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She padded to the window and pulled the shutters back. Sure enough, the sun was shining down from the north-east, and there were no thunderheads in the sky, merely high, wispy white streaks, like lines of spray on the ocean. The thunder that was not thunder had stopped, as suddenly as it started. Had she imagined it? She was certain she was already awake when she heard it, and that it was not the tail end of a dream. An old man of the clan when Saana was young had often complained of noises no one else could hear, but he had described a whine, not thunder, and—

There was no mistaking it this time. It was deeper and louder than before, and Saana knew in her heart that it was not thunder.
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What Has Gone Before

In THE SPLINTER KING, Darel Blackcreek, newly confirmed as the thane of Blackcreek by the Southern Marshal Kaldur Brightwater, leaves his home of Black Keep. He travels with Brightwater to Idramar, Narida’s capital, to explain to the God-King Natan Narida, also known as Natan III, why he has let the Brown Eagle clan of the Tjakorshi settle in Black Keep despite their history as raiders. On the journey their ship is attacked by pirates, which Darel helps to fight off.

Black Keep is left in the hands of Daimon Blackcreek, Darel’s younger brother, and his new wife Saana Sattistutar, chief of the Brown Eagle clan. Daimon tasks the town’s new reeve Evram to find the witch Daimon believes lives among them. However, Saana’s daughter Zhanna Saanastutar wishes to lead a group into the mountains to find out why the people of the Smoking Valley did not come to trade with Black Keep in the spring, as they normally would. She takes a small party with her, including Amonhuhe of the Mountains, a woman of the Smoking Valley who settled in Black Keep, Menaken of the Black Keep guard, and her friend Tsennan “Longjaw” Jelemaszhin.

Tila Narida, the Divine Princess and younger sister of the God-King, arrives back in Idramar and discovers that her brother’s sickness is a ruse, performed to head off any rash action from those who might wish to depose him now rumours are gaining strength of their divine ancestor Nari being reborn in the west. With Tila back to help control the Divine Court, Natan agrees to start “recovering”, and when Tila calls the Inner Council it is agreed that they will send troops westward to find the man claiming to be Nari reborn. The stated purpose is to escort him to the monastery at Godspire, the sacred mountain, where the prophecies of Tolkar the Last Sorcerer say the reborn Nari will be proclaimed by the monks who live there. However, Tila intends to use her contacts from her double identity as Livnya the Knife, the head of Idramar’s underworld, to send assassins to kill the man she views as a pretender.

Master Temach, the Master of Learning on the Inner Council, suspects that Princess Tila has ulterior motives, and discloses this to his colleagues in the Cupbearers, a secret society of academics, of whom Marin of Idramar is one. Marin agrees to persuade his husband Sar Alazar of White Hill, also known as Alazar Blade, to enroll in the army so they can go west and try to ensure the safety of the reborn Nari. On his way back from the meeting Marin runs foul of Idramar’s Keepers, who recognise him from previous thefts and incarcerate him. A healer called Ravi is placed in the cell next to him, and Marin realises that she has been blamed and arrested for a theft he committed a couple of days previously.

In East Harbour, on Grand Mahewa in the City of Islands, Jeya and Galem the Splinter Prince are trying to find out who killed Galem’s family, the line of exiled Naridan monarchy known as the Splinter King. Galem reveals to Jeya that thëy are not in fact male, and had only been pretending in order for thëir family to still be valued by the Hierarchs who rule the City of Islands. Thëy adopt the name Bulang, and Jeya begins to hear about deaths among the street orphans that shé knows. Unbeknown to hér, hér friend Nabanda is the culprit, and is still looking for Galem/Bulang, under threat of death from the Shark Kurumaya.

In Black Keep, Saana and Daimon are visited unexpectedly by Yarmina Darkspur, the daughter of Odem Darkspur. Thane Odem’s cousin Sar Omet offers Yarmina’s hand in marriage to either Darel or Daimon. With Darel absent and Daimon already married, Daimon refuses for both of them. That night, Yarmina visits him and Saana in secret and discloses that if the offer was refused her father intended her to seduce either Daimon or Saana to damage their alliance: something Yarmina has no interest in doing. She, Daimon, and Saana agree that she will stay for a while and then return to tell her father that Daimon was a polite host, but her efforts came to nothing. However, a few days later the reeve Evram discovers that the fisherman Old Elio has marks of witchcraft in his house. Old Elio attacks Evram and flees, but the revelation angers Sar Omet, who accuses Daimon of harbouring witches. He, Yarmina, and their escort leave the next day.

Zhanna’s party reach the Catseye Mountains, but one of their number is eaten by a kingdrake that attacks their campfire at night time. As they progress higher into the pass that leads to the Smoking Valley, they encounter a girl named Kakaiduna, who is fleeing the enslavement of her people. Zhanna and the Brown Eagles with her ambush the men pursuing Kakaiduna, and learn that they are from Darkspur, and are seeking the gold in the Smoking Valley’s river.

In Idramar, the Lord Admiral Kaled Greenbrook attempts to blackmail Tila by confronting her alone with knowledge of her other identity. Tila kills him, but is forced to claim that it was in self-defence: a claim that Kaled’s cousin Adan Greenbrook, the Lord Treasurer, challenges. Eastern Marshal Einan Coldbeck declares that it will be settled through trial by combat, and Tila realises that Coldbeck is now keeping her brother imprisoned in his quarters under pretence of continuing sickness in order to seize power for himself. She refuses the supposedly impartial champion nominated on her behalf and reaches out through her criminal contacts to Alazar Blade, offering him a deal: if he fights for her and clears her name, she will arrange for his husband Marin to be freed. Alazar, not realizing that Tila is the same woman as Livnya – with whom Marin and he traveled to Idramar from the City of Islands – reluctantly agrees. During their conversation, Alazar learns he was only given command of Natan II’s guard twenty years ago because of his relationship with Natan III, and Tila learns that her father died because he fled from combat, and Alazar only took the blame to spare her brother’s feelings.

Jeya and Bulang visit a Hierarch during open court day, but as soon as the Hierarch realises Bulang’s true identity they try to have thëm arrested. Jeya and Bulang manage to get away and try again at the Festival of Ashes, when all the Hierarchs will be present. However, they see a new Splinter King and family – masked as always – presented to the public, and Bulang flees in shock. Bulang realises the Hierarchs have simply replaced their “pet” family, and now questions whether thëy were even truly of Nari’s line, or if this has happened before. Jeya takes Bulang to Ngaiyu, who took hér in when shé was a child, but finds Ngaiyu murdered. Shé leaves Bulang at a temple and goes with hér friend Damau to give the news to Nabanda, who has no work on the docks as the main cargo coming ashore is slaves picked up from the Fishing Islands by Zheldu Stonejaw, a survivor of the failed attack on Black Keep in THE BLACK COAST, whose ships came to the City of Islands instead of returning across the ocean to The Golden. Nabanda goes off with Damau.

