfriendly when it is called for, believe me.” Day
silently appeared and slid a plate of sweet cakes onto the table, a tray with a
bottle of wine and glasses. “But it is hardly called for now, is it? Wine?”

His visitors exchanged a loaded glance. Morveer grinned as he pulled the
cork and poured himself a glass. “The two of you are mercenaries, but I can
only assume you do not rob, threaten and extort from everyone you meet.
Likewise, I do not poison my every acquaintance.” He slurped wine noisily,
as though to advertise the total safety of the operation. “Who would pay me
then? You are safe.”

Day reached for a cake. “Can I—"

“Gorge yourself.” Then to Murcatto. “You did not come here for my
wine, then.”



“No. I have work for you.”

Morveer examined his cuticles. “The deaths of Grand Duke Orso and
sundry others, I presume.” She sat in silence, but it suited him to speak as
though she had demanded an explanation. “It scarcely requires a towering
intellect to make the deduction. Orso declares you and your brother killed
by agents of the League of Eight. Then I hear from your friend and mine
Sajaam that you are less deceased than advertised. Since there has been no
tearful reunion with Orso, no happy declaration of your miraculous
survival, we can assume the Osprian assassins were in fact ... a fantasy.
The Duke of Talins is a man of notoriously jealous temper, and your many
victories made you too popular for your master's taste. Do I come close to
the mark?”

“Close enough.”

“My heartfelt condolences, then. Your brother, it would appear, could not
be with us, and I understood you were inseparable.” Her cold blue eyes had
turned positively icy now. The Northman loomed grim and silent beside her.
Morveer carefully cleared his throat. Blades might be unsophisticated tools,
but a sword through the guts killed clever men every bit as thoroughly as
stupid ones. “You understand that I am the very best at my trade.”

“A fact,” said Day, detaching herself from her sweetmeat for a moment.
“An unchallengeable fact.”

“The many persons of quality upon whom I have utilised my skills would
so testify, were they able, but, of course, they are not.”

Day sadly shook her head. “Not a one.”
“Your point?” asked Murcatto.

“The best costs money. More money than you, having lost your
employer, can, perhaps, afford.”

“You've heard of Somenu Hermon?”
“The name is familiar.”
“Not to me,” said Day.

Morveer took it upon himself to explain. “Hermon was a destitute Kantic
immigrant who rose to become, supposedly, the richest merchant in
Musselia. The luxury of his lifestyle was notorious, his largesse legendary.”



“And?”

“Alas, he was in the city when the Thousand Swords, in the pay of Grand
Duke Orso, captured Musselia by stealth. Loss of life was kept to a
minimum, but the city was plundered, and Hermon never heard from again.
Nor was his money. The assumption was that this merchant, as merchants
often do, greatly exaggerated his wealth, and beyond his gaudy and glorious
accoutrements possessed ... precisely ... nothing.” Morveer took a slow sip
of wine, peering at Murcatto over the rim of his glass. “But others would
know far better than I. The commanders of that particular campaign were
... what were the names now? A brother and sister ... I believe?”

She stared straight back at him, eyes undeviating. “Hermon was far
wealthier than he pretended to be.”

“Wealthier?” Morveer wriggled in his chair. “Wealthier? Oh my! The
advantage to Murcatto! See how I squirm at the mention of so infinite a
sum of bountiful gold! Enough to pay my meagre fees two dozen times and
more, I do not doubt! Why ... my overpowering greed has left me quite ...”
He lifted his open hand and slapped it down against the table with a bang.
“Paralysed.”

The Northman toppled slowly sideways, slid from his chair and thumped
onto the patchy turf beneath the fruit trees. He rolled gently over onto his
back, knees up in the air in precisely the form he had taken while sitting,
body rigid as a block of wood, eyes staring helplessly upwards.

“Ah,” observed Morveer as he peered over the table. “The advantage to
Morveer, it would seem.”

Murcatto's eyes flicked sideways, then back. A flurry of twitches ran up
one side of her face. Her gloved hand trembled on the tabletop by the
slightest margin, and then lay still.

“It worked,” murmured Day.

“How could you doubt me?” Morveer, liking nothing better than a
captive audience, could not resist explaining how it had been managed.
“Yellowseed oil was first applied to my hands.” He held them up, fingers
outspread. “In order to prevent the agent affecting me, you understand. I
would not want to find myself suddenly paralysed, after all. That would be
a decidedly unpleasant experience!” He chuckled to himself, and Day



joined him at a higher pitch while she bent down to check the Northman's
pulse, second cake wedged between her teeth. “The active ingredient was a
distillation of spider venom. Extremely effective, even on touch. Since I
held his hand for longer, your friend has taken a much heavier dose. He'll be
lucky to move today ... if I choose to let him move again, of course. You
should have retained the power of speech, however.”

“Bastard,” Murcatto grunted through frozen lips.

“I see that you have.” He rose, slipped around the table and perched
himself beside her. “I really must apologise, but you understand that I am,
as you have been, a person at the precarious summit of my profession. We
of extraordinary skills and achievements are obliged to take extraordinary
precautions. Now, unimpeded by your ability to move, we can speak with
absolute candour on the subject of ... Grand Duke Orso.” He swilled
around a mouthful of wine, watched a little bird flit between the branches.
Murcatto said nothing, but it hardly mattered. Morveer was happy to speak
for them both.

“You have been done a terrible wrong, I see that. Betrayed by a man who
owed you so much. Your beloved brother killed and you rendered ... less
than you were. My own life has been littered with painful reverses, believe
me, so I entirely empathise. But the world is brimming with the awful and
we humble individuals can only alter it by ... small degrees.” He frowned
over at Day, munching noisily.

“What?” she grunted, mouth full.

“Quietly if you must, I am trying to expound.” She shrugged, licking her
fingers with entirely unnecessary sucking sounds. Morveer gave a
disapproving sigh. “The carelessness of youth. She will learn. Time
marches in only one direction for us all, eh, Murcatto?”

“Spare me the fucking philosophy,” she forced through tight lips.

“Let us confine ourselves to the practical, then. With your notable
assistance, Orso has made himself the most powerful man in Styria. I would
never pretend to have your grasp of all things military, but it scarcely takes
Stolicus himself to perceive that, following your glorious victory at the
High Bank last year, the League of Eight are on the verge of collapse. Only
a miracle will save Visserine when summer comes. The Osprians will treat
for peace or be crushed, depending on Orso's mood, which, as you know far



better than most, tends towards crushings. By the close of the year, barring
accidents, Styria will have a king at last. An end to the Years of Blood.” He
drained his glass and waved it expansively. “Peace and prosperity for all

and sundry! A better world, surely? Unless one is a mercenary, I suppose.”

“Or a poisoner.”

“On the contrary, we find more than ample employment in peacetime too.
In any case, my point is that killing Grand Duke Orso—quite apart from the
apparent impossibility of the task—seems to serve nobody's interests. Not
even yours. It will not bring your brother back, or your hand, or your legs.”
Her face did not flicker, but that might merely have been due to paralysis.
“The attempt will more than likely end in your death, and possibly even in
mine. My point is that you have to stop this madness, my dear Monzcarro.
You have to stop it at once, and give it no further thought.”

Her eyes were pitiless as two pots of poison. “Only death will stop me.
Mine, or Orso's.”

“No matter the cost? No matter the pain? No matter who's killed along
the path?”

“No matter,” she growled.
“I find myself entirely convinced as to your level of commitment.”
“Everything.” The word was a snarl.

Morveer positively beamed. “Then we can do business. On that basis,
and no other. What do I never deal in, Day?”

“Half-measures,” his assistant murmured, eyeing the one cake left on the
plate.

“Correct. How many do we kill?”
“Six,” said Murcatto, “including Orso.”

“Then my rate shall be ten thousand scales per secondary, payable upon
proof of their demise, and fifty thousand for the Duke of Talins himself.”

Her face twitched slightly. “Poor manners, to negotiate while your client
is helpless.”

“Manners would be ludicrous in a conversation about murder. In any
case, I never haggle.”



“Then we have a deal.”
“I am so glad. Antidote, please.”

Day pulled the cork from a glass jar, dipped the very point of a thin knife
into the syrupy reduction in its bottom and handed it to him, polished
handle first. He paused, looking into Murcatto's cold blue eyes.

Caution first, always. This woman they called the Serpent of Talins was
dangerous in the extreme. If Morveer had not known it from her reputation,
from their conversation, from the employment she had come to engage him
for, he could have seen it at a single glance. He most seriously considered
the possibility of giving her a fatal jab instead, throwing her Northern friend
in the river and forgetting the whole business.

But to kill Grand Duke Orso, the most powerful man in Styria? To shape
the course of history with one deft twist of his craft? For his deed, if not his
name, to echo through the ages? What finer way to crown a career of
achieving the impossible? The very thought made him smile the wider.

He gave a long sigh. “I hope I will not come to regret this.” And he
jabbed the back of Murcatto's hand with the point of the knife, a single bead
of dark blood slowly forming on her skin.

Within a few moments the antidote was already beginning to take effect.
She winced as she turned her head slowly one way, then the other, worked
the muscles in her face. “I'm surprised,” she said.

“Truly? How so?”

“I was expecting a Master Poisoner.” She rubbed at the mark on the back
of her hand. “Who'd have thought I'd get such a little prick?”

Morveer felt his grin slip. It only took him a moment to regain his
composure, of course. Once he had silenced Day's giggle with a sharp
frown. “I hope your temporary helplessness was not too great an
inconvenience. I am forgiven, am I not? If the two of us are to cooperate, I
would hate to have to labour beneath a shadow.”

“Of course.” She worked the movement back into her shoulders, the
slightest smile at one corner of her mouth. “I need what you have, and you
want what I have. Business is business.”



“Excellent. Magnificent. Un ... paralleled.” And Morveer gave his most
winning smile.

But he did not believe it for a moment. This was a most deadly job, and
with a most deadly employer. Monzcarro Murcatto, the notorious Butcher
of Caprile, was not a person of the forgiving variety. He was not forgiven.
He was not even in the neighbourhood. From now on it would have to be
caution first, second and third.



Science and Magic

Shivers pulled his horse up at the top of the rise. The country sloped
away, a mess of dark fields with here or there a huddled farm or village, a
stand of bare trees. No more'n a dozen miles distant, the line of the black
sea, the curve of a wide bay, and along its edge a pale crust of city. Tiny
towers clustered on three hills above the chilly brine, under an iron-grey
sky.

“Westport,” said Friendly, then clicked his tongue and moved his horse
on.

The closer they came to the damn place the more worried Shivers got.
And the more sore, cold and bored besides. He frowned at Murcatto, riding
on her own ahead, hood up, a black figure in a black landscape. The cart's
wheels clattered round on the road. The horses clopped and snorted. Some
crows caw-cawed from the bare fields. But no one was talking.

They'd been a grim crowd all the way here. But then they'd a grim
purpose in mind. Nothing else but murder. Shivers wondered what his
father would've made of that. Rattleneck, who'd stuck to the old ways tight
as a barnacle to a boat and always looked for the right thing to do. Killing a
man you never met for money didn't seem to fit that hole however you
twisted it around.

There was a sudden burst of high laughter. Day, perched on the cart next
to Morveer, a half-eaten apple in her hand. Shivers hadn't heard much
laughter in a while, and it drew him like a moth to flame.

“What's funny?” he asked, starting to grin along at the joke.

She leaned towards him, swaying with the cart. “I was just wondering,
when you fell off your chair like a turtle tipped over, if you soiled yourself.”

“I was of the opinion you probably did,” said Morveer, “but doubted we
could have smelled the difference.”

Shivers' smile was stillborn. He remembered sitting in that orchard,
frowning across the table, trying to look dangerous. Then he'd felt twitchy,
then dizzy. He'd tried to lift his hand to his head, found he couldn't. He'd
tried to say something about it, found he couldn't. Then the world tipped
over. He didn't remember much else.



“What did you do to me?” He lowered his voice. “Sorcery?”

Day sprayed bits of apple as she burst out laughing. “Oh, this just gets
better.”

“And I said he would be an uninspiring travelling companion.” Morveer
chuckled. “Sorcery. 1 swear. It's like one of those stories.”

“Those big, thick, stupid books! Magi and devils and all the rest!” Day
was having herself quite the snigger. “Stupid stories for children!”

“Alright,” said Shivers. “I think I get it. I'm slow as a fucking trout in
treacle. Not sorcery. What, then?”

Day smirked. “Science.”

Shivers didn't much care for the sound of it. “What's that? Some other
kind of magic?”

“No, it most decidedly is not,” sneered Morveer. “Science is a system of
rational thought devised to investigate the world and establish the laws by
which it operates. The scientist uses those laws to achieve an effect. One
which might easily appear magical in the eyes of the primitive.” Shivers
struggled with all the long Styrian words. For a man who reckoned himself
clever, Morveer had a fool's way of talking, seemed meant to make the
simple difficult. “Magic, conversely, is a system of lies and nonsense
devised to fool idiots.”

“Right y'are. I must be the stupidest bastard in the Circle of the World,
eh? It's a wonder I can hold my own shit in without paying mind to my arse
every minute.”

“The thought had occurred.”
“There is magic,” grumbled Shivers. “I've seen a woman call up a mist.”

“Really? And how did it differ from ordinary mist? Magic coloured?
Green? Orange?”

Shivers frowned. “The usual colour.”

“So a woman called, and there was mist.” Morveer raised one eyebrow at
his apprentice. “A wonder indeed.” She grinned, teeth crunching into her

apple.



“I've seen a man marked with letters, made one half of him proof against
any blade. Stabbed him myself, with a spear. Should've been a killing blow,
but didn't leave a mark.”

“Ooooooh!” Morveer held both hands up and wiggled his fingers like a
child playing ghost. “Magic letters! First, there was no wound, and then ...
there was no wound? 1 recant! The world is stuffed with miracles.” More
tittering from Day.

