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Chapter 1




The prohibition on gunpowder weapons for lower castes has been in force for centuries and is obeyed across the Empire of a Hundred Houses. No such ban on lenses or telescopes exists, yet with our Gods residing in bright constellations in the nearer sky, common sense remains the first obstacle to progress.


From A History by Ayel Sorote





For one glorious moment he was flying. Starlight shone wetly on the black slates below – the air around him was still, but charged like a God’s breath before the thunder. On the edges of his vision were faint yellow strands of light that spilled around doors and half-shuttered windows. He stared down as though trying to count the cobbles below the slate-tiled roof. Night’s serene hands cradled him and for that moment he felt the cares of the world slough away as sudden, beautiful clarity washed over him.


Bastard fucking fox.


Irato fell. With shocking speed the awning jumped up to meet him and black lights burst before his eyes. Head and chest smashed into the tiles with a crack that seemed to rip right through his skull. His mind filled with the white noise of pain that momentarily tore him from the world as the air was punched from his lungs.


The divine stars burned a trail through the night as he was yanked around by the force of impact. Then the ground struck him with the heavier thump of meat on the butcher’s block. The delicate tinkle of glass vials chimed around the cobbled street. Irato felt pieces patter as gently as summer rain on his close-cropped hair. A sense of warmth flowed over the black emptiness where his body had once been.


Numbness fleetingly consumed him, sucked him down into the belly of the earth before pain burst hot and jagged to wake him. Unable to command his limbs, Irato lay helpless and stunned – too dazed to recognise the sensations flowering in his damaged body. His arm lay crookedly beneath his chin, tilting it up to look over the blurry grey cobbles of the street. A pale, indistinct shape wavered directly in front of his eyes. His heart thumped two loud beats before the sight suddenly resolved into sharp focus. It was a shard of glass two inches long and shaped like a stiletto, pirouetting delicately in the groove between cobbles, barely a hand span from his eye.


Irato felt a lurch in his gut as he watched the shard slow and topple, spent of its energy – a message from the Gods now done and delivered. Combat-trained senses kicked in, observing with cold detachment while the man they belonged to stared with drunken incomprehension at the glass.


His moment of respite was short-lived. From the damp cobbles rose a new terror, like a cobra roused to anger. A wisp of greenish-white vapour curled before his eyes, then another and another. A quiver of spectral snakes regarded him with lethal intent and the detached voice of observation inside faltered, diverted by this new, unanticipated happening.


As though in automatic response, his lungs shrieked for air and it took all Irato’s strength of will to refuse. His eyes began to water and a single tear slid onto his nose, down to skirt his nostril and pat onto the ground below. A wet presence on his eyebrow followed, sharp pain and the touch of blood that took the place of tears in his right eye. Irato was forced to stare at the vapours with one eye, begging for them to dissipate, but they refused. The snakes watched him patiently, knowing their time would come soon – that they would not be denied their prey.


He tried to move but couldn’t fathom the tangle of his numb limbs. His chest began to burn, that particular hot sting of cracked ribs, and below that a more distant, discordant pain. He became aware that one hand was pinned and useless beneath his stomach, while the arm under his chin was wrapped in a bright-burning pain.


No choice.


The realisation seemed to clear Irato’s thoughts. His body refused to obey, to drag him from the cruel vapours waiting to pounce. His vision started to blur and shiver as the ache for air increased, but instinct was fought to a stalemate by fear. It took the man inside to overrule both, to cast the bones and accept the fate they determined.


There’s a chance. I still have time.


He made one last effort to roll himself over, but neither arms nor legs could shift his limp frame and reluctantly he took a long, shuddering breath. The air burned hot and cold in his lungs as the vapour snakes struck, filling him with ecstatic horror as a cacophony of hurts resonated through his body. At last his limbs started to obey. Irato flopped onto his back, face screwed up at the light of the Gods above – the Order of Knight’s piercing glare momentarily pinning him to the cobbles like a doomed moth.


Irato winced and stared at the constellation above, far brighter than the lesser stars of the further night sky. There were four in a diamond shape around a fifth ; Shield, Knight’s ever-steady protector. He paused to blink away the dark ethereal shapes that danced before his eyes and realised coils of cloud covered three constellations in the Order of Knight. What remained were Shield, the twin pistols of Lord Knight and the scales of Lawbringer.


A cold-hearted divination, that one, he thought drunkenly, Lady Pity hides her eyes and the bastards in her Order come out to play. Not the omen I’d like right now.


 He struggled to his feet, trying to cradle a damaged arm with one that hurt only marginally less. He stood low, hunched over and knees bent while he tried to outlast a bout of dizziness. He was a heavily-built man, of average height but appearing larger because of his broad limbs and a startling speed of movement. Right now he felt feeble and insubstantial, all that speed turned to sluggish inertia.


The clink of glass fragments sounded inordinately loud in the deserted night-time street as they cascaded off his body. Irato blinked around at the buildings surrounding him ; by the decorations he could tell he was not yet out of House Dragon’s district of the Imperial City. The last drips of the night’s rain fell from gutter heads shaped like that nation’s ubiquitous emblem. If he had made it to the Harbour Warrant they would be curved crests of waves instead – symbols of the Vesis and Darch merchant house who held the Imperial warrant for that district, rather than the noble House Dragon, but he had fallen short of his goal.


He shuffled forward a few steps to test his balance, feebly brushing the last of the broken glass from his body and glad his leather armour had at least protected him from that. A fragment of memory came back to him ; his coat snagging and tearing open, the glass vials spilling out like bloodless guts. He hissed in pain and tried to make sense of his memories.


Did something hit me ? Was it the fox-spirits ? Did Shield himself reach down from the heavens ?


Irato took another few steps until he was in the shadows of the building ahead, out of Shield’s starlight. He had never seen a God descend from the heavens – they rarely noticed the actions of one man and interfered even more rarely – but the fox-spirits had flooded the rooftops with silent signals and daemon-song that even now echoed through Irato’s mind. If Shield had been looking down at the Imperial City, the Ascendant God would have surely heard their fury and hatred.


The ambush was most likely a ploy – they were unlikely to kill him themselves, Irato knew. But they were sly little bastards, these foxes ; they’d happily attract the attention of something he couldn’t handle quite so easily. Some demon of the night, God or Astaren warrior-mage could have heard the clamour resonating out through an unhearing city and come to investigate.


I have to get off the street, he realised. Whether or not something had been called by the foxes, he didn’t want to find out. And of course, given what he’d just inhaled, time was running out anyway.


Scouting desperately around, Irato at last spied a glimmer of hope in the form of lines of light around the shuttered window of a teahouse. It was late in the night and anyone there was surely smoking opium or balese. Irato didn’t give a damn which it proved to be – both would numb the pain of his injuries and he had more than a few streets to travel in a short time. If he passed out, or more than an hour elapsed, it would be all over.


That’s not going to happen, Irato told himself. There’s a cure, I still have time.


He remembered his mentor’s voice describing just what would take place, accompanied as always by the scents of aniseed and honey that had been ever-present in the man’s study. The old doctor had been an exacting master, but scrupulously fair to each of his protégés. Irato found himself drifting into the warmth of fond memories before he caught himself.


Knowing how much it would hurt, Irato shook his head as hard as he could to clear his thoughts.


Wake up, you bastard. You let yourself drift off again, it’s all over.


He headed for the teahouse, reaching behind his back with his right hand to try and free one of his hatchets. A band of pain clamped around his stiffening wrist ; not broken, he guessed, but it wouldn’t be much use and he gave up the effort to unhook it. His heart drummed a fearful tattoo in his chest as he reached the window. He was an easy target to anything that found him out there. Even a common thief was a danger now. Normally, Irato wouldn’t break a sweat if attacked, the Blessings imbued by his mentor’s spells had seen to that, but this wasn’t a normal evening.


A dull pain was building in his head, his thoughts clouded by dizziness from his fall. It felt like his skull was cracked and the numbing chill of night was slowly seeping into his head. Any sort of blow or stumble could see him collapse and once down he knew he wouldn’t be getting up. Even if something did, it wouldn’t be him any more ; of that, his mentor had been chillingly clear.


With skin darker than most natives of the Imperial City, jet-black hair and hooded eyes, few guessed his heritage correctly and Irato had lied about it so often even he found the truth rang false when spoken. A chill ran through him as he imagined that truth being lost to him.


He reached the window and listened a while, trying to peer through the cracks but able to see nothing of the inside. Wincing, Irato drew a knife with painful care and listened again, hoping to catch any small sound that might tell him if the room was empty or its occupants were still conscious. A tiny noise came from somewhere on the other side, perhaps a floorboard as someone shifted their weight slightly. Irato began to ease backwards and raise his knife.


He never even saw the shutter move. Light exploded across his eyes as it struck his head and smashed him backwards. The ground disappeared from behind him and the light faded to nothing as he fell. Blackness enveloped him and went on for ever.


Investigator Narin leaned cautiously out of the window, stave at the ready. There was a big man wearing black crumpled on the ground outside, a long-knife visible at his side.


‘Who is it ?’ Lady Kine whispered from behind him.


Narin raised a cautioning hand and she fell silent while he checked left and right down the street. It was empty, but the starlight illuminated a glittering trail of glass fragments and some fallen slates further down the road. He returned his attention to the supine man. He appeared unconscious and Narin didn’t doubt it was true. He’d kicked the shutter open as hard as he could and, from the cut to the man’s forehead, had caught him square on.


Narin peered closer. There were several scrapes on his forehead, one of which had bled down to his chin. He turned and motioned to Kine that she should stay silent. The dark-skinned woman nodded, lips pursed and hands pressed protectively to her belly. The green kohl around her eyes had smeared and he’d knocked one of the white combs in her hair loose so a trail of dark hair hung down to her shoulder. The ache in his heart intensified ; a bitter-sweet mix of joy, fear and longing, but a cool breath of wind from the street returned Narin’s thoughts to the man he’d injured.


He wore black leather armour underneath a ragged grey cloak. More glass remained on the man’s chest ; there were lines scored in his armour and tears in the cloak, while his left arm lay at an awkward angle. Narin grimaced. In his fear, he’d lashed out – thinking someone was spying on them – but this man could just as easily have been looking for help.


He picked his way over the window sill, stave still ready to deflect any attack, and looked toward the fallen tiles. He couldn’t hear anyone coming to investigate yet, but it was crucial Kine was not seen with him.


A small sound came from inside the teahouse. He turned and saw Kine beckoning frantically so he hopped back through the window and returned to her.


