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Dedicated to the memory of Jackie Ward, 
who opened my eyes to worlds beyond our own.




Dramatis Personae

SKELDERS AND OTHER UNDESIRABLES




	Katija Arvish

	A woman adrift




	Tanith Floranz

	A daughter of two worlds



	Tatterlain

	Wearer of many faces



	Rîma

	Wise swordstress



	Bashar Vallant

	Notorious rebel



	Zephyr

	Veilkin navigator



	Fadiya Rashace

	Disgraced countess



	Maxin

	A reliable roustabout






THE ETERNITY QUEEN’S COURT




	Yennika Bascari

	The Eternity Queen, Nyssa Dominus



	Ihsan Damant

	A wayward man of honour



	Yali

	The queen’s high handmaiden



	Count Tuzen Karza

	A rake of rank



	Ardin Javar

	Haunted traitor



	Faizâr Kastagîr

	Royal bodyguard



	Malis Ethara

	The queen’s spymistress



	Hargo Rashace

	Furibund husband



	Igarî Bathîr

	Hierarch of Alabastra



	Emanzi Ozdîr

	Member of the Queen’s Council






UPSTANDING CITIZENS




	Mirzai Tzelda

	Outcast engineer



	Tarin Tzelda

	Engineer’s apprentice



	Eri Gallar

	Retired redcloak



	Saheen Avaya

	Burdened overseer






THE REGAL AND THE DIVINE




	Nyssa Dominus

	The Goddess Made Whole



	Nyssa Benevolas

	The Goddess of Benevolence



	Nyssa Iudexas

	The Goddess of Judgement



	Tzal

	Ancient enemy of the Issnaîm



	Isdihar Diar

	The Voice of the Eternity King



	The Drowned Lady

	Maybe a myth






ELSEWISE OF NOTE




	Azra

	A beloved betrayer



	Caradan Diar

	The Eternity King



	Marida

	A formless spirit



	Hadîm

	A man of wayward honour



	Amakala

	Forgotten queen









One

Kat had always hated Tyzanta, which was a symbol of everything she’d lost and every mistake she’d made along the way. A beautiful city – if one discounted the squalor of Undertown’s slums and its rumbling factories – it was also a den of lies and iniquities that she’d barely had opportunity to address, much less correct. Yet for a time Tyzanta, last and greatest of the free cities, had stood for an impossible dream. A promise of freedom. Of hope.

Hope had always been the lie binding them together.

And as the streets beyond Manniqa Station burned, all Kat could think was that Vallant would have handled things better.

Beyond the soot-smeared glass of the station’s arched roof, eerie wails and bright flashes against the rising smoke proved that a handful of Tyzanta’s shrieker cannon batteries fought on. A redcloak dhow, black sails silhouetted against the setting sun and wreathed in vapour from the ruptured buoyancy tanks along its scorched hull, listed towards the lower city. Spars snapped and rigging thrashed as its starboard flank scraped a warehouse’s third storey. Blackened rubble rained down on the station roof. Steel buckled. Glass crazed and disintegrated into glittering shards. Screams rang out along a crowded platform thick with the acrid stench of smoke and terror.

Kat stalked aft along the railrunner, jumping from one carriage rooftop to the next through the engine’s billowing steam.

“Keep them moving!”

She shouted to be heard over the platform’s sobbing, jostling rush of men, women and children. A crowd fed by the stream of refugees flowing past the makeshift barricade stretching from the stationmaster’s office to the cargo exchange at the station gate.

The black-robed custodians labouring to keep order knew full well that time was running out, but speaking the words aloud held Kat’s feeling of impotence at bay. It drew eyes to what she hoped was her calm, confident demeanour. Now more than ever she needed to live up to the simple black uniform and silver thread that marked her out as Tyzanta’s governor.

The last of the city’s great and good – those with the tetrams to buy passage on merchant skyships – had fled a week before, when the black sails of the Eternity Queen’s war dhows had thickened on the western horizon. Most had headed east to Qersal even before that, when the shipyards at Azran had fallen and Naxos’ ruling council had sued for peace. The sole remaining railrunner was for those too poor to make their own escape, or too loyal to abandon the failing dream. Twenty carriages and wagons scavenged from sidings across the city, most of them fit for the scrapper’s yard. All of them already approaching capacity. And still the platform seethed with hundreds of lost souls fleeing the advancing redcloaks.

Many thousands more didn’t want to leave. Too many welcomed the coming of the Eternity Queen, or were at least ambivalent to whom they paid their protection levies. They didn’t know what Kat knew. About the Eternity Queen. About the Kingdom of Khalad. About the three-faced goddess Nyssa. The lies at Khalad’s heart that promised the bleakest of futures.

As Kat approached the rearmost carriage a shadow rushed overhead. Shading her eyes, she craned her neck to see a second, smaller skyship augur in on the beleaguered dhow. Its cannons spat invisible flame, blasting blackened timber from the redcloak vessel’s portside hull. Sadia’s Revenge, one of only three skyships left in the city from a fleet now scattered to the winds.