Yarmina Darkspur writes a letter in secret to Daimon and sends it to Black Keep with a pedlar, warning him that her father intends to march on Black Keep and take it for his own, claiming that they harbor witches. Daimon and Saana prepare as best they can by sending out calls for aid, including a ship to go north up the coast to Thane Gilan Tainbridge and then on to Idramar to alert the Southern Marshal.

Alazar Blade accepts Tila’s offer, on condition that she also frees Ravi, which Marin has requested. Tila agrees, and Alazar defeats the sar sent against him without drawing his sword. Tila takes advantage of being proven innocent in front of the public by ordering the door to her brother’s chambers unlocked, and advises Marshal Coldbeck to flee before her brother can reach him. Alazar and the newly freed Marin then enrol in the Eastern Army, along with Ravi, and head upriver from Idramar.

Darel arrives in Idramar and finds it in uproar after Coldbeck’s attempted coup. He meets Hiran Threestone and his sister Yae, and begins a romance with Hiran. He is finally called to give an account of himself before the God-King, during a feast at which Adan Greenbrook is raised to the rank of Eastern Marshal, but Darel’s explanations are not heeded and he is stripped of the rank of thane, with his lands to be awarded to Darkspur. Later that night Darel and Hiran find murdered guards, and Darel sends Hiran to get help while he follows the trail to the God-King’s chambers. He finds Kaldur Brightwater and his men trying to gain access and kill Natan and Tila, on the grounds that Nari has been reborn and the current Divine Family are foolish, and trying to cling to power. Darel pretends to join Brightwater, but turns on him once the door has been broken down. Between Darel, Tila, and Natan, Brightwater and his sars are killed, and Natan restores Darel to thane and names him the new Southern Marshal for his loyalty and bravery.

Zhanna and her crew find that the people of the Smoking Valley have indeed been enslaved by Darkspur, with their children held as hostages. They pick off a couple of the Darkspur men, then launch a night attack to help the slaves free themselves. Menaken dies, but the appearance of the huge flesh-eating dragon known as a thundertooth helps swing events in their favour, and Darkspur’s men are either killed or driven off. Some members of the Smoking Valley set off with Zhanna and her crew to come back down to the lowlands to trade for food.

In Black Keep, Yarmina’s warning is borne out when the forces of Darkspur arrive. Saana strikes a deal with the thralls, the warriors of The Golden who surrendered after their attack on Black Keep failed: their thralldom will be revoked if they take up arms and fight for Black Keep, which they agree to do.

Jeya and Bulang find Damau murdered as well, and Jeya realises it can only have been Nabanda killing the people shé knows. Shé arranges an ambush by passing word around to all the other people who Ngaiyu had helped, and confronts Nabanda. However, Nabanda brings hîs thugs with hîm, and is about to kill Jeya when Bulang draws hîm off. Nabanda pursues Bulang over a bridge, but Bulang and Jeya had rigged it to give way under hîs weight. Nabanda falls into the water of the Narrows, which Bulang and Jeya had previously chummed in order to draw in sharks, which then eat the already-bleeding Nabanda. Bulang and Jeya take over Ngaiyu’s old house with the intention of continuing its use as a shelter for those who need it, but are found by Kurumaya. Kurumaya demands to know why they should not kill Bulang to fulfil the contract that Nabanda failed to complete: Bulang, encouraged by Kurumaya’s hatred of the Hierarchs, and with no other option, reveals that thëy are the Splinter Prince.

Marin, Alazar, Ravi, and a few other soldiers narrowly escape from a riot in the city of Northbank and desert from the army to find the reborn Nari. They encounter a priest named Mordokel who leads them to a camp on the shores of the Greenwater river. While passing through the crowd Marin is briefly confronted by an old man with a staff, who then disappears. The youth Tyrun, Nari reborn, welcomes them all except for Elifel, one of Tila’s assassins. Marin grapples with Elifel when he draws his knife, and his attempt on Tyrun’s life fails. After they withdraw from Tyrun’s presence Ravi seems overwhelmed at being welcomed and told that her heart is pure, and asks Marin if he has ever lived in fear of something his whole life only to find that it is not true.

Zheldu Stonejaw has decided to make a final run to the Fishing Islands for slaves, and then will take her ship through the Throat of the World into the northern oceans. She and her crew go to sleep on a shore, and wake up to find themselves surrounded by other Tjakorshi. The Golden has prophesied the doom of Tjakorsha and brought the entire nation across the ocean with it, and Stonejaw has to explain why she never returned after her failure. She buys her life with news that she heard in the City of Islands – that the God-King of Narida is sick – the suggestion that the Tjakorshi could conquer it and live there, and that she has someone who can guide them. The Golden accepts this information and declares that Stonejaw still has a use to it . . . for now.




Prologue

The dreams still came.

The dreams still came, and there were no fires aboard the ships to chase them away upon waking.

Night was the hardest time, when darkness ruled. He thought that perhaps the dreams would have stopped now: in the moments after he regained consciousness, he prayed to the Dark Father and all the other gods he had encountered that they might take the dreams from him, but his prayers always went unanswered. At least, unless the continued presence of the dreams was its own answer.

Rock splitting.

Ash spewing.

Great spirits of fire awakening from slumber.

He groped for a skin of water, unstoppered it, and took a shaky swig. The door of the deckhouse was shut, and so even the faint illumination of the stars and the moon was denied to him, save through chinks in the walls. It was the price he paid so that no one might see him like this.

Memories sleeted through him, half-broken and displaced. The tall pines of what had once been home, standing stark on the eastern shore against the rising sun, then overlaid with fire and screams: the same place, at different times. His brother Kozhan, named for the hero who had set the moons in the sky, and Kozhan’s friend Angorzhem: not heroes, either of them, just bullies. The look on his mother Ynga’s face when the witches said that his sister Tumeszha hadn’t returned from the bone walk around the crater of Volgalkoruuk, the Dawn Mountain. She would not rejoin the clan as an adult: her body would lie at the summit for ever.

Standing on the shore of the largest harbour he had ever seen, watching his mother sail away without a backward glance, with enough iron around his wrists to make him rich back home, had it not been imprisoning him.

His own bone walk, years after he should have done it, with no witches left alive to mark it. He did not find Tumeszha’s body, but he did find something else. Something that even now was uncoiling within him, and fighting its way back to the surface. Something stronger than he was. Something . . . stranger.

The last memory was not the most recent, but it was always the same.

The hole.

Arms trapped at his sides by the rock of Volgalkoruuk enclosing him. The mocking voices of Kozhan and Angorzhem, who had first tricked and then forced him in. His feet flailing helplessly, his lungs choking on the strange air of the mountain’s depths, and his eyes staring into nothing because his body was blocking all the light. He cried, and he screamed, and nothing did any good.