“T know what I've seen.”

“No, my mystified friend, you think you know. There is no such thing as
magic. Certainly not here in Styria.”

“Just treachery,” sang Day, “and war, and plague, and money to be
made.”

“Why did you favour Styria with your presence, anyway?” asked
Morveer. “Why not stay in the North, swaddled in the magic mists?”

Shivers rubbed slowly at the side of his neck. Seemed a strange reason,
now, and he felt even more of a fool saying it. “I came here to be a better

»

man.

“Starting from where you are, I hardly think that would prove too
difficult.”

Shivers had some pride still, and this prick's sniggering was starting to
grate on it. He'd have liked to just knock him off his cart with an axe. But
he was trying to do better, so he leaned over instead and spoke in Northern,
nice and careful. “I think you've got a head full of shit, which is no surprise
because your face looks like an arse. You little men are all the same.
Always trying to prove how clever y'are so you've something to be proud
of. But it don't matter how much you laugh at me, I've won already. You'll
never be tall.” And he grinned right round his face. “Seeing across a
crowded room will always be a dream to you.”

Morveer frowned. “And what is that jabber supposed to mean?”
“You're the fucking scientist. You work it out.”

Day snorted with high laughter until Morveer caught her with a hard
glance. She was still smiling, though, as she stripped the apple core to the
pips and tossed it away. Shivers dropped back and watched the empty fields



slither by, turned earth half-frozen with a morning frost. Made him think of
home. He gave a sigh, and it smoked out against the grey sky. The friends
Shivers had made in his life had all been fighters. Carls and Named Men,
comrades in the line, most back in the mud, now, one way or another. He
reckoned Friendly was the closest thing he'd get to that in the midst of
Styria, so he gave his horse a nudge in the flanks and brought it up next to
the convict.

“Hey.” Friendly didn't say a word. He didn't even move his head to show
he'd heard. Silence stretched out. Looking at that brick wall of a face it was
hard to picture the convict a bosom companion, chuckling away at his
jokes. But a man's got to clutch at some hope, don't he? “You were a
soldier, then?”

Friendly shook his head.
“But you fought in battles?”
And again.

Shivers ploughed on as if he'd said yes. Not much other choice, now. “I
fought in a few. Charged in the mist with Bethod's Carls north of the
Cumnur. Held the line next to Rudd Threetrees at Dunbrec. Fought seven
days in the mountains with the Dogman. Seven desperate days, those were.’

5

“Seven?” asked Friendly, one heavy brow twitching with interest.

“Aye,” sighed Shivers. “Seven.” The names of those men and those
places meant nothing to no one down here. He watched a set of covered
carts coming the other way, men with steel caps and flatbows in their hands
frowning at him from their seats. “Where did you learn to fight, then?” he
asked, the smear of hope at getting some decent conversation drying out
quick.

“In Safety.”

“Eh?”

“Where they put you when they catch you for a crime.”
“Why keep you safe after that?”

“They don't call it Safety because you're safe there. They call it Safety
because everyone else is safe from you. They count out the days, months,
years they'll keep you. Then they lock you in, deep down, where the light



doesn't go, until the days, months, years have all rubbed past, and the
numbers are all counted down to nothing. Then you say thank you, and they
let you free.”

Sounded like a barbaric way of doing things to Shivers. “You do a crime
in the North, you pay a gild on it, make it right. That, or if the chieftain
decides, they hang you. Maybe put the bloody cross in you, if you've done
murders. Lock a man in a hole? That's a crime itself.”

Friendly shrugged. “They have rules there that make sense. There's a
proper time for each thing. A proper number on the great clock. Not like out
here.”

“Aye. Right. Numbers, and that.” Shivers wished he'd never asked.

Friendly hardly seemed to hear him. “Out here the sky is too high, and
every man does what he pleases when he likes, and there are no right
numbers for anything.” He was frowning off towards Westport, still just a
sweep of hazy buildings round the cold bay. “Fucking chaos.”

They got to the city walls about midday, and there was already a long line
of folk waiting to get in. Soldiers stood about the gate, asking questions,
going through a pack or a chest, poking half-hearted at a cart with their
spear-butts.

“The Aldermen have been nervous since Borletta fell,” said Morveer
from his seat. “They are checking everyone who enters. I will do the
talking.” Shivers was happy enough to let him, since the prick loved the
sound of his own voice so much.

“Your name?” asked the guard, eyes infinitely bored.

“Reevrom,” said the poisoner, with a massive grin. “A humble merchant
from Puranti. And these are my associates—”

“Your business in Westport?”

“Murder.” An uncomfortable silence. “I hope to make a veritable killing
on the sale of Osprian wines! Yes, indeed, I hope to make a killing in your
city.” Morveer chuckled at his own joke and Day tittered away beside him.



“This one doesn't look like the kind we need.” Another guard was
frowning up at Shivers.

Morveer kept chuckling. “Oh, no need to worry on his account. The man
is practically a retard. Intellect of a child. Still, he is good for shifting a
barrel or two. I keep him on out of sentiment as much as anything. What am
I, Day?”

“Sentimental,” said the girl.

“I have too much heart. Always have had. My mother died when I was
very young, you see, a wonderful woman—"

“Get on with it!” someone called from behind them.

Morveer took hold of the canvas sheet covering the back of the wagon.
“Do you want to check—”

“Do I look like I want to, with half of Styria to get through my bloody
gate? On.” The guard waved a tired hand. “Move on.”

The reins snapped, the cart rolled into the city of Westport, and Murcatto
and Friendly rode after. Shivers came last, which seemed about usual lately.

Beyond the walls it was crushed in tight as a battle, and not much less
frightening. A paved road struck between high buildings, bare trees planted
on either side, crammed with a shuffling tide of folk every shape and
colour. Pale men in sober cloth, narrow-eyed women in bright silks, black-
skinned men in white robes, soldiers and sell-swords in chain mail and dull
plate. Servants, labourers, tradesmen, gentlemen, rich and poor, fine and
stinking, nobles and beggars. An awful lot of beggars. Walkers and riders
came surging up and away in a blur, horses and carts and covered carriages,
women with a weight of piled-up hair and an even greater weight of
jewellery, carried past on teetering chairs by pairs of sweating servants.

Shivers had thought Talins was rammed full with strange variety.
Westport was way worse. He saw a line of animals with great long necks
being led through the press, linked by thin chains, tiny heads swaying sadly
about on top. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head, but when he
opened them the monsters were still there, heads bobbing over the milling
crowd, not even remarked upon. The place was like a dream, and not the
pleasant kind.



They turned down a narrower way, hemmed in by shops and stalls.
Smells jabbed at his nose one after another—fish, bread, polish, fruit, oil,
spice and a dozen others he'd no idea of—and they made his breath catch
and his stomach lurch. Out of nowhere a boy on a passing cart shoved a
wicker cage in Shivers' face and a tiny monkey inside hissed and spat at
him, near knocking him from his saddle in surprise. Shouts battered at his
ears in a score of different tongues. A kind of a chant came floating up over
the top of it, louder and louder, strange but beautiful, made the hairs on his
arms bristle.

A building with a great dome loomed over one side of a square, six tall
turrets sprouting from its front wall, golden spikes gleaming on their roofs.
It was from there the chanting was coming. Hundreds of voices, deep and
high together, mingling into one.

“It's a temple.” Murcatto had dropped back beside him, her hood still up,
not much more of her face showing than her frown.

If Shivers was honest, he was more'n a bit feared of her. It was bad
enough that he'd watched her break a man apart with a hammer and give
every sign of enjoying it. But he'd had this creeping feeling afterwards,
when they were bargaining, that she was on the point of stabbing him. Then
there was that hand she always kept a glove on. He couldn't remember ever
being scared of a woman before, and it made him shamed and nervous at
once. But he could hardly deny that, apart from the glove, and the hammer,
and the sick sense of danger, he liked the looks of her. A lot. He wasn't sure
he didn't like the danger a bit more than was healthy too. All added up to
not knowing what the hell to say from one moment to the next.

“Temple?”
“Where the Southerners pray to God.”

“God, eh?” Shivers' neck ached as he squinted up at those spires, higher
than the tallest trees in the valley where he was born. He'd heard some folk
down South thought there was a man in the sky. A man who'd made the
world and saw everything. Had always seemed a mad kind of a notion, but
looking at this Shivers weren't far from believing it himself. “Beautiful.”

“Maybe a hundred years ago, when the Gurkish conquered Dawah, a lot
of Southerners fled before them. Some crossed the water and settled here,
and they raised up temples in thanks for their salvation. Westport is almost



as much a part of the South as it's a part of Styria. But then it's part of the
Union too, since the Aldermen finally had to pick a side, and bought the
High King his victory over the Gurkish. They call this place the Crossroads
of the World. Those that don't call it a nest of liars, anyway. There are
people settled here from across the Thousand Isles, from Suljuk and Sikkur,
from Thond and the Old Empire. Northmen even.”

“Anything but those stupid bastards.”

“Primitives, to a man. I hear some of them grow their hair long like
women. But they'll take anyone here.” Her gloved finger pointed out a long
row of men on little platforms at the far end of the square. A strange bloody
crowd, even for this place. Old and young, tall and short, fat and bony,
some with strange robes or headgear, some half-naked and painted, one
with bones through his face. A few had signs behind 'em in all kinds of
letters, beads or baubles hanging. They danced and capered, threw their
arms up, stared at the sky, dropped on their knees, wept, laughed, raged,
sang, screamed, begged, all blathering away over each other in more
languages than Shivers had known about.

“Who the hell are these bastards?” he muttered.

“Holy men. Or madmen, depending who you ask. Down in Gurkhul, you
have to pray how the Prophet tells you. Here each man can worship as he
pleases.”

“They're praying?”

Murcatto shrugged. “More like they're trying to convince everyone else
that they know the best way.”

People stood watching 'em. Some nodding along with what they were
saying. Some shaking their heads, laughing, shouting back even. Some just
stood there, bored. One of the holy men, or the madmen, started screaming
at Shivers as he rode past in words he couldn't make a smudge of sense
from. He knelt, stretching out his arms, beads round his neck rattling, voice
raw with pleading. Shivers could see it in his red-rimmed eyes—he thought
this was the most important thing he'd ever do.

“Must be a nice feeling,” said Shivers.
“What must?”



“Thinking you know all the answers ...” He trailed off as a woman
walked past with a man on a lead. A big, dark man with a collar of shiny
metal, carrying a sack in either hand, his eyes kept on the ground. “You see
that?”

“In the South most men either own someone or are owned themselves.”

“That's a bastard custom,” muttered Shivers. “I thought you said this was
part o' the Union, though.”

“And they love their freedom over in the Union, don't they? You can't
make a man a slave there.” She nodded towards some more, being led past
meek and humble in a line. “But if they pass through no one's freeing them,
I can tell you that.”

“Bloody Union. Seems those bastards always want more land. There's
more of 'em than ever in the North. Uffrith's full of 'em, since the wars
started up again. And what do they need more land for? You should see that
city they've got already. Makes this place look a village.”

She looked sharply across at him. “Adua?”
“That's the one.”
“You've been there?”

“Aye. I fought the Gurkish there. Got me this mark.” And he pulled back
his sleeve to show the scar on his wrist. When he looked back she had an
odd look in her eye. You might almost have called it respect. He liked
seeing it. Been a while since anyone looked at him with aught but contempt.

“Did you stand in the shadow of the House of the Maker?” she asked.

“Most of the city's in the shadow of that thing one time o' day or
another.”

“What was it like?”
“Darker'n outside it. Shadows tend to be, in my experience.”

“Huh.” The first time Shivers had seen anything close to a smile on her
face, and he reckoned it suited her. “I always said I'd go.”

“To Adua? What's stopping you?”

“Six men I need to kill.”



Shivers puffed out his cheeks. “Ah. That.” A surge of worry went
through him, and he wondered afresh just why the hell he'd ever said yes.
“I've always been my own worst enemy,” he muttered.

“Stick with me, then.” Her smile had widened some. “You'll soon have
worse. We're here.”

Not all that heartening, as a destination. A narrow alley, dim as dusk.
Crumbling buildings crowded in, shutters rotten and peeling, sheets of
plaster cracking away from damp bricks. He led his horse after the cart and
through a dim archway while Murcatto swung the creaking doors shut
behind them and shot the rusted bolt. Shivers tethered his horse to a rotting
post in a yard strewn with weeds and fallen tiles.

“A palace,” he muttered, staring up towards the square of grey sky high
above, the walls all round coated with dried-up weeds, the shutters hanging
miserable from their hinges. “Once.”

“I took it for the location,” said Murcatto, “not the décor.”

They made for a gloomy hall, empty doorways leading into empty
chambers. “Lot of rooms,” said Shivers.

Friendly nodded. “Twenty-two.”

Their boots thump, thumped on the creaking staircase as they made their
way up through the rotten guts of the building.

“How are you going to begin?” Murcatto was asking Morveer.

“I already have. Letters of introduction have been sent. We have a
sizeable deposit to entrust to Valint and Balk tomorrow morning. Sizeable
enough to warrant the attention of their most senior officer. I, my assistant
and your man Friendly will infiltrate the bank disguised as a merchant and
his associates. We will meet with—then seek out an opportunity to kill—
Mauthis.”

“Simple as that?”

“Seizing an opportunity is more often than not the key in these affairs,
but if the moment does not present itself, I will be laying the groundwork
for a more ... structured approach.”

“What about the rest of us?” asked Shivers.



“Our employer, obviously, is possessed of a memorable visage and might
be recognised, while you,” and Morveer sneered back down the stairs at
him, “stand out like a cow among the wolves, and would be no more useful
than one. You are far too tall and far too scarred and your clothes are far too
rural for you to belong in a bank. As for that hair—"

“Pfeeesh,” said Day, shaking her head.
“What's that supposed to mean?”