The dhow’s portside buoyancy tanks gave way with an aching sigh that set the station’s surviving roof panes clattering. Lateen sail ablaze, it plunged, lost amongst the blocky adobe risings of factories and warehouses. Sadia’s Revenge burst through its trailing smoke, filthy canvas blossoming on outrigger and spar to plunder every scrap of wind. Armoured keel plates scraped across roof tiles. A trailing spar set a weathercock spinning. And then the skyship soared away, ushered on by the chorus of desperate cheers and wild laughter echoing across Manniqa Station.

Kat cheered with the rest, marvelling at how readily despair became hope. How swiftly the lie took hold.

The ground shook with the dhow’s impact in the unseen streets. The crowd’s cheers redoubled. Kat’s stuttered in her throat, the fires of the aetherios tattoo on her left forearm suddenly frigid as the souls of the dhow’s crew brushed past her – through her – and hissed skyward, clawing for the Deadwinds and demanding with silent, nebulous voices that she bear witness. She closed her thoughts to them and tried not to wonder at how many had joined the battle only because the Eternity Queen had given them no choice.

She leapt to the last rooftop, her expression composed to conceal her discomfort from the tall, lantern-jawed man standing at the far end, hands thrust into the pockets of scarlet and gold robes whose splendour were an ill match for his tousled, unruly dark brown hair. Stockier than Kat – whose athletic frame had more or less survived the banquets of governorship intact – but not yet quite run to fat, he filled the carriage roof as completely as any actor owned a stage. It was as if all the uncertainty and horror of that moment had come into being merely to serve as a backdrop to some great performance not yet arrived. So it always was with Tatterlain, who smiled often and revelled in attention but somehow seldom lost his dignity in the process … unless, of course, it served his ends.

“It happened again, didn’t it?” he said, without turning to look at her.

Kat grimaced. So much for concealing her discomfort. Then again, she supposed it shouldn’t be easy to keep secrets from friends. “You know it did.”

Thanks to the spider-work aetherios tattoo her father had inked on her left forearm, she’d talked to ifrîti – the fragments of souls that powered everything in Khalad from shrieker cannons to humble light-bestowing lumani – her whole adult life. Having those same ifrîti demand her attention was new, though it didn’t take genius to know why that had changed.

His smile turned wintry as he gazed out across the crowds. “I hate to say it, but you can’t save everyone.”

“Vallant would agree. I’m not Vallant.” Vallant, who’d vanished into the mists without a trace three months before. Which meant he was likely never coming back. The Veil devoured people, body and soul.

“You’re certainly prettier, in favourable light at least. That doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

It didn’t, much as Kat wished otherwise. The railrunner was already well over capacity, the leading rooftops thickening with folk clutching tight to loved ones and thin belongings as harried custodians crammed ever more aboard. The score of custodians at the barricades wouldn’t stop a determined assault – especially if koilos were loosed to the slaughter. Every minute gambled the lives of those aboard against those who might yet reach salvation. But what else was there? Choosing who lived and who died took more than she had.

This is folly. You should leave.

The graveyard sigh washed silently across Kat’s thoughts. Conscious of Tatterlain’s eyes upon her, she fought to keep her disgust concealed. She’d had plenty of practice. So far as most of Khalad was concerned, Caradan Diar, the deposed Eternity King, was dead. And so he was. Sort of. Almost. Maybe.

“We can wait a little longer,” she said firmly.

Tatterlain twisted his lips, his left eyelid fluttering. Not for the first time, Kat wondered exactly what he’d seen in her expression. A master mimic didn’t become so without a knack for observation. “We can.”

The thin, stuttering wail of a distraught child pierced the cacophony.

There. Halfway along the platform to the thin barricade. A girl of maybe six or seven years with a threadbare stuffed paracat crushed to her chest. Her trailing ink-black hair flicked against the toy’s tufted ears as she twisted to and fro in the suffocating press of bodies, searching for a familiar face in among the unfeeling strangers. With her dark bronze complexion and willowy build, she could have been Kat’s younger self.

“Kiasta.” She murmured her father’s favourite curse. Her tolerance for crowds was little greater than her love for heights – her perch on the rooftops wasn’t entirely a contrivance of leadership – but she’d learned the hard way that selfishness gave the very worst of hangovers.

Steeling herself, she turned back to Tatterlain. “Watch the gate. If the redcloaks show—”

“Get the railrunner moving.” He nodded. “Actually, I don’t think you need go anywhere.”

The seething crowd parted before a duster-coated woman whose white hair flowed from beneath her broad-brimmed hat to brush the long straight sword buckled at her shoulder. She walked on, priestly and unhurried, seeming not to notice as desperate evacuees, otherwise on the brink of a shoving match, somehow found space to let her pass.

Rîma thumbed a tear from the child’s cheek, gathered her up and set out crosswise along the platform. Reunion between girl and distraught parents was as swift and inevitable as sunrise, mother crushing daughter to her chest as tightly as the child had her paracat. As a harried custodian ushered the three aboard an overcrowded carriage, Rîma raised her eyes to Kat’s and offered a steady, shallow nod.

“Always the show-off,” muttered Tatterlain, his tone absent of rancour.