‘What’s happening ?’ Kine whispered in a pleading voice. As she spoke she tugged the ivory cinch of her cord belt tight. Having also realised the danger, Kine had wasted no time in pulling on her long coat, ready to leave. Sinuous wyverns were embroidered in blue down the left-hand side, the sign of her House.


‘I’m not sure.’ He glanced back towards the unconscious man. ‘I think he’s a thief, or a goshe maybe.’


‘Goshe ? You think he’s an assassin ?’


Narin took hold of her arms and brought the small woman close to his face. ‘Don’t worry ; no one’s going to hurt you.’


‘What if he knows ?’ she insisted, eyes wide with terror. Against her dark skin the whites of her eyes were even more startling, her fear even more pronounced. ‘What if he’s sent someone to kill us ?’


‘Then they’ve lost the element of surprise,’ Narin said calmly, ‘and have backed off. Otherwise they’d be in the room by now. I think he was just crossing the streets by rooftop and fell – he’s nothing to do with us. All that talk about the goshe being assassins is only rumour ; the Lawbringers have found no evidence of anything like that. And anyway, your husband wouldn’t be hiring an assassin – that would mean trusting low-caste outsiders when he’s got loyal men in his own household.’


Kine opened her mouth to argue, but couldn’t seem to find the words so he ran a reverential finger down the side of her ebony cheek, catching the errant trail of hair in his fingers and tucking it behind her ear.


‘You need to go,’ Narin urged, kissing her full on the lips and walking her towards the door. ‘Go out the south door, cut down the alley and onto Wyvern’s Walk. I’ll head out into the street and attract the attention of anyone watching.’


‘You’re going to make yourself a target ?’


He forced a smile for her and gestured at his pale grey jacket and trousers. The badge on his breast was the only adornment, but it spoke volumes to every citizen of the Empire ; an upright spear before a yellow sun casting two rays down to the ground. The sun was the Emperor’s own symbol ; coupled with a spear it showed him to be an Investigator of the Lawbringers, the body which technically ruled the streets of the Imperial City.


‘There’s a man injured in the street – injured by my actions. I have to see to him, but I’m an Investigator of the Imperial House so I’m hiding in plain sight.’


He opened the door for her and hugged her tight. ‘Please, Kine, go now. I’ll write to you soon.’ He hesitated and kissed her again, one hand reverentially brushing her belly. ‘I … I don’t have the words for … but I love you. I’m sorry it’s happened this way and …’


The words dried in his throat and he found himself just gaping at Kine, breathing the sweet faint scent of her perfume and feeling her tremble under his hands.


‘I know,’ she said in a small voice, ‘it’s a shock. I’ve put us both in danger with my carelessness.’


He wrapped his arms around her, this time his smile entirely genuine. ‘We were both careless,’ he breathed, lips brushing hers, ‘and still I couldn’t be happier.’


‘What if he finds out ? He will find out, he must ! I cannot get rid of it ; I’d rather die myself than kill our baby.’ There was a sudden fire in her eyes that made Narin hold her even tighter.


‘That won’t happen,’ he said firmly, ‘I need time to think of a plan, but I’d never ask that. I couldn’t …’ He shook his head. ‘We must have a few weeks before he finds out you’re pregnant, no ? So we have a while.’ He released her reluctantly. ‘Now go. I will see you soon, my love, I promise.’


Kine nodded, biting back the tears that threatened and kissing his hand once before she fled. He shut the door behind her and extinguished the lamps before heading back to the window. The man was still unconscious, so Narin stepped over the sill and closed the shutters behind him. He crouched to check the man for a pulse, suddenly afraid he had killed him with the solid wooden shutter.


‘Thank Pity,’ he breathed when at last he felt one, slow but regular.


Narin glanced up at the stars. He wasn’t much for religion, but right now he was more than willing to bow his head, two fingers touched to his forehead, towards the occluded constellation of the Ascendant Goddess, Lady Pity. He cast around at the other stars to get his bearings. Taking a step out from under the eaves of the teahouse to look east, where the nearer Ascendants in the Order of Empress would be visible, it was Lord Thief, not Healer, that he could make out.


Narin looked down at the goshe, trying to think. He had an obligation to help the man no matter what the circumstances, of that he was very aware. His father had been a merchant’s clerk and a timid man, but he’d revered the Lawbringers and Narin had grown up with the oaths hanging on the wall of their home. Long before his parents had died and he’d become a novice to the Palace of Law, Narin had been able to recite them by heart.


 ‘Thief, eh ? Maybe that’s a better Ascendant to be looking down on this goshe anyway,’ he muttered.


 ‘In that, you are correct,’ called a deep voice from a way down the street.


Narin yelped and whirled around. His hands moved automatically, bringing his stave up to the guard position before he even saw the threat. The Investigator hesitated as no attack came. All he could see was a bearded man ten yards off, but one who’d appeared silently and now stood in the middle of the street watching him.


‘Who are you ?’ Narin demanded, moving away from the injured man to give himself space if an attack came. The tip of the stave he kept in line with the stranger’s face, but it was the dark corners of the street he was more concerned with.


‘I have many names,’ the stranger said, not moving. ‘I think you’ll be able to guess one at least.’


Narin stopped and gave the man his full attention. He was big, extremely big in fact – a few inches taller than Narin but vastly broader. His face was tanned and weathered ; darker than a local’s, with a long neat beard of black curls that suggested southern origin, House Redearth or somewhere within its hegemony of lesser House-states. The man had long hair drawn back like a nobleman’s and the cut of his white clothes suggested warrior caste, but he wore no sword or pistol – nor was there a badge of House visible on his clothes. Instead, there was only a black spiral embroidered on the left-hand side of his coat, studded with glinting crystals, the pattern continuing seamlessly down an ornate silver vambrace on his arm.


Narin blinked and looked again at the vambrace. Suddenly the stave felt like lead in his hands. Unable to help himself he glanced up at the constellation directly above.


‘Do not worry, the stars still shine without me,’ the Ascendant God standing before him said in a level tone. ‘You have more pressing concerns right now.’


‘I … ah … Lord Shield ?’


The God inclined his head. ‘Investigator.’


‘But … why … ?’ Narin stopped and turned back to the unconscious man with dread slithering down his spine. ‘Ah, who is … ? Oh Empress, have mercy !’


‘Investigator,’ Shield said sternly, ‘don’t be so foolish. My Brother-under-Knight would be most displeased in his servant.’


Narin turned cautiously around. The street remained dark and empty. ‘Is … ah, is Lord Lawbringer here too ?’


‘No, nor any other. That is a man at your feet, just a man.’ Shield took a step forward, head slightly tilted to one side as though listening to a voice on the wind. ‘You have inconvenienced me, Investigator.’


‘What ? Ah, I mean, I’m sorry, Lord Shield.’ Narin gaped for a moment, then checked himself and dropped to one knee. ‘I did not realise.’


‘Clearly.’


Head bowed, Narin waited. The cool night air prickled on his exposed neck and he started to feel terribly vulnerable. Just as he was about to ask what he’d done, Shield made up the ground between them in the blink of an eye. Gasping, Narin fell back, barely keeping a grip on his stave as he scrambled to recover himself.


‘That man was a thief, I believe,’ Shield said distantly, eyes fixed on the black-clad goshe.


Another blurring movement brought him to the man’s side and he knelt, touching one finger to the man’s injured temple and a second over a closed eye. The God bowed his head in concentration and Narin saw pale light glow from his half-shut eyes. It lasted just a few moments then Shield withdrew his hand and straightened, giving Narin an appraising look.


‘A thief of what, however, I do not know,’ Shield continued eventually. ‘I had hoped the rat would return to its lair to lick its wounds, but then you got in the way, Investigator.’


‘You threw him from the roof ?’ Narin asked in astonishment. It had to be a miracle the man was even alive after such a fall – that he would be able to walk home even less likely.


Shield tilted his head to look at the damaged roof. ‘He is hardier than he appears,’ the God said by way of reply. ‘Unfortunately, only in body.’


‘But he’s alive ; you can still question him when he wakes !’


Lord Shield gave him a look that froze him to the spot. ‘Your intervention has precluded that.’


‘You can’t heal his injuries ?’


The God turned to the goshe. He reached out again and brushed his fingers over the man’s head injury, then tapped twice against his chest. ‘Some. Not everything can be undone.’


He stood and gazed down at Narin, who had recovered himself and knelt again. Shield’s stare was unblinking. Narin flinched under the intense scrutiny, though there was no anger in that look. If the God felt any emotion, he betrayed nothing.


‘This is a problem for you, Investigator,’ Shield added gravely.


Narin’s guts went cold. ‘My … my apologies, Lord Shield, I thought he was spying on me.’


‘Why would he spy on you ?’


‘I, ah, I do not know.’


A massive hand reached down and took hold of Narin’s tunic. Shield lifted him to his feet with no appreciable effort, his expression grave. ‘I choose to forget you lied to me there. Try again.’


Narin gaped – his mind blank until a tiny light flickered in the recesses of Shield’s eyes and startled him into life again. ‘I’m sorry, Lord – I meant only to protect another.’


‘I can keep a secret, unless you think to protect them from me ?’


‘No ! No, of course not. I was meeting someone ; she ah, she gave me some news.’


Shield bared his teeth in what Narin hoped was a grin. ‘Husband found out ?’


The Investigator’s heart gave a lurch. For the hundredth time he wanted to rap his knuckles against his forehead.


What sort of a fool falls in love with a noblewoman ? A married noblewoman ? A married noblewoman of House Wyvern, second only to its cousin House Dragon in its obsession with honour ?


‘Close enough. How did you … ?’ he asked weakly.


‘I still remember mortal life.’


Narin lowered his eyes. Lord Shield, carried dying into the heavens by his lord, the Ascendant God Knight, to serve him there as he had in life.


‘Of course, I’m sorry. Ah, why have I inconvenienced you, Lord Shield ? Surely he will wake still ?’


‘He will wake.’


‘Can’t you interrogate him then ? He won’t be able to lie to you either.’


Again the distant light flashed, white-green in the blackness of the Ascendant God’s pupils, and Narin felt it like tiny claws brushing his mind. He winced at the sensation and Shield released him. Narin sagged with relief and staggered back a step before catching his balance.


‘It would be of no use,’ Shield said slowly. ‘Tell me, Investigator, your oaths – you have a duty to any you harm or place in danger, no ?’


Narin’s mouth fell open as the memory of his father’s stitched wall-hanging appeared in his memory. The words were etched into his heart ; the first he’d learned to read, long before Narin could fully understand what they stood for.


‘I – yes.’