“Exactly how it sounded. You are simply far, far too ...” Morveer swirled
one hand around. “North.”

Murcatto unlocked a flaking door at the top of the last flight of steps and
shoved it open. Muddy daylight leaked through and Shivers followed the
others out blinking into the sun.

“By the dead.” A jumble of mismatched roofs every shape and pitch
stretched off all round—red tiles, grey slates, white lead, rotting thatch, bare
rafters caked with moss, green copper streaked with dirt, patched with
canvas and old leather. A tangle of leaning gables, garrets, beams, paint
peeling and sprouting with weeds, dangling gutters and crooked drains,
bound up with chains and sagging washing lines, built all over each other at
every angle and looking like the lot might slide off into the streets any
moment. Smoke belched up from countless chimneys, cast a haze that made
the sun a sweaty blur. Here and there a tower poked or a dome bulged
above the chaos, the odd tangle of bare wood where some trees had beaten
the odds and managed to stick out a twig. The sea was a grey smudge in the
distance, the masts of ships in the harbour a far-off forest, shifting uneasily
with the waves.

From up here the city seemed to make a great hiss. Noise of work and
play, of men and beasts, calls of folk selling and buying, wheels rattling and
hammers clanging, splinters of song and scraps of music, joy and despair all
mixed up together like stew in a great pot.

Shivers edged to the lichen-crusted parapet beside Murcatto and peered
over. People trickled up and down a cobbled lane far below, like water in
the bottom of a canyon. A monster of a building loomed up on the other
side.



Its wall was a sheer cliff of smooth-cut pale stone, with a pillar every
twenty strides that Shivers couldn't have got both arms around, crusted at
the top with leaves and faces carved out of stone. There was a row of small
windows at maybe twice the height of a man, then another above, then a
row of much bigger ones, all blocked by metal grilles. Above that, all along
the line of the flat roof, about level with where Shivers was standing, a
hedge of black iron spikes stuck out, like the spines on a thistle.

Morveer grinned across at it. “Ladies, gentlemen and savages, I give you
the Westport branch ... of the Banking House ... of Valint and Balk.”

Shivers shook his head. “Place looks like a fortress.”
“Like a prison,” murmured Friendly.

“Like a bank,” sneered Morveer.



The Safest Place in the World

The banking hall of the Westport office of Valint and Balk was an
echoing cavern of red porphyry and black marble. It had all the gloomy
splendour of an emperor's mausoleum, the minimum light necessary
creeping in through small, high windows, their thick bars casting cross-
hatched shadows across the shining floor. A set of huge marble busts stared
smugly down from on high: great merchants and financiers of Styrian
history, by the look of them. Criminals made heroes by colossal success.
Morveer wondered whether Somenu Hermon was among them, and the
thought that the famous merchant might indirectly be paying his wages
caused his smirk to expand by the slightest margin.

Sixty clerks or more attended identical desks loaded with identical heaps
of papers, each with a huge, leather-bound ledger open before him. All
manner of men, with all colours of skin, some sporting the skullcaps,
turbans or characteristic hairstyles of one Kantic sect or other. The only
prejudice here was in favour of those who could turn the fastest coin. Pens
rattled in ink bottles, nibs scratched on heavy paper, pages crackled as they
were turned. Merchants stood in clumps and haggles, conversing in
whispers. Nowhere was a single coin in evidence. The wealth here was
made of words, of ideas, of rumours and lies, too valuable to be held
captive in gaudy gold or simple silver.

It was a setting intended to awe, to amaze, to intimidate, but Morveer was
not a man to be intimidated. He belonged here perfectly, just as he did
everywhere and nowhere. He swaggered past a long queue of well-dressed
supplicants with the air of studied self-satisfaction that always accompanied
new money. Friendly lumbered in his wake, strongbox held close, and Day
tiptoed demurely at the rear.

Morveer snapped his fingers at the nearest clerk. “I have an appointment
with ...” He consulted his letter for effect. “One Mauthis. On the subject of
a sizeable deposit.”

“Of course. If you would wait for one moment.”
“One, but no more. Time and money are the same.”

Morveer inconspicuously studied the arrangements for security. It would
have been an understatement to call them daunting. He counted twelve



armed men stationed around the hall, as comprehensively equipped as the
King of the Union's bodyguard. There had been another dozen outside the
towering double-doors.

“The place is a fortress,” muttered Day under her breath.
“But considerably better defended,” replied Morveer.

“How long is this going to take?”

“Why?”

“I'm hungry.”

“Already? For pity's sake! You will not starve if you—Wait.”

A tall man had emerged from a high archway, gaunt-faced with a
prominent beak of a nose and thinning grey hair, arrayed in sombre robes
with a heavy fur collar. “Mauthis,” murmured Morveer, from Murcatto's
exhaustive description. “Our intended.”

He was walking behind a younger man, curly haired and with a pleasant
smile, not at all richly dressed. So unexceptional, in fact, he would have had
a fine appearance for a poisoner. And yet Mauthis, though supposedly in
charge of the bank, hurried after with hands clasped, as though he was the
junior. Morveer sidled closer, bringing them within earshot.

“... Master Sulfur, I hope you will inform our superiors that everything is
under complete control.” Mauthis had, perhaps, the very slightest note of
panic in his voice. “Absolute and complete—"

“Of course,” answered the one called Sulfur, offhand. “Though I rarely
find our superiors need informing as to how things stand. They are
watching. If everything is under complete control, I am sure they will
already be satisfied. If not, well ...” He smiled wide at Mauthis, and then at
Morveer, and Morveer noticed he had different-coloured eyes, one blue, one
green. “Good day.” And he strode away and was soon lost in the crowds.

“May I be of assistance?” grated Mauthis. He looked as if he had never
laughed in his life. He was running out of time to try it now.

“I certainly hope you may. My name is Reevrom, a merchant of Puranti.”
Morveer tittered inwardly at his own joke, as he did whenever he utilised

the alias, but his face showed nothing but the warmest bonhomie as he
offered his hand.



“Reevrom. I have heard of your house. A privilege to make your
acquaintance.” Mauthis disdained to shake it, and kept a carefully
inoffensive distance between them. Evidently a cautious man. Just as well,
for his sake. The tiny spike on the underside of Morveer's heavy middle-
finger ring was loaded with scorpion venom in a solution of Leopard
Flower. The banker would have sat happily through their meeting, then
dropped dead within the hour.

“This is my niece,” continued Morveer, not in the least downhearted by
his failed attempt. “I have been entrusted with the responsibility of
escorting her to an introduction with a potential suitor.” Day looked up from
beneath her lashes with perfectly judged shyness. “And this is my
associate.” He glanced sideways at Friendly and the man frowned back. “I
do him too much credit. My bodyguard, Master Charming. He is not a great
conversationalist, but when it comes to bodyguarding, he is ... barely
adequate in truth. Still, I promised his old mother that I would take him
under my—"

“You have come here on a matter of business?” droned Mauthis.
Morveer bowed. “A sizeable deposit.”

“I regret that your associates must remain behind, but if you would care
to follow me we would, of course, be happy to accept your deposit and
prepare a receipt.”

“Surely my niece—”

“You must understand that, in the interests of security, we can make no
exceptions. Your niece will be perfectly comfortable here.”

“Of course, of course you will, my dear. Master Charming! The
strongbox!” Friendly handed the metal case over to a bespectacled clerk,
left tottering under its weight. “Now wait here, and get up to no mischief!”
Morveer gave a heavy sigh as he followed Mauthis into the depths of the
building, as though he had insurmountable difficulties securing competent
help. “My money will be safe here?”

“The bank's walls are at no point less than twelve feet in thickness. There
is only one entrance, guarded by a dozen well-armed men during the day,
sealed at night with three locks, made by three different locksmiths, the
keys kept by three separate employees. Two parties of men constantly patrol



the exterior of the bank until morning. Even then the interior is kept under
watch by a most sharp-eyed and competent guard.” He gestured towards a
bored-looking man in a studded leather jerkin, seated at a desk to the side of
the hallway.

“He is locked in?”
“All night.”

Morveer worked his mouth with some discomfort. “Most comprehensive
arrangements.”

He pulled out his handkerchief and pretended to cough daintily into it.
The silk was soaked in Mustard Root, one of an extensive range of agents to
which he had himself long since developed an immunity. He needed only a
few moments unobserved, then he could clasp it to Mauthis' face. The
slightest inhalation and the man would cough himself to bloody death
within moments. But the clerk laboured along between them with the
strongbox in his arms, and not the slightest opportunity was forthcoming.
Morveer was forced to tuck the lethal cloth away, then narrow his eyes as
they turned into a long hallway lined with huge paintings. Light poured in
from above, the very roof, far overhead, fashioned from a hundred thousand
diamond panes of glass.

“A ceiling of windows!” Morveer turned slowly round and round, head
back. “Truly a wonder of architecture!”

“This is an entirely modern building. Your money could not be more
secure anywhere, believe me.”

“The depths of ruined Aulcus, perhaps?” joked Morveer, as an overblown
artist's impression of the ancient city passed by on their left.

“Not even there.”

“And making a withdrawal would be considerably more testing, I
imagine! Ha ha. Ha ha.”

“Quite so.” The banker did not display even the inkling of a smile. “Our
vault door is a foot thickness of solid Union steel. We do not exaggerate
when we say this is the safest place in the Circle of the World. This way.”

Morveer was ushered into a voluminous chamber panelled with
oppressively dark wood, ostentatious yet still uncomfortable, tyrannised by



a desk the size of a poor man's house. A sombre oil was set above a
looming fireplace: a heavyset bald man glowering down as though he
suspected Morveer of being up to no good. Some Union bureaucrat of the
dusty past, he suspected. Zoller, maybe, or Bialoveld.

Mauthis took up a high, hard seat and Morveer found one opposite while
the clerk lifted the lid of the strongbox and began to count out the money,
using a coin-stacker with practised efficiency. Mauthis watched, scarcely
blinking. At no stage did he touch either case or coins himself. A cautious
man. Damnably, infuriatingly cautious. His slow eyes slid across the desk.

“Wine?”

Morveer raised an eyebrow at the distorted glassware behind the
windows of a towering cabinet. “Thank you, no. I become quite flustered
under its influence, and between the two of us have frequently embarrassed
myself. I decided, in the end, to abstain entirely, and stick to selling it to
others. The stuff is ... poison.” And he gave a huge smile. “But don't let me
stop you.” He slid an unobtrusive hand into a hidden pocket within his
jacket where the vial of Star Juice was waiting. It would be a small effort to
mount a diversion and introduce a couple of drops to Mauthis' glass while
he was—

“I too avoid it.”

“Ah.” Morveer released the vial and instead plucked a folded paper from
his inside pocket quite as if that had been his intention from the first. He
unfolded it and pretended to read while his eyes darted about the office. “I
counted five thousand ...” He took in the style of lock upon the door, the
fashion of its construction, the frame within which it was set. “Two hundred
...” The tiles from which the floor was made, the panels on the walls, the
render of the ceiling, the leather of Mauthis' chair, the coals on the unlit fire.
“And twelve scales.” Nothing seemed promising.

Mauthis showed no emotion at the number. Fortunes and small change,
all one. He opened the heavy cover of a huge ledger upon his desk. He
licked one finger and flicked steadily through the pages, paper crackling.
Morveer felt a warm satisfaction spread out from his stomach to every
extremity at the sight, and it was only with an effort that he prevented
himself from whooping with triumph. He settled for a prim smile. “Takings
from my last trip to Sipani. Wine from Ospria is always a profitable



venture, even in these uncertain times. Not everyone has our temperance,
Master Mauthis, I am happy to say!”

“Of course.” The banker licked his finger once again as he turned the last
few pages.

“Five thousand, two hundred and eleven,” said the clerk.
Mauthis' eyes flickered up. “Trying to get away with something?”

“Me?” Morveer passed it off with a false chuckle. “Damn that man
Charming, he can't count for anything! I swear he has no feel for numbers
whatsoever.”

The nib of Mauthis' pen scratched across the ledger; the clerk hurried
over and blotted the entry as his master neatly, precisely, emotionlessly
prepared the receipt. The clerk carried it to Morveer and offered it to him
along with the empty strongbox.

“A note for the full amount in the name of the Banking House of Valint
and Balk,” said Mauthis. “Redeemable at any reputable mercantile
institution in Styria.”

“Must I sign anything?” asked Morveer hopefully, his fingers closing
around the pen in his inside pocket. It doubled as a highly effective blow-
gun, the needle concealed within containing a lethal dose of—

“NO »

“Very well.” Morveer smiled as he folded the paper and slid it away,
taking care that it did not catch on the deadly edge of his scalpel. “Better
than gold, and a great deal lighter. For now, then, I take my leave. It has
been a decided pleasure.” And he held out his hand again, poisoned ring
glinting. No harm in making the effort.

Mauthis did not move from his chair. “Likewise.”



Evil Friends

It had been Benna's favourite place in Westport. He'd dragged her there
twice a week while they were in the city. A shrine of mirrors and cut glass,
polished wood and glittering marble. A temple to the god of male
grooming. The high priest—a small, lean barber in a heavily embroidered
apron—stood sharply upright in the centre of the floor, chin pointed to the
ceiling, as though he'd been expecting them that very moment to enter.

“Madam! A delight to see you again!” He blinked for a moment. “Your
husband is not with you?”

“My brother.” Monza swallowed. “And no, he ... won't be back. I've an
altogether tougher challenge for you—"

Shivers stepped through the doorway, gawping about as fearfully as a
sheep in a shearing pen. She opened her mouth to speak but the barber cut
her off. “I believe I see the problem.” He made a sharp circuit of Shivers
while the Northman frowned down at him. “Dear, dear. All off?”

“What?”