That was when the dreams had begun, and that was when his need for fire began. He saw the hole every time his eyes could see nothing else, so he closed them as little as possible. In time, fire became more than just a shield against the darkness. It had become a tool.

He shuddered, and closed his eyes.

Something else opened them, and reached for its mask.




PART ONE




Saana

Saana was already awake when the thunder that was not thunder came.

She was lying in the bed she now shared with Daimon Blackcreek and staring at the ceiling while he breathed in and out, his chest moving in the slow, deep rhythms of sleep. Their night together had been a hot and urgent one, markedly different to the cautious, early affections when Saana needed to subtly guide her earnest but inexperienced young husband through what she expected of him. Perhaps the uncertain future heralded by the hostile army outside the town’s walls had removed his inhibitions somewhat. Saana was not displeased by the change, although she would have preferred a different cause.

She thought the noise actually was thunder at first, but something about the distant, hollow booming sounded wrong, and the weak rays of morning sun striking through the gaps in the wooden shutters were undimmed by clouds. Daimon’s breathing remained unchanged, so she left him undisturbed. Who knew whether Odem Darkspur would call for an assault today? If so, Daimon would need all the rest he could get. If not, there was no need for him to wake just yet.

She rolled out of bed and slipped on a robe. Saana had spent all her life wearing wool and furs, and the smooth, cool fabric worn by Naridan nobles was still foreign to her. Nonetheless, it was pleasant on the skin, and adequate for the weather here. Tjakorsha sweltered under the long sun at the height of summer, but for much of the year it was bone-chillingly cold. Narida was warmer, even this far south, and a noble’s robe was sufficient when she was merely looking out of the window.

Besides, it was good to adopt some of her husband’s customs, and the fact she was both rather taller and broader than many Naridans, particularly the women, meant the robe was not quite as modest as it would have been on some. Daimon had said nothing, but his eyes had told their own story. Given that Daimon was over ten summers younger than Saana, being the object of his desire was somewhat gratifying. Their marriage had been one of necessity, not love, but it was good that her options for intimacy were not limited to her own hands.

She padded to the window and pulled the shutters back. Sure enough, the sun was shining down from the north-east, and there were no thunderheads in the sky, merely high, wispy white streaks, like lines of spray on the ocean. The thunder that was not thunder had stopped, as suddenly as it started. Had she imagined it? She was certain she was already awake when she heard it, and that it was not the tail end of a dream. An old man of the clan when Saana was young had often complained of noises no one else could hear, but he had described a whine, not thunder, and—

There was no mistaking it this time. It was deeper and louder than before, and Saana knew in her heart that it was not thunder. It lacked the rolling quality, and was not either the distant growl or the sudden hammer blow that followed a nearby lightning flash, then tailed off afterwards.

“What is that?” Daimon asked from behind her. Saana turned to see him sitting up in bed, the cover fallen away from the lean, hard lines of his chest. He would freeze in a Tjakorshi winter, and Saana had never thought of herself as one to be attracted to scrawny men, but the world had a way of surprising you.

“Your wife does not know,” she replied, pushing aside the memory of the previous night, when flickering candlelight had cast interesting shadows as it played over her husband’s ruddy skin. “She thought it was thunder at first, but it is not.”

“What can it be, then?” Daimon asked, rising from the bed and approaching her. “It is no herd of dragons!”

Suddenly, something in Saana’s head slotted into place, and she stared out of the window again as though seeking confirmation, even though she knew there was none to be had. “Do you have mountain spirits here? That sleep poorly?”

Daimon was staring at her in incomprehension, and Saana inwardly cursed the fact that her grasp of Naridan still was not good enough to make herself properly understood all the time. Then again, perhaps it simply had no direct translation. She tried again. “A mountain, that . . . coughs? The spirits inside make noise, send up smoke?”

Daimon shook his head. “Not near here, that your husband knows.”

“Tjakorsha is made of such mountains,” Saana told him. “They can sound like thunder, sometimes. But if there are none near here . . . ”

“We have problems enough outside our walls, without mountain spirits bothering us,” Daimon said grimly. “Let us hope it is not instead some sort of sorcery brought by Darkspur. Your husband should get dressed and inspect the defences.”

“Your wife will come with you,” Saana said. “We should see how the thralls are settling in.”

*

It was midmorning, and the Darkspur lines had not moved. There were a few hundred soldiers out there, but they had not decided to try their luck against Black Keep’s relatively modest walls. However, Saana noticed that some trees on the edges of the Downwoods had been felled.

“For fires?” she asked, pointing.

“Perhaps,” said Sagel, scratching his chin. He was one of Daimon’s original household guards, although Saana privately considered that any one of them was less of a warrior than many of her own clan. Sagel had some experience with weapons, though, and had been doing his best to impart that knowledge to the many townsfolk who had never held anything more offensive than a scythe. “If you want s’man’s opinion, though, he’d say they’re making a ram for the gates, or ladders for the walls. Or both.”

“A ram?” Saana asked, confused by the Naridan word.

“Aye,” Sagel replied. “Take a tree trunk, hack the branches off and make one end into a point. Sling it between four dragons, probably, and run it at our gate to knock it in.” He sucked his teeth. “Black Keep’s gate is a sturdy thing, but a decent ram might make real trouble for us. Especially if they’re trying to come over the walls on ladders at the same time.”

Saana grimaced. Tjakorshi raids did not besiege walled towns as Darkspur’s forces were doing: any attack on such a target would be quick, with the intention of taking the defenders by surprise. Naridans, however, lived in these towns, and when they fought among themselves – as seemed more common than they would generally admit – they had developed ways of neutralising their enemies’ defences. It made sense that those who were protected by such structures would also know the best tools for breaching them.

Saana was going to ask Sagel if they could hold the town against such an attack, but thought better of it. She was not only the chief of her clan, she was Daimon’s wife, and while he might not be the thane of Blackcreek, he held authority here. Saana was officially Lady Saana now, and the Naridan “lowborn”, as Daimon insisted on calling them, expected certainty from their nobility.

Saana was not sure if the fact Daimon had been adopted into the Blackcreek family after his own lowborn parents had died made him more or less aware of the differences in his society. She thought that perhaps he felt he had to be flawless, in order to prove his adoption had not been a mistake. This was despite many Naridan nobles being quite obviously flawed, including Daimon’s adoptive father Lord Asrel, who had broken the rules of an honour duel with Daimon that he had requested himself, simply in order to try to kill Saana.

“This man is sure we will see them off,” she said as confidently as she could manage, and Sagel grunted in what was probably agreement. At least sounding certain was something that Saana had some practice at. Most of the Naridans had even got used to her referring to herself as “this man” now. In the constructs of their strange, formal language, acknowledging yourself as a woman automatically meant claiming a lower status than any man who was speaking, and Saana had decided from the moment that she started learning the language that she would be having none of that.