Kat smiled. Even from her vantage atop the carriage, she’d not noticed the girl’s parents until the last moment, and yet Rîma had somehow marked them from within the thick of the crowd. “She has cause.”

You are out of time, breathed Caradan Diar.

She felt the heraldic’s arrival as a cold prickle across her tattoo a heartbeat before it coalesced into a thin indigo shimmer a pace to her front, hovering above the crowds.

The ifrît’s soulfire rippled into a passing semblance of a bodiless, featureless face, its lips barely moving as it breathed its message.

((Bad news, trallock.)) Its flat, emotionless tone jarred with the earthy colloquial Daric favoured by the captain of the Sadia’s Revenge. ((Redcloaks just swarmed the Kairon Street watchtower. It’s dirt to dinars that you’re next.))

Message delivered, the heraldic shimmered, its meagre soulfire already dispersing. Convention held that they were only good for a single message before the Deadwinds claimed them, but Kat and convention had parted ways a long, long time ago.

She reached out with her left hand, indigo flame racing along the spiderweb lines inked on her forearm as she fed the heraldic enough soulfire to sustain it for the return journey. She felt the ifrît’s pleasure and surprise mingle at the back of her thoughts – it was just aware enough to know how close it was to oblivion, and welcomed the chance to linger.

“Maxin? We’re getting under way, but we could use some cover.”

She wanted to add more, but the heraldic was already thinning, its indigo flames mingling with the backrush of steam from the distant locomotive. Gritting her teeth, Kat nodded to indicate that the message was done and withdrew her hand. “Thank you.”

The heraldic bled away, already speeding skyward. Kat glanced at Tatterlain.

“I’ll handle it,” he said, already walking backwards along the carriage towards the distant railrunner engine. “Just make sure you’re aboard.”

She ran along to the access ladder linking roof and stoop, waving down at the platform and pointing towards the barricaded gate. “Rîma!”

Rîma straightened, nodded and set off in parallel, the press of bodies parting as readily as before.

For a mercy, the crowds had cleared almost to nothing by the time Kat stepped off the stoop and onto the platform. Maybe sixty or seventy more to get aboard. They might actually have done it. They might actually have saved everyone.

Better than Vallant had ever managed.

Kat winced. Was there anything more pathetic than rivalry with the dead? And she’d no doubt that Vallant was dead, even if Tatterlain and some of the others clung to hope. The hungry mists of the Veil had claimed him, the Chainbreaker, its crew … and all of it her fault, as she’d put him up to the voyage.

Throat thick with guilt, she rounded on a man dragging a weighty traveller’s chest and falling further behind his fellow stragglers with every step. “Leave it!”

Stricken, he hesitated, but nodded. As the deafening blast of the railrunner’s whistle wailed beneath the station roof, he ran towards the nearest carriage.

As Kat approached the mound of clatter wagons, broken furniture and abandoned traveller’s chests that could generously be called a barricade, the nearest of the handful of custodians greeted her with a martial crispness that marked her as someone who’d begun her service under Tyzanta’s corrupt Bascari regime. But for all that, Overseer Ayla Sinair was an honest woman whose insights into the petty rivalries, feuds and inanities of Tyzanta’s daily life had smoothed the course of Kat’s brief governorship. You found your place in Khalad or one was found for you, or so the saying went. Sinair, like Kat, had fought to choose her own path. That common ground had soon overcome the unpleasantness of a first meeting that had seen Kat in a convict’s shackles. Long nights spent drinking away the frustrations of the day had cemented common ground into friendship.

“Lady Katija.” No amount of friendship had ever made Sinair abandon formality, just as no amount of repetition could dull Kat’s unease at being addressed as Lady Katija. Vallant had insisted that the title went with the governorship but, as far as Kat was concerned, titles were for the fireblood nobility, and she was as common a cinderblood as they came – even if her father had possessed ambition enough for a dozen noble houses. “I take it the situation’s changed?”

There’s no time for this, breathed Caradan Diar. You—

“Enough,” hissed Kat. Death had done nothing to quell the Eternity King’s persistence, nor his implacable pursuit of self-interest. If she died, so did he. It made for a reluctant alliance at best.

“Kairon Street’s fallen,” she told Sinair. “It’s time we were gone.”

Sinair grimaced. She’d never quite adapted to the fact that Tyzanta’s custodians no longer donned the androgynous silver vahla masks commonplace elsewhere, and wore her feelings more openly than an overseer should. “You heard the governor! Get ready to move.”

“Company’s coming!” shouted a custodian perched on the cab of one of the overturned clatter wagons halfway up the barricade.

Kat clambered up to join him. Beyond Manniqa Station’s gate, the lumani lights of the approach tunnel flickered, casting erratic shadows. Where the tunnel yielded to smoke-clogged skies, a dozen redcloaks advanced in loose formation, the stubby brass and polished wooden stocks of shriekers steady in their hands.

Sinair eased the barrel of her own shrieker over the makeshift rampart. “Vanguard patrol. They don’t know what they’re walking into. Not yet.”

The railrunner engine loosed another blast from its steam whistle. In the tunnel, the leading redcloak stiffened and barked an order. The vanguard broke into a run, eponymous scarlet cloaks streaming behind.