“All off,” said Monza, taking the barber by the elbow and pressing a
quarter into his hand. “Go gently, though. I doubt he's used to this and he
might startle.” She realised she was making him sound like a horse. Maybe
that was giving him too much credit.

“Of course.” The barber turned, and gave a sharp intake of breath.
Shivers had already taken his new shirt off and was looming pale and
sinewy in the doorway, unbuckling his belt.

“He means your hair, fool,” said Monza, “not your clothes.”

“Uh. Thought it was odd, but, well, Southern fashions ...” Monza
watched him as he sheepishly buttoned his shirt back up. He had a long scar
from his shoulder across his chest, pink and twisted. She might've thought it
ugly once, but she'd had to change her opinions on scars, along with a few
other things.

Shivers lowered himself into the chair. “Had this hair all my life.”

“Then it is past time you were released from its suffocating embrace.
Head forwards, please.” The barber produced his scissors with a flourish
and Shivers lurched out of his seat.



“You think I'm letting a man I never met near my face with a blade?”
“I must protest! I trim the heads of Westport's finest gentlemen!”

“You.” Monza caught the barber's shoulder as he backed away and
marched him forwards. “Shut up and cut hair.” She slipped another quarter
into his apron pocket and gave Shivers a long look. “You, shut up and sit
still.”

He sidled back into the chair and clung so tight to its arms that the
tendons stood from the backs of his hands. “I'm watching you,” he growled.

The barber gave a long sigh and with lips pursed began to work.

Monza wandered around the room while the scissors snip-snipped behind
her. She walked along a shelf, absently pulling the stoppers from the
coloured bottles, sniffing at the scented oils inside. She caught a glimpse of
herself in the mirror. A hard face, still. Thinner, leaner, sharper even than
she used to be. Eyes sunken from the nagging pain up her legs, from the
nagging need for the husk that made the pain go away.

You look especially beautiful this morning, Monza ...

The idea of a smoke stuck in her mind like a bone in her craw. Each day
the need crept up on her earlier. More time spent sick, sore and twitchy,
counting the minutes until she could creep off and be with her pipe, sink
back into soft, warm nothingness. Her fingertips tingled at the thought,
tongue working hungrily around her dry mouth.

“Always worn it long. Always.” She turned back into the room. Shivers
was wincing like a torture victim as tufts of cut hair tumbled down and built
up on the polished boards under the chair. Some men clam up when they're
nervous. Some men blather. It seemed Shivers was in the latter camp.
“Guess my brother had long hair and I went and did the same. Used to try
and copy him. Looked up to him. Little brothers, you know ... What was
your brother like?”

She felt her cheek twitch, remembering Benna's grinning face in the
mirror, and hers behind it. “He was a good man. Everyone loved him.”

“My brother was a good man. Lot better'n me. My father thought so,
anyway. Never missed a chance to tell me ... I mean, just saying, nothing
strange 'bout long hair where I come from. Folk got other things to cut in a
war than their hair, I guess. Black Dow used to laugh at me, 'cause he'd



always hacked his right off, so as not to get in the way in a fight. But then
he'd give a man shit about anything, Black Dow. Hard mouth. Hard man.
Only man harder was the Bloody-Nine his self. I reckon—"

“For someone with a weak grip on the language, you like to talk, don't
you? You know what I reckon?”

“What?”
“People talk a lot when they've nothing to say.”

Shivers heaved out a sigh. “Just trying to make tomorrow that bit better
than today is all. I'm one of those ... you've got a word for it, don't you?”

“Idiots?”

He looked sideways at her. “It was a different one I had in mind.”
“Optimists.”

“That's the one. I'm an optimist.”

“How's it working out for you?”

“Not great, but I keep hoping.”

“That's optimists. You bastards never learn.” She watched Shivers' face
emerging from that tangle of greasy hair. Hard-boned, sharp-nosed, with a
nick of a scar through one eyebrow. It was a good face, in so far as she
cared. She found she cared more than she'd thought she would. “You were a
soldier, right? What do they call them up in the North ... a Carl?”

“I was a Named Man, as it goes,” and she could hear the pride in his
voice.

“Good for you. So you led men?”

“I had some looking to me. My father was a famous man, my brother too.
A little some of that rubbed off, maybe.”

“So why throw it away? Why come down here to be nothing?”

He looked at her in the mirror while the scissors clicked round his face.
“Morveer said you were a soldier yourself. A famous one.”

“Not that famous.” It was only half a lie. Infamous was closer to it.
“That'd be a strange job for a woman, where I come from.”

She shrugged. “Easier than farming.”



“So you know war, am [ right?”
“Yes.”
“Daresay you've seen some battles. You've seen men killed.”

“Yes.”

“Then you've seen what goes with it. The marches, the waiting, the
sickness. Folk raped, robbed, crippled, burned out who've done nought to
deserve it.”

Monza thought of her own field burning, all those years ago. “You've got
a point, you can out and say it.”

“That blood only makes more blood. That settling one score only starts
another. That war gives a bastard of a sour taste to any man that's not half-
mad, and it only gets worse with time.” She didn't disagree. “So you know
why I'd rather be free of it. Make something grow. Something to be proud
of, instead of just breaking. Be ... a good man, I guess.”

Snip, snip. Hair tumbled down and gathered on the floor. “A good man,
eh?”

“That's right.”

“So you've seen dead men yourself?”

“I've seen my share.”

“You've seen a lot together?” she asked. “Stacked up after the plague
came through, spread out after a battle?”

“Aye, I've seen that.”

“Did you notice some of those corpses had a kind of glow about them? A
sweet smell like roses on a spring morning?”

Shivers frowned. “No.”

“The good men and the bad, then—all looked about the same, did they?
They always did to me, I can tell you that.” It was his turn to stay quiet. “If
you're a good man, and you try to think about what the right thing is every
day of your life, and you build things to be proud of so bastards can come
and burn them in a moment, and you make sure and say thank you kindly
each time they kick the guts out of you, do you think when you die, and
they stick you in the mud, you turn into gold?”



“What?”
“Or do you turn to fucking shit like the rest of us?”

He nodded slowly. “You turn to shit, alright. But maybe you can leave
something good behind you.”

She barked empty laughter at him. “What do we leave behind but things
not done, not said, not finished? Empty clothes, empty rooms, empty spaces
in the ones who knew us? Mistakes never made right and hopes rotted down
to nothing?”

“Hopes passed on, maybe. Good words said. Happy memories, I reckon.”

“And all those dead men's smiles you've kept folded up in your heart,
they were keeping you warm when I found you, were they? How did they
taste when you were hungry? They raise a smile, even, when you were
desperate?”

Shivers puffed out his cheeks. “Hell, but you're a ray of sunshine. Might
be they did me some good.”

“More than a pocketful of silver would've?”

He blinked at her, then away. “Maybe not. But I reckon I'll try to keep
thinking my way, just the same.”

“Hah. Good luck, good man.” She shook her head as if she'd never heard
such stupidity. Give me only evil men for friends, Verturio wrote. Them I
understand.

A last quick clicking of the scissors and the barber stepped away, dabbing
at his own sweaty brow with the back of one sleeve. “And we are all
finished.”

Shivers stared into the mirror. “I look a different man.”
“Sir looks like a Styrian aristocrat.”
Monza snorted. “Less like a Northern beggar, anyway.”

“Maybe.” Shivers looked less than happy. “I daresay that's a better-
looking man there. A cleverer man.” He ran one hand through his short dark
hair, frowning at his reflection. “Not sure if I trust that bastard, though.”

“And to finish ...” The barber leaned forwards, a coloured crystal bottle
in his hands, and squirted a fine mist of perfume over Shivers' head.



The Northman was up like a cat off hot coals. “What the fuck?” he
roared, big fists clenched, shoving the man away and making him totter
across the room with a squeal.

Monza burst out laughing. “Looks of a Styrian nobleman, maybe.” She
pulled out a couple more quarters and tucked them into the gaping barber's
apron pocket. “The manners might be a while coming, though.”

It was getting dark when they came back to the crumbling mansion,
Monza with her hood drawn up and Shivers striding proudly along in his
new coat. A cold rain flitted down into the ruined courtyard, a single lamp
burned in a window on the first floor. She frowned towards it, and then at
Shivers, found the grip of the knife in the back of her belt with her left
hand. Best to be ready for every possibility. Up the creaking stairs a peeling
door stood ajar, light spilling out across the boards. She stepped up and
poked it open with her boot.

A pair of burning logs in the soot-blackened fireplace barely warmed the
chamber on the other side. Friendly stood beside the far window, peering
through the shutters towards the bank. Morveer had some sheets of paper
spread out on a rickety old table, marking his place with an ink-spotted
hand. Day sat on the tabletop with her legs crossed, peeling an orange with
a dagger. “Definite improvement,” she grunted, giving Shivers a glance.

“Oh, I cannot but agree.” Morveer grinned. “A dirty, long-haired idiot left
the building this morning. A clean, short-haired idiot has returned. It must
be magic.”

Monza let go the grip of her knife while Shivers muttered angrily to
himself in Northern. “Since you're not crowing your own praises, I'm
guessing the job's not done.”

“Mauthis is a most cautious and well-protected man. The bank is far too
heavily guarded during the day.”

“On his way to the bank, then.”

“He leaves by an armoured carriage with a dozen guards in attendance.
To try and intercept them would be too great a risk.”



Shivers tossed another log on the fire and held his palms out towards it.
“At his house?”

“Pah,” sneered Morveer. “We followed him there. He lives on a walled
island in the bay where several of the city's Aldermen have their estates.
The public are not admitted. We have no method of gaining advance access
to the building even if we can deduce which one is his. How many guards,
servants, family members would be in attendance? All unknown. I flatly
refuse to attempt a job of this difficulty on conjecture. What do I never take,
Day?”

“Chances.”

“Correct. I deal in certainties, Murcatto. That is why you came to me. I
am hired for a certain man most certainly dead, not for a butcher's mess and
your target slipped away in the chaos. We are not in Caprile, now—"

“I know where we are, Morveer. What's your plan, then?”

“I have gathered the necessary information and devised a sure means of
achieving the desired effect. I need only gain access to the bank during the
hours of darkness.”

“And how do you plan to do that?”

“How do I plan to do that, Day?”

“Through the rigorous application of observation, logic and method.”
Morveer flashed his smug little smile again. “Precisely so.”

Monza glanced sideways at Benna. Except Benna was dead, and Shivers
was in his place. The Northman raised his eyebrows, blew out a long sigh
and looked back to the fire. Give me only evil men for friends, Verturio
wrote. But there had to be a limit.



Two Twos

The dice came up two twos. Two times two is four. Two plus two is four.
Add the dice, or multiply, the same result. It made Friendly feel helpless,
that thought. Helpless but calm. All these people struggling to get things
done, but whatever they did, it turned out the same. The dice were full of
lessons. If you knew how to read them.

The group had formed two twos. Morveer and Day were one pair. Master
and apprentice. They had joined together, they stayed together, they laughed
together at everyone else. But now Friendly saw that Murcatto and Shivers
were forming a pair of their own. They crouched next to each other at the
parapet, black outlines against the dim night sky, staring across towards the
bank, an immense block of thicker darkness. He had often seen that it was
in the nature of people to form pairs. Everyone except him. He was left
alone, in the shadows. Maybe there was something wrong with him, the
way the judges had said.

Sajaam had chosen him to form a pair with, in Safety, but Friendly had
no illusions. Sajaam had chosen him because he was useful. Because he
was feared. As feared as anyone in the darkness. But Sajaam had not
pretended any differently. He was the only honest man that Friendly knew,
and so it had been an honest arrangement. It had worked so well that
Sajaam had made enough money in prison to buy his freedom from the
judges. But he was an honest man and so, when he was free, he had not
forgotten Friendly. He had come back and bought his freedom too.

Outside the walls, where there were no rules, things were different.
Sajaam had other business, and Friendly was left alone again. He did not
mind, though. He was used to it, and had the dice for company. So he found
himself here, in the darkness, on a roof in Westport, in the dead of winter.
With these two mismatched pairs of dishonest people.

The guards came in two twos as well, four at a time, and two groups of
four, following each other endlessly around the bank all night. It was
raining now, a half-frozen sleet spitting down. Still they followed each
other, round, and round, and round through the darkness. One party trudged
along the lane beneath, well armoured, polearms shouldered.

“Here they come again,” said Shivers.



“I see that,” sneered Morveer. “Start a count.”

Day's whisper came through the night, high and throaty. “One ... two ...
three ... four ... five ...” Friendly stared open-mouthed at her lips moving,
the dice forgotten by his limp hand. His own mouth moved silently along
with hers. “Twenty-two ... twenty-three ... twenty-four ...”

“How to reach the roof?” Morveer was musing. “How to reach the roof?”
“Rope and grapple?” asked Murcatto.

“Too slow, too noisy, too uncertain. The rope would be left in plain view
the entire time, even supposing we could firmly set a grapple. No. We need
a method that allows for no accidents.”

Friendly wished they would shut their mouths so he could listen to Day's
counting. His cock was aching hard from listening to it. “One hundred and
twelve ... one hundred and thirteen ...” He let his eyes close, let his head
fall back against the wall, one finger moving back and forth in time. “One
hundred and eighty-two ... one hundred and eighty-three ...”

“No one could climb up there free,” came Murcatto's voice. “Not anyone.
Too smooth, too sheer. And the spikes to worry on.”

“I am in complete agreement.”
“Up from inside the bank, then.”

“Impossible. Entirely too many eyes. It must be up the walls, then in via
the great windows in the roof. At least the lane is deserted during the hours
of darkness. That is something in our favour.”

“What about the other sides of the building?”

“The north face is considerably busier and better lit. The east contains the
primary entrance, with an additional party of four guards posted all night.
The south is identical to this face, but without the advantage of our having
access to an adjacent roof. No. This wall is our only option.”