‘Then you bear a duty to this man and a debt to me for your interference.’ Shield gestured to the goshe on the ground. ‘You will make amends.’


‘How ?’ Narin asked in a hoarse whisper.


‘You will investigate,’ Shield said simply. ‘This man carries secrets with him, secrets he cannot now tell. You will find them out or you will die in the attempt, do you understand me ?’


Narin found himself unable to speak. Only a tiny wheeze escaped his throat. The moments ticked by, the crisp salty air caressed his cheek and still he did not reply. With an effort he managed to nod, realising his hands were shaking as he did so.


‘Good. Once you know this man’s secrets, you will answer me this – who is the moon ?’


Narin blinked. ‘Who … ?’


The words died in his throat as Shield vanished from sight. Narin reeled as though struck around the head, black stars bursting before his eyes. The night seemed to have twisted and snapped like a hungry creature, enveloping the Ascendant God and leaving no sign he had even been there before.


A voice echoed down the empty street. He didn’t hear the words, but it stirred him into action all the same. An Investigator of the Imperial House he might be, but Narin still didn’t want to have to answer any questions about why he was out here all alone with an injured goshe.


 ‘Who is the moon ? What in Lady Pity’s name does that mean ?’ Narin muttered in disbelief. ‘What have I got myself into ?’


He looked around at the dark, still streets. The faint scent of wood smoke mingled with the ever-present salty tang of the sea. The breeze was light, brushing unhurried across his cheek. He stared at the empty cobbled ground where Lord Shield had stood and tried to work out what had happened. Foreboding was a cold weight in his gut, despite the mild night air.


The city seemed to stop around him, silent and harmonious while he alone struggled. For a man used to solitude, Narin suddenly felt more alone than ever before. The weight of all he’d learned tonight pressed down as though the light of the stars themselves had him snared in a web. Narin bowed his head and closed his eyes briefly. Kine’s smiling face came easily into his mind ; her dark skin fading into the shadows, her beauty like a fire’s warmth against his skin.


He opened his eyes and looked down at the unconscious man. The goshe was dark-haired and tanned of skin, with scars on his face and faint stubble on his cheeks. What House he belonged to, Narin couldn’t tell. The Imperial City included districts ruled by each of the ten Great Houses – once just extended noble families, now synonymous with the nations they ruled. Public thoroughfares under the rule of the Lawbringers cut through each district, but beyond those the Emperor’s law was always in competition with the Great House who claimed sovereignty there.


‘You’re obviously not House Dragon or any House under it,’ Narin said to the goshe, ‘but looking at you I can’t fit your heritage to any House I know.’


The Imperial City had spent five hundred years under the stewardship of House Dragon, a hegemony that ruled its own nation and those of the lesser Houses under it. Thickset, black-skinned Dragons were a common sight on these streets, as were their lesser cousins, House Wyvern, to which Kine belonged. The other states within Dragon’s domain maintained less of a presence in the Imperial City, but Narin had seen enough of each to at least know a Darkcloud citizen from a Smoke. Beyond that, there were so many shades and tints of skin and eyes in the city that most were as impossible to discern as the dark Dragons or near-albino Leviathans were obvious.


‘So what do I do now ?’ he asked the man at his feet. Narin shook his head in disbelief and almost smiled. ‘I’ve no idea – what would Lawbringer Rhe do ? What would Enchei do ?’


That last thought seemed to trigger something inside him and he stirred into action. ‘Enchei’d just deal with it as though nothing strange had happened,’ he said with a sigh as he knelt and hauled the goshe into a seating position.


‘Come to think of it, this is all the old man’s fault anyway.’ He ducked his head under the goshe’s arm and manoeuvred him until he was draped over his back.


‘All Enchei’s fault,’ Narin repeated as he tried to stand. ‘Stars in heaven you’re heavy !’ he gasped, wavering and almost dropping back down to the ground.


The goshe was a dead weight on his shoulders, all hard muscle and bone. Crab-like, Narin hauled the man over to the window sill and grabbed hold of it to drag himself up. For a moment his knees wavered before he at last straightened them with a gasp.


‘Damn you, Enchei,’ he continued through gritted teeth. ‘If I’d never met you I’d not be in love with another man’s wife. Not be dragging this Gods-cursed lump home for reasons that’ll probably get me killed – if my friend doesn’t find out about me and his wife first.’


The layout of the city unfolded in his mind, a broken wheel of streets and districts that followed the curve of the Crescent River around the Imperial Island. Narin’s home was on the near-side of the island, between the Tier Bridge and the vast Imperial Palace, but he would have to cross a lot of ground to get there.


‘The Harbour Warrant,’ Narin said to the weight on his shoulder, ‘That’s just a few streets away. I’ll take you there and find a patrol to help me. Lord Shield, if you’re looking down, steer me clear of House Dragon’s soldiers or I’ll never get him out.’


He started off across the street, staggering to the nearest alley to be swallowed up by the shadows there. Something pattered down onto his feet as he went. He looked down and saw the sparkle of glass fragments glint in the starlight.


‘Who is the moon ?’ he repeated under his breath. ‘What sort of a question is that ?’


Under the glare of Shield’s starlight he didn’t dare voice his thoughts entirely out loud. The God might still be watching him, might even be listening to anything he said.


The High Gods and their Ascendants had not figured largely in Narin’s life. There were traditions and rituals he knew as well as most in the Empire of a Hundred Houses, but the Lawbringers were the religion his father had taught him ; the ideals they stood for and the order they had brought.


‘When has the moon been anyone ?’ he wondered as he turned a corner and shifted the goshe to a more comfortable position. ‘The moon’s a lump in the sky where no God lives, and a Great House far to the west. Moon’s water is a drink I could do with a few of right now, but it’s no man or woman I ever heard of.’


The night seemed to grow colder, his breath casting clouds of vapour before him as the effort of carrying the man increased with every step.


‘I’m dead then,’ Narin muttered miserably. ‘Dead and buried one way or the other.’


Scowling, he shook his head and plodded on, trying to focus on his anger rather than the strain on his back.


‘I’ll be dead,’ he continued to the uncaring night, ‘and Enchei won’t have a friend in the world again. That might shut the bastard up for a while at least. Should’ve thought of it sooner really.’









Chapter 2


In his dreams Narin walks home through the streets of the Cas Tere Warrant alongside a man he hardly knows. A tattooist of the Imperial House called Enchei Jen, he is a grey-haired man once of House Falcon, foremost of House Eagle’s subordinate nations. Narin has been surprised how quickly he has warmed to the man since they first met, just a few weeks before. Enchei’s ready smile and mocking humour reminds Narin of the bullies he endured during his years in the novice dormitories, but somehow he senses no malice in the man – only a quiet strength and peace Narin instinctively envies.


His arms ache from the effort of two hours’ hurling a leather ball with all his strength, only to see it batted back or deftly deflected away. They have played dachan once before so Narin is not surprised he has lost to a man two decades his elder. His thigh also hurts ; a straight blow from the fist-sized ball that hadn’t seemed intentional until Enchei had cheered the strike.


It is late in the evening, but the air is still sticky and warm. The summer afternoon heat is too fierce to play in so they played in the hours before sunset, then ate at a strange back-street eatery serving racks of griddled prawns. Narin carries his dachan stick in hands stained yellow by his food and they talk of inconsequential things, ambling along as men do after a good meal.


Crossing the Fett Canal into the Tale Warrant, they pause to admire the lanterns strung along the bridges and shopfronts even at that late hour – white, red and purple. The purple lanterns hang outside teahouses where men and women alike sit on the wooden decks and smoke cigars or pipes of balese, while inside the opium users have likely crawled onto a pallet to sleep and dream.


Tale is quiet this late. The occasional burst of noise comes from a tavern or gaming den, but nothing that Narin feels he should investigate. Moths and tiny flying lizards dance in the bright starlight of the Gods on a cloudless night. The entire Order of Shaman is displayed in all its glory, the stars of each distinct constellation seeming to cast a purer light than the aged moon.


They turn a corner and stumble to a halt. There is a body on the floor before them. It takes Narin a moment to fully comprehend the sight after a convivial evening, fatigue and wine both dulling his thoughts. Then the black pool of blood and brutal gash in the dead man’s neck snap into focus – as do the long braids of hair and white embossed holster that marks him as a warrior caste of House Wyvern.


At last he looks up and sees more dead men, two in labourer’s clothes and three more of the warrior caste. He is astonished by the sight ; the idea that trained warriors could be cut down by so few lower castes surprises him as much as the sight of slaughter.


The starlight shines down on a strange tableau in the middle of the street. Propped up against a stone water-trough is a nobleman, trousers cut away and lying in tatters around his ankles. Bent over him is a scarred man with a bloodied knife, while around him five others are frozen by the sudden appearance of Narin and Enchei.


Then the spell is broken and they surge forward together. Narin feels a cold knot of fear in the pit of his stomach, realising his Investigator uniform will serve as no defence here. He hurls his dachan stick over-arm at the nearest, causing the man to throw his arms up to protect his face. It gives Narin just a moment’s respite, but long enough for him to pull his stave from behind his back.


A darkened blur flashes across his view. His placid companion has not needed to think, has experienced no moment of uncertainty and fear – he has simply acted. He watches Enchei in the staccato movement of dreams, leaping towards the dead House soldier and rolling across the fallen man. Narin doesn’t even see him pull the pistol from its sheath. One moment Enchei is diving, the next he is crouching with one arm extended.


The crack of gunpowder breaks the quiet – the dirty yellow muzzle-flash casts a sudden light over their attackers, illuminating bloodied knives and cleavers. A man falls, one side of his face torn open by the shot, and the rest hesitate, realising they have left the prohibited weapons alone after killing their owners. One looks down for the body of the nearest soldier and Narin lashes out, hammering his stave into the man’s shoulder.


Enchei drives forward, dachan stick in hand. With the same casual flick that had the beating of Narin earlier, he shatters a man’s jaw. In the next movement he kicks forward to catch another in the midriff. As Narin readies for a second strike, Enchei spins and deflects a wildly-swinging cleaver. The weapon flies away and the butt of Enchei’s stick is driven into the owner’s throat.


Another lunges and Narin dodges, turning the movement into a shattering blow. Before the man he kicked can recover Enchei has made up the ground between them, striking down at the man’s head. Narin sees blood fly like a soul escaping and the man is dead before he hits the ground.


The man Narin hit staggers towards Enchei, weapon abandoned and clutching his shoulder. Enchei senses the movement and strikes as he turns, a near-perfect horizontal sword-stroke that the assassin never sees coming. Soon he joins his comrade lying supine and pawing feebly at a shattered throat. Enchei glances around and sees only the dying. He abandons his stick and runs to the humbled nobleman, assessing his wound then tearing away a piece of his shirt to staunch the blood.