“Stay low,” said Kat. “Let them get close.”

All along the barricade, custodians levelled their weapons. Kat did likewise, more for show than purpose. Long range or short, she was a terrible shot.

She let the redcloaks approach to within twenty paces before giving the order to shoot. The heart-wrenching wail of shriekers echoed along the tunnel, swallowing dying screams as bolts of flame burned cloth and flesh to ash. Only a single return shot found its mark, hurling a custodian from the barricade’s summit, the fires fading and his soul fled before he hit the flagstones.

Kat grabbed at the barricade to steady herself as the souls of the dead and dying rushed through her, the voices louder, more unsettling for their proximity. And beneath them, something else. Something familiar, though she couldn’t quite place it. A soft, persistent pressure at the back of her thoughts. The feeling grew more diffuse as she tried to pin it down, her thoughts muddying … drifting … The past day and a half almost without sleep taking its toll.

Katija! snapped Caradan Diar, cold and clear.

Grateful despite herself for his intervention, Kat glanced back towards the railrunner. The platform was all but empty. They were the last.

“We’re done here.” She tried not to look at the dead custodian. “Sinair—”

She turned to find herself staring into the muzzle of Sinair’s shrieker.

“I can’t let you leave, Lady Katija.”

Custodians twisted around. Some raised their own shriekers to cover the overseer. Most were frozen, conflicted.

I tried to warn you. Self-satisfaction crowded Caradan Diar’s voice. A mentor indulging Schadenfreude for a student’s oversight. She’s here.

No need to guess who he meant. Not now. Not with Sinair’s expression contorting as if a piece of her was surprised by her own actions. That scrap of resistance faded before Kat had chance to speak, sealed behind Sinair’s eyes as unseen pressure warped her perceptions.

The Eternity Queen had a way of getting into people’s heads. Those rooted in structure and obedience were most vulnerable of all, their longing for a simpler time a fulcrum about which their personality shifted. It transformed rebels into loyal soldiers and loyal soldiers into hardened fanatics … and all without them truly being aware of what had been done to them. The one failing that made resistance even possible was that it only worked if the Eternity Queen was close.

She was in the city. Maybe closer even than that.

“Azra …” breathed Kat.

“Come quietly, lady,” said Sinair. “The Eternity Queen will forgive you.”

“I’m sure she will.” Kat held her gaze as the other custodians watched on, some with helplessness, some with outright horror. Each wondering who might be next to succumb. “But I won’t forgive myself … so you’re just going to have to shoot me.”

Eyes still on Sinair’s, she reached for her own shrieker.

Sinair’s brow creased. Her finger tightened on her trigger.

She grunted and fell forward, eyes glassy, as the pommel of Rîma’s sword cracked into the back of her skull, just behind the ear.

Kat lowered Sinair to the ground as gently as she could. So much for saving everyone. To die for the cause was one thing. Living to unwillingly betray it was something else. “You had to wait for the dramatic entrance, didn’t you?”

Rîma scabbarded her sword. “You’ll have to leave her.”

Kat grimaced. “I know.”

She steeled herself against heartache that begged her to indulge the familiar, hopeless dream that there was some way to bring Sinair to her senses. To rescue her friend from the madness that had claimed so many of those she loved. She’d wasted fruitless months on that dream. It had nearly killed her twice. But once the Eternity Queen had you, there was no coming back.

“Stars Below …” a custodian breathed further along the barricade.

The tunnel was no longer empty, but filled with a press of scarlet cloaks about a slender golden-gowned figure. Kat’s heart sank another notch. Even at a distance – even gilded in regal finery and bedecked with gemstones – there was no mistaking that woman, whose black hair and bronze complexion were so alike to her own that in another life strangers had mistaken them for sisters. Khalad knew her as the Eternity Queen. Tyzanta had hated her as Yennika Bascari. But to Kat, who’d loved her more than life itself, she’d always be Azra. The false goddess Nyssa’s first victim, and the vessel through which her ancient, malevolent spirit bent the mortal world to tyranny.

“Katija?” The Eternity Queen’s voice echoed along the tunnel. “I know that’s you down there. It’s over, but it needn’t be unpleasant.”

Bad enough that she still looked like Azra. Worse that she sounded like her too, even at a distance. The languid self-assurance that bewitched or revulsed according to her mood.

But she wasn’t her, not really. Azra was gone.

“Go!” snapped Kat.

The custodians raced back along the platform. Rîma, predictably, did not. Instead, she joined Kat at the barricade and regarded the scores of marching custodians with her customary calm.

“I confess, I worry about what you intend,” she murmured.

As do I, breathed the Eternity King, rather more acidly. Azra is not yours to save.

“I know,” Kat replied, the act of choosing her words to satisfy two parties – one of whom couldn’t hear the other – having become second nature. The redcloaks didn’t matter any longer. Even at a flat run they’d not reach the railrunner in time. But every step the Eternity Queen took increased the possibility of her seductive presence touching on the crowded carriages. And if that happened …

Barely bothering to aim – at that distance, it hardly mattered – Kat brought up her shrieker and fired a volley. Shots screamed along the tunnel, the echoes deafening in their backwash. Fire flared briefly against walls, roof and flagstones, filling the tunnel with dust and rubble. A single redcloak pitched forward, his cloak ablaze.