Friendly saw the faint flicker of light down below in the lane. The next
patrol, two times two guards, two plus two guards, four guards working
their steady way around the bank.

“All night they keep this up?”



“There are two other parties of four that relieve them. They maintain their
vigil uninterrupted until daybreak.”

“Two hundred and ninety-one ... two hundred and ninety-two ... and
here comes the next set.” Day clicked her tongue. “Three hundred, give or
take.”

“Three hundred,” hissed Morveer, and Friendly could see his head
shaking in the darkness. “Not enough time.”

“Then how?” snapped Monza.

Friendly swept the dice up again, felt their familiar edges pressing into
his palm. It hardly mattered to him how they got into the bank, or even
whether they ever did. His hopes mostly involved Day starting to count
again.

“There must be a way ... there must be a—"

“I can do it.” They all looked round. Shivers was sitting against the
parapet, white hands dangling.

“You?” sneered Morveer. “How?”

Friendly could just make out the curve of the Northman's grin in the
darkness. “Magic.”



Plans and Accidents

The guards grumbled their way down the lane. Four of 'em—breastplates,
steel caps, halberd blades catching the light from their swinging lanterns.
Shivers pressed himself deep into the doorway as they clattered past, waited
a nervy moment, then padded across the lane and into the shadows beside
the pillar he'd chosen. He started counting. Three hundred or so, to make it
to the top and onto the roof. He looked up. Seemed a bastard of a long way.
Why the hell had he said yes to this? Just so he could slap the smile off that
idiot Morveer's face, and show Murcatto he was worth his money?

“Always my own worst enemy,” he whispered. Turned out he'd too much
pride. That and a terrible weakness for fine-looking women. Who'd have
thought it?

He pulled the rope out, two strides long with an eye at one end and a
hook at the other. He cast a glance over the windows in the buildings facing
him. Most were shuttered against the cold night, but a few were open, a
couple still with lights burning inside. He wondered what the chances were
of someone looking out and seeing him shinning up the side of a bank.
Higher than he'd like, that was sure.

“Worst fucking enemy.” He got ready to climb up onto the pillar's base.
“Somewhere here.”
“Where, idiot?”

Shivers froze, rope dangling from his hands. Footsteps now, armour
jingling. Bastard guards were coming back. They'd never done that in fifty
circuits of the place. For all his chat about science, that bloody poisoner had
made an arse of it and Shivers was the one left with his fruits dangling in
the wind. He squeezed deeper into the shadows, felt the big flatbow on his
back scraping stone. How the hell was he going to explain that? Just a
midnight stroll, you know, all in black, taking the old bow for a walk.

If he bolted they'd see him, chase him, more'n likely stab him with
something. Either way they'd know someone had been trying to creep into
the bank and that would be the end of the whole business. If he stayed put
... same difference, more or less, except the stabbing got a sight more
likely.



The voices came closer. “Can't be far away, all we bloody do is go round
and round ...”

One of 'em must've lost something. Shivers cursed his shitty luck, and not
for the first time. Too late to run. He closed his fist round the grip of his
knife. Footsteps thumped, just on the other side of the pillar. Why'd he
taken her silver? Turned out he'd a terrible weakness for money too. He
gritted his teeth, waited for—

“Please!” Murcatto's voice. She walked out across the lane, hood back,
long coat swishing. Might've been the first time Shivers had seen her
without a sword. “I'm so, so sorry to bother you. I'm only trying to get
home, but I seem to have got myself completely lost.”

One of the guards stepped round the pillar, his back to Shivers, and then
another. They were no more than arm's length away, between him and her.
He could almost have reached out and touched their backplates.

“Where you staying?”

“With some friends, near the fountain on Lord Sabeldi Street, but I'm
new in the city, and,” she gave a hopeless laugh, “I've quite misplaced it.”

One of the guards pushed back his helmet. “I'll say you have. Other side
of town, that.”

“I swear I've been wandering the city for hours.” She began to move
away, drawing the men gently after her. Another guard appeared, and
another. All four now, with their backs still to Shivers. He held his breath,
heart thumping so loud it was a wonder none of them could hear it. “If one
of you gentlemen could point me in the right direction I'd be so grateful.
Stupid of me, I know.”

“No, no. Confusing place, Westport.”
“'Specially at night.”

“I get lost here myself, time to time.” The men laughed, and Monza
laughed along, still drawing 'em on. Her eye caught Shivers' just for an
instant, and they looked right at each other, and then she was gone round
the next pillar, and the guards too, and their eager chatter drifted away. He
closed his eyes, and slowly breathed out. Just as well he weren't the only
man around with a weakness for women.



He swung himself up onto the square base of the pillar, slid the rope
around it and under his rump, hooked it to make a loop. No idea what the
count was now, just knew he had to get up there fast. He set off, gripping
the stone with his knees and the edges of his boots, sliding the loop of rope
up, then dragging it tight while he shifted his legs and set 'em again.

It was a trick his brother taught him, when he was a lad. He'd used it to
climb the tallest trees in the valley and steal eggs. He remembered how
they'd laughed together when he kept falling off near the bottom. Now he
was using it to help kill folk, and if he fell off he'd be dead himself. Safe to
say life hadn't turned out quite the way he'd hoped.

Still, he went up quick and smooth. Just like climbing a tree, except no
eggs at the end of it and less chance of bark-splinters in your fruits. Hard
work, though. He was sweating through by the time he made it up the pillar
and still had the hardest part to go. He worked one hand into the mess of
stonework at the top, unhooked the rope with the other and dragged it over
his shoulder. Then he pulled himself up, fingers and toes digging holds out
among the carvings, breath hissing, arms burning. He slipped one leg over a
sculpture of a woman's frowning face and sat there, high above the lane,
clinging to a pair of stone leaves and hoping they were stronger than the
leafy kind.

He'd been in some better spots, but you had to look on the sunny side. It
was the first time he'd had a woman's face between his legs in a while. He
heard a hiss from across the lane, picked out Day's black shape on the roof.
She pointed down. The next patrol were on their way.

“Shit.” He pressed himself tight to the stonework, trying to look like rock
himself, hands tingling raw from gripping the hemp, hoping no one chose
that moment to look up. They clattered by underneath and he let out a long
hiss of air, heart pounding in his ears louder than ever. He waited for them
to move off round the corner of the building, getting his breath back for the
last stretch.

The spikes further along the walls were mounted on poles, could spin
round and round. Impossible to get over. At the tops of the pillars, though,
they were mortared to the stone. He took his gloves out—heavy smith's
gloves—and pulled them on, then he reached up and worked his hands tight
around two spikes, took a deep breath. He let go with his legs and swung



free, drew himself up, staring a touch cross-eyed at the iron points in front
of his face. Just like pulling yourself into the branches, except for the
chance of taking your eye out, of course. Be nice to come out of this with
both his eyes.

He swung one way, then heaved himself back the other and got one boot
up on top. He twisted himself round, felt the spikes scrape against his thick
jerkin, digging at his chest as he dragged himself over.

And he was up.

Seventy-eight ... seventy-nine ... eighty ...” Friendly's lips moved by
themselves as he watched Shivers roll over the parapet and onto the roof of
the bank.

“He made it,” whispered Day, voice squeaky with disbelief.

“And in good time too.” Morveer chuckled softly. “Who would have
thought he would climb ... like an ape.”

The Northman stood, a darker shape against the dark night sky. He pulled
the big flatbow off his back and started to fiddle with it. “Let's hope he
doesn't shoot like an ape,” whispered Day.

Shivers took aim. Friendly heard the soft click of the bowstring. A
moment later he felt the bolt thud into his chest. He snatched hold of the
shaft, frowning down. It hardly hurt at all.

“A happy circumstance that it has no point.” Morveer unhooked the wire
from the flights. “We would do well to avoid any further mishaps, and your
untimely death would seem to qualify.”

Friendly tossed the blunt bolt away and tied the rope off to the end of the
wire.

“You sure that thing will take his weight?” muttered Day.

“Suljuk silk cord,” said Morveer smugly. “Light as down but strong as
steel. It would take all three of us simultaneously, and no one looking up
will see a thing.”

“You hope.”



“What do I never take, my dear?”
“Yes, yes.”

The black cord hissed through Friendly's hands as Shivers started reeling
the wire back in. He watched it creep out across the space between the
roofs, counting the strides. Fifteen and Shivers had the other end. They
pulled it tight between them, then Friendly looped it through the iron ring
they'd bolted to the roof timbers and began to knot it, once, twice, three
times.

“Are you entirely sure of that knot?” asked Morveer. “There is no place
in the plan for a lengthy drop.”

“Twenty-eight strides,” said Friendly.
“What?”

“The drop.”

A brief pause. “That is not helpful.”

A taut black line linked the two buildings. Friendly knew it was there,
and still he could hardly see it in the darkness.

Day gestured towards it, curls stirred by the breeze. “After you.”

Morveer fumbled his way over the balustrade, breathing hard. In truth,
the trip across the cord had not been a pleasant excursion by any stretch of
the imagination. A chilly wind had blown up halfway and set his heart to
hammering. There had been a time, during his apprenticeship to the
infamous Moumah-yin-Bek, when he had executed such acrobatic exertions
with a feline grace, but he suspected it was dwindling rapidly into his past
along with a full head of hair. He took a moment to compose himself, wiped
chill sweat from his forehead, then realised Shivers was sitting there,
grinning at him.

“Is there some manner of a joke?” demanded Morveer.

“Depends what makes you laugh, I reckon. How long will you be in
there?”

“Precisely as long as I need to be.”



“Best move quicker than you did across that rope, then. You might still
be climbing in when they open the place tomorrow.” The Northman was
still smiling as he slipped over the parapet and back across the cord, swift
and sure for all his bulk.

“If there is a God, he has cursed me through my acquaintance.” Morveer
gave only the briefest consideration to the notion of cutting the knot while
the primitive was halfway across, then crept away down a narrow lead
channel between low-pitched slopes of slate towards the centre of the
building. The great glass roof glowed ahead of him, faint light glittering
through thousands of distorting panes. Friendly squatted beside it, already
unwinding a second length of cord from around his waist.

“Ah, the modern age.” Morveer knelt beside Day, pressing his hands
gently to the expanse of glass. “What will they think of next?”

“I feel blessed to live in such exciting times.”

“So should we all, my dear.” He carefully peered down into the bank's
interior. “So should we all.” The hallway was barely lit, a single lamp
burning at each end, bringing a precious gleam to the gilt frames of the
huge paintings but leaving the doorways rich with shadow. “Banks,” he
whispered, a ghost of a smile on his face, “always trying to economise.”

He pulled out his glazing tools and began to prise away the lead with
pliers, lifting each piece of glass out carefully with blobs of putty. The
brilliance of his dexterity was quite undimmed by age, and it took him mere
moments to remove nine panes, to snip the lead latticework with pincers
and peel it back to leave a diamond-shaped hole ample for his purposes.

“Perfect timing,” he murmured. The light from the guard's lantern crept
up the panelled walls of the hallway, brought a touch of dawn to the dark
canvases. His footsteps echoed as he passed by underneath them, giving
vent to a booming yawn, his long shadow stretching out over the marble
tiles. Morveer applied the slightest blast of air to his blowpipe.

“Gah!” The guard clapped a hand to the top of his head and Morveer
ducked away from the window. There were footsteps below, a scuffling, a
gurgle, then the loud thump and clatter of a toppling body. On peering back
through the aperture the guard was plainly visible, spreadeagled on his
back, lit lamp on its side by one outstretched hand.



“Excellent,” breathed Day.
“Naturally.”
“However much we talk about science, it always seems like magic.”

“We are, one might say, the wizards of the modern age. The rope, if you
please, Master Friendly.” The convict tossed one end of the silken cord
over, the other still knotted around his waist. “You are sure you can take my
weight?”

“Yes.” There was indeed a sense of terrible strength about the silent man
that lent even Morveer a level of confidence. With the rope secured by a
knot of his own devising, he lowered first one soft shoe and then the other
into the diamond-shaped opening. He worked his hips through, then his
shoulders, and he was inside the bank.

“Lower away.” And down he drifted, as swiftly and smoothly as if
lowered by a machine. His shoes touched the tiles and he slipped the knot
with a jerk of his wrist, slid silently into a shadowy doorway, loaded blow-
gun ready in one hand. He was expecting but the single guard within the
building, but one should never become blinded by expectations.

Caution first, always.

His eyes rolled up and down the darkened hallway, his skin tingling with
the excitement of the work under way. There was no movement. Only
silence so complete it seemed almost a pressure against his prickling ears.

He looked up, saw Day's face at the gap and beckoned gently to her. She
slid through as nimbly as a circus performer and glided down, their
equipment folded around her body in a bandolier of black cloth. When her
feet touched the ground she slipped free of the rope and crouched there,
grinning.

He almost grinned back, then stopped himself. It would not do to let her
know the warm admiration for her talents, judgement and character that had
developed during their three years together. It would not do to let her even
suspect the depth of his regard. It was when he did so that people inevitably
betrayed his trust. His time in the orphanage, his apprenticeship, his
marriage, his working life—all were scattered with the most poignant
betrayals. Truly his heart bore many wounds. He would keep matters



entirely professional, and thus protect them both. Him from her, and her
from herself.

“Clear?” she hissed.

“As an empty squares board,” he murmured, standing over the stricken
guard, “and all according to plan. What do we most despise, after all?”

“Mustard?”

“And?”

“Accidents.”

“Correct. There are no such things as happy ones. Get his boots.”

With considerable effort they manoeuvred him down the hallway to his
desk and into his chair. His head flopped back and he began to snore, long
moustache fluttering gently around his lips.

“Ahhhhh, he sleeps like a babe. Props, if you please.”