“Aye, lady. After all, we only need to hold out until the thane of Tainbridge arrives,” Achin said. He was a Naridan fisherman, but he held the spear in his hands as firmly as he might a ship’s line or a net.

“Assuming he comes,” Sagel said. “There’s nothing to say he’ll side with us, or even take one side over another. Might be he’ll just sit in Tainbridge and mind his business.”

“No need for that sort of down-talking,” Achin protested. “S’man was just trying to be positive!”

“Aye, but we can’t rely on others to get us out of this,” Sagel replied, reasonably. “We’ve got to watch our own backs, not be waiting for someone else to—”

“Chief!”

That voice was not male, nor speaking Naridan. Saana looked up sharply and saw the crow-haired form of Akuto Wavechosen advancing along the top of the wall towards her.

Formerly a ship’s captain, Akuto had been a thrall of the Brown Eagle clan until the day before. She had been one of Rikkut Fireheart’s raiders, but surrendered when the battle had turned against them: Tjakorshi laws said she had to serve her captor clan for a year and a day, after which she would be free to return to her own, but Saana had offered a different path. It had been Akuto to whom she had first spoken, and Akuto who had first accepted. Once she took up her weapon to help defend Black Keep against Darkspur she became a free member of the town, bound to it by a new oath.

Somehow or another, Akuto appeared to have found her old war gear; the shirt of sea leather she was wearing looked to be fitted to her, and the wooden head of the blackstone axe in her right hand bore a carved wave design that well suited her warrior name. The few quick questions Saana had found the time to ask among Fireheart’s former followers confirmed that the Wavechosen was indeed reckoned to be one of the finest sailors since Lodzuuk Waveborn, and widely respected.

In fact, Saana could not help feeling that Akuto looked rather more the part of chief than she did herself, but there was nothing to be done about that. At least the woman was not making any bones about acknowledging her authority.

“Wavechosen!” Saana replied. “What news?”

She was anticipating some manner of report on the readiness of the former thralls, perhaps an account of an argument between one of them and one of her own clan, or a Naridan: maybe even a sighting of Darkspur soldiery making an approach. She was certainly not expecting the wide eyes, nor the breathless tone of alarm in the captain’s voice.

“The sea’s gone.”

Saana resisted the urge to call her a liar or a fool. Her limited interactions with Akuto Wavechosen so far had shown the other woman to be sharp and smart, not to mention probably more knowledgeable about the ocean than Saana would ever be. If Akuto said the sea was gone, it was safe to assume that it was gone.

Saana looked towards the ocean, but she was on the west side of the town, and the buildings blocked her view. She thought she could make out the distant sparkle of sunlight reflected on water, away to the east, but not clearly.

“Show me,” she told the Wavechosen, who turned and hurried away without another word. Saana followed her, doing her best to look calm and confident to any onlookers, despite the fact that moving at pace was rarely an encouraging sign, unless it was directly towards a routed enemy. Sure enough, she attracted several turned heads and curious looks as they descended stone steps off the wall and half-ran across the town, but no one fell in behind her, or demanded to know what was wrong. It was not until they reached another set of steps and climbed them to reach the eastern wall – in fact, Saana realised, the same place where she and Daimon had first seen Akuto and the rest of Fireheart’s raiders bearing down on the town – that she noticed the gathering of people at the top.

It was a mix of Naridans and Tjakorshi, and both Brown Eagles and former thralls were represented. Worried faces turned towards her, and as Akuto pushed through them and Saana followed in her wake, she saw why.

The sea . . .

Well, to say that it was gone was not true. Not quite. However, the sea was certainly a lot farther from the shore than Saana had ever seen it before, and she had been in Black Keep long enough now to see all the rhythms of the tides, as the long moon and the short moon worked their magic from the heavens above. The ribbon of the Blackcreek still wound down through the dark mud of its small estuary, but the beach beyond was laid bare to an extent Saana could have barely conceived.

“I’ve seen the sea here often enough,” Akuto said bluntly. “This isn’t normal. Even these Flatlanders seem to agree, although I can barely understand a word they’re saying.”

“It’s not normal,” Saana agreed absently, still staring at the distant waves. She tried to think. Had she seen the sea earlier? Had she looked at it at all that day? “How long has it been like this?”

“Not sure,” Akuto replied. “I mean, Rodhnjan first shouted me about it, but I swear it’s got a bit lower since I came to find you.”

Saana chewed her lip. “So it’s still moving?”

“Faster than a normal tide, by my guess.”

An uneasy hollow settled in Saana’s stomach, despite the fact she had eaten that morning. This did not sit right at all. She looked over at the knot of Darkspur men closest to the shore, well out of bowshot from Black Keep’s walls, with Daimon’s words about sorcery echoing in her head. From what she could see, they were staring towards the ocean as well, but what did that mean? Were they as surprised as she was? Even if it was some magic of unimaginable power – a Naridan witchcraft of malice, not the benign foretelling of a Tjakorshi witch – how would it aid Darkspur to pull the sea back? How would a Flatlander even manage to overcome Father Krayk? Something bubbled up from her memory. It had been close on thirty years since she had uttered it herself, but some things stuck in the mind and only needed the right prompting to return.


The tides, they rise and fall, my sweet

When the Dark Father snores

But when Father Krayk breathes in deep

Be not too near the shore.


For he will suck the waves away

And show their gleaming bed

But when Father Krayk breathes in deep

He will breathe out again . . .



“What are you humming that children’s rhyme for?” Akuto asked, looking at Saana oddly.

“Father Krayk has breathed in,” Saana said, and certainty crept into her mind with each word. “He will breathe out again. And when he does . . . ”

She looked at Black Keep. Next to the river, a mile from the shore at most, with nothing but flat land to the east, west and north, and with the river diverted through the town to form the moats of the castle. The town’s houses were on stilts, but their floors still stood below the height of her head when she was standing on the ground. Only the beginnings of the southern moorlands, rising on the other side of the Blackcreek, or the narrow tower of the Black Keep itself, provided any sort of height that was not a tree.

She looked over at the sea again. How long had she got? How certain was she that she was correct? If she was wrong, what she was about to command would see their home fall to enemies who wished to burn them alive.

If she was right . . . Well, then it was going to be a lot worse.

“Get to the River Gate!” she barked in Tjakorshi. Her people knew ships better than the Naridans did, so she would have to rely on them. “I want a bridge across the river, now! Lash the yolgus together, but be ready to cut them loose when you have to, and believe me, you’ll know when that is! Don’t just stand there gaping, go! Go!”

Saana was no thane of Narida, to be obeyed without question by her inferiors, but something about her urgency transmitted itself. The knot of Tjakorshi, Akuto included, turned and pelted down the steps. The Naridans who remained looked at her, their unease rapidly turning to alarm.