The column shuddered to a halt, its rear ranks retreating as they ushered the resisting Eternity Queen back towards the smoke-wreathed sky and out of range. Kat indulged a sharp smile. Thralls or willing servants, the redcloaks were the Royal Guard, with a bodyguard’s duties and instincts – especially with the bodies of their vanguard littering the barricade approach.

The railrunner’s whistle wailed three short blasts. Metal shrieked as gears bit and wheels shuddered to motion. With the yawning rumble of a slumbering giant rousing to wakefulness, the railrunner pulled away, the folk on its rooftops silhouetted against the roiling steam.

“Time to leave,” said Kat.

With a last, unspoken apology to the unconscious Sinair, she turned her back to the tunnel and ran headlong for the departing railrunner.

Rîma overtook her without obvious effort. She leapt gracefully onto the stoop of the rearmost carriage and swung herself over its guardrail in a swirl of coat tails.

Pushing trembling legs to one last effort, Kat launched herself at the stoop moments before the railrunner left the platform behind. Rîma grabbed her by the wrists and hauled her unceremoniously aboard.

By the time Kat righted herself, they were beneath open skies. The slums of Undertown rushed past, the railrunner’s acceleration banishing the glass and steel arch of Manniqa Station’s roof to the middle distance. She barely noticed the sleek, scorched hull of the Sadia’s Revenge swoop in from the south, pockmarked sails furling as she matched the overburdened railrunner’s speed. Kat had eyes only for the burning city, and the black-sailed warships circling its ramshackle smoke-wreathed spire.

Tyzanta, last and greatest of the free cities, and everyone in it, now belonged to the Eternity Queen.

“This wasn’t your fault,” murmured Rîma.

Kat gripped the guardrail until her knuckles ached. “I know.”

But as the city outskirts yielded to the arid red plains and black pine forests of the Zaruan lowlands, all she could think was that Vallant would have handled things better.




Two

“Nearly done. Just hold that grip-heel steady. I don’t want my nose burned off.”

Mirzai glanced down through the ladder’s bowing, sun-bleached rungs. Tarin stood fifteen feet below, his grip-heel spanner wedged between the spokes of the governor valve’s flywheel. For all that Mirzai loved his nephew like a son, the boy was reaching that difficult age where boredom and longing transmuted vital instructions into easily dismissed suggestions.

“Stop fussing,” the fifteen-year-old called back. He’d inherited his waspishness from his mother, alongside the thick black hair cut short to hide its curl, and angular features that would have been the envy of any fireblood. “I know what I’m doing.”

Mirzai stifled a smile. There were times when it felt as though Midria was still with them, speaking through her son. She’d never suffered fools gladly, and seldom laid eyes on a bigger fool than her younger brother. She’d have been unbearable but for the generosity her sharp tongue concealed. The reminder that Tarin was very much his mother’s son was always welcome. They were the only family either had left.

But whether Tarin or Midria’s departed spirit appreciated it or not, it was better not to take chances. The corroded pipe was a part of a feedline covered by a dilapidated planked roof and suspended above the ruddy plains in a tangled wood-and-steel trestle. It drew unprocessed vapours from the valley bore-rigs to feed the hungry refinery on the edge of town. Making a mistake on the other side of the refinery was costly – every breath of the precious eliathros gas that wisped into the winds was one that couldn’t fill a skyship’s buoyancy tanks – but all manner of mingled vapours churned within the feedline, blackfire damp among them. If Tarin’s grip slipped – if the greased cork lining the sealant valve had begun to decay – then one spark would do more than burn off Mirzai’s nose.

There was a reason the refinery was half a mile outside town.

Mirzai peered at the damaged section, which belonged to one of five pipes borne by the trestle. It was already a patch job in a superannuated system: one of three segments – each roughly the length and girth of Mirzai’s stocky forearm, their ochre paint long since scratched and scored by the ruddy grit blown off the hills – that had replaced a much longer section at some point in the past. Just as well, because replacing a fully sized pipe would have needed six pairs of hands and a block-and-tackle to hoist the new section into place. The point of failure itself was a hairline crack along the pipe’s upper slope. Just enough for the gases to seep away. Harmless enough to start with, will barely a whiff of dropped pressure showing on the dials to rouse worries. But so many things were harmless enough to start with.

With a last check that the ladder was secure, Mirzai reached through the tangle of pipes and support struts and groped blindly to connect his own grip-heel with the bolts securing the damaged pipe to its neighbour.

Neglected and battered by the elements – on the rare occasions the rainstorms of the Mistrali swept across Araq’s hills, they did so with all the fury of an uninvited guest – the bolt refused to budge.

“Skrelling thing,” muttered Mirzai. Even in late afternoon, the heat was punishing. He wiped calloused fingers across his sweaty brow and smoothed back his thick black hair to keep it from falling into his eyes. His hand was already filthy from hitching the replacement pipe in its rope slings above the damaged section.