Day handed him an empty spirits bottle and Morveer placed it carefully
on the tiles beside the guard's boot. She passed him a half-full bottle, and he
removed the stopper and sloshed a generous measure down the front of the
guard's studded leather jerkin. Then he placed it carefully on its side by his
dangling fingers, spirits leaking out across the tiles in an acrid puddle.

Morveer stepped back and framed the scene with his hands. “The tableau
... is prepared. What employer does not suspect his nightwatchman of
partaking, against his express instructions, of a measure or two after dark?
Observe the slack features, the reek of strong spirits, the loud snoring.
Ample grounds, upon his discovery at dawn, for his immediate dismissal.
He will protest his innocence, but in the total absence of any evidence”—he
rummaged through the guard's hair with his gloved fingers and plucked the
spent needle from his scalp—"no further suspicions will be aroused. All
perfectly as normal. Except it will not be normal, will it? Oh no. The silent
halls of the Westport office ... of the Banking House of Valint and Balk ...
will conceal a deadly secret.” He blew out the flame of the guard's lantern,
sinking them into deeper darkness. “This way, Day, and do not dither.”

They crept together down the hallway, a pair of silent shadows, and
stopped beside the heavy door to Mauthis' office. Day's picks gleamed as



she bent down to work the lock. It only took a moment for her to turn the
tumblers with a meaty clatter, and the door swung silently open.

“Poor locks for a bank,” as she slid her picks away.
“They put the good locks where the money is.”
“And we're not here to steal.”

“Oh no, no, we are rare thieves indeed. We leave gifts behind us.” He
padded around Mauthis' monstrous desk and swung the heavy ledger open,
taking care not to move it so much as a hair from its position. “The solution,
if you please.”

She handed him the jar, full almost to the brim with thin paste, and he
carefully twisted the cork out with a gentle thwop. He used a fine
paintbrush for the application. The very tool for an artist of his incalculable
talents. The pages crackled as he turned them, giving a flick of the brush to
the corners of each and every one.

“You see, Day? Swift, smooth and precise, but with every care. With
every care, most of all. What kills most practitioners of our profession?”

“Their own agents.”

“Precisely so.” With every care, therefore, he swung the ledger closed, its
pages already close to dry, slid the paintbrush away and pressed the cork
back into the jar.

“Let's go,” said Day. “I'm hungry.”

“Go?” Morveer's smile widened. “Oh no, my dear, we are far from
finished. You must still earn your supper. We have a long night's work
ahead of us. A very long ... night's ... work.”

Here.”

Shivers nearly jumped clean over the parapet, he was that shocked,
lurched round, heart in his mouth. Murcatto crouched behind, grinning,
breath leaving a touch of smoke about her shadowy face.

“By the dead but you gave me a scare!” he hissed.



“Better than what those guards would've given you.” She crept to the iron
ring and tugged at the knot. “You made it up there, then?” More'n a touch of
surprise in her voice.

“You ever doubt I'd do it?”
“I thought you'd break your skull, if you even got high enough to fall.”

He tapped his head with a finger. “Least vulnerable part o' me. Shake our
friends off?”

“Halfway to bloody Lord Sabeldi Street, I did. If I'd known they'd be that
easily led I'd have hooked them in the first place.”

Shivers grinned. “Well, I'm glad you hooked 'em in the end, or they'd
most likely have hooked me.”

“Couldn't have that. We've still got a lot of work to do.” Shivers wriggled
his shoulders, uncomfortable. It was easy to forget at times that the work
they were about was killing a man. “Cold, eh?”

He snorted. “Where I come from, this is a summer day.” He dragged the
cork from the bottle and held it out to her. “This might help keep you
warm.”

“Well, that's very thoughtful of you.” She took a long swallow, and he
watched the thin muscles in her neck shifting.

“I'm a thoughtful man, for one out of a gang of hired killers.”

“I'll have you know that some hired killers are very nice people.” She
took another swig, then handed the bottle back. “None of this crew, of
course.”

“Hell, no, we're shits to a man. Or woman.”

“They're in there? Morveer and his little echo?”

“Aye, a while now, I reckon.”

“And Friendly with them?”

“He's with them.”

“Morveer say how long he'd be?”

“Him, tell me anything? I thought I was the optimist.”



They crouched in cold silence, close together by the parapet, looking
across at the dark outline of the bank. For some reason he felt very nervy.
Even more than you'd expect going about a murder. He stole a sideways
glance at her, then didn't look away quite quick enough when she looked at
him.

“Not much for us to do but wait and get colder, then,” she said.
“Not much, I reckon. Unless you want to cut my hair any shorter.”
“I'd be scared to get the scissors out in case you tried to strip.”

That brought a laugh from him. “Very good. Reckon that earns you
another pull.” He held out the bottle.

“I'm quite the humorist, for a woman who hires killers.” She came closer
to take it. Close enough to give him a kind of tingle in the side that was near
her. Close enough that he could feel the breath in his throat all of a sudden,
coming quick. He looked away, not wanting to make a fool of himself any
more than he'd been doing the last couple of weeks. Heard her tip the bottle,
heard her drink. “Thanks again.”

“Not a worry. Anything I can do, Chief, just let me know.”

When he turned his head she was looking right at him, lips pressed
together in a hard line, eyes fixed on his, that way she had, like she was
working out how much he was worth. “There is one other thing.”

Morveer pushed the last lips of lead into position with consummate
delicacy and stowed his glazing tools.

“Will that do?” asked Day.

“I doubt it will deflect a rainstorm, but it will serve until tomorrow. By
then I suspect they will have considerably greater worries than a leaking
window.” He rolled the last smudges of putty away from the glass, then
followed his assistant across the rooftop to the parapet. Friendly had already
negotiated the cord, a squat shape on the other side of a chasm of empty air.
Morveer peered over the edge. Beyond the spikes and the ornamental
carvings, the smooth stone pillar dropped vertiginously to the cobbled lane.
One of the groups of guards slogged past it, lamps bobbing.



“What about the rope?” Day hissed once they were out of earshot. “When
the sun comes up someone will—”

“No detail overlooked.” Morveer grinned as he produced the tiny vial
from an inside pocket. “A few drops will burn through the knot some time
after we have crossed. We need only wait at the far side and reel it in.”

As far as could be ascertained by darkness, his assistant appeared
unconvinced. “What if it burns more quickly than—"

“It will not.”

“Seems like an awful chance, though.”
“What do I never take, my dear?”
“Chances, but—"

“You go first, then, by all means.”

“You can count on it.” Day swung quickly under the rope and swarmed
across, hand over hand. It took her no longer than a count of thirty to make
it to the other side.

Morveer uncorked the little bottle and allowed a few drops to fall onto
the knots. Considering it, he allowed a few more. He had no desire to wait
until sunup for the cursed thing to come apart. He allowed the next patrol to
pass below, then clambered over the parapet with, it had to be admitted, a
good deal less grace than his assistant had displayed. Still, there was no
need for undue haste. Caution first, always. He took the rope in his gloved
hands, swung beneath it, hooked one shoe over the top, lifted the other—

There was a harsh ripping sound, and the wind blew suddenly cold about
his knee.

Morveer peered down. His trouser-leg had caught upon a spike bent
upwards well above the others, and torn almost as far as his rump. He
thrashed his foot, trying to untangle it, but only succeeded in entrapping it
more thoroughly.

“Damn it.” Plainly, this had not been part of the plan. Faint smoke was
curling now from the balustrade around which the rope was knotted. It
appeared the acid was acting more swiftly than anticipated.

“Damn it.” He swung himself back to the roof of the bank and perched
beside the smoking knot, gripping the rope with one hand. He slid his



scalpel from an inside pocket, reached forwards and cut the flapping cloth
away from the spike with a few deft strokes. One, two, three and it was
almost done, neat as a surgeon. The final stroke and—

“Ah!” He realised with annoyance, then mounting horror, that he had
nicked his ankle with the blade. “Damn it!” The edge was tainted with
Larync tincture and, since the stuff had always given him a swell of nausea
in the mornings, he had allowed his resistance to it to fade. It would not be
fatal. Not of itself. But it might cause him to drop off a rope, and he had
developed no immunity to a flailing plunge onto hard, hard cobblestones.
The irony was bitter indeed. Most practitioners of his profession were
killed, after all, by their own agents.

He pulled one glove off with his teeth and fumbled through his many
pockets for that particular antidote, gurgling curses around the leather,
swaying this way and that as the chill wind gusted up and spread gooseflesh
all the way down his bare leg. Tiny tubes of glass rattled against his
fingertips, each one etched with a mark that enabled him to identify it by
touch.

Under the circumstances, though, the operation was still a testing one. He
burped and felt a rush of nausea, a sudden painful shifting in his stomach.
His fingers found the right mark. He let the glove fall from his mouth,
pulled the phial from his coat with a trembling hand, dragged the cork out
with his teeth and sucked up the contents.

He gagged on the bitter extract, spluttered sour spit down onto the
faraway cobbles. He clung tight to the rope, fighting dizziness, the black
street seeming to tip round and round him. He was a child again, and
helpless. He gasped, whimpered, clung on with both hands. As desperately
as he had clung to his mother's corpse when they came to take him.

Slowly the antidote had its effect. The dark world steadied, his stomach
ceased its mad churning. The lane was beneath him, the sky above, back in
their customary positions. His attention was drawn sharply to the knots
again, smoking more than ever now and making a slight hissing sound. He
could distinctly smell the acrid odour as they burned through.

“Damn it!” He hooked both legs over the rope and set off, pitifully weak
from the self-administered dose of Larync. The air hissed in his throat,
tightened now by the unmistakable grip of fear. If the cord burned through



before he reached the other side, what then? His guts cramped up and he
had to pause for a moment, teeth gritted, wobbling up and down in empty
air.

On again, but he was lamentably fatigued. His arms trembled, his hands
shuffled, bare palm and bare leg burning from friction. Well beyond
halfway now, and creeping onwards. He let his head hang back, sucking in
air for one more effort. He saw Friendly, an arm out towards him, big hand
no more than a few strides distant. He saw Day, staring, and Morveer
wondered with some annoyance if he could detect the barest hint of a smile
on her shadowy face.

Then there was a faint ripping sound from the far end of the rope.

The bottom dropped out of Morveer's stomach and he was falling, falling,
swinging downwards, chill air whooshing in through his gaping mouth. The
side of the crumbling building plunged towards him. He started to let go a
mad wail, just like the one he made when they tore him from his mother's
dead hand. There was a sickening impact that drove his breath out, cut his
scream off, tore the cord from his grasping hands.

There was a crashing, a tearing of wood. He was falling, clawing at the
air, mind a cauldron of mad despair, eyes bulging sightless. Falling, arms
flailing, legs kicking helplessly, the world reeling around him, wind rushing
at his face. Falling, falling ... no further than a stride or two. His cheek
slapped against floorboards, fragments of wood clattering down around him

“Eh?” he muttered.

He was shocked to find himself snatched around the neck, dragged into
the air and rammed against a wall with bowel-loosening force, breath
driven out in a long wheeze for the second time in a few moments.

“You! What the fuck?” Shivers. The Northman was, for some reason still
obscure, entirely naked. The grubby room behind him was dimly lit by
some coals banked up in a grate. Morveer's eyes wandered down to the bed.
Murcatto was in it, propped up on her elbows, rumpled shirt hanging open,
breasts flattened against her ribs. She peered at him with no more than a
mild surprise, as if she'd opened her front door to see a visitor she had not
been expecting until later.



Morveer's mind clicked into place. Despite the embarrassment of the
position, the residual pulsing of mortal terror and the tingling scratches on
his face and hands, he began to chuckle. The rope had snapped ahead of
time and, by some freak but hugely welcome chance, he had swung down in
a perfect arc and straight through the rotten shutters of one of the rooms in
the crumbling house. One had to appreciate the irony.

“It seems there is such a thing as a happy accident after all!” he cackled.

Murcatto squinted over from the bed, eyes somewhat unfocused. She had
a set of curious scars, he noticed, following the lines of her ribs on one side.

“Why you smoking?” she croaked.

Morveer's eyes slid to the husk-pipe on the boards beside the bed, a ready
explanation for her lack of surprise at the unorthodox manner of his
entrance. “You are confused, but it is easy to see why. I believe it is you that
has been smoking. That stuff is absolute poison, you realise. Absolute—"

Her arm stretched out, limp finger pointing towards his chest. “Smoking,
idiot.” He looked down. A few acrid wisps were curling up from his shirt.

“Damn it!” he squeaked as Shivers took a shocked step back and let him
fall. He tore his jacket off, fragments of glass from the shattered acid bottle
tinkling to the boards. He scrabbled with his shirt, the front of which had
begun to bubble, ripped it open and flung it on the floor. It lay there,
smoking noticeably and filling the grubby chamber with a foul reek. The
three of them stared at it, by a turn of fate that surely no one could have
anticipated, all now at least half-naked.

“My apologies.” Morveer cleared his throat. “Plainly, this was not part of
the plan.”



Repaid in Full

Monza frowned at the bed, and she frowned at Shivers in it. He lay flat
out, blanket rumpled across his stomach. One big long arm hung off the
edge of the mattress, white hand lying limp on its back against the
floorboards. One big foot stuck from under the blanket, black crescents of
dirt under the nails. His face was turned towards her, peaceful as a child's,
eyes shut, mouth slightly open. His chest, and the long scar across it, rose
and fell gently with his breathing.

By the light of day, it all seemed like a serious error.

She tossed the coins at Shivers and they jingled onto his chest and
scattered across the bed. He jerked awake, blinking around.

“Whassis?” He stared blearily down at the silver stuck to his chest.
“Five scales. More than a fair price for last night.”

“Eh?” He pushed sleep out of his eye with two fingers. “You're paying
me?” He shoved the coins off his skin and onto the blanket. “I feel
something like a whore.”