‘Thank the Gods you came, Investigator,’ Enchei says in a strangely level tone – not even needing to pause for breath. ‘You’ve saved the life of a Wyvern lord.’


‘No,’ Narin finds himself saying feebly, still stunned by the deaths happening around him. ‘No, it wasn’t me.’


‘Of course it was,’ Enchei says, turning to look at Narin. Over many such dreams his eyes have become black and empty in Narin’s memory. ‘You saved this man’s life. Who else could it have been ?’


‘Emari ! Emari ?’


Kesh put her head around the door and surveyed the empty hall beyond. A long wooden table occupied the centre, over which hung a wide wrought-iron chandelier. The bright morning light streamed in through the open shutters off to her right, showing Kesh the chandelier had fresh candles in at least, though the floor remained unswept. The young woman paused to listen, head tilted to one side, but there were no sounds of sweeping from elsewhere in the boarding house either.


‘Honestly, that girl,’ Kesh said with a small smile. ‘Give her one job she finds boring and suddenly she’s as flighty as a butterfly. Lord Monk give me patience !’


Her eyes twitched to the left as she spoke, instinctively looking towards the grey sweep of the temple’s concave roof as she invoked its Ascendant God.


A muscular woman of twenty with a sailor’s tan and long plaited hair, Kesh stepped inside the doorway, brandishing her rug beater.


‘Emari ?’ Kesh shouted again, ‘I’m not so tired I can’t swing this a few more times !’


There was no response from the house beyond. Kesh gave a tut of annoyance and returned to the warm sunshine outside, as aware as Emari that her threat was empty until their mother, Teike, returned. Though the woman loved her adopted daughter no less than Kesh, she had fewer qualms about smacking Emari’s nut-brown behind if she slacked in her duties.


There was no one else in the house ; each of their five lodgers was out at work and Kesh was unmarried, having been promised to a young man who’d drowned alongside her father several years back.


The slow, sonorous clang of the wreck buoy beyond the harbour wall carried up to her on the breeze. From where Kesh had laid out the rugs, she could see its red-painted flanks bobbing on the tide. Further out, past the limits of the Harbour Warrant’s authority, floated the threatening shape of a House Eagle warship.


Kesh frowned at the sleek warship before returning to her work. It had been there for a week now, not interfering with trade yet, but a silent threat that the harbour folk recognised well enough. With a shake of the head she attacked the rugs again, hammering away with the beater until her arm was near-shaking with fatigue, then moving on to the next after a gulp of lukewarm yellow tea.


A smile appeared on Kesh’s lips as she took a second swallow. The spring sun was warm on her shoulders, the breeze coming in off the sea clean and salty. On such a day she could only enjoy the exercise as she put the strength of her thick arms to work. The courtyard faced south, catching the morning sun and affording her a fine view of the harbour’s three main wharves. The nearer two were long, wooden affairs for the fishing fleet and trading cutters that plied the Horn Coast – while the furthest was the old stone deep-water dock for ships ranging all across the Inner Sea and beyond.


Kesh crossed the courtyard and hopped up a few makeshift steps until she could look over the perimeter wall. Their house was on an outcrop that loomed above the road leading to the nearer docks ; a district of taverns and cramped markets that had been Kesh’s whole life until her father died. From there she could see the glazed blue tiles of the fishermen’s market and glimpse piles of yellow cockles gathered from the sandflats off the coast.


‘A good crop,’ Kesh muttered, looking around the various stalls for her mother. ‘Let’s hope Mother thinks so and brings a bag home.’


She sat on the top of the wall, brushing her fingers over the yellow petals of a flowering gull’s foot as she listened to the clatter and voices of the harbour. When she had gone away to sea to cover the last seasons of her father’s bond to the Vesis and Darch merchant house, which controlled the harbour and much of the shipping that used it, this view had been what Kesh had missed. The breeze over the wildflowers, the cries of gulls and the bustle of busy lives – not the unearthly sight of the Imperial Palace or the ice-white roofs of Coldcliffs to the east. As arresting as those enormous, ancient structures were, they never changed. The harbour was man-made and ugly to some, but it lived and breathed in a way the places of the old ones didn’t.


She returned to her work and finished the last few rugs before hauling the pile up onto her shoulder and returning inside. There was still no sound of activity from her little sister so Kesh dumped the rugs over her father’s chair at the head of the table and headed through to the corridor beyond.


‘Emari,’ she called ahead, ‘Mother won’t be long coming back.’


‘Kesh, come look,’ came Emari’s reply at last. ‘Come look at this !’


She followed her sister’s voice through to the stairs that ran up the centre of the house. Emari was sitting on the windowsill on the second floor, her favourite place to watch the busy streets of the Harbour Warrant and marvel at the Imperial Palace on its distant island hilltop. The street curved around the outcrop of their house so from that window Emari could see a hundred yards down the warrant’s public thoroughfare with the Palace rising behind. Today however, Emari was looking up towards the roof.


‘What have you found, little one ?’ Kesh asked, slipping an arm around her sister’s skinny shoulders. Emari was a bundle of scrawny arms and legs ; still of that awkward age where her body didn’t quite seem to fit together yet.


Emari turned to face her, big black eyes wide and questioning. ‘There’s a rope on the house.’


‘A rope ?’ Kesh laughed. ‘What do you mean ?’


She leaned out across the little girl. As she looked up, a seagull on the roof just above them cried loudly, making Kesh jump in surprise. Emari below her dissolved into giggles, prompting Kesh to laugh and tickle her sister into submission before again looking out. It seemed Emari was right ; there was a cable attached to the apex of their roof which ran taut across the street to the tavern there.


‘So there is,’ Kesh mused, ‘painted grey too – to blend in with the sky maybe ?’


‘Why’s it there ?’


‘I don’t know,’ she said with a shake of the head.


Kesh ushered her sister off the window sill and stood where Emari had been. After a few seasons on a merchant ship she had no fears about clambering around an open window and levered herself almost entirely out to inspect the cable more closely. Reaching up she could just about grab it and an experimental tug told her the cable was securely fastened to the main beam of the roof, tied with a knot that wasn’t meant to be undone easily.


‘Maybe this is what Master Greycloud heard a few days back,’ she called down to Emari. ‘Remember he complained about a cat or something making a noise on the roof ? That’s his room right there.’


Emari nodded, hands clasped together in delight. ‘It was someone tying the rope on ! But who ? Oh ! It could be Master Shadow ; I told you he was an Astaren !’


Kesh tutted at her sister. ‘Don’t be so silly, and don’t say such things where the guests might hear you, Master Shadow in particular. He’s not the sort to take kindly to idle gossip about him. As for this, I think it’s a thief’s road – an escape route over the rooftops.’


‘Really ?’ Emari squealed. ‘What sort of thief ?’


‘I don’t know !’ Kesh clambered down again. ‘How would I know that ? All I’m saying is everyone knows thieves use the rooftops to keep off the streets when the fog comes, but this road’s too wide for anyone to jump. You can get all the way to Dragon District from the tavern, but you can’t cross this road easily because we’re on the public thoroughfare – it has to be wide enough for nobles of different houses to pass without starting an argument.’


‘The thieves run across it ?’


‘No, but I used a cable like that a thousand times on board the Piper’s Lament. You hang under it by your hands and feet, and crawl like a monkey underneath. Even at night I’d be across in no time and ready to cut the cable if anyone tried to follow.’


‘Or a goshe !’ Emari gasped. ‘A goshe could run across and anyone following would fall !’


‘Not at night,’ Kesh said dismissively. ‘You’d need eyesight like a cat to see it on the run and balance better than the best-trained goshe could have.’


‘Do you think Master Shadow is a goshe, Kesh ?’


She ruffled Emari’s tangled dark curls. ‘How should I know, little one ? But it’s not polite to ask ; some people don’t like the goshe and might take offence. He carries himself like a fighter – I bet you he’s good too – but he’s not warrior caste, that’s for certain. Most likely he trains at a Shure, yes.’


‘He is goshe ! I’m sure I’ve seen him dressed like one, all in black. Do we like the goshe, Kesh ?’


‘Of course ! Whatever folk whisper about them, they cured your fever when you first came to live here, remember ?’


‘So why don’t others like them ?’


‘Money and tradition mostly,’ Kesh said with a sigh. ‘Some members bequeath their money to the Shure they trained at rather than their relatives and high-castes don’t much like low-castes being taught to fight at all. ’


‘So Master Shadow might take it as an insult if I asked him ?’


Kesh shrugged. ‘All I’m saying is think before you speak, understand me ? Don’t ask such things of folk you don’t know. If it turns out they’re warrior caste, you might get a slap for the insult.’


‘Or Master Shadow might turn out to be an assassin and kill us in the night to protect his secrets,’ Emari said gravely.


‘No ! Pity’s light ! Have you been listening to old man Pethein again ?’ Kesh demanded, wagging a finger in Emari’s face. ‘I’ve told you not to loiter in the tavern once they’ve got stuck in for the evening. Next time I think you have been, I’ll slap the brown off your legs, hear me ?’


‘Yes, Kesh,’ Emari replied in a quiet voice. ‘Sorry, Kesh.’


She grabbed the little girl and hugged her. ‘I know you are, but you’ve got to be more careful round these parts. Sailors come from all over and get troublesome when they’re out drinking. You keep clear after dark, you hear me ?’


‘I will,’ Emari promised.


The girl fell silent for a while, her lips pursed as she thought. Kesh saw she wanted to ask something, but the little girl was trying to be mindful of what she’d just been told about thinking before she spoke. It was enough to make the older sister laugh, but she fought the urge. Emari tended to blurt out every thought that crossed her mind ; it would be good for her to start controlling that before she got much older.


‘Kesh ?’ Emari eventually said in a small voice.


‘Yes, little one ?’


‘Is there going to be a war ?’


‘Between the Houses ?’


Emari nodded.


‘Well, I don’t rightly know,’ Kesh said, kneeling on the landing to look Emari in the eye.


When they’d taken Emari in, her father a shipmate of Kesh’s father, Kesh had promised herself she’d never lie to her new sister. Something about hearing their neighbours tell Emari her father had sailed off with the Gods had jarred with Kesh. The Empire was not a happy place to live in sometimes, and Emari needed to know what it was really like without fearing it.