Sliding his feet to the edges of the ladder’s rungs, he looped his left forearm up and over the trestle’s nearest strut and braced his right palm on the spanner’s leather-wrapped heel, the better to put his weight into the next attempt. With a screeching, crackling sigh, the bolt gave to the tune of a quarter-turn. Flakes of rust trickled to the sun-bleached grass a dozen feet below, setting a startled mouse to flight.

The next bolt required the same persuasion, but the four that followed had clearly learned from their peers and surrendered without a fight. Ever alert for the telltale hiss and bitter odour of escaping blackfire damp, Mirzai loosened each in turn then shifted his attention to the pipe’s far end. When these too were defeated, he worked the pipe through the gaps between its neighbours. It vanished into the grass with a rustle and a muffled thump.

Mirzai’s nostrils rankled at the scent of blackfire damp. His heart skipped, but it was a wisp only, soon smothered by the bitter juniper borne down from the hills.

“You all right up there?” called Tarin.

“Just you worry about that valve.” Mirzai winced, knowing he’d spoken too harshly. “Blackfire damp trapped in the seal, that’s all. It happens.”

“Any idea what caused it? Soiled alloy, maybe?”

Mirzai smiled at the hint of excitement. Soiled alloy meant that some greater force – greed maybe, or incompetence – lay behind the damage. Something Araq’s custodians could pursue and punish. Much more interesting than the dull truth that maintenance was a long, tedious and necessary labour that never ended.

“Not this time. The metal’s expanded and cooled once too often. Every inch of this line’s seen better days.”

“Like you?”

Mirzai ignored the jibe. Though he was barely into his mid thirties, that still left a ravine twenty years wide between them. Sometimes it simply wasn’t for crossing. “I’ll talk to Saheen about getting a crew up here to repaint it and fix the roof.” Of the dozen or so planks that should have shaded his section of the feedline, most were sagging and three were missing entirely. Not a lot of use for fending off sun or rain.

Tarin snorted. “Like she’ll pay for that. Cheaper to keep sending us to bake up here.”

“Like I said, I’ll talk to her.”

Araq’s overseer was famously tight-fisted – and necessarily so, given how few dinars there were to go around. But she was also a good woman and smart enough to know that no amount of patchwork would keep the feedline running for ever. No working feedline, no eliathros. No eliathros, and there’d be no coin in Araq at all.

Ignoring the sweat trickling between his shoulder blades, Mirzai set to work loosing the replacement pipe’s rope slings a little at a time, always careful to never let it slope more than a dozen degrees out of horizontal lest it slide free entirely. The last thing he wanted was to winch the wretched thing back up again. Soon it was snug in place, and all that remained was to tighten the bolts … and hope the new pipe held better than the last.

He sang softly to himself as his hands fell into familiar patterns, the rhythm of the grip-heel’s bite and swivel matching that of the song.

“Thene voli ana meirionanna, nye. Ayin. Ayin.”

The soft, sorrowful notes of the lullaby learned at his grandfather’s knee were rendered more mournful still by a tin ear. Still, it seemed to him more beautiful than the blunt Daric tongue he used in conversation – even if he wasn’t entirely certain what the words actually meant.

“Thene allithara kene naranma, nye. Ayin. Ayin.”

A prayer for better tomorrows, his grandfather had called it. More important to Mirzai was that it was a piece of his family’s past not yet abandoned, stolen or given away. Perhaps the only piece, save for the silver and red-gold serpent pendant hidden beneath his shirt. Also his grandfather’s, and like the song an inheritance that stretched back further than years could count.

“Aethari myan te couri voreen. Ayin. Ayin.”

He tightened each bolt in turn, the prickle of sweat and the afternoon heat lost in the quiet satisfaction of a job worth doing done well.

“Tell me you’re almost finished,” called Tarin. “It’s bad enough that I’m melting out here without listening to that tuneless racket.”

His good-natured tone couldn’t quite hide resentment. He was bored again, most likely. Mirzai supposed he himself had been easily bored at that age, though he scarcely recalled. Life before Araq had been exciting for all the wrong reasons. “If you’ve no taste for engineering, they can always use more bodies in the mines.”

Tarin snorted. “Better to get out of this place. Head west to Kaldos, maybe.”

“Araq’s been good to us.”

“Araq’s a silt-hole. In Kaldos they have ifrîti to heat the water and light the dark. They have torch houses to keep the mists out, not a rickety torch fence that’s always falling apart. Everything’s always falling apart around here.”

“If everything worked, they’d not need us.” Proper engineers didn’t come out as far as Araq and its humble comforts. “And you wouldn’t like it in Kaldos. They have proper custodians there. You’ll not run rings round them as easily as you do Saheen’s geriatrics.”

Even with his eyes still on his work, Mirzai heard Tarin’s flinch. “I didn’t have anything to do with what happened at Nyzanshar.”