“Aren't you one?”
“No. I've got some pride.”

“So you'll kill a man for money, but you won't suck a cunt for it?” She
snorted. “There's morals for you. You want my advice? Take the five and
stick to killing in future. That you've got a talent for.”

Shivers rolled over and dragged the blanket up around his neck. “Shut the
door on your way out, eh? It's dreadful cold in here.”

Skkk

The blade of the Calvez slashed viciously at the air. Cuts left and right,
high and low. She spun in the far corner of the courtyard, boots shuffling
across the broken paving, lunging with her left arm, bright point darting out



chest-high. Her quick breath smoked around her face, shirt stuck to her
back in spite of the cold.

Her legs were a little better each day. They still burned when she moved
quickly, were stiff as old twigs in the morning and ached like fury by
evening time, but at least she could almost walk without grimacing. There
was some spring in her knees even, for all their clicking. Her shoulder and
her jaw were loosening. The coins under her scalp barely hurt when she
pressed them.

Her right hand was as ruined as ever, though. She tucked Benna's sword
under her arm and pulled the glove off. Even that was painful. The twisted
thing trembled, weak and pale, the scar from Gobba's wire lurid purple
round the side. She winced as she forced the crooked fingers closed, little
one still stubbornly straight. The thought that she'd be cursed with this
hideous liability for the rest of her life brought on a sudden rush of fury.

“Bastard,” she hissed through gritted teeth, and dragged the glove back
on. She remembered her father giving her a sword to hold for the first time,
no more than eight years old. She remembered how heavy it had felt, how
strange and unwieldy in her right hand. It hardly felt much better now, in
her left. But she had no choice but to learn.

To start from nothing, if that was what it took.

She faced a rotten shutter, blade out straight towards it, wrist turned flat
to the ground. She snapped out three jabs and the point tore three slats from
the frame, one above the other. She snarled as she twisted her wrist and
slashed downwards, splitting it clean in two, splinters flying.

Better. Better each day.

“Magnificent.” Morveer stood in a doorway, a few fresh scratches across
one cheek. “There is not a shutter in Styria that will dare oppose us.” He
ambled forwards into the courtyard, hands clasped behind him. “I daresay
you were even more impressive when your right hand still functioned.”

“I'll worry about that.”

“A great deal, I should think. Recovered from your ... exertions of last
night with our Northern acquaintance?”

“My bed, my business. And you? Recovered from your little drop
through my window?”



“No more than a scratch or two.”

“Shame.” She slapped the Calvez back into its sheath. “Is it done?”
“It will be.”

“He's dead?”

“He will be.”

“When?”

Morveer grinned up at the square of pale sky above them. “Patience is the
first of virtues, General Murcatto. The bank has only just opened its doors,
and the agent I used takes some time to work. Jobs done well are rarely
done quickly.”

“But it will work?”
“Oh, absolutely so. It will be ... masterful.”
“I want to see it.”

“Of course you do. Even in my hands the science of death is never utterly
precise, but I would judge about an hour's time to be the best moment. I
strongly caution you to touch nothing within the bank, however.” He turned
away, wagging one finger at her over his shoulder. “And take care you are
not recognised. Our work together is only just commencing.”

The banking hall was busy. Dozens of clerks worked at heavy desks, bent
over great ledgers, their pens scratching, rattling, scratching again. Guards
stood bored about the walls, watching half-heartedly or not watching at all.
Monza weaved between primped and pretty groups of wealthy men and
women, slid between their oiled and bejewelled rows, Shivers shouldering
his way through after. Merchants and shopkeepers and rich men's wives,
bodyguards and lackeys with strongboxes and money bags. As far as she
could tell it was an ordinary day's monumental profits for the Banking
House of Valint and Balk.

The place Duke Orso got his money.

Then she caught a glimpse of a lean man with a hook nose, speaking to a
group of fur-trimmed merchants and with a clerk flanking him on either



side, ledgers tucked under their arms. That vulture face sprang from the
crowds like a spark in a cellar, and set a fire in her. Mauthis. The man she'd
come to Westport to kill. And it hardly needed saying that he looked very
much alive.

Somebody called out over in the corner of the hall but Monza's eyes were
fixed ahead, jaw suddenly clenched tight. She started to push through the
queues towards Orso's banker.

“What're you doing?” Shivers hissed in her ear, but she shook him off,
shoved a man in a tall hat out of her way.

“Give him some air!” somebody shouted. People were looking around,
muttering, craning up to see something, the orderly queues starting to
dissolve. Monza kept going, closer now, and closer. Closer than was
sensible. She had no idea what she'd do when she got to Mauthis. Bite him?
Say hello? She was less than ten paces away—as near as she'd been when
he peered down at her dying brother.

Then the banker gave a sudden wince. Monza slowed, easing carefully
through the crowd. She saw Mauthis double over as if he'd been punched in
the stomach. He coughed, and again—hard, retching coughs. He took a
lurching step and clutched at the wall. People were moving all around, the
place echoing with curious whispers, the odd strange shout.

“Stand back!”
“What is it?”
“Turn him over!”

Mauthis' eyes shimmered with wet, veins bulging from his thin neck. He
clawed at one of the clerks beside him, knees buckling. The man staggered,
guiding his master slowly to the floor.

“Sir? Sir?”

An atmosphere of breathless fascination seemed to have gripped the
whole hall, teetering on the brink of fear. Monza edged closer, peering over
a velvet-clad shoulder. Mauthis' starting eyes met hers, and they stared
straight at each other. His face was stretched tight, skin turning red, fibres
of muscle standing rigid. One quivering arm raised up towards her, one
bony finger pointing.



“Muh,” he mouthed. “Muh ... Muh ...”

His eyes rolled back and he started to dance, legs flopping, back arching,
jerking madly around on the marble tiles like a landed fish. The men about
him stared down, horrified. One of them was doubled up by a sudden
coughing fit. People were shouting all over the banking hall.

“Help!”

“Over here!”
“Somebody!”
“Some air, I said!”

A clerk lurched up from his desk, chair clattering over, hands at his
throat. He staggered a few steps, face turning purple, then crashed down, a
shoe flying off one kicking foot. One of the clerks beside Mauthis was on
his knees, fighting for breath. A woman gave a piercing scream.

“By the dead—" came Shivers' voice.

Pink foam frothed from the banker's wide-open mouth. His thrashing
settled to a twitching. Then to nothing. His body sagged back, empty eyes
goggling up over Monza's shoulder, towards the grinning busts ranged
round the walls.

Two dead. Five left.

“Plague!” somebody shrieked, and as if a general had roared for the
charge on a battlefield, the place was plunged instantly into jostling chaos.
Monza was nearly barged over as one of the merchants who'd been talking
to Mauthis turned to run. Shivers stepped up and gave him a shove, sent
him sprawling on top of the banker's corpse. A man with skewed eyeglasses
clutched at her, bulging eyes horribly magnified in his pink face. She
punched on an instinct with her right hand, gasped as her twisted knuckles
jarred against his cheek and sent a jolt of pain to her shoulder, chopped at
him with the heel of her left and knocked him over backwards.

No plague spreads quicker than panic, Stolicus wrote, or is more deadly.

The veneer of civilisation was peeled suddenly away. The rich and self-
satisfied were transformed into animals. Those in the way were flung aside.
Those that fell were given no mercy. She saw a fat merchant punch a well-
dressed lady in the face and she collapsed with a squeal, was kicked to the



wall, wig twisted across her bloody face. She saw an old man huddled on
the floor, trampled by the mob. A strongbox banged down, silver coins
spilling, ignored, kicked across the floor by milling shoes. It was like the
madness of a rout. The screaming and the jostling, the swearing and the
stink of fear, the scattering of bodies and broken junk.

Someone shoved at her and she lashed out with an elbow, felt something
crunch, spots of blood on her cheek. She was caught up by the crush like a
twig in a river, jabbed at, twisted, torn and tangled. She was carried snarling
through the doorway and into the street, feet scarcely touching the ground,
people pressing, thrashing, wriggling up against her. She was swept
sideways, slipped from the steps, twisted her leg on the cobbles and lurched
against the wall of the bank.

She felt Shivers grab her by the elbow and half-lead, half-carry her off. A
couple of the bank's guards stood, trying ineffectually to stem the flow of
panic with the hafts of their halberds. There was a sudden surge in the
crowd and Monza was carried back. Between flailing arms she saw a man
quivering on the ground, coughing red foam onto the cobbles. A wall of
horrified, fascinated faces twitched and bobbed as people fought to get
away from him.

Monza felt dizzy, mouth sour. Shivers strode beside her, breathing fast
through his nose, glancing back over his shoulder. They rounded the corner
of the bank and made for the crumbling house, the maddened clamour
fading behind them. She saw Morveer, standing at a high window like a
wealthy patron enjoying the theatre from his private box. He grinned down,
and waved with one hand.

Shivers growled something in his own tongue as he heaved the heavy
door open and Monza came after him. She snatched up the Calvez and
made straight for the stairs, taking them two at a time, hardly noticing the
burning in her knees.

Morveer still stood by the window when she got there, his assistant cross-
legged on the table, munching her way through half a loaf of bread. “There
seems to be quite the ruckus down in the street!” The poisoner turned into
the room, but his smile vanished as he saw Monza's face. “What? He's
alive?”

“He's dead. Dozens of them are.”



Morveer's eyebrows went up by the slightest fraction. “An establishment
of that nature, the books will be in constant movement around the building.
I could not take the risk that Mauthis would end up working from another.
What do I never take, Day?”

“Chances. Caution first, always.” Day tore off another mouthful of bread,
and mumbled around it. “That's why we poisoned them all. Every ledger in
the place.”

“This isn't what we agreed,” Monza growled.

“I rather think it is. Whatever it takes, you told me, no matter who gets
killed along the way. Those are the only terms under which I work.
Anything else allows for misunderstandings.” Morveer looked somewhat
puzzled, somewhat amused. “I am well aware that some individuals are
uncomfortable with wholesale murder, but I certainly never anticipated that
you, Monzcarro Murcatto, the Serpent of Talins, the Butcher of Caprile,
would be one. You need not worry about the money. Mauthis will cost you
ten thousand, as we agreed. The rest are free of—"

“It's not a question of money, fool!”

“Then what is the question? I undertook a piece of work, as
commissioned by you, and was successful, so how can I be at fault? You
say you never had in mind any such result, and did not undertake the work
yourself, so how can you be at fault? The responsibility seems to drop
between us, then, like a turd straight from a beggar's arse and into an open
sewer, to be lost from sight forever and cause nobody any further
discomfort. An unfortunate misunderstanding, shall we say? An accident?
As if a sudden wind blew up, and a great tree fell, and caught every little
insect in that place and squashed ... them ... dead!”

“Squashed 'em,” chirped Day.
“If your conscience nags at you—"

Monza felt a stab of anger, gloved hand gripping the sword's scabbard
painfully hard, twisted bones clicking as they shifted. “Conscience is an
excuse not to do what needs doing. This is about keeping control. We'll
stick to one dead man at a time from now on.”

“Will we indeed?”



She took a sudden stride into the room and the poisoner edged away, eyes
flickering nervously down to her sword, then back. “Don't test me. Not
ever. One ... at a time ... I said.”

Morveer carefully cleared his throat. “You are the client, of course. We
will proceed as you dictate. There really is no cause to get angry.”

“Oh, you'll know if I get angry.”
He gave a pained sigh. “What is the tragedy of our profession, Day?”

“No appreciation.” His assistant popped the last bit of crust into her
mouth.

“Precisely so. Come, we will take a turn about the city while our
employer decides which name on her little list next merits our attentions.
The atmosphere in here feels somewhat tainted by hypocrisy.” He marched
out with an air of injured innocence. Day looked up from under her sandy
lashes, shrugged, stood, brushed crumbs from the front of her shirt, then
followed her master.

Monza turned back to the window. The crowds had mostly broken up.
Groups of nervous city watch had appeared, blocking off the street before
the bank, keeping a careful distance from the still shapes sprawled out on
the cobbles. She wondered what Benna would've said to this. Told her to
calm down, most likely. Told her to think it through.

She grabbed a chest with both hands and snarled as she flung it across the
room. It smashed into the wall, sending lumps of plaster flying, clattered
down and sagged open, clothes spilling out across the floor.

Shivers stood there in the doorway, watching her. “I'm done.”
“No!” She swallowed. “No. I still need your help.”

“Standing up and facing a man, that's one thing ... but this—"
“The rest will be different. I'll see to it.”

“Nice, clean murders? I doubt it. You set your mind to killing, it's hard to
pick the number of the dead.” Shivers slowly shook his head. “Morveer and
his fucking like might be able to step away from it and smile, but I can't.”

“So what?” She walked slowly to him, the way you might walk to a
skittish horse, trying to stop it bolting with your eyes. “Back to the North
with fifty scales for the journey? Grow your hair and go back to bad shirts



and blood on the snow? I thought you had pride. I thought you wanted to be
better than that.”

“That's right. I wanted to be better.”

“You can be. Stick. Who knows? Maybe you can save some lives, that
way.” She laid her left hand gently on his chest. “Steer me down the
righteous path. Then you can be good and rich at once.”

“I'm starting to doubt a man can be both.”
“Help me. I have to do this ... for my brother.”
“You sure? The dead are past helping. Vengeance is for you.”

“For me then!” She forced her voice to drop soft again. “There's nothing I
can do to change your mind?”

His mouth twisted. “Going to toss me another five, are you?”

“I shouldn't have done that.” She slid her hand up, traced the line of his
jaw, trying to judge the right words, pitch the right bargain. “You didn't
deserve it. I lost my brother, and he's all I had. I don't want to lose someone
else ...” She let it hang in the air.

There was a strange look in Shivers' eye, now. Part angry, part hungry,
part ashamed. He stood there silent for a long moment, and she felt the
muscles clenching and unclenching on the side of his face.

