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Midnight lowered his hand and said, “We are the one who waits in the darkest shadows.”


Though he’d sobered up remarkably in the last few moments, Siyon was still entirely too drunk to make sense of that. “Well,” he said, trying to keep up, “you can go back and keep waiting.”


A frown creased down between Midnight’s fine-drawn brows. “Keep waiting? For what? The awakening is upon us. Can you not feel the quickening? Can you not see the rising tide? Can you not hear her calling in your dreams? You may wait, but she will not. We will not!”


His voice was suddenly enormous, ringing from the alley walls, setting nearby dogs to barking.


It rattled Siyon’s bones, but when he tried to clap his hands over his ears, suddenly Midnight was holding them, right in front of Siyon and staring into his face.


“You must come. It is your purpose and mine. We are but servants. Call, and I will come.”


He pressed Siyon’s hands together, with something small, and hard, and wickedly spiked between the palms.


Siyon winced, pulled against his grip—


And bounced off the alley wall, no one holding him.


No one here at all.










Praise for
Notorious Sorcerer



“Very rarely do I read a fantasy city so wondrously realized as Bezim. From the razor-sharp social climbing to the glimmering alchemist’s library to the hidden realms beneath it all, I loved getting lost in this dazzling debut”


Shannon Chakraborty, author of The City of Brass


“A delightful and fast-paced ride full of flashy swordplay, high society, and thrilling magic. Reading Notorious Sorcerer made me feel like I was ten years old again and discovering adventure fantasy for the first time. Sheer glorious fun!”


Freya Marske, author of A Marvellous Light


“A brilliant alchemical recipe! Notorious Sorcerer is a delicious mélange of my favorite things, remixing historical magic with class consciousness. I couldn’t put it down”


Olivia Atwater, author of Half a Soul


“[An] energetic epic fantasy debut . . . The witty prose, endearing characters, and sense of playful whimsy throughout keep the pages turning. This is a charmer.”


Publishers Weekly


“Notorious Sorcerer feels like a dream you don’t want to wake from, with beautiful and broken people chasing elusive magic along a knife’s edge in a beautiful and broken city. I devoured it and I want more!”


Melissa Caruso, author of The Tethered Mage


“A real delight, with compelling characters and wonderful world-building that sucks the reader in and keeps them engaged from beginning to end”


Mike Brooks, author of The Black Coast


“Davinia Evans’ debut fantasy deploys genre tropes with delirious glee and builds a rich and fascinating world readers will be eager to return to”


BookPage


“If you like a healthy dollop of rollicking fun with your epic fantasy, this is the book for you”


Megan Bannen, author of
The Undertaking of Hart and Mercy


“A firework of a fantasy novel: vibrant, explosive, deliciously dangerous, and impossibly fun. A must-read debut”


Tasha Suri, author of The Jasmine Throne









 


BY DAVINIA EVANS


The Burnished City


Notorious Sorcerer


Shadow Baron










[image: Illustration]










ORBIT


First published in Great Britain in 2023 by Orbit


Copyright © 2023 by Davinia Evans


Excerpt from The Hexologists by Josiah Bancroft


Copyright © 2023 by Josiah Bancroft


Map by Sámhlaoch Swords


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-0-356-51870-1


Orbit


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.orbitbooks.net









 


In memory of Catherine; we miss you so much





[image: Illustration]









Contents


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Epilogue


Acknowledgements


About the Author










CHAPTER 1



[image: Illustration]


The clerk at the front desk of the inquisitors’ wing of the Palace of Justice eyed Siyon with a grumpy resignation that filled him with satisfaction about how he was living his life.


“We’re not holding anyone on sorcery charges.”


She was so sulky that Siyon couldn’t resist propping an elbow on the counter and giving her a grin. “Yeah, but you’d say that even if you were.” Her eyes widened in glorious outrage, but he was actually here for a reason, so Siyon snipped the line on her ire before she could reel it all the way in. “I’m here to see Olenka; is she about?”


The clerk sniffed. “Wait here, and I’ll see if Sergeant White is available to speak with you.”


The benches that lined the waiting area were still masterworks of discomfort, but at least no one else seemed to recognise him. Probably weren’t expecting the Sorcerer Velo to have the freckles and reddish hair of a Dockside mongrel; everyone knew he was noble and grand and flamboyantly dressed.