Mirzai’s ears pricked up. Nyzanshar was a ruined fortress north of the town. In years long past, it had served as a toll house of sorts and a staging area for Kaldosi soldiers tasked with keeping the Qersali on their side of the hills. Nowadays, Nyzanshar’s glories – like even the idea of an independent Kaldos – lay long in the past. It was just a crumbling sandstone relic, gusting further into history with every breath of wind. Only lately someone had felled the statue of stern Nyssa Iudexas that had stood guard over its collapsed barbican. Mirzai had put it down to simple erosion. Others blamed the Qersali, or Vallant’s rebels – though why they should bother with a broken-down fortress like Nyzanshar, no one knew. Now another explanation beckoned.

Mirzai reached for the next bolt. “Uh-huh.”

“Badran wanted me to go along. I turned him down.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Will you stop that?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Fine. Name one person who says they saw me up there.”

Even without the defensive tone of voice, the words were as good as a confession. Mirzai wrestled his grip-heel free of the trestle’s tangle and sighed. “You want to go bashing lumps out of old statues, knock yourself out. I just wish you’d be careful. That place is a deathtrap, even before the mists come down.”

“We had blesswood with us. We’d have been safe.”

And there it was, the tacit admission. Knowing Badran, who was as shiftless a layabout as anyone Mirzai had ever met, the blesswood was likely stolen. Then again, Archon Serassa was a miserly old bag of bones who doled the precious timber out as meanly as good manners permitted. No tears there, not if the alternative was tragedy. Araq was right on the edge of Khalad, the billowing greenish-white of the Veil seldom more than a few dozen leagues from the town’s eastern boundary. When the Aurora Eternis shone and the mists rushed in? Well, Nyssa help anyone not sheltering in the light of blesswood’s magenta flames. Linger too long behind the Veil and the mists wore you away, body and soul.

More than that, Nyzanshar was perilously close to the fluid border with Qersal.

“And we weren’t knocking lumps out of statues,” said Tarin. “We were looking for the cloud qori.”

Another bolt bit. Mirzai leaned into the grip-heel’s handle to make it fast. “I’ve warned you about chasing scuttle-tales.”

“She’s real. Badran saw her up there, two Situsdirs back. That’s why we had the blesswood. We were going to banish her.”

“You can’t even repeat the Drowned Lady’s prayer without stumbling. Try exorcising a daemon and it’ll have you for a snack.” Not that a cloud qori was much of a daemon. Just a wailing, pathetic thing half claimed by the mist. “Stick to fleecing your friends at skelder’s whist.” Tarin fancied himself something of a card sharp, and had a quick enough hand and eye to back the claim.

“You know Jedrah went missing up there. Aethri runs the same path taking provisions to the mine.” Bravado just about won out over petulance. “I wanted her to be safe.”

“Uh-huh.”

A noble goal, if brashly pursued. Tarin had been trying to impress Aethri Talavi for weeks. Nice girl, once she scrubbed away the miner’s grime. It probably had been about keeping her safe more than drawing her eye. Well … maybe a bit of the latter.

Better Tarin had been vandalising the fortress. That was the problem with the Veil: it offered a dreadful fascination. More likely Badran had seen a gloami wisp dancing on an unmarked grave. Araq’s hills had had their share of bloodshed, which meant bad memories and unhappy souls. So close to the Veil, nightmares had lease.

Assuming he had seen anything at all, of course. “Badran’s a shîm-head who’ll say anything to drag you into his nonsense.”

“I know better than to touch isshîm.”

A tangent, but earnest enough that it was probably truth. “So that wasn’t you I saw sneaking out of Qorral’s place two nights back?”

“He had talent wisps of Aya Nazîd.” Talent wisps were part of the swirl of spirit stuff the deceased left behind. Imbibing one let you embrace their skills and experiences for a time. Unchecked, they were as addictive as isshîm. “Aethri wanted to try one, but you know what her mother’s like. She’d have gone berserk knowing she’d even spoken to Qorral.”

Mirzai gave the last bolt a vicious twist and tried not to imagine Qorral’s neck in the spanner’s grips. “A woman of good sense.”

“Qorral’s not so bad.”

“He’s a parasite.”

Everything bad in Araq began and ended with Qorral, who was likely the font of Tarin’s tales of Kaldos and its bright lights, hot baths and myriad other pleasures. He ran the only courier service worth using, even though tales were rife that he read every letter that passed through his hands. He’d have been run out of town long before if not for the fact that he could get pretty much anything if you had the dinars. Talent wisps, last breath to spirit injuries away, tessence for birthday rituals, all of them common enough back west, closer to Zariqaz and the shores of the Silent Sea. Very little was common on the eastern border. Stars Below, but even the railrunner lines ended a dozen leagues to the west. Araq simply wasn’t worth the trouble.

And yet the border brought freedom you couldn’t find elsewhere. Rough comforts and occasional skirmishes with the Qersali were better than being under a fireblood’s heel. No protection levies. No politics. No rebels. No redcloaks. A balance of power that suited everyone. Redcloaks were never good news.

But it was proving harder and harder to convince Tarin, who spent ever more of his waking hours daydreaming of laughter, silks and an easy life.

Frustration added weight to the grip-heel’s final turn. Enough to set the ladder wobbling. Mirzai steadied himself against the trestle and eased his spanner out from the tangle of pipes. “That should do it.”

“Should?” grumbled Tarin, still prickly.

“If the river flows to fortune,” Mirzai replied.