‘The Houses like to fight,’ she said by way of explanation, ‘it’s what noble folk do a lot of the time. If you’re high-caste you’re not allowed to work or learn a trade – House soldiers are warriors trained from birth to do that job alone. Now it might be that Eagle and Dragon end up fighting, but the Harbour Warrant isn’t controlled by either and they have to respect the Emperor’s domains – otherwise the other Houses would step in against them.’


‘Master Steelfin said House Eagle could attack the harbour all the same, block us off so we can’t fish or trade.’


‘Pah, Master Steelfin’s a stupid old man,’ Kesh said quietly, ‘and he knows little more about the Empire than I do. If they do blockade us, it won’t be for long. The warriors have their own code for fighting ; they’re only allowed to kill other warriors. The Gods say it’s a sin to kill someone of a low caste – as you’d remember if you came to temple a little more often.’


‘Doesn’t stop them all, mind,’ called a voice from the bottom of the stairs.


Kesh turned to see her mother, Teike, leaning against the banister post and looking up at them, a wicker basket full of food slung over her shoulder.


‘But don’t you worry about the Eagles, my girl. It’d embarrass House Dragon if the city began to starve and Dragons don’t like losing face.’


Teike slipped her scarf off her head and brushed her hair back away from her face. Once order was restored again she nodded towards the common room, one eyebrow raised. ‘If you don’t hop to your sweeping however, you might have me to fear !’


Emari gave a squawk and jumped up, clattering down the stairs and barely stopping for a kiss on her forehead on the way. Teike smiled after her and beckoned Kesh down also.


‘Help me with the shopping ?’


Kesh pulled the load from her mother’s shoulder. ‘Emari’s seen a rope attached to the roof, it looks like a thief’s run.’


Teike made a dismissive face. ‘Tell her to look out for Master Shadow, not thieves. The man promised to give me the next week’s board by yesterday and has yet to show his face.’


‘He must have left very early this morning,’ Kesh said, ‘or he didn’t get in last night. I was up with the dawn and heard no one before you.’


Her mother scowled. ‘I knew he was going to be trouble, that one. Too full of himself was Master Tokene Shadow, all but propositioned me his first night here. I’ve seen his type before ; in debt or in trouble, and either way he’ll cost me money.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Kesh said as she headed for the kitchen, ‘his sea-chest is still in his room ; he’d have to be dead not to come back for that. It’s not like he’d just forget it.’


‘Well, boy, I’m inclined to agree.’


Narin narrowed his eyes at the older man. Enchei sat back and looked down at the long-knife in his hands. It was a street fighter’s weapon, not a soldier’s, yet it couldn’t have looked more natural in the man’s callused hands. Enchei tucked a stray trail of grey hair behind his scarred left ear and returned the weapon to the pile at his feet.


In front of him was the half-naked body of the goshe, still unconscious. The man was bound to a makeshift bed, ankles tied to the frame Narin had dragged out of his bedroom and a sheet wrapped across his chest to pin his bandaged arms. He had no idea if it would hold the man, but he was terrified the goshe would wake and disappear when his back was turned, leaving him to explain that to an angry God.


‘You think the tattoos are fake ?’


Enchei glanced up, a sly smile on his face. ‘I meant you really are buggered.’


Narin sank down in a chair, too deflated for any sort of joking. They were in his assigned quarters in the Imperial District ; a two-room affair on the first floor of an Imperial housing compound. Sunlight streamed in through the open windows, the brightness of spring after a long, damp winter. Enchei took a deep breath of the fresh afternoon air that raced through the quarters. He touched a palm to the injured man’s chest.


‘He’s hot,’ Enchei commented, ‘even in this draught.’


‘Fever ?’


‘Mebbe.’


Narin jumped up again and crossed the room to stand over Enchei. ‘But what about the tattoos ?’


‘Ah yes, the tattoos. Seems your Investigator instincts are gettin’ better.’


‘They’re fakes ? Truly ?’


Enchei squinted up at the younger man, silhouetted against the bright window frame. ‘Aye, they’re fakes.’


‘But how ? Magic ?’


Narin walked back to the table, unable to stay in one spot for long. By contrast Enchei slowly lifted himself up out of his chair and reached for his pipe to fill it.


‘Magic ?’ he said eventually, ‘mebbe.’


He jammed the pipe in one corner of his mouth and shrugged off his long leather coat. The old man wore it most of the year round ; it put Narin in mind of a fussy little boy the way he always kept the coat to hand, even on warm days.


Enchei had re-stitched the lining with dozens of patches ; some sort of protective charms, Narin guessed. Feeling like a child himself, he’d once sneaked a feel of the coat. Each closed pocket seemed to contain some sort of coarse powder or soil rather than padding.


Enchei draped his coat over an armchair and went to the iron stove in the far corner to fetch an ember for his pipe. Once it was lit he returned to the goshe, again picking up the long-knife in a way that looked as if it was more out of habit than for any real reason.


His skin was stained with ink from his trade ; blues and reds swirling around his tanned, greyish fingers. After years working as a sanctioned tattooist – in an Empire where every man, woman and child were marked with their caste and House – it was a mark of honour, one that showed his experience.


Like many looking for a fresh start in life, Enchei had joined the House of the Sun rather than been born into it. Every noble House had authority over its subjects ; to leave your nation of birth and join another would have been unthinkable before the power and domain of the Imperial House became more than nominal – before the Emperor’s authority had been changed from temporal to spiritual. Even now the act was not to be taken lightly. It meant placing oneself at the whims and greed of officials, but Enchei had a skill that was always in demand and little interest in advancement.


‘However they faked it,’ Narin continued at last, ‘that detail alone is enough of a scandal. The temples have been looking for an excuse for years to go after the goshe order, half the entire Empire’s warrior caste too. Treating all their members as equals is enough provocation, but changing the caste tattoos too …’ Narin shook his head. ‘They’ll see it as great a threat to the Empire as any merchant house manufacturing guns. Stars above, there are Shure training houses in every city you could name – the goshe order is probably bigger than any one merchant house !’


‘Quite a step from here to there,’ Enchei pointed out, ‘so I don’t reckon that’s your first concern. More likely it’s professional killers learning their skills from the goshe and you’ve pursued assassins before.’


‘Wish it was as simple as that.’


‘Aye, Lord Shield spoke to you. That’s interesting right enough. Bet you he didn’t bring up the tattoos though.’


‘I think Shield threw him from a damn roof !’ Narin hissed, trying not to shout in his alarm. ‘What in the name of Pity’s tears have I got caught up in ?’


Enchei puffed on his pipe, frowning. ‘Something, that’s for sure. Remember those spirit traps I set in the summer ?’


‘Spirit traps ? You mean those bloody bone charms I helped you hide ? I remember coming a hair’s breadth from falling off a bloody roof and you laughing about it. You told me they were protective wards.’


Enchei grinned briefly. ‘Aye, I did, didn’t I ? Well they’re there ta keep me safe, sure enough.’ His hand went to the fetish at his neck, an animal bone of some sort. ‘Anyways, they trap spirits ; knot ’em up good for a few hours they will, but they’ll also catch echoes.’


‘Echoes ? Echoes of what ?’ Narin demanded, startled that the spirit traps had been anything more than heathen superstition.


Enchei claimed to hail from the north-east, some obscure region of House Falcon’s sovereign land no one had ever been to. Narin knew such remote parts were of little interest to the ruling lords, so old superstitions and shaman magic quietly survived in the shadows. Compared to the Gods-fearing folk of the Imperial City, Enchei looked eccentric and anachronistic with his pagan trappings, but Narin had always assumed it was just a facade.


‘Calls, screams, warnings ; depends, really. What’s important is this – one o’ my spirit traps caught the echo of something big and noisy. My guess is that was your little encounter.’


‘Big and noisy ? Like a man falling off a roof ?’


Enchei waved dismissively. ‘Don’t be daft, nothing like that. It was nothing you’d hear yourself, but if this one’s not just some simple goshe, it’d have startled the shit out of him. Mebbe enough to make him lose his footing and fall – certainly enough to attract the attention of any nasty that happened to be in the area.’


‘Like a God ?’ Narin asked, already knowing the answer.


The old man nodded. ‘Shield was in ascendancy last night, no ? If he was looking down at the city, he’d have heard it, along with any spirit or demon in the vicinity. My spirit-traps can only tell me there were screams in the night, not what they said. Lord Shield would’ve heard it all clear as day.’


‘Shield asked me a question – “who is the moon ?” – he expects me to investigate this goshe and find the answer.’


‘So he don’t know what’s going on most likely, just caught a fragment of the screams and hopes you can provide him with a few pieces of the puzzle. Not good that a God’s involved, but it could be worse.’


‘Worse ?’ Narin exclaimed. ‘How, exactly ?’


The older man shrugged. ‘There ain’t a God at the heart of it. Shield’s late to the game and just taking an interest because he’s a God and can stick his nose wherever he damn-well wants. If this was his game though, or another God’s, you’d be more buggered than you know. As it is you’ve got a divine charge and mebbe even an ally if it all goes to shit. Not the finest hand a man ever got dealt, but not certain death either.’


Narin scowled as he recognised the truth in Enchei’s words and bent over the goshe. The man’s face was a little darker than Narin’s own, his stubble and hair almost black while his features were small and surprisingly neat, considering his fighter’s build. The man was heavily muscled, marked with more than a dozen scars in addition to a mass of bruises from the previous night. Narin had dragged a bonesetter he knew out of bed to tend him. The man had been furious at being woken so early in the morning only to discover no obviously broken bones – the result of Shield’s intervention, Narin guessed. All the same the bonesetter had wrapped the goshe’s left arm, ribs and right wrist and stitched the cut on his forehead.


On the goshe’s right shoulder were symbols tattooed in black, something required of every citizen of the Empire, but these ones had troubled Narin. He hadn’t been able to explain to Enchei exactly why that had been, but the two were close friends and Enchei had been happy to indulge a hunch.


‘House Shadow,’ Narin read, ‘military service, craftsman caste. No goshe mark, but I don’t think they all do that anyway.’


‘He look Shadow ta you ?’ Enchei asked.


‘I don’t know. You don’t exactly get many of them round here.’


The old man shook his head at his friend’s ignorance. ‘Well fortunately for you, one of us has left this bloody city and seen something o’ the Empire. Travelled a ways through Kettekast and can’t say I’d have guessed he was a Shadow.’


Kettekast was the sovereign land of House Moon – one of the Empire’s ten noble Great Houses that ruled the known world. Within that domain lay House Shadow’s own lands, a subordinate nation but Narin couldn’t remember exactly where it lay. Most maps of the Empire he’d seen only marked the domains of the ten Great Houses and tiny Imperial warrants granted to merchant houses. Everything was secondary to the Great House hegemonies and for outsiders the details mattered little.