Siyon had slung that old purple coat of Nihath’s into a cupboard and happily forgotten which one.


Nearly two months had passed since the exciting events of the summer—when Enkin Danelani, son of the prefect, was saved from the ravages of a harpy (or so the story went) and Siyon Velo had . . .


Well, the stories never agreed on quite what Siyon Velo had done, but clearly it had been thrilling, and dashing, and entirely aboveboard because the Council now recognised him as the Sorcerer. Even if he’d apparently brought a demon into the Mundane, it was fine, because he had her bound to his every whim.


The first time Laxmi had heard that, she’d laughed so hard she melted into oily shadow.


Very little of the breathless gossip bore much of a resemblance to what Siyon remembered happening. He wished he’d merely snapped his fingers to summon the other Powers to parlay, instead of cutting a gate to the void between planes with a kitchen knife and his own desperation.


He wished he hadn’t fallen through that gate holding Izmirlian Hisarani, his fatally wounded love, in his arms.


He wished . . .


It hardly mattered, did it? Wishes weren’t worth much.


No one here looked twice at him, just an unshaven lout who slumped in a corner and stretched out his long legs, crossing scuffed boots at the ankle. Siyon rubbed at the headache that loitered behind his left eye like an alley cat waiting to pounce. Part lack of sleep, with his dreams dark and strange these days. Part too much reading, but he still had so much knowledge to catch up on, and no idea where the real answers might be when the wisdom of the vaunted Kolah Negedi had been proven . . . incomplete.


Mostly, though, the headache was the fault of the planar emanations.


They’d started the moment Siyon had stepped back out of the void—or rather, been hauled out by Zagiri. Energy skittering and skewing all around him, in bright swirls of Aethyreal mist, sharp and shooting Empyreal sparks, sinuous eddies and coiling smears of the Abyss. Every bloody movement echoed queasily in Siyon’s vision.


At the time, he’d thought it the aftereffects of what had happened. Of what he’d done. Of becoming the Power of the Mundane.


But it hadn’t gone away. Even here in the inquisitors’ waiting room, Empyreal gold frosted the wall with stiff righteousness, and knots of Abyss and Aethyr tangled in the white-knuckled fingers of those waiting on news of their loved ones . . . or perhaps their partners in crime. Was that twist of purple and green worry, or guilt?


If Siyon knew that—if he knew even a little more about what he was seeing, or why—he’d feel a lot better about a great many things. What all this meant. What it was for. What he was supposed to be doing.


He was the Power of the Mundane . . . and he still didn’t have a clue.


Someone kicked his ankle, and Siyon jerked upright. Had he nearly fallen asleep? When had his eyes closed?


He blinked up into a hawk-sharp face, haloed by a frizz of dirty blonde curls limned by lantern light. “I should let the desk clerk arrest you for slandering the inquisitors,” Olenka said, looking down on him like an angel from on high. Apt, since she’d once been one, before she fell into the Mundane. “The harpy’s a bad influence on you.”


“I’m offended you think I need help,” Siyon retorted. As he levered creakily up to his feet, he added, “Sergeant White?”


She snorted. “They wanted another name on the paperwork. I didn’t think any of my others would really be suitable.” Now Siyon was extremely curious about Empyreal naming conventions, but she just said “Come on” and strode away.


He needed her help, so he scurried along after her, which he regretted when she ushered him brusquely into an empty interview room. The furniture was stark and clean and tidy, but there were all sorts of unpleasant memories skittering around the bare, unsympathetic corners.


“I’d rather not—” Siyon tried to slide right back out again, but Olenka shut the door and stood against it with her arms crossed like she was barring the way to something she disapproved of. “Don’t want your friends to see you with me?” Siyon quipped, perching on the corner of the interrogation table. He wasn’t taking the victim’s chair, no thanks. But then he realised—the name, this secrecy . . . “None of them know what you are, do they?”


Siyon supposed he couldn’t blame her. Given that her colleagues worked in the branch of the inquisitors that policed the practice of alchemy, they might have thorny opinions about sharing a desk with a fallen denizen of another plane. And that whole branch had enough problems, with one of their star captains—and Olenka’s former boss—now banished from their ranks in disgrace.