“Get everyone together!” Saana told them, shifting languages with an effort. “The sea is coming! The sea is coming! And for the love of the Dark Father,” she added, as they began to move, “someone bring this man’s husband to her!”




Daimon

The sea was coming.

“Move! Move!” Daimon yelled down from the walls, abandoning all the dignity of a Naridan nobleman. Aftak the priest was ringing the bell on the shrine of Nari, and the people of Black Keep were flooding out of the River Gate, heading for the southern shore across the bridge of taughs and yolgus that had been hastily lashed together by desperate Tjakorshi. Beyond, the land began to rise in the first of the moors; his people might be able to take shelter there, but only if they were fast enough. He did not want anyone to fall into the water, but neither could they afford to dawdle. Saana was already across, and coordinating efforts on the far side.

At least there were no enemies over there with her. Darkspur had no boats, and the nearest bridge was miles upriver, so the besieging forces had not bothered to cross the Blackcreek itself and set up a camp. After all, there were no settlements farther south, and no route for help to reach Black Keep. Thane Odem had groups stationed upstream and near the river’s mouth who could shoot at any boat leaving or arriving at the town: making camp on the southern shore would have meant getting his men soaked and dispersing his forces, to no real purpose.

“What of the enemy?” Daimon asked, turning away from the stream of bodies making their way towards hoped-for safety.

“Still confused as to what we’re doing, lord,” the closest archer replied, pointing. “But they daren’t approach close enough to take shots at our folk; we’ll have the range on them if they do.”

Sure enough, the Darkspur men upstream were watching the egress from Black Keep, but were not attempting to harass them. However, Daimon could see running figures heading towards the main bulk of the Darkspur camp, where Thane Odem’s banner of a white kingdrake flew above his tent. Odem would learn soon enough that his enemies were abandoning their town. Daimon just had to hope he would not be able to organise an attack until they were gone.

Behind him, carried on the wind from the sea, came a throbbing note that had held terror for the people of Black Keep for generations. Daimon stiffened involuntarily: that noise had haunted his dreams as a child, for it was the shell horn of the Raiders. It was still difficult for him to disassociate it from the pale-faced demons who came in the dark with fire and blackstone, even though he was now married to one of those demons, and he knew that the person sounding the horn was an old woman with a mere handful of remaining teeth, and the sort of lecherous attitude that would have shamed a full-blooded youth in the throes of desire.

Today, at least, his fear was still well-placed, because Tsolga’s sounding of her shell horn meant that the returning sea had been sighted, and time was running out.

“Go!” Daimon ordered the warriors on the wall with him, and they wasted no time hastening for the steps that led down to ground level, and the somewhat dubious promise of safety. Tsolga’s horn had called the other guards away from their stations as well: the pockets of armed men and women dotted around the walls to mislead the forces of Darkspur for as long as possible were now fleeing. Daimon looked down and saw, to his relief, Abbatane and her stable hands running through the streets towards the River Gate.

“Are the dragons loose?” Daimon called down.

“Yes, lord!” Abbatane shouted back up to him, and the tightness around Daimon’s heart eased a little. He could lead his people to safety across the river, perhaps, and his pet rattletail Rattler was at his side, but there was no way the makeshift bridge would have held the weight of his family’s war dragons. Abbatane had taken Quill, Silverthorn, and the rest to the town’s gate and set them free, where at least they could take their chances with the water rather than being trapped inside while it rose around them.

He looked to the north-west and saw the small group of longbrows cantering towards the Darkspur lines as though they had sensed what was coming. Perhaps they had; even before word had come from Saana that the sea had withdrawn, and would be coming back in force, Daimon had noticed that the castle gardens were lacking the usual songs of wind drakes rasping challenges at each other. It seemed the wild denizens of Narida knew a storm of sorts was about to break over them, and were either hunkering down or had already fled.

“Over the bridge!” Daimon called down to the stable hands, who made haste to obey. He glanced towards the sea, but the roofs of the town and the trees of the central pine grove and castle gardens got in the way, not to mention the dark, brooding presence of the Black Keep itself.

The bell of the shrine fell silent. Aftak had abandoned his post when he heard Tsolga’s horn, then: that was good, since Daimon had been worried the stubborn old fool would have kept going, just in case there was still someone abed who somehow had not been roused.

“Lord!” one of his men shouted, from halfway down the steps that led towards the River Gate. “Are you not coming?”

“This lord will be the last to abandon his town,” Daimon replied. “He must make sure everyone else is safe first!”

Duty. Such a strange thing, to pull you in different directions. With his elder brother Darel gone to plead for their town’s survival with the God-King in Idramar, perhaps Daimon should have been first over the bridge, to give him the best chance. He was the only one who had any potential of treating with Odem Darkspur on anything like an equal footing; he was the one to whom the Naridans of the town automatically looked for leadership.

And yet, while it was the lowborn’s duty to serve their nobles, it was the duty of a sar and a nobleman – and Daimon was both – to face dangers and die for their lowborn. While he could not hold rising water back with his longblade, he could at least make sure none of his folk were left behind, either to drown or to fall victim to Odem Darkspur’s forces if they breached the gate.

There was Aftak, hurrying along with his staff in his hand, and his breaths puffing out his moustaches. The priest had always sported a beard almost Tjakorshi-like in its length and thickness, in contrast to the bare faces of most Naridans, but what had been seen as an eccentricity no longer seemed out of place in a town where at least half the men did the same.

The last of the gate guards were coming now, and Daimon stepped back to let them run past him. A hissing noise rose in his ears, and he cast another glance at the channel of the Blackcreek. This time his chest tightened a little in fear.

A wave was coming up the river.

When Saana hurriedly explained to him what she thought was going to occur, Daimon had a vision of a massive, foaming thing, like one of the countless storm waves that would break on the black coast in winter, only far higher. This was not that; it looked like the very front of a wave, the rush of water that rolled up the beach to wash your toes, except it was many times the size, and it was already a long way upriver. It had not yet reached the boat bridge, nor had it yet filled the Blackcreek even to the level of a high tide, but it also showed no signs of stopping.

There was Tsolga Hornsounder, bringing up the rear of the last few people fleeing the town, waving her arms and shouting in a language only half of them at best could understand. The old woman looked to be made of leather wrapped around twigs, and had a laugh that could cut stone, but Daimon knew she was highly regarded within his wife’s clan and had marshalled their battle lines for decades. He could see why: even without being able to understand her, the force of her personality came through strongly as she railed at those in front of her to move faster. She even, to Daimon’s amused horror, slapped Aftak on his backside as though he were a recalcitrant frillneck needing encouragement to pull a plough.

“Aftak!” Daimon shouted, as the priest whirled around with a face like thunder. “Over the bridge first!”