‘It’s hardly proof the tattoos are fakes,’ Narin said.


‘No, what makes the tattoo a fake is that I say so. It’s a good one, would fool more’n a few tattooists I reckon, but it’s not old enough to be the one he got as a child.’


‘I don’t buy the military service either,’ Narin added, ‘doesn’t seem to fit him.’


‘No ? Big man with scars in the military – not beyond the realms of possibility ?’


Narin shook his head. ‘The goshe use physical training to purify the mind, the Shure teaching martial arts anyway. It’s all about enlightenment through perfecting skills, even at free hospitals the basic idea remains the same. They’re also Shure, just teaching medicine instead.’ He pointed at the thick slabs of muscle on the goshe’s arms and chest. ‘A man this size, taught to seek perfection in the martial arts ? Doesn’t strike me as someone not to be noticed and promoted. He’s a few years older than me so must have served a full term, and if he was an idiot it’s unlikely he’d be caught up in something Lord Shield would take interest in, certainly not on a solo mission.’


Enchei nodded. ‘And there’re no scars on his back, so a bad attitude wasn’t holding him back.’


‘Do you … do you think he could be an Astaren ?’ Narin asked quietly.


In spite of everything, saying the word sparked a flicker of excitement inside him. The Imperial City was a sheltered world to grow up in and the House of the Sun’s elite Astaren warrior-mages had been obliterated centuries ago along with its warrior caste. Like the rest of the city, everything Narin knew of the Astaren came through rumour and myth. A secret kept even from the lords and generals of their own Houses, the Astaren were warrior-mages who formed the secret core of each army, performed the impossible and answered only to the Gods.


Enchei puffed out his cheeks and frowned at the goshe. His curled greying eyebrows twitched as he thought, absent-mindedly twisting the bone fetish around his neck through his fingers.


‘Doubt it. They’d probably have tracked you down by now if you had one of their own,’ he said eventually. ‘Let’s hope he ain’t, eh ? Near enough the games of Gods in terms of us getting out alive.’


Narin let out a deep sigh and nodded his agreement. Normal folk getting caught up in the machinations of the Astaren rarely fared well and it was one additional complication he didn’t need.


‘Quite a night you had, then,’ Enchei commented. To the older man’s astonishment, his idle comment seemed to deflate Narin completely. The Investigator’s head dropped and he dropped back into a chair and slumped.


‘Stars above, what’s come over you ?’ the old man exclaimed. ‘Don’t tell me you argued with that girl of yours ? That’s where you found him, right ? Out seeing Kine ?’


Narin shook his head miserably. ‘If only we had argued,’ he admitted.


The Investigator fell silent, unwilling to say more. Enchei was his closest friend and the only other who knew of Narin’s relationship with Kine, but somehow he feared to speak the words in the light of day. The idea of children had been a small fantasy they had each mentioned on occasion over the last year ; wilfully dreaming of a life they’d never have. While it remained just between him and Kine, it wasn’t quite real yet – but telling another would make it so.


‘Well, spit it out, boy. It’s because of me the two of you met ; reckon I feel some sort of responsibility.’


Enchei stood and headed around the makeshift bed Narin had set up. He put a hand on Narin’s shoulder and bent down until the Investigator met his arresting, cobalt-blue gaze.


‘Better we hadn’t met I think,’ Narin sighed.


Enchei made a disgusted sound and stepped back. ‘You say that again and I’ll smack you round the head. I ain’t saying it’s the best way of falling in love, her being married to a Wyvern nobleman and all, but we all get dealt a shitty hand sometimes. I could’ve picked life to go a better way too.’


‘You don’t understand,’ Narin insisted, ‘Enchei, she’s pregnant.’


The older man stopped mid-reply. ‘Pregnant ? Ah. That could prove inconvenient.’ He scratched his jaw and held up a finger like a schoolmaster waiting for his pupil’s attention. ‘Now I know I’m old and forgetful, but when you saved that nobleman’s life like the hero you are, hadn’t they just cut his balls off ?’


Narin groaned and pressed his fingers against his temple. ‘What was I thinking ? As soon as she starts to show, he’ll know she’s taken a lover and have her killed !’ His voice became panicked at the very thought of it, his heartbeat jumping rapidly though he couldn’t even find the strength to rise.


‘Don’t be so foolish,’ Enchei said in a sharp tone, ‘it’s not so drastic as that.’


‘What ? The man’s been castrated ! He knows he’s not going to be the father, how long before he works out it’s me ?’


‘Hah, Lord Cail Vanden Wyvern ? For a man of the noble caste, he’s a spineless bureaucrat and not the cleverest either. I’d be surprised if he got that far in nine months – which is, by the way, how long you’ve got to find a solution.’


‘He’ll know long before then !’ Narin protested, only for Enchei to dismissively wave his words away.


‘That there’s a child coming, sure, but the man’s not going to announce to the whole of House Wyvern he’s been cuckolded, is he ? Remind me why he thinks you’re the greatest Investigator of all time ?’


‘Ah, because you saved him from assassins and made me take all the credit ?’


Enchei wagged a finger in Narin’s face. ‘Try again.’


‘What ? What are you talking about ?’


‘Poor Kine, the child’s likely to be simple,’ Enchei sighed, shaking his head theatrically. ‘Saving his life was one thing, but covering up the fact his balls got cut off for not paying a gambling debt ? That’s what made you the shining sun of the whole Imperial House, in Vanden’s eyes.’


Narin was so bemused he didn’t even bother objecting to Enchei’s irreverent turn of phrase comparing him to the Emperor. The old man had joined the House of the Sun gladly enough, but had only ever managed a sort of gruff affection for their young Emperor descended from Gods.


‘So I helped …’ Suddenly it all fell into place and Narin gasped. ‘Oh for Pity’s sake, I must need more sleep. Of course – it’s the only heir he’ll ever have ! He’ll not endanger that, no matter how angry he is with Kine. It’s not as though he can prove the child isn’t his, someone’ll ask why. He’d most likely take his own life than live with the shame of the truth getting out. Wyvern skin varies quite a lot – might be he can accept the child as his own even if I am the father. Kine’s darker than he is. So what do I do ?’


Enchei looked down at the unconscious goshe beside them. ‘You’ve got more pressing problems, hey ? There’s a God waiting for answers from you and when this one wakes up, my guess is you’ll not have time to worry about Kine for a week or so.’


He headed back over to the stove, beside which he’d deposited a hessian bag. From the bag he pulled a clay wine bottle and several wrapped packets which were each set out in an orderly line. ‘Go find the lovely Sheti, ask her if she wants to eat with us after she’s finished her duties. There was squid and dappled crab at the market today – what I’m planning requires a more appreciative audience than you.’


Narin didn’t move from his seat, watching the man with astonishment. ‘You hear all my problems and all you care about is cooking to impress a widow ?’


‘The best solutions are always found over a meal,’ Enchei said with a flourish of a kitchen knife. ‘Have I taught you nothing these last two years ? If you think it’s just the sum of my wisdom on the dachan court you should be picking up, you’re more simple than any of us are willing to admit.’


‘And what about him ?’ Narin demanded, pointing at the goshe. ‘What do you propose I tell Sheti about him ?’


Enchei shrugged and fished from his bag a knobbly vegetable Narin didn’t recognise. ‘Tell her the truth, or some approximation of it. That woman’s seen life in all its colours and was no fool to start with – plus, she does chores for this whole compound,’ he said, gesturing to the square of housing Narin’s rooms were within.


‘That means not only is she around during your shift hours to keep an eye on him, she also hears gossip from all over the city.’ He smiled and looked up with a comically wistful expression. ‘Us lonely old men love to gossip with a pretty face – and anyways, it’s not as if she’s the only one you’ll have to tell.’


‘What do you mean ?’


Enchei laughed. ‘Investigator Narin Deshar, your life is not your own. You might be the rising star of the Lawbringers, but there’s one star risen higher than yours that you still bow to.’


‘Rhe ?’ Narin said with a sinking feeling. ‘Stars of Heaven, why ?’


‘Aha ! The one and only Lawbringer Rhe,’ Enchei exclaimed, arms raised in theatrical adulation. ‘Scourge of the criminal classes, slayer of generals and insufferable bore. Lawbringer Rhe indeed ; the man under whose tutelage you’ll ascend to the rank of Lawbringer, assuming you don’t get yourself brutally murdered first. The man whose sharp eyes will soon enough notice his protégé’s distracted state and time spent on a side matter – then do what comes naturally to such a sanctimonious, arrogant shit : investigate.’


As the evening light turned the vast white walls of the Imperial Palace golden, Sheti realised she had been lost in the sight and shook herself back to her senses. She set her sewing aside and blinked out through the window at the skyline beyond, breathing in the scents of jasmine and honeysuckle that drifted up from the garden below. Far in the distance, around the towers and sharply peaked roofs of the Palace, long-winged birds turned lazily through the thermals. The day’s warmth remained and when she leaned out over the window to look down at her small corner of the garden, she could hear the contented hum of bees as they attended to the flowers.


It was an indulgence, she knew, to have her part of the communal garden taken up by flowers, but her needs were modest now that family life was behind her. The tall plants and bushes provided a snug, secluded spot in the sun where she could work, partitioned from the rest of the grounds by a prickly hedge the chickens and geese steered clear of. She turned her head right and looked down the length of the communal garden. It was empty of people, but a pair of geese waddled between neat plots of beans and tomatoes, their bamboo frames shaded by lemon trees.


‘My boys are improving,’ she said with a smile. ‘I’ll make peasants of them yet !’


Though she had two grown sons of her own, Sheti had spent almost a decade working in this one Imperial compound for unmarried men. She had moved there soon after her husband’s death and regarded many of the residents with maternal fondness. The Imperial staff who lived there had mostly grown up as orphans within the colleges of their professions. After a childhood in college dormitories and being worked hard from an early age, most were shy of anyone beyond their own small world and so unused to the presence of women they frequently never married.


Even Investigators like Narin, who saw the harsher side of the city, were often as wary as little boys around her. Sheti knew it was only at the urging of his worldly friend, Enchei, that Narin had first invited her to eat with them, more than a year ago now. The invitation was now a regular one and she had found the pair enjoyable company in a way her stern and weary daughters-in-law were not. Spurred on by the occasional invitation to these convivial evenings, others in the compound had tentatively followed suit. Now a growing sense of family was developing ; Sheti playing matriarch to two score men mostly young enough to be her own sons.