Sometimes Siyon wondered what had become of Vartan Xhanari ... but he didn’t wonder too hard. Especially not when he was sitting in a room much like the one where Xhanari had threatened him with the executioner’s poison. Not when he still heard in his nightmares the rattle of Izmirlian’s breath around the crossbow bolt Xhanari had put in his throat.


Xhanari had sent him a letter, soon after everything had happened. It might have contained an apology. Siyon hadn’t read it. He’d set fire to it and let Laxmi make tea from the ashes.


Here and now, Olenka—now a sergeant in her own right—entirely ignored his questions. “Don’t you have work you should be doing?”


Once upon a time, work for Siyon had meant carving a gate and throwing himself into another plane in search of the sort of bits and pieces an alchemist might pay him for, while dodging the attentions of the native monsters and beings . . . like Olenka. She’d once tried to sever the tether holding him to the Mundane with her broadsword.


Strange that he sort of missed it. At least his problems had been simple ones. Occasionally six feet long and on fire, but simple.


“That’s actually why I’m here,” he said. “You mentioned that the inqs might be less nervous—and less confrontational—if they weren’t worried that I might turn them into frogs.”


“Frogs did not come into it,” Olenka corrected stonily.


Siyon ignored her; that hardly seemed an important detail. “So I’ve been trying to imbue a nullification into the silver of your badges—”


Her snort interrupted him. “How’s that working out for you?”


Siyon was starting to think it might be impossible, actually. He’d even discussed it with Nihath Joddani, who had been known to trade Siyon imbued gemstones, and who would at least talk to Siyon instead of trying to harangue him about how Negedi could be interpreted to suit current events if you turned it upside down and squinted. (Ink and ashes, but Siyon missed Auntie Geryss fiercely some days.)


But none of that was the point right now. “But then I thought, your dowsing rods have a certain nullifying effect, right? That’s what they’re for. So could I take a quick squiz at one?”


Olenka sighed and rubbed at her face, like she had the twin sibling of Siyon’s headache (which was still there, prowling around looking for an excuse to sink its claws in). The gust of her exhaled breath billowed a faint shimmer of Empyreal white. “If you’re doing this to get the attention of the Working Group on Oblique Methods—”


“No,” Siyon objected. But his voice sounded sulky and defensive even to his own ears. The Working Group on Oblique Methods was the typically circuitous name of the Council subcommittee responsible for overseeing the practice of alchemy in Bezim.


They’d sent Siyon a letter as well. It had been florid and beautifully ornamented and had thanked him for his service and assured him that they respected his very valuable time too much to ask him to do anything and would, in effect, be having nothing to do with him.


It was the politest and fanciest way Siyon had ever been banned from an establishment. Not that he wanted to spend his time sitting in a meeting of the sorts of azatani who thought squeaking their way through the labyrinthine processes of the Council of Bezim was a riotous good time.


But the governance of Bezim worked through those processes, and those committees. If anything was ever going to change about the parts of alchemy that were still illegal, it would have to start in the Working Group.


So yes, Siyon had sort of hoped that if he could present the inquisitors with an immunity against any untoward effects of stray alchemy, that might suggest that he should be more directly involved in things.


From the flat look Olenka was giving him, that little hope was both transparent and naive. But all she said was: “The dowsing rods are cold-forged star-iron. They’re Mundane—entirely Mundane—which is part of why they react to material of other planes.”


No, dammit, Siyon had been sure he was onto something here. “But couldn’t I just—”


“I assumed,” Olenka said over him, “that you were here for something actually useful, like offering some help with the recent disturbances down in Dockside—”


Siyon’s turn to interrupt right back. “Fuck that,” he said, “you and Dockside are welcome to each other.”


She rolled on without blinking. “—or bringing some insight about our spate of curse reports, or even trying to get involved with the trial of that poor bastard up in courtroom three, but instead—”


Siyon stood up from the edge of the table, a chill down his back like someone had frisked him with a dowsing rod. “What poor bastard? The clerk said you didn’t have anyone on sorcery charges.”


Olenka considered him with her flat grey eyes. “They’re not straight sorcery charges.”


Probably because every time the inqs had brought that charge in the last two months, Siyon had shown up in the courtroom—whether as a called witness or merely an unscheduled ruckus.


Three alchemists had been executed for sorcery during the chaos over the summer—chaos that Siyon had been instrumental in creating. The Margravine Othissa, Talyar the weaver, and a third whose name Siyon had never learned because his family had requested the records be sealed.