“Ten thousand,” he said.
“Six.”
“Eight.”

“Done.” She let her hand fall, and they stared at each other. “Get packed,
we leave within the hour.”

“Right.” He slunk guiltily out of the door without meeting her eye and
left her there, alone.

And that was the trouble with good men. Just so damned expensive.



ITI:STPANI

“The belief in a supernatural source of evil is not necessary; men alone
are quite capable of every wickedness”

Joseph Conrad

Not two weeks later, men came over the border looking to even the tally,
and they hanged old Destort and his wife, and burned the mill. A week after
that his sons set out for vengeance, and Monza took down her father's
sword and went with them, Benna snivelling along behind. She was glad to
go. She had lost the taste for farming.

They left the valley to settle a score, and for two years they did not stop.
Others joined them, men who had lost their work, their farms, their
families. Before too long it was them burning crops, breaking into
farmhouses, taking what they could find. Before too long it was them doing
the hangings. Benna grew up quickly, and sharpened to a merciless edge.
What other choice? They avenged killings, then thefts, then slights, then the
rumours of slights. There was war, so there was never any shortage of
wrongs to avenge.

Then, at the end of summer, Talins and Musselia made peace with nothing
gained on either side but corpses. A man with a gold-edged cloak rode into
the valley with soldiers behind him and forbade reprisals. Destort's sons
and the rest split up, took their spoils with them, went back to what they had
been doing before the madness started or found new madness to take a
hand in. By then, Monza's taste for farming had grown back.

They made it as far as the village.

A vision of martial splendour stood at the edge of the broken fountain in
a breastplate of shining steel, a sword hilt set with glinting gemstones at his
hip. Half the valley had gathered to listen to him speak.

“My name is Nicomo Cosca, captain of the Company of the Sun—a noble
brotherhood fighting with the Thousand Swords, greatest mercenary
brigade in Styria! We have a Paper of Engagement from the young Duke



Rogont of Ospria and are looking for men! Men with experience of war,
men with courage, men with a love of adventure and a taste for money! Are
any of you sick of grubbing in the mud for a living? Do any of you hope for
something better? For honour? For glory? For riches? Join us!”

“We could do that,” Benna hissed.
“No,” said Monza, “I'm done with fighting.”

“There will be little fighting!” shouted Cosca, as if he could guess her
thoughts. “That I promise you! And what there is you will be well paid for
thrice over! A scale a week, plus shares of booty! And there will be plenty of
booty, lads, believe me! Our cause is just ... or just enough, and victory is a
certainty.”

“We could do that!” hissed Benna. “You want to go back to tossing mud?
Broken down tired every night and dirt under your fingernails? I won't!”

Monza thought of the work she would have just to clear the upper field,
and how much she might make from doing it. A line had formed of men keen
to join the Company of the Sun, beggars and farmers mostly. A black-
skinned notary took their names down in a ledger.

Monza shoved past them.

“I am Monzcarro Murcatto, daughter of Jappo Murcatto, and this is my
brother Benna, and we are fighters. Can you find work for us in your
company?”

Cosca frowned at her, and the black-skinned man shook his head. “We
need men with experience of war. Not women and boys.” He tried to move
her away with his arm.

She would not be moved. “We've experience. More than these scrapings.”

“I've work for you,” said one of the farmers, made bold by signing his
mark on the paper. “How about you suck my cock?” He laughed at that.
Until Monza knocked him down in the mud and made him swallow half his
teeth with the heel of her boot.

Nicomo Cosca watched this methodical display with one eyebrow slightly
raised. “Sajaam, the Paper of Engagement. Does it specify men, exactly?
What is the wording?”



The notary squinted at a document. “Two hundred cavalry and two
hundred infantry, those to be persons well equipped and of quality. Persons
is all it says.”

“And quality is such a vague term. You, girl! Murcatto! You are hired,
and your brother too. Make your marks.”

She did so, and so did Benna, and as simply as that they were soldiers of
the Thousand Swords. Mercenaries. The farmer clutched at Monza's leg.

“My teeth.”
“Pick through your shit for them,” she said.

Nicomo Cosca, famed soldier of fortune, led his new hirings from the
village to the sound of a merry pipe, and they camped under the stars that
night, gathered round fires in the darkness, talking of making it rich in the
coming campaign.

Monza and Benna huddled together with their blanket around their
shoulders. Cosca came out of the murk, firelight glinting on his breastplate.
“Ah! My war-children! My lucky mascots! Cold, eh?” He swept his crimson
cloak off and tossed it down to them. “Take this. Might keep the frost from
your bones.”

“What d'you want for it?”
“Iake it with my compliments, I have another.”
“Why?” she grunted, suspicious.

“'A captain looks first to the comfort of his men, then to his own,’
Stolicus said.”
“Who's he?” asked Benna.

“Stolicus? Why, the greatest general of history!” Monza stared blankly at
him. “An emperor of old. The most famous of emperors.”

“What's an emperor?” asked Benna.

Cosca raised his brows. “Like a king, but more so. You should read this.”
He slid something from a pocket and pressed it into Monza's hand. A small
book, with a red cover scuffed and scarred.

“I will.” She opened it and frowned at the first page, waiting for him to
go.



“Neither of us can read,” said Benna, before Monza could shut him up.

Cosca frowned, twisting one corner of his waxed moustache between
finger and thumb. Monza was waiting for him to tell them to go back to the
farm, but instead he lowered himself slowly and sat cross-legged beside

them. “Children, children.” He pointed at the page. “This here is the letter
IA. ry



Fogs and Whispers

Sipani smelled of rot and old salt water, of coal smoke, shit and piss, of
fast living and slow decay. Made Shivers feel like puking, though the smell
mightn't have mattered so much if he could've seen his hand before his face.
The night was dark, the fog so thick that Monza, walking close enough to
touch, weren't much more than a ghostly outline. His lamp scarcely lit ten
cobbles in front of his boots, all shining with cold dew. More than once he'd
nearly stepped straight off into water. It was easily done. In Sipani, water
was hiding round every corner.

Angry giants loomed up, twisted, changed to greasy buildings and crept
past. Figures charged from the mist like the Shanka did at the Battle of
Dunbrec, then turned out to be bridges, railings, statues, carts. Lamps
swung on poles at corners, torches burned by doorways, lit windows
glowed, hanging in the murk, treacherous as marsh-lights. Shivers would
set his course by one set, squinting through the mist, only to see a house
start drifting. He'd blink, and shake his head, the ground shifting dizzily
under his boots. Then he'd realise it was a barge, sliding past in the water
beside the cobbled way, bearing its lights off into the night. He'd never liked
cities, fog or salt water. The three together were like a bad dream.

“Bloody fog,” Shivers muttered, holding his lamp higher, as though that
helped. “Can't see a thing.”

“This is Sipani,” Monza tossed over her shoulder. “City of Fogs. City of
Whispers.”

The chill air was full of strange sounds, alright. Everywhere the slap, slop
of water, the creaking of ropes as rowing boats squirmed on the shifting
canals. Bells tolling in the darkness, folk calling out, all kinds of voices.
Prices. Offers. Warnings. Jokes and threats spilling over each other. Dogs
barked, cats hissed, rats skittered, birds croaked. Snatches of music, lost in
the mist. Ghostly laughter fluttered past on the other side of the seething
water, lamps bobbing through the gloom as some revel wended into the
night from tavern, to brothel, to gambling den, to smoke-house. Made
Shivers' head spin, and left him sicker than ever. Felt like he'd been sick for
weeks. Ever since Westport.

Footsteps echoed from the darkness and Shivers pressed himself against
the wall, right hand on the haft of the hatchet tucked in his coat. Men



loomed up and away, brushing past him. Women too, one holding a hat to
her piled-up hair as she ran. Devil faces, smeared with drunken smiles,
reeling past in a flurry and gone into the night, mist curling behind their
flapping cloaks.

“Bastards,” hissed Shivers after them, letting go his axe and peeling
himself away from the sticky wall. “Lucky I didn't split one of 'em.”

“Get used to it. This is Sipani. City of Revels. City of Rogues.”

Rogues were in long supply, alright. Men slouched around steps, on
corners, beside bridges, dishing out hard looks. Women too, black outlines
in doorways, lamps glowing behind, some of 'em hardly dressed in spite of
the cold. “A scale!” one called at him from a window, letting one thin leg
dangle in the murk. “For a scale you get the night of your life! Ten bits
then! Eight!”

“Selling themselves,” Shivers grunted.

“Everyone's selling themselves,” came Monza's muffled voice. “This is

»

“Yes, yes. This is fucking Sipani.”

Monza stopped and he nearly walked into her. She pushed her hood back
and squinted at a narrow doorway in a wall of crumbling brickwork. “This
is it.”

“You take a man to all the finest places, eh?”

“Maybe later you'll get the tour. For now we've got business. Look
dangerous.”

“Right y'are, Chief.” Shivers stood up tall and fixed his hardest frown.
“Right y'are.”

She knocked, and not long after the door wobbled open. A woman stared
out from a dim-lit hallway, long and lean as a spider. She had a way of
standing, hips loose and tilted to one side, arm up on the doorframe, one
thin finger tapping at the wood. Like the fog was hers, and the night, and
them too. Shivers brought his lamp up a touch closer. A hard, sharp face
with a knowing smile, spattered with freckles, short red hair sprouting all
ways from her head.

“Shylo Vitari?” asked Monza.



“You'll be Murcatto, then.”
“That's right.”

“Death suits you.” She narrowed her eyes at Shivers. Cold eyes, with a
hint of a cruel joke in 'em. “Who's your man?”

He spoke for himself. “Name's Caul Shivers, and I'm not hers.”
“No?” She grinned at Monza. “Whose is he, then?”
“I'm my own.”

She gave a sharp laugh at that. Seemed everything about her had an edge
on it. “This is Sipani, friend. Everyone belongs to someone. Northman,
eh?”

“That a problem?”

“Got tossed down a flight of stairs by one once. Haven't been entirely
comfortable around them since. Why Shivers?”

She caught him off balance with that one. “What?”

“Up in the North, the way I heard it, a man earns his name. Great deeds
done, and all that. Why Shivers?”

“Er ...” The last thing he needed was to look the fool in front of Monza.
He was still hoping to make it back into her bed at some point. “Because
my enemies shiver with fear when they face me,” he lied.

“That so?” Vitari stood back from the door, giving him a mocking grin as
he ducked under the low lintel. “You must have some cowardly bloody
enemies.”

“Sajaam says you know people here,” said Monza as the woman led them
into a narrow sitting room, barely lit by some smoky coals on a grate.

“I know everyone.” She took a steaming pot off the fire. “Soup?”

“Not me,” said Shivers, leaning against the wall and folding his arms
over his chest. He'd been a lot more careful about hospitality since he met
Morveer.

“Nor me,” said Monza.

“Suit yourselves.” Vitari poured a mug out for herself and sat, folding
one long leg over the other, pointed toe of her black boot rocking



backwards and forwards.

Monza took the only other chair, wincing a touch as she lowered herself
into it. “Sajaam says you can get things done.”

“And just what is it that the two of you need doing?”

Monza glanced across at Shivers, and he shrugged back at her. “I hear the
King of the Union is coming to Sipani.”

“So he is. Seems he's got it in mind that he's the great statesman of the
age.” Vitari smiled wide, showing two rows of clean, sharp teeth. “He's
going to bring peace to Styria.”

“Is he now?”

“That's the rumour. He's brought together a conference to negotiate terms,
between Grand Duke Orso and the League of Eight. He's got all their
leaders coming—those who are still alive, at least, Rogont and Salier at the
front. He's got old Sotorius to play host—neutral ground here in Sipani, is
the thinking. And he's got his brothers-in-law on their way, to speak for
their father.”

Monza craned forwards, eager as a buzzard at a carcass. “Ario and Foscar
both?”

“Ario and Foscar both.”

“They're going to make peace?” asked Shivers, and soon regretted saying
anything. The two women each gave him their own special kind of sneer.

“This is Sipani,” said Vitari. “All we make here is fog.”

“And that's all anyone will be making at this conference, you can depend
on that.” Monza eased herself back into her chair, scowling. “Fogs and
whispers.”

“The League of Eight is splitting at the seams. Borletta fallen. Cantain
dead. Visserine will be under siege when the weather breaks. No talk's
going to change that.”

“Ario will sit, and smirk, and listen, and nod. Scatter a little trail of hopes
that his father will make peace. Right up until Orso's troops appear outside
the walls of Visserine.”



Vitari lifted her cup again, narrow eyes on Monza. “And the Thousand
Swords alongside them.”

“Salier and Rogont and all the rest will know that well enough. They're
no fools. Misers and cowards, maybe, but no fools. They're only playing for
time to manoeuvre.”

“Manoeuvre?” asked Shivers, chewing on the strange word.

“Wriggle,” said Vitari, showing him her teeth again. “Orso won't make
peace, and the League of Eight aren't looking for it. The only man who's
come here hoping for anything but fog is his August Majesty, but they say
he's got a talent for self-deception.”

“Comes with the crown,” said Monza, “but he's nothing to me. Ario and
Foscar are my business. What will they be about, other than feeding lies to
their brother-in-law?”

“There's going to be a masked ball in honour of the king and queen at
Sotorius' palace on the first night of the conference. Ario and Foscar will be
there.”

“That'll be well guarded,” said Shivers, doing his best to keep up. Didn't
help that he thought he could hear a child crying somewhere.

Vitari snorted. “A dozen of the best-guarded people in the world, all
sharing a room with their bitterest enemies? There'll be more soldiers than
at the Battle of Adua, I'll be bound. Hard to think of a spot where the
brothers would be less vulnerable.”

“What else, then?” snapped Monza.

“We'll see. I'm no friend of Ario's, but I know someone who is. A close,
close fr