“ . . . Aye, lord!” Aftak replied after a moment, settling for giving Tsolga a glower from beneath his bushy eyebrows, to which she responded with a suggestive waggle of her own.

That was it: no one else was coming. Daimon took one last look towards the encircling Darkspur encampment. There was far more activity there now, but he could not make out its nature or cause. Had they spotted the rapidly rising water, or were they simply trying to make sense of his people abandoning their home?

If the water only rose a little further, Daimon’s folk were doomed: Black Keep would be taken and held against them, and they would be hunted down. Daimon had staked everything on the Tjakorshi’s knowledge of the sea. When he married Saana they each agreed to defer to the other in matters where their spouse held the greater knowledge, and for all that Black Keep was a fishing town, no one argued that the Tjakorshi understood the ocean in a manner few Naridans did.

It occurred to Daimon, as he finally clattered down the steps towards the River Gate, that there was no outcome for today that would not be a disaster for Black Keep. The question was only whether their enemies would be struck in the same manner.

The Tjakorshi did not normally moor the yolgus, their great ocean-going rafts, at Black Keep’s River Gate: they were huge, and would generally be left pulled up on the beach. However, none of the captains wanted to leave their precious vessels within easy reach of a besieging Darkspur force, so the river immediately to the south of Black Keep had become a bobbing platform of decks that already reached well out into the current even before Saana had enacted her desperate plan. Now Daimon stepped on to the nearest – the first time he had set foot on a Tjakorshi vessel since he helped Saana give Ristjaan the Cleaver to the waves on the morning after the Brown Eagle clan’s arrival, which felt like a lifetime ago – and began to hurry across.

The yolgu’s deck was barely less stable than Black Keep’s walls, and he swiftly caught up with Aftak and Tsolga. They hopped over the narrow gap between the first vessel and the second, but there were still five to go before they reached the other side of the channel, and the wavefront—

It hit hard enough to knock the line of ships sideways. Daimon staggered, Tsolga stumbled, and Rattler hissed in alarm. Aftak actually fell with a muffled curse, until Tsolga dragged him back upright again a moment later with a strength that belied her spare build. The line of rafts, which had been bowing slightly downstream in the Blackcreek’s gentle current, now began to sway back the other way.

“Keep going!” Daimon yelled, suiting actions to words and hurdling a fishing net that had been left on the deck from whenever this yolgu had last put to sea. He could see more and more people making it off the far end of the line of decks, and running on towards the rising ground of the southern moors, but a sizeable number were yet to make it to the opposite bank. He cast a hasty look downriver, and grimaced at what he saw.

The water was still rising, as though all the month’s high tides had decided to come at once in a rush of greenish-grey, cut across with white crests. The deck shifted upwards beneath him, and the water was now threatening to overtop the Blackcreek’s banks. On the far side, the townspeople grimly holding the last yolgu in place were being waved away by someone: almost certainly Saana, judging by the figure’s height and build, and the flash of straw-blonde hair.

Cold gripped Daimon’s gut. Had they managed to anchor the yolgu in any other fashion? If not, the makeshift bridge would be swept away at the far end, while the near end would hold, at least unless the Black Keep jetty itself gave way. The bridge would swing around in the current, and be pushed up against the near shore, where Darkspur’s archers lurked.

Daimon glanced back and saw a knot of them standing near the bank. They had approached a little closer to the bridge and the town, perhaps realising there was no longer any threat from Black Keep’s walls, but at least half seemed more interested in the river’s rapid rise than in the remnants of the population trying to get away from them.

That still left several who were not, however.

“Arrows!” Daimon shouted, as the first shafts were loosed in his general direction. It was a long shot, and most fell short, but one splashed into the water not far from him, and another struck the wooden wall of the deckhouse behind him.

“Ignore them, lord!” Aftak shouted. The priest was struggling along with Tsolga Hornsounder, each supporting the other, and Aftak also using his staff to brace himself where necessary. “We can be out of their range soon!”

“Aye, but for how long?” Daimon replied uneasily. A new lurch of the deck sent him stumbling again, but the next yolgu was only a few strides away. He hopped across the gap, then turned to offer his hand to Aftak. The priest allowed himself to be hauled over to the next deck, and Daimon reached out to Tsolga, whose grip felt more like callous than skin, and brought her across as well. The moment after both her feet made contact, however, the Hornsounder spat out something in her own language that could only be a curse.

Daimon turned and saw the far end of the bridge beginning to curve away from the shore. Either the first people across had been unable to anchor it, or their efforts had been insufficient to cope with the floodwater. The Blackcreek’s banks were now being submerged: a few desperate folk jumped off the furthermost yolgu as it began to swing around and started to splash towards the safety of the first hills, but they were already some way behind the majority of those who had already got across. Daimon said a quick, silent prayer to Nari that the water would rise slowly enough that everyone who had made the shore would find safety, but he had a nasty feeling that the current master of these waters was not the God-King who had died centuries before. Daimon knew enough about Father Krayk, the black-scaled sea god of the Tjakorshi, to know that mercy was not among his traits.

The bridge was still swinging around to come in line with the current. One of the Darkspur archers, heedless of the water starting to lap at the toes of his boots, sent another shaft aloft that fell some yards to Daimon’s right, but the rest were backing away from the river in alarm. All the same, they were still too close, and if they decided to hold their ground then they would have some of the easiest live targets they could have ever seen.

The yolgu shuddered again from a new pulse of water. Nari save them all, was there no end to this? Saana had spoken briefly of old tales of the sea flooding the land, but even so, Daimon had not expected anything quite so . . . relentless.

“What do we do, lord?” Aftak asked hoarsely. The old priest had been a steady if slightly eccentric presence throughout Daimon’s youth, but he looked thoroughly shaken.

Daimon had an idea, but wished he was able to consult with Tsolga, who had been sailing across the ocean on these vessels for at least twice as long as he had been alive. However, there was nothing for it. He would have to take this decision on his own, and hope he did not doom everyone relying on him.

On the other hand, he had made several such decisions so far this year, and the number of times he had actually doomed everyone stood at nil. His elder brother Darel, who was not only his thane but also the most intelligent man Daimon had ever known, had left Daimon in charge of Black Keep. If Darel believed in Daimon’s decision-making abilities, Daimon should as well.

He drew his longblade and, before he could second-guess himself any further, cut through the rope that attached it to its neighbour on the Black Keep side. Freed of this constraint, the yolgu jerked free, and the entire string of rafts began to float upstream with the rush of water, rather than swinging around to lie parallel with the northern shore. The jerk also, however, knocked Daimon from his feet. He clawed wildly and hopelessly at the air, felt the momentary catch on his sleeve as the tips of Aftak’s reaching fingers brushed against the cloth without finding enough purchase, and then the foaming, chilly water leaped up to meet him.