No one else was getting executed if he could help it. And he could. The definition of sorcery in the laws of Bezim stated that it was endangering the city through the practice of alchemy.


There was no danger to the city from alchemy, not anymore. Not since Siyon had become the Alchemist, filling a long-vacant gap in the planes and bringing the Mundane back into balance. There couldn’t be another Sundering now. All the alchemists of the Summer Club—all the trusted and educated and legal alchemists—agreed.


The first time a judge had accepted that reasoning and thrown out the case, Siyon had smugly suggested that the law should be changed. Two months now, and it still hadn’t happened. These things, he’d been told, took time. It was (you guessed it) the purview of the Working Group on Oblique Methods.


Meanwhile, the cog-toothed wheels of justice kept turning as they were.


Unless he stuck a wedge in them.


“Velo!” Olenka shouted after him, but Siyon wasn’t waiting. Not when another life might hang in the balance.
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Unlike the dutiful severity of the inquisitors’ annex, the corridors of the Palace of Justice proper were elegantly adorned with gilt-framed paintings and niche-ensconced vases. Even the floor tiling was ornate, to reflect the stately dignity of the azatani government.


Siyon had no dignity. He sprinted down the halls, dodging around startled clerks, leaving objections and ruffled papers in his wake. He turned whichever way looked fancier, until he saw the gold-railed mezzanine overlooking the grand entrance hall.


The magnificently sweeping staircase, curving around the wall beneath the glorious copper dome, was crowded with gossiping groups. Siyon hoisted himself up on the banister and slid down with a merry shout of “Coming through!”


He stumbled upon landing, his breath coming short. A couple of months off running the tiles, and he was already an embarrassment to any bravi tribe. But Siyon pushed on, across the grand mosaic of the entrance hall and down the corridor to the courtrooms. The third set of doors was shut, guarded by a frowning white-sashed steward and a bronze sign reading court in session that sizzled with Empyreal energy.


“I need to get in,” Siyon gasped. “I’m Siyon Velo.”


The steward frowned more deeply. Now Siyon wished he’d brought the purple coat. Hard to summon up the majesty of the Sorcerer Velo when he was heaving for breath.


And then the steward’s face hurriedly cleared, as he lurched into the stiffest pose of being at attention Siyon had ever seen.


A sharp voice behind him said, “What are you doing here? I sent a runner to tell you to stay out of this.”


Siyon winced and turned to face Syrah Danelani, prefect of Bezim. Centre of an officious knot of clerks and helpers, she was a column of gleaming formal white, right down to the pearls braided into the crown of her ink-dark hair—the blindingly pure authority that the azatani of Bezim had grabbed for themselves and run with.


Resisting the urge to rub at his unshaven chin or further ruffle up his hair, Siyon said, “Ah. Must have missed me.”


One of her eyebrows lifted slightly, as if she doubted his answer but wasn’t surprised by the situation. She probably wasn’t; likely they both knew that Siyon would have come running the moment he’d received the message anyway. “You can’t keep doing this,” she said. “There are processes. That’s how stable government works.” But she gestured sharply at the steward. “Well? Open the door.”


The steward leapt to obey. Syrah gestured for Siyon to precede her.


The courtroom was brightly lit with lanterns and even more brightly lit—to Siyon’s sight—with Empyreal zeal. Behind the bench, the magistrate’s white sash gleamed, and there was a nimbus of energy around the grey-uniformed inquisitorial prosecutor, though he developed dark streaks of Abyssal red and green as he caught sight of Siyon and started protesting to the magistrate.


Easier to look at the accused, standing in a white-painted circle. Young, and from the tawny skin tone and high cheekbones probably from somewhere in the Khanate, though more than that was hard to pin down. Possibly this was a belligerent girl, dressed in a tight vest and hardy trousers, or maybe a pretty lad, with hair shaved down to the barest dark fuzz.


The magistrate hammered silence back into the courtroom, enough for Siyon to hear her sigh. “Welcome, Madame Prefect. And Master Velo. Again.”


From behind Siyon, Syrah Danelani said, “Please carry on. I am merely here to observe.”


Siyon wasn’t. He blinked at the magistrate, and maybe he did recognise her through the lingering Empyreal haze. He tried a grin. “Your honour, you know what I’m going to say.”