An innocuous phrase unless you knew better, it nudged Tarin’s not-quite-scowl to an almost-smile. “So I should open the valve?”

“Slowly. Just in case.”

Tarin set aside his grip-heel and set to work easing open the flywheel.

The pipe groaned as the pressure built. Mirzai clung to his ladder just a little tighter. A metallic rattle ran along the trestle from somewhere near the governor valve and vanished westward. But there was no hint of blackfire damp and no breathy, winding yawn to betray hidden stresses in the pipe. Just the woody scent of the juniper trees further up the hillside and the dull, muffled rush of a flow restored.

He slackened his grip and fought the urge to wipe his brow again. There was always risk to working on the feedlines, the danger rumbling beneath the surface. Just like his life if he forgot himself and started humming his rifted version of his grandfather’s songs around folk who might recognise them. Or if people noted that he was fasting at the wrong time of year.

Maybe Tarin was right and they should move on. Perhaps not to Kaldos, but times were changing in Khalad. Supposedly an Eternity Queen now ruled in Zariqaz – unthinkable though that was after millennia of Caradan Diar’s sole rule. Maybe history really did now belong to the past, old prejudices forgotten.

“What was it like?” he asked. “The talent wisp, I mean.”

Tarin frowned, suspicious of chastisement. “I never said I tried it.”

“You didn’t have to.” Tarin wasn’t so blind to Qorral’s failings that he’d have let Aethri imbibe a black-market talent wisp without precaution – the lad had the makings of an honourable man. Even if the wisp had been from Aya Nazîd, there was no telling just what other aspects of the legendary songstress had crept through with her talent.

Tarin’s lip twisted at the reminder that his thoughts weren’t always as private as he’d like. “I don’t remember much. The colours were different, somehow. There was a tune in every rock and tree, but I couldn’t quite reach it. I can sort of hear it even now. Nazîd must have been brilliant.”

Mirzai grunted. “So I’m told.”

He fought a hot swell of jealousy and cursed himself for even asking in the first place. Give him a mechanism and a span of moments and he’d see how to repair it or shatter it beyond recovery, because one was just the mirror of the other. Practical skills. Valuable enough that no one in Araq had ever enquired too closely about his past. But the intangible artistry of word, music or paint? It was another world. One Mirzai knew he’d never touch. He didn’t resent it overmuch, and was grateful that the Drowned Lady had granted him any gift at all, but still …

Maybe the echo of Aya Nazîd could have unpicked the puzzle of his grandfather’s lullaby, helped show him how to render the words with the beauty he remembered but could not imitate. Wouldn’t that be something?

Now who was daydreaming?

The shadow was the only warning, and even that came too late.

The dhow swept in from sunward skies, so low that its scarlet keel passed within twenty yards of the feedline’s trestle, close enough to set it clattering and rouse clouds of ruddy dust from the dry, rustling grasses. Mirzai snatched a glimpse of a sun-rimmed silhouette well out of trim, its port side dipping to give the deck a rakish angle.

Tarin spluttered and coughed as the dust overtook him. “What the …?”

The ladder trembled as the backwash caught it.

Mirzai dropped the spanner and grabbed at the shuddering trestle just as the ladder slid sideways. His shoulders screamed a red wail as they took his weight. He hung, spluttering through mouthfuls of dust as the shadow passed, and prayed for the trestle to hold.

“Uncle!”

Forearm braced against the dust storm, Tarin scrambled towards the fallen ladder.

Mirzai clung on for dear life. He’d probably survive a fifteen-foot drop onto baked earth, but not with all his bones in the same number of pieces they’d started out.

Seconds scraped by like years before Tarin had the ladder upright again.

Another seeming decade passed before its uprights thumped against the trestle.

Mirzai hooked a foot around the ladder, then shimmied, hand over aching hand, along the trestle until he’d both feet and trembling legs secure. Moments later he had the baked soil of the plain firmly under his boots, and was glad of it.

Tarin, his simple green robes now mottled red with dust, stared away north towards Araq and the gradually shrinking silhouette of the distant dhow.

“That was a redcloak ship, wasn’t it?”

“Straight out of the Deadwinds too.” Shimmering aethersails billowed along the dhow’s otherwise sleek flanks, worthless when it came to capturing the thin winds of the Araq plains, but vital for harnessing the vortex of swirling souls that crowned the skies above the Cloudsea.

“Heading into Araq?”

Mirzai shivered at the excitement in Tarin’s voice. “I can’t think where else they’d be going.”

He couldn’t blame the lad. It had been years since anything other than a blocky haulage carrack had put in to Araq’s quayside. A redcloak dhow was something else – the sleek perfection of a skyship, gilded and gleaming, burst straight from Tarin’s daydreams of a civilised, comfortable life.

Only in Mirzai’s experience nothing stayed civilised when redcloaks were involved. In all the years he’d lived in Araq, he’d only ever seen one, and Eri Gallar had been retired so long she barely counted.

The winds were changing. Already the town felt less like home.

He pressed a hand against his chest, to feel the cold, hard pressure of his grandfather’s pendant against his skin. “Help me get the ladder folded up. I want to see what all this is about.”
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