Jeya

Anaka rattled the dice and slammed them down onto the wooden step, then cautiously tilted the wooden cup to see what they had rolled. Jeya could have probably made something out if shé wanted to, but that was not the point of the game.

“Hnh,” Anaka grunted noncommittally, and pushed two leaves forward. Jeya matched them. The game was traditionally played for money, but Jeya certainly did not have much to spare, and if Anaka did, they had not pushed the issue. They each started with fifteen leaves and gambled until one person had them all.

“Let’s see it, then,” Anaka said, and removed the cup completely to expose their dice: two twos, two fours, and a single six. Jeya lifted hér own cup to reveal three fives, which allowed hér to take Anaka’s leaves into hér own pile.

“I swear you must have some kind of magic in that cup,” Anaka muttered, shaking their head. “You sure you’re not part Morlithian?”

“No, but I’ve never met a Morlithian who can do magic anyway. Besides, if I could do magic, I wouldn’t be sitting here playing dice for leaves,” Jeya pointed out. Or be anywhere near you, shé added silently. Anaka was not unpleasant company – they were fairly amiable, as thugs went – but the fact remained that they were sitting on the steps that led down from Jeya’s front door because Kurumaya had ordered them to be here, and Jeya had no say in the matter. Not many people did, when it came to what Kurumaya wanted: they were a Shark, a head of the criminal underworld, and they controlled the fighting pits and most of the hired muscle in East Harbour.

Bulang was out earning a living as an assistant to the scribe Skhetul, down on the waterfront – although judging by the sun, thëy should be on their way back by now – but Jeya had no such employment. Shé was watching the house, and the cookpot bubbling away inside it, ready for whoever showed up later. This had been Ngaiyu’s house once, and Jeya had found refuge here from the day shé was orphaned, so now shé and Bulang were continuing that work. Any youngster without a place to sleep could use their floor and get a bowl of something from the pot, in exchange for a copper or two. Jeya could think of nothing else shé would rather be doing.

The only problem was the reason why Ngaiyu’s old house was no longer occupied by Ngaiyu. Nabanda, one of Kurumaya’s thugs as well as Jeya’s friend, had killed thëm.

Anaka had never attacked anyone within Jeya’s sight, nor even threatened to. Neither had any of Kurumaya’s other toughs. So far as anyone else knew, Jeya and Bulang just had some large, intimidating friends who would hang out at their house to make sure no one caused trouble overnight: after all, the previous owner had been murdered, for reasons still unknown to the community in general. The truth of the matter, that Kurumaya wanted to keep Bulang safe until they knew exactly what they intended to do with thëm, had never been spoken after that first night when Kurumaya had tracked them down.

“You don’t think you’ve met a Morlithian who can do magic, but how do you know?” Anaka asked, in what they clearly thought was a shrewd manner. “Why would they tell you? Everyone knows they only do magic when they have those masks on, and—”

“What’s that?” Jeya interrupted them, holding up a hand.

“What’s what?” Anaka looked annoyed at being cut off.

“Listen!” Jeya hissed, and for a miracle, the other person did. It was a dim and distant roaring noise, like nothing Jeya had ever heard before. Shé had no idea what it could be, but it was coming from the direction of the harbour. A quick look at Anaka’s face showed that they had heard it too, now they had stopped talking.

They both got up and hurried through the mud which served as a road until they got to a bend where a yangyang tree spread its branches, from beneath which they were able to look down the slight hill towards the harbour.

“What in the name of all the Hundred . . . ?” Anaka began softly.

East Harbour was a three-quarter circle, as though a giant had taken a huge bite out of the eastern shore of Grand Mahewa. The side open to the ocean had been further narrowed by levees until the entrance was navigable by only a few ships at once. Mighty ballistas watched this channel, ready to protect the capital of Kiburu ce Alaba from an attack by sea, and it meant the harbour as a whole was sheltered from the storm waves that could sweep in across the ocean.

It was through this gap that the ocean was now pouring, as though it had only just realised that it had been denied free access for so long, and was seeking to make up for lost time.

Jeya was unable to properly comprehend what shé was seeing. Shé had lived in East Harbour all hér life: what had changed in the ocean that had lapped at the borders of hér world all these years to make it flood in so hungrily now? Was this the end of all things? Would the waters keep rising and rising until the entire island was submerged, up to the mountains’ very tops, and Jakahama of the Paddle would come and take everyone on to the Garden?

“Mushuru’s ashes,” Akana swore. “Will you look at that?”

Great rivulets of water were spilling over the levees and running down into the harbour. Jeya had only ever seen them overtopped by the mightiest of storm waves before, and even then only by the spray: this was a continuous deluge. The sea on the other side must have been on a level with the tops, and that was a terrifying thought.

“Oh no,” shé breathed. “The Narrows!”

The Narrows were the fractured northern shoreline of East Harbour, where multiple natural and artificial channels cut through to the Mahewan Straits. They were too small and crooked to provide any sort of route for a sea invasion to occur, unless it was to be conducted with the world’s largest fleet of rowboats, but the sea would care nothing for such constraints.

The words had barely left hér mouth when the first fingers of dirty water began pouring in on the far, northern side of the bay. They brought with them filth and wreckage and boats, and undoubtedly, although they were mercifully too far away to see, the bodies of people swept along as the rising water barrelled through the narrow channels and tore up whatever was in its path. Many of the buildings in the Narrows were sturdily built – warehouses and the like, intended to stand up to the ferocious tropical storms that could lash Kiburu ce Alaba – but many were not. Roofs were being borne out into the bay now, and doors, and everything else besides.

And still the water came.

“Oh no,” Anaka murmured, and Jeya looked up to see them staring at the Narrows. Jeya did not know where Kurumaya lived, as such, but the Narrows seemed to be the Shark’s stronghold, where many of their enterprises were based. That meant it was also where many of their underlings could be found; people who were undoubtedly known to Anaka. Maybe it was even where Anaka lived. Jeya felt a momentary pang of sympathy for them, unwanted intrusion into hér life though they were, but that was swiftly subsumed by a rising panic of hér own, because the water still kept coming. The bay was huge, but the amount of water flowing into it was incredible, and the waves on the quays already seemed to be lapping higher than they had been.

Please notice, shé thought desperately in the direction of Bulang, somewhere down near the waterfront. Even if yöu’re still in that little attic, please notice, and run inland and uphill as far and as fast as yöu can!

“We’ve got to do something!” Anaka said desperately. Their fingers had curled into fists, and they were almost vibrating with urgency.

“What can we do?” Jeya asked. “It’s the sea. We can’t hold back the sea!” Shé gestured downhill. “Look, people have noticed, they’re running!” Sure enough, those close to the water’s edge were already beginning to flee towards the nearest area of higher ground; some with a few hastily grabbed possessions, and many with nothing other than themselves.