That there was no charge of sorcery to be answered. That there could be no charge of sorcery—which required not just unlicensed alchemical practice, but risk to the city—when Siyon had rebalanced the planes.


Allegedly. Especially when the world was a roiling soup of coiling planar energy like this, Siyon had his doubts, but it didn’t seem to bother anyone else. As far as the other alchemists were concerned, everything was fine.


The prosecutor shot Siyon an unpleasant little smirk, tugging his grey tunic straight. “Your honour,” he echoed, “as I was saying before this interruption, the accused stands charged with the sorcerous use of foreign magic.”


The what? “That’s impossible.”


The magistrate glanced nervously over Siyon’s shoulder, presumably at the prefect. Merely observing. “Do you know Mayar el-Kartou?”


“Just Mayar,” the accused interjected. They were standing with arms tight-crossed over their leather vest—actually, was that a bravi vest? Siyon’s gaze darted down—no sabre or belt, certainly no badge, but he wouldn’t have wanted to drag his tribe into a courtroom either.


“Never seen ’em before in my life,” Siyon declared, turning back to the magistrate. “But there is no magic; there is only alchemy. And alchemy only works here. So foreign magic isn’t possible.”


“Your honour,” the prosecutor slid in silkily. “Given the tremendous upheavals this man has caused, who is to say any longer what is possible or not?”


Siyon hesitated, caught. He had done the impossible—or what had been considered impossible—more than once in the summer. He’d caught Zagiri, falling from the clock tower. He’d become the Power. And he’d sent Izmirlian Hisarani somewhere else entirely. Though only a handful of people knew about that, and just thinking of it caught the breath in Siyon’s throat.


The magistrate narrowed her eyes. “It hardly matters what is possible outside Bezim when our laws and your remit”—she pointed her mallet at the inquisitor prosecutor—“apply only within the bounds of the city.”


“And the offense occurred within the city,” the prosecutor hurried to say, and flourished a fistful of documents. “I have sworn testimony from a number of accredited practitioners that the effects Mayar el-Kartou was witnessed producing are not alchemically possible without equipment that was nowhere in evidence. Therefore something untoward is afoot.”


Siyon glanced sidelong at the accused again. What had Mayar el-Kartou—just Mayar—been up to?


“Something?” the magistrate repeated, with a little lip purse that might have been distaste. “Superstitions might be running rampant in the city’s alleyways, but if you bring them into my courtroom—”


“Something verified!” The prosecutor brandished the testimony again.


“Something that isn’t alchemy,” Siyon chipped in. After intervening in this many court cases, after doing his reading, after having so many arguments, Siyon knew this particular part of the law as well as the magistrate did. “Not alchemically possible, he said so. Therefore not sorcery.”


The prosecutor scowled like someone had taken away his favourite toy. “The intention of the statute is clearly to—”


“Doesn’t matter,” Siyon interrupted. If he’d learned anything from the past two months of wrangling with this, it was that intention didn’t bail any water. The precise wording—the infinitely argued-over wording—did. “You want to start calling other things sorcery, you’re going to have to change the laws.”


He did grin then, wide and feral. Please, bring the laws up for discussion. Wherever they did it—the Working Group on Oblique Methods, or any other of the infinite labyrinthine committees that made up the working of the government like a school of myriad fish—Siyon would find a way to get at it. He’d find a way, and he’d worry the thing to shreds like a shark with a grudge.


“In the meantime,” the magistrate declared, cheerful as a woman whose morning schedule had magically cleared itself, “I conclude there is no charge of sorcery to be answered by Mayar el-Kartou.”


The courtroom erupted. Siyon hadn’t realised the viewing gallery above—usually sparsely populated—was crowded today. There were a dozen black-clad bravi up there—so just-Mayar was a bravi—and a handful of shabbily dressed folk that he thought might be hedgewizards and other unlicensed alchemists, and there was even a knot of Khanate caravanners, in their vests and trousers and beaded braids.


All of them seemed pretty jubilant about the result.


Over the noise, the prosecutor was shouting, “—other charges can be brought!” And the magistrate was not quite shouting back about reliance on due process and the importance of thorough procedure.


When Siyon glanced back at the accused circle—brimful as a festival cup with questions for Mayar el-Kartou—it was already empty, a flash of black leathers disappearing toward the door.