Sheti straightened and shook her hair out. Pulling it deftly back she slipped a scarf – black, denoting peasant caste – over her head and tied it underneath her hair in the style of a married woman. She paused and blew a kiss towards a small painting of a young man that hung above the fire. It was a typical sailor’s portrait ; simple and quickly-made, but accurate enough to stir her memory.


The portraits were traditional wedding gifts for the brides of sailors, as so many men were lost to the sea-fogs and rocks of the Inner Sea. She had almost refused it when Oshene had presented the portrait to her, feeling immediately guilty at the idea, but for once he had been insistent. The pain of his loss was dimmed and distant nowadays, but forever present. It remained one of the reasons why she had chosen to work in the compound rather than live with one of her sons.


Only in the quiet moments did she remember him properly, felt him at her side as the bed creaked gently at night or a breeze brushed the sheets. For that ghostly memory she was glad to put up with long hours of work at the compound, cleaning and mending for careless young men, and the twinkling smiles from that aging fool, Enchei.


‘No, he’s no fool that one, my love,’ she said with a wag of one finger towards Oshene’s portrait as though her late husband had spoken through it. ‘However much he plays one, that old boy has us all well worked out.’


She closed the shutters and slipped the latch, gathering up her shawl as she headed towards the door though her journey was as short as could be.


‘No, far from a fool is our Enchei,’ she continued under her breath as she went out into the compound’s courtyard, ‘even if he does like teasing me to the point of getting a smack.’


And there’s the crack in his armour, she added privately. The man might like to argue about the sun and stars given half a chance ; but it’s always with a smile and never a raised voice. That smacks of a man who misses his wife, to my mind. Oshene and I squabbled the same way often enough.


Curtseying with a smile to one of her younger neighbours as he hurried out, tugging his Investigator’s robes straight as he went, Sheti crossed the packed-dirt courtyard and made for the stairway on the other side. She could hear Enchei long before she reached the door, clattering a pan on Narin’s stove while singing in his strange native tongue.


Despite the racket, somehow the tattooist still managed to know she was coming and as Sheti jerked open the door, Enchei stood there with his arms wide in greeting. In his hands were a large knife and a rusty-red crab with long dangling legs.


‘Mistress Sheti !’ Enchei declared with apparent delight, ‘your timing is impeccable as always.’


‘Indeed ? And for what this time ?’ she said with a raised eyebrow at what he held. ‘That crab doesn’t look cooked yet to me.’


She curtseyed briefly to both men despite their friendship, each being of a higher caste. The formality was a reminder to all of them, a polite boundary to their familiarity. Enchei offered a half-bow in return, one that had less to do with caste than theatre, and swept out of her way to deposit the crab on the table. The creature’s claws flopped over the edge, almost pleading for its life as Enchei prepared it for the pot.


‘That it isn’t, but Narin was just contemplating stripping his guest naked and naturally I thought of you.’


Sheti gave a start as Narin rose from the other side of the room. Still in his Investigator’s robes, Narin wore a strangely fearful expression, but any question at that dissipated when she noticed a bandaged man tied to a bed in the corner.


‘What is going on here, Master Narin ?’ Sheti demanded, bewildered by the sight.


‘Official Lawbringer business,’ the younger man said stiffly. ‘I’m not at liberty to tell you everything, Mistress Sheti, but this man will be staying here for a few days.’


‘Official business ?’ she echoed. Sheti blinked and looked from one man to the other. Narin was a handsome young man, well past the age he should be married, but a liar he was not. That, coupled with Enchei’s apparent delight, told her all she needed to know there. ‘Narin, we’re friends, are we not ?’


He hesitated, frozen like a rabbit for a moment before nodding. ‘I think so.’


‘Excellent, so do I,’ she said, advancing a step towards him and nudging the door closed with a flick of her heel. ‘Now please don’t insult your friend and give me an explanation I’m going to believe.’


He deflated almost instantly. ‘Very well, I’m sorry. I’m … I don’t rightly know what’s going on, though.’


‘Give me something,’ she advised.


‘I knocked him out last night, while out seeing a friend. He took me by surprise and I reacted without thinking. He’d fallen from a rooftop and was injured – I think he was being chased by Lord Shield at the time and he’s ordered me to find out who this man is and what he was up to.’


‘Lord Shield ?’ she gasped. ‘You spoke to a God last night ? This is your idea of a more plausible explanation ?’


‘I swear it’s the truth ! I wish I was making it up, but I think I’m in real trouble if I don’t find out what he was doing out on that rooftop.’


Sheti didn’t speak for a while. She approached the bed and looked down at the man. He was asleep or unconscious and half-naked already, a sheet only partially covering his broad chest. The man was older than Narin, but still in the prime of life given his build. The ghost of a black beard lay on his tanned cheeks, while a pile of weapons sat atop some stained black clothes on the other side of the bed.


‘Who is he ?’ she breathed, edging closer.


‘I’ve no idea. That’s what I have to find out.’


‘Is he dangerous ?’


Narin hesitated. ‘He’s a goshe – dressed and armed like an assassin. We have to assume he’s dangerous, but mostly I didn’t want him moving before he woke and I had to leave him alone for half the day.’


‘You honestly spoke to Lord Shield ?’ she said, confusion taking over again. ‘What game is he playing with you – how can you manage anything he cannot ?’


‘It seems Lord Shield doesn’t want to be too actively involved,’ Enchei supplied from behind her. Sheti glanced back to see the man reverse his knife and drive it down through the shell of the crab with a practised movement. ‘He must want Narin to stir up trouble first, see what rises to the top.’


‘And then ?’


Enchei shrugged and turned his attention back to the crab, neatly cracking it open.


‘What are you going to do, Narin ?’


The younger man scowled and gestured to the pile on the other side of the bed. ‘Firstly, go through his belongings. See if there’s anything that might help me.’


She shook her head. ‘First you fetch water and a cloth.’ Sheti sighed and knelt down beside the injured man. ‘I don’t know much about Gods, but I do know about injured men. He needs to be washed ; you don’t leave a man stinking in his own sweat and blood like that.’


As Narin went to fetch a bowl, Sheti started to untie the cord around the unconscious man’s ankles. ‘As for after, how about you just leave a note on your door for him ? When he wakes he can come find me.’


‘I can’t risk him running away !’ Narin protested. ‘He’s probably a fugitive, remember ? The word of a God’s good enough for me—’


‘Then take him to the Palace of Law !’ Sheti interrupted angrily. ‘That’s where you take criminals isn’t it ?’


‘It’s complicated.’


‘Enough to make you act like a fool ?’ She rose and faced Narin. ‘You’ve told me often enough how much of a stickler Lawbringer Rhe is – what would he say about all this ? Would he approve of you confining a man without record or trial ? You are still trying to impress him, aren’t you ? Prove to him you’re worthy of promotion ?’


Narin raised his hands to stop her. ‘I know, I know, but please listen. I have no evidence, no crime under Imperial law, no clue what is going on other than a God giving me orders I don’t understand. I’m going to speak to Rhe tomorrow – tell him everything and ask his advice. You know what he’s like ; Rhe is the most scrupulous and uncompromising Lawbringer in living memory.’


‘So you’ll take his opinion but not mine ?’


‘He’s a Lawbringer,’ Narin protested, ‘my superior and as much an expert in the Emperor’s law as anyone I can trust. I don’t mean it as a slight on you.’


‘Enchei – are you just going to stand there silently and not offer any sort of opinion ? Normally we can hardly hear ourselves think for your thoughts on every subject under the stars.’


The older man looked up. ‘You want me to help persuade him ? Sorry, I’ve never been one for rules and regulations. Anyways, our friend there looks like he’s seen his fair share of trouble. Doubt he’d be so happy if he woke up at the Palace of Law.’


‘So you’re happy to tie him up and keep him hidden ? Let him disappear from the world no matter what he wants or who might be looking for him ? Have you no morals ?’


Enchei grinned. ‘Sold ’em off years ago. Got a good price too.’


‘Now is the time for jokes ?’


He stopped and put down his knife, the smile vanishing from his face. ‘Jokes ? Who says I was joking ? You strip and wash him ; I’ll even help you if you want. You look at the marks on his body and I’ll tell you what most likely caused ’em. That man’s lived a violent life and if he’s goshe he’s probably good at it. Men like that live by different rules and Imperial laws of confinement don’t figure much in them. I doubt he’ll be overly upset by being cared for and hidden for a week, whatever the constraints.’


He walked around her with a grim look on his face and knelt at the goshe’s side. ‘But sure, we could try it your way and worry about Lord Shield later. Gods are notoriously easy to stop when you’ve pissed them off.’


Sheti didn’t reply. After a moment she joined the two men in stripping off the remainder of the stranger’s clothes and sponging the sweat and dried blood off his body. It didn’t take them long, half the job already having been done, and swiftly she saw Enchei was right. The tattoos on the man’s shoulder proclaimed military service, but she doubted all of his injuries had come from that. A life of crime afterwards seemed likely. Gang fights or assassinations she had no way of telling, but this was a lifetime of injuries unless he had been a remarkably inept soldier.


‘Now his belongings,’ Narin declared once they were finished, retrieving the pile from the other side of the bed. Enchei left them to it, returning to his cooking while they picked over each item in turn and looked for clues.


It didn’t take long, everything being plain and unremarkable, but at last they found something tucked into an inside pocket of the man’s tunic – a rough piece of paper with small, neat writing on it. Narin spent a while peering at it then handed it over to Sheti. ‘A list of street names ?’


She didn’t reply immediately. There were numbers on the paper as well, accompanying some but not all of the words, while each string of numbers and words ended in one written just a shade more definitely than the rest.


‘I know some of these streets – Tessail leads off Grand Adahn over in House Dragon’s district. I don’t see where all the numbers fit in though.’


‘Door numbers ?’


She shook her head. ‘Tessail’s a poor street ; I doubt any of the houses will be numbered there. The next words are Cettas Han though, that’s a few streets away from Tessail – they’re not connected.’


‘If you’re following a route, you need to count streets to know when you’re turning,’ Enchei called. ‘Otherwise how do you tell where you’re going ? Half the streets won’t have posted names so you can’t go directly from one to the next.’


‘Does that fit ?’ Narin wondered aloud. He took the paper back and ran his finger along the words, muttering each one under his breath. ‘Ah, I can’t tell, I don’t know these districts well enough to remember.’


Sheti pushed the goshe’s weapons under the narrow bed and stood. ‘There you go then, there’s your evidence. Tell Rhe your story and show him the paper. Between the two of you, you should be able to follow these directions. There are what, four destinations by the looks of it ? Find something to tie them and you might know what you’re involved in. Don’t find something, maybe you stop assuming this man is a dangerous criminal. There are enough disappearances in the Empire without you adding to their numbers.’