“But we’ve got to do something!” Anaka insisted. Older and larger than Jeya though they were, they did not seem to comprehend that this was something about which nothing could be done. Perhaps that was a side-effect of being a thug for a powerful person like a Shark: you came to believe that there was nothing in the world that could not be influenced if you tried hard enough.

Jeya had been orphaned as a child, and had survived ever since by sneaking, and thieving, and staying out of the way of those more dangerous than hér, which was most people. Shé was very used to the notion of bad things about which shé could do nothing at all, except to try to be somewhere else. It did not yet look like shé definitely needed to be somewhere else for this one, but shé would keep her options open.

“If you want to do something useful then go back to the house, keep an eye on the pot, and make sure no one steals anything,” shé told Anaka. “And be ready to leave if the water gets this high.”

“Where are we going to go if the water gets up to here?!” Anaka demanded, rounding on hér.

“I don’t know!” Jeya snapped back. Ngaiyu’s house – hér house – was nowhere near as high up as the homes of East Harbour’s rich, such as the one in which Bulang used to live, but its floor was above the height of the roofs near the water’s edge. “We’ll start thinking about that if it looks like we need to! But if we don’t, then we’re still going to need a place to sleep and a meal tonight, and I think a few other people will as well!” Anaka hesitated, and Jeya flapped an irritated hand at them. “Go on, I promise I’ll come and find you if the water’s getting close.”

Anaka was in no way Jeya’s to command, but they seemed to take some comfort in receiving instructions, since they turned and made their way back to the house. Jeya stayed under the yangyang tree, and watched the water rise.

It was flooding up over the docks now, and still rising. Ships moored there were bobbing upwards, and tiny figures were busying themselves loosening ropes and anchors, to prevent them from dragging the vessels under if the water did not stop. Some of Jeya’s neighbours were coming to join hér now, gasping in horror or crying out at what they saw, as the first refugees from the waterfront reached them. Others were following, but Jeya could not see Bulang anywhere. That in itself meant nothing: there was no reason why thëy would have taken this road, given that Skhetul’s place was halfway around East Harbour. Bulang might have headed inland at any point between Skhetul’s and the house thëy shared with Jeya, even without the rising water. Thëy would change their route if the streets near the docks were particularly busy, or to pick up a small treat for Jeya like a honeycomb, or some tamar fruit.

The only treat Í want today is for yöu to come back safely.

Shé wanted to go searching for Bulang, but that was foolishness: as shé’d said to Anaka, there was nothing that could be done. So shé stayed and watched as the water washed higher, nudging hér neighbours aside to ensure shé could still see.

The water did not hit most of East Harbour with the force with which it had torn through the Narrows, because it had been slowed by the comparatively narrow access points it had to the bay, but that did not stop it from rising quickly. Jeya reckoned that the shadows of the yangyang’s branches had barely moved a handsbreadth on the ground by the time the flood was lapping at the eaves of the houses lower down. East Harbour’s lowest streets now looked like the channels of the Narrows, and some of the smaller boats which had either been freed or come loose from their moorings had been carried into those channels as the sea claimed them for its own. Now dirty waves were breaking a stone’s throw from where shé stood, instead of half a mile. A great crowd of people had gathered, most of whom were watching the fate of the city below with wails and cries as their homes or livelihoods were flooded.

“It’s still coming,” someone said beside hér. “We’d better get away!”

“No, look,” another voice replied. “It’s not rising as fast now. I think we’re safe here.”

“Safe?! How can we be safe, when the ocean is behaving like this?”

Jeya looked over at the Narrows, and the channel that formed the entrance to the bay. It was hard to tell, but it did not look as though there was still a great volume of water flooding in, in excess of what the harbour already contained. Shé had no idea if what was already there was going to disappear or not, but the second speaker seemed to be right: for now, at least, it did not look as though the water was going to rise any higher, for which shé was profoundly grateful. A pressure in hér chest began to ease, just a little. Shé would always have been scared by what had happened, but it was a strangely new fear to also be concerned about a building. Shé had never had a place of hér own until recently, and it was surprising to realise how quickly shé had become attached to it.

Now shé just had to hope that—

“Jeya!”

Shé turned with relief, and most of the remaining worry in hér chest vanished as shé saw Bulang slipping through the crowd.

“Í’m so glad yöu’re safe!” shé said with delight, pushing between two of hér neighbours and catching thëm into a hug. “Í was worried yöu wouldn’t have made it away from the water in time!”

“Ï finished a little early today,” Bulang said into hér ear, in a way that made it tickle. “Ï was already halfway up the hill by the time the water started to rise, so Ï went by the First Level canal and came back along the ridge. Ï went to the house, but Anaka was there, and said yóu’d be here.” Thëy pulled back from hér and looked down at the flooded streets of East Harbour, worry in thëir eyes. “Ï hope Skhetul got out. The water must be on a level with hìs attic. Is it still rising? Do we need to find higher ground?”

“Í think we’re safe for the moment,” Jeya replied, checking back over hér shoulder. The water did not seem to have risen farther, and no one around was panicking, so shé took that as a good sign.

“Thank the Hundred,” Bulang said. The phrase still sounded a little artificial on thëir lips, but until recently Bulang had believed thëy were the descendant of Nari, the ancient man-god of Narida. Thëy were still adapting to fitting in with the general population of East Harbour, who, although enormously varied as befitted the greatest port in the world, did not tend to consider themselves divine.

The thing was, of course, that Bulang might be the descendant of Nari, or thëy might not. No one could really be sure, least of all Bulang. Thëir importance to Kurumaya did not even hinge on whether thëy were or not, only on the fact that the Hierarchs had replaced Bulang’s family with imposters.

Jeya tried to push Kurumaya out of hér head for the moment, as it struck hér again how very lucky shé was to have caught the interest of someone so beautiful. Bulang had the long, straight dark hair so common in those with Naridan ancestry, which hung down on either side of thëir face and helped the early evening sunlight cast interesting shadows across the full lips and deep, liquid eyes that had so entranced Jeya months before. It was a great shame that shé could not spend a lazy evening kissing that face, but even if the water in the harbour drained right away, half the city was going to be waterlogged. Those who had their own homes would be struggling to find a comfortable place to sleep: for the street kids, matters would be even worse.

For a wonder, Jeya found hérself hoping that Anaka would stick around. It might be handy to have someone to enforce order tonight, when the whole city was likely to be in upheaval. On the other hand, even the threat of Kurumaya might not be enough to keep Anaka at the house if they had their own people to check on. Besides, Kurumaya themself could have been drowned, which was a possibility over which Jeya would shed no tears at all. The Shark was ultimately responsible for the murder of both Bulang’s family and various of Jeya’s friends, including Ngaiyu.

“Come on,” Jeya said, taking Bulang’s hand. “We’d best get back. Í think we’re going to have a lot of guests tonight.”
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