And Syrah Danelani was in the way of Siyon’s pursuit, with her attendant clerks fanned out behind her. She didn’t precisely look unhappy with how things had turned out, but she also didn’t look all that pleased with Siyon. “This isn’t the best way to go about change,” she told him, quiet beneath the noise of the crowd. “You’re the Power of the Mundane, Velo. You have better things to do with your time.”


“Like what?” Siyon demanded, hoping it sounded more like a challenge than it felt.


He was the Power of the Mundane, and he didn’t know what that meant. He didn’t know what he was for. He didn’t know what he should be doing.


But he could do this. So he would. He’d hammer at the gates until they let him in, if he had to.


The prefect of the city sighed and turned to leave, tossing over her shoulder in parting: “At least get some sleep. You look like shit.”










CHAPTER 2
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Zagiri Savani had been at the hippodrome all afternoon, and she’d yet to see a horse, though apparently the Basilisk team had brought in a new driver from Lyraea, and despite some controversy with his paperwork, he’d been performing magnificently. Just magnificently.


She eased out of yet another conversation—the way Anahid had taught her, with a pleasant smile and a vague do excuse me—and slipped away, eyes scanning the room. It was long, and crowded, and swathed in sparkling little alchemical lanterns and even more sparkling society. Everyone who mattered—the highest tiers of the azatani and those lower with aspirations to rise—was here at the final formal social event of the year.


The hippodrome crowds were a faint and distant roar, and the racing itself unimportant beside the fiercer competitions underway here in the gallery. Refreshment tables ran the entire length of the inner wall, with the platters of delicate little nibbles and bottles of sparkling djinn-wine continually refreshed by the stewards. Along the outer wall, pairs of open doors framed with gauzy curtains let out onto a long balcony. The view was magnificent out there—not so much the nearby markets and bordellos and the Khanate caravanserai as the sight of the city wall rising over the rocky hills, with the domes and towers of Bezim glowing in the afternoon sun.


That autumn sun was still gloriously warm, but very few people were out on the balcony. All the opportunities were in here, and Zagiri was not the only person prowling in pursuit of them.


She slipped between all manner of conversations, keeping a careful ear out, the way Anahid had told her again and again she should. Most of the chatter had to do, one way or another, with the trade and discovery voyages that would soon be setting forth from the harbour, now that the storms of summer were abating. There were complaints about the usual delays and ructions in Dockside, from the workers outfitting the vessels. (Zagiri gathered it was the Laders’ Guild this year that was getting particularly difficult.) More than a few guests were actually buying and selling last-minute shares in various ventures. Even the apparently idle gossip and discussions of Salt Festival plans weren’t really all that frivolous, as families pried at one another’s affairs, seeking any angle that might help them turn a greater profit in the year to come. There was even a knot of hushed debate about the ongoing turmoil in the Northern territories, and whether it might be dying down to the point that trade could be resumed.


Amid all this, there was also the ostensible reason for today’s event. Up and down the gallery, the young azatani women who’d signed up to be sponsors at next year’s Harbour Master’s Ball were adorned by a pale yellow sash.


Zagiri was among them, her sash pinned so ruthlessly straight across her dress that she ran the risk of being stabbed if she turned around too fast. But while the other young ladies were considering the most useful debutantes to sponsor—and possibly even starting to flirt with the marriage offers they could consider after the Ball—Zagiri was stalking a very different prey.


She wanted a clerkship. She wanted a foothold in the Council, just a place to start. A chance to eventually become one of the people who could make—or change—the laws of the city.


A laughably modest ambition, almost flimsy in how small it was. What Zagiri wanted was to never again see the things she had over the summer, when alchemists and provisioners had cowered in the crypt of the Little Bracken safe house, fleeing a sudden crackdown on their illegal but previously tolerated occupations. She wanted the laws changed, the systems changed, the unfairness eradicated . . .


And she could do it. She was azatani after all. She was allowed in those halls and those decisions.


She’d left it far too late, of course. All of the entry positions for this winter had been assigned last autumn, in a rigorous and very competitive process.


All of the entry positions but one.


Or rather, it had been assigned, and it had been taken up a little early, but—or so Zagiri had heard—the young azatan had just been fired in disgrace.


There was a gap. If she was quick and keen, Zagiri could slide right into it. Otherwise, she’d have to wait another year to even get started.