Narin looked down again at the paper and nodded briefly. ‘Got to start somewhere, I suppose.’


‘And come and eat your greens, young man,’ Enchei added with a laugh. ‘Your mystery will still be there once we’ve eaten.’









Chapter 3




With the ascension of mortals to the heavens, some hoped the old Gods would simply fade into history or be destroyed. One must now wonder whether the God-Emperor and God-Empress instead felt kinship for beings they would now share eternity with – or more worryingly, they are not strong enough to defeat those we now call demons.


From A History by Ayel Sorote





Cotto padded noiselessly along the peak of the roof until he reached the great clay-brick chimney at its centre. He glanced back and nodded to Shir, watching the small man hop the gap between houses and follow Cotto’s path. The breeze was faint on his skin and a layer of clouds hid all but a glimmer of the moonlight. Despite the dark he could see the lines of the city clearly, each roof and tile outlined in pale starry white. On the streets below was a veil of mist, creeping tendrils enveloping the city’s houses like an octopus’s embrace.


‘No sign ?’ Shir whispered, crouching beside Cotto to present a smaller outline against the sky.


‘Sign of what ?’ Cotto growled back. ‘This is a fool’s errand. What in the seven hells are we likely to find out here ?’


He remained standing, one hand hooked on the hanging jaw of a terracotta dragon’s head that protruded from one corner of the massive chimney. His skin was so dark that the whites of Cotto’s eyes seemed to shine by contrast.


‘Our lost brother !’ Shir insisted. ‘Some clue about what happened to him.’


Cotto scowled. ‘Just shut up,’ he muttered, watching Shir’s jaw clamp shut. He felt a pang of contempt at that, at how obedient the man was. ‘Whatever happened to our brother, he’ll be long gone – dead or alive.’


Little more than dogs, they are, he thought to himself. Starsight’s wasted on them ; they’ll always be less than a normal man. I can hardly see why the Elders bother giving them any of the Blessings – ’cept it means fewer true men like me to give the orders.


He moved around the chimney to look north from where they were, toward the palazzos of the Dragons where lesser men ruled ; his countrymen, who’d likely not even acknowledge his presence except to summon their guards. Blade-like towers reached up into the sky, set with long curves of glass that faintly glowed green or blue. Ancient magic, a jealously guarded secret that illuminated the towers and arches of House Dragon’s district, but mere toys compared to the Blessings Cotto now possessed.


‘Keep moving,’ he muttered, giving the docile Shir a nudge with his boot. ‘We search these streets and return to report.’


They set off at a faster pace, Cotto leading the way along the rooftops of the district’s lower-caste areas. As they went, the city seemed to close in on them ; mist rising up from the Crescent and the sea to fill the streets with a pale, insubstantial blanket even their Starsight could hardly penetrate. They kept to the rooftops, working their way into the corners between buildings and ornate chimneys for their lost brother or a clue to his disappearance.


It was slow going – even with the Cat’s Paw Blessings the Elders had imbued into their muscles to let them walk silently – but they moved steadily down the lines of houses as the night drew on. They paused at a crossroad, peering down at the dirt-packed ground below with wary, unblinking eyes.


All was still, the mist undisturbed by man or beast, God or demon. Over the crossroad stood a grand structure, a four-pillared archway canopied by a shallow roof of red tiles. A black dragon statue stood at the very peak of the roof, facing north-east down the larger of the streets leading away from the crossroad – claws raised and silently roaring a challenge to the cliff-top palazzos of House Eagle.


Cotto was about to leap onto the tiled roof when he heard a faint sound from his companion, a hiss of warning. He froze and heard a click of the tongue come from Shir, then a second. Turning his head slowly, Cotto scanned the street to the right as the signal had told him to. At first he saw nothing, then he noticed a slight disturbance in the white spread of mist on the street below. He shifted his body slightly and felt the reassuring press of a long-knife in its sheath as he watched the mist drift like a lonely spectre.


Something moved in the street, something smaller than a human. Against the mist it was hard to tell what, but Shir had been right to warn him. There was no sound coming from that direction, no pad of feet or panting that might indicate a stray dog. Cotto eased himself back against the peak of the roof and slowly slipped a hand behind his back, reaching for the small crossbow stowed there. With practised fingers he unshipped the weapon and brought it in front of him, ratcheted the string back and locked it into place without taking his eyes off the curls of mist below. It wasn’t a powerful weapon, but if that was a fox in the street, it would be enough to kill it and send any demon inhabiting its body fleeing.


He eased a bolt into the trace and paused, weapon ready to aim. Through the mist he saw a small shape, slinking down the side of a building in parallel with them. Not a rat, though demons could use them too, but smaller than a dog for certain. He raised the bow and looked for a shot, drawing in shallow breaths while Shir waited silently behind.


Nothing happened. The fox, or whatever it was, seemed to melt into the night. The layer of mist went undisturbed on the ground ; the street frozen like a sheet of ice. After two dozen breaths, Cotto lowered the bow and turned to Shir.


‘Did you see it ?’ he whispered.


The small man with greyish skin opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.


Cotto frowned and waited a heartbeat longer before his senses screamed in panic. Light burst all around him and a clap of thunder seemed to burst in his head as a fox screamed just behind Shir. The smaller man jerked and juddered, looking pleadingly at Cotto for help, but he was already scrambling out of the way. Cotto fired the crossbow and the bolt cut a trail of white through the night sky as a narrow vulpine head appeared over the crest of the roof. He hurled the spent bow at it, but the fox dodged with unnatural speed and shrieked again.


This time he felt it, the demon touch they had all been warned about. It drove into his ears like a stiletto. Searing pain and a cacophony of sound filled his head, causing Cotto to lurch on the shallow slope of the roof. Somehow he found his hand around his long-knife and he tore it from the sheath, slashing wildly towards the fox but catching nothing. At the back of his mind, against the mess of noise crashing on his ears, came a second sound, the long deep note of a tolling bell.


Cotto gasped with relief and fought for balance, swinging his knife wildly as he sought purchase underfoot. The clatter of the demon touch dimmed, eclipsed by that sonorous peal rising from inside him – another Blessing, this one buried deep within his mind to combat the chattering voices of demons. The fox vanished from sight but Cotto kept moving, desperately seeking an escape route. Shir was still slumped against the roof, his jaw working as though still trying to warn Cotto, but his limbs were frozen in place.


Venom, Cotto realised, he’s gone.


He ran to the edge of the roof, intent on jumping to the grand arch. Before he could leap, something struck him in the side and spun him around. Cotto was thrown from his feet, sliding and scrambling down the shallow roof. Knife abandoned, he flailed for purchase and after a moment of panic found the ornate cornice at the edge of the roof. The muscles of his wrist screamed as his weight pressed down on it, but he managed to fight the pain and hold himself long enough to twist and plant a foot.


He looked up and saw a nightmare staring back. Four angular limbs held it steady at the peak of the roof while a mass of eyes fluttered and twitched madly on its misshapen head. Cotto flapped at his knife sheaths for a moment before tugging a slim blade free. As he hurled it the demon darted to one side and then it was on him. The forelegs slammed into his body and Cotto felt its claws bite flesh. Only his raised forearm prevented the demon from burying grey fangs into his face and still he cried out as the force of the bite crushed his arm.


Cotto struck back with a closed fist, the steel knuckles of his gloves crashing into the side of the demon’s head, but it was like punching stone. The demon jerked sideways and hurled him back up towards the peak of the roof, pouncing after him like a striking spider and biting down again. This time it tore through the leather spaulder and down into his shoulder. Cotto had drawn a knife by then and hacked at one of the limbs pinning him. The blade scraped down the limb, tearing through velvet-black skin before catching and digging into bone or chitin.


The demon ignored the injury and used a free limb to drive Cotto onto his blade-arm, pinning the weapon while it tore at his armour. This time it found a vulnerable point under his arm and ripped at the flesh. Cotto howled, then screamed as the demon slammed a clawed limb into the wound and snapped the ribs below. Pain flooded his body. Cotto felt the strength drain from his limbs as the demon hooked multi-jointed limbs around his shoulders and pinned his arms back, turning him face-up to stare at the uncaring clouds above.


The fox appeared again, a malevolent arrowhead against the darkened sky. Its pale pelt faded to black around narrow eyes in which Cotto could see jerky, twisting bluish light. The air around it flickered and shuddered, lambent and ghostly. Pinpricks of white light burst before his eyes, jagged shapes that hinted at a huge hunched wolf looming over him. The fox advanced and screamed again, needle-sharp teeth showing as the sound ripped into Cotto’s mind and he howled with it. The phantom wolf lunged at the same time and he felt its teeth scrape down his belly, his muscles shrieking as the crackling maw bit down. Again the peal of the bell rose up unbidden from the depths of his memory, but this time the fox was undeterred.


A second cry burst Cotto’s eardrums. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the fox as it came close enough to sink those slender teeth into his face. Pale light thrashed like a storm all around it as the white wolf continued its assault, tearing underneath his leather armour. He tried to free his arms, but the misshaped demon was far stronger, its grip unbreakable. Inhuman voices screamed through his head and the tolling bell became increasingly distant. The bursts of light in its eyes intensified and Cotto felt a searing pain in his own as he tried to hide from the light, but he couldn’t move. The fox’s eyes blazed bright and—


Without warning the demon was thrown to one side, almost spun around by the force of a crossbow bolt tearing into its gut. It screeched and turned to flee, the wolf collapsing into eddies that folded back into the fox. Over the far side of the roof appeared a black, expressionless face. For a moment Cotto felt a fresh pang of fear, seeing only unnatural, inhuman lines of brow and jaw. Then he realised it was a mask as the figure slammed a slim axe into the fox’s neck. There was great spurt of blood and the fox’s head tumbled while the wolf-spirit seemed to explode and evaporate into nothingness.


The monster holding Cotto released its grip and scrambled to attack. Before it could, another black-masked goshe appeared and hooked one of its legs, dragging the demon off-balance before chopping into its shoulder joint with a second axe. The demon threw itself around, driving up with lightning speed to claw at its attacker, but somehow the goshe was faster. It deflected the limb and whirled around with the grace of a dancer – slashing at the demon’s bulbous body as it went, before hooking another limb and dragging it close once more.


The demon lurched unsteadily towards it, but this time the goshe drove in to meet it and smashed a lightning-wreathed fist into the snagged limb like a hammer. A cracking sound cut through the night and the demon yowled, but then the first goshe was on it and hacking down at its head. Both struck in quick succession and the creature spasmed and fell limp.
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