This was far too important to leave anything to chance. So Zagiri had traded bravi favours to learn that the councillor now in need of a clerk was Azatan Palokani; she’d had to throw a duel to one of the Bleeding Dawn, losing flashily and making him look good, and she considered it worth the price. She’d asked her father and cousin for all the details on Palokani’s history, interests, trading concerns. She’d spent days reading up on the jurisdiction of the Domestic Handling Committee, which Palokani was the undersecretary of. (Frankly it sounded unbelievably tedious, all paving and public works and festival planning, but Zagiri wasn’t going to be picky right now.) And Anahid had nudged all her own contacts until she’d managed an introduction to Palokani’s wife, which meant today Zagiri should be able to . . .


Ah, there she was. Anahid was standing in conversation with the Palokanis—the azata in a red headscarf as was her habit. Zagiri’s sister was dressed far less flamboyantly, in a darker shade of the same blue Zagiri was wearing, but Anahid’s ears glittered with elegantly set Northern turquoise baubles that Zagiri knew she’d won at a game of carrick in the Flower district.


She wasn’t sure what she was most proud of Anahid for: playing so well or brazenly wearing her winnings among people who would be scandalised if they knew how she came by them.


Despite that little piece of outrage, Anahid looked utterly immaculate, her face serene and her grooming perfect. But as Zagiri caught her eye, her sister lifted a net-gloved hand to touch at one of her earrings.


That was the signal.


Zagiri moved quickly, grabbing a plate from the refreshments table and loading it briskly. She spotted a couple of young azatans in the crowd, heads close together as they watched the Palokanis closely, but Anahid had them so engaged in animated conversation—bless her—that it would be impolite to interrupt.


Unless you had a way in.


Zagiri detoured around a pair of startlingly blonde women in strange attire—from the North, she realised, and drawing their share of attention for it—and leapt into the fray before she could outthink herself. “Ana, look what—oh, I do beg your pardon.”


She gave a very deferential nod, halfway to a bow, to Azatan Palokani, and one only slightly shallower to his wife (who wasn’t a councillor, but was the family trader, and wealthy enough that her husband had taken her name upon marriage).


As she did, Anahid was saying, “Oh, do you know my sister, Zagiri? She’ll be sponsoring next year, we’re so very proud.”


Which was Zagiri’s cue to protest that she felt like she was lagging behind, having waited until nineteen to sponsor. Almost true—Zagiri certainly was one of the older sponsors in the room—but they’d decided to make a point of it because Azata Palokani had waited as well, and now she smiled genially and made all the right assurances. Everything was going according to Anahid’s plan, and Zagiri gave thanks for such a surprisingly cunning sister.


“I’m so sorry to have interrupted,” she continued, lifting her plate. “But look, Ana, they have Storm Coast pepper prawns.”


Azatan Palokani’s eyes lit up, just as they’d anticipated. Zagiri offered the plate around, and they fell into discussing the various trading routes of pepper—a dominant good in the Palokani portfolio. Anahid asked the azata a question about outfitting trade vessels for easterly voyaging (which Zagiri knew Anahid found largely boring, but no one else would guess from her avid attention).


Which left Zagiri and the azatan chatting politely. He seemed a little determined to stick to foodstuffs, but thankfully Zagiri only had to tug at her sash once before he said, “So you’re sponsoring. What are your plans, then?”


He didn’t mean for the sponsoring itself. There was very little Zagiri could actually plan about that; all the forms and activities of the Harbour Master’s Ball were set down in stonelike tradition. Zagiri would choose a younger girl—one making her society debut—and accompany her to fittings, and teas, and rehearsals for the ceremonies and dancing of the Ball itself. And then, at the end of it all, she’d present the girl to the prefect at the Ball and, in so doing, be addressed as azata and join the ranks of the properly adult.


No, what Azatan Palokani was asking about were her plans for that adulthood. Zagiri had her speech all ready, hinting at all the reasons why she’d be perfect for Palokani’s vacant clerkship.


But even as she drew breath to begin, a new voice sliced across their little group like an unexpected sabre strike. “All my apologies, Azata Palokani, but I must beg a word regarding—ah, the sisters Savani. How pleasant.”


Zagiri turned on the interloper and took half a step back in shock, jostling into Anahid and scarcely noticing.


She’d last seen Izmirlian Hisarani with a crossbow bolt in his neck, blood on his lips, collapsing into nothing—literally, as he and Siyon had fallen through a gate beyond the planes. She’d hauled Siyon back—reaching into a wild nothingness that still added terror to her dreams—but Izmirlian had never returned.


This wasn’t Izmirlian Hisarani. The hair was shorter and far tidier, and the face colder, and if the eyes were the same clear brown, they had none of Izmirlian’s humour.


It was Avarair Hisarani, the elder brother, who gave each of them a shallow bow, calculated precisely for the heir to a first-tier family to the daughters of another. “Mother mentioned you would be here.”


Anahid’s hand tightened on Zagiri’s shoulder, for some reason. Perhaps only the unpleasantness of running into him. Zagiri hadn’t been old enough to meet Avarair properly, years ago, when their parents had been briefly considering the benefits of allying their families through Avarair and Anahid marrying. But Zagiri—and everyone else—knew exactly how that brief consideration had ended.


With Anahid slapping Avarair in public.


A nudge from Anahid reminded Zagiri of her manners; she gave her own acknowledging nod, but left the speaking to Anahid as the elder. “My compliments to your family, and especially to your mother for being so kind as to remember us. As I mentioned to her”—Zagiri blinked; when had Anahid been speaking with Azata Hisarani?—“I wish there was more I could do to repay her kind interest in my sister’s forthcoming presentation.”


A cold chill slipped down Zagiri’s spine. Why was anyone of the family Hisarani paying attention to her? She couldn’t think of any reason that made sense.


Save that she’d been there, in Anahid’s parlour, when Izmirlian Hisarani had stepped out of the world. Not that they knew that. Not that anyone who hadn’t been there knew that.


Zagiri looked up, into Avarair’s cold and sharp and eerily familiar eyes.


“My mother is so generous.” Avarair sounded on the verge of being furious about it. “She far outstrips me in that, and in patience also.”


Behind Zagiri, Anahid sounded perfectly calm as she said, “And yet demanding cannot make the wind blow.”


“Quite.” Avarair turned away from them, to Azata Palokani. “There is a matter of some delay with the outfitting of the second ship, another disruption among the Dockside lading crews. My father has bid me bring you.”


He cut straight across the group to speak with her, separating Zagiri from Azatan Palokani. Even as a tangled and brusque set of farewells was happening, another azatan sidled up to Palokani, turning him away into conversation with some bright-eyed young man.


Two moments later, she and Anahid were alone in the crowd, the Palokanis gone, and Zagiri’s chance with it. Just like that.


Zagiri took a shaky breath and swallowed down the urge to smash the plate she was still holding, now as empty of prawns as her future was of a clerkship. “You said,” she gritted out between her teeth, “that everyone believed Izmirlian had run off to the New Republic with an opera singer.”


“Everyone except his family, it seems,” Anahid replied quietly, and downed the rest of her djinn-wine in one swift draft. “I could murder him. I’m sorry, Giri. I should have realised we’d need to take that into account.”


She should have what? The surprise of it knocked Zagiri free of her stiff and disappointed anger. She huffed a little laugh. “Oh yes, you only managed to think of sixteen details to make this go perfectly; I’m never going to forgive you for missing just one.” She handed her empty plate to a passing steward. “It was a difficult leap, from a standing start, and I’ve only myself to blame for letting everything come down to this slender chance.”


That line between her sister’s eyebrows smoothed out a little. “What are you going to do now?” Anahid asked.


“Get drunk.” Zagiri smiled to show she didn’t mean it. She adjusted her net gloves and checked that her sash was still perfect. There were many other people here she should speak with. At the very least, she was committed to sponsoring at the Ball, and she needed to make the best of it. “Shall we start with Azata Malkasani?” The impeccable matriarch had overseen the Ball for many years now; Zagiri didn’t need her sister’s advice to know she was someone to stay in favour with.


“You do that,” Anahid agreed. “I’m going to step out for some air.”


She still sounded a little brittle. Had Avarair rattled her more than Zagiri realised? But in this crowd, all Zagiri could give her sister was a squeeze of the hand, a warm smile, and a quiet teasing: “Try not to kill anyone on the way out!”
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Beyond the gallery, the hippodrome was another world entirely. Anahid stood a moment in the corridor and breathed in the dust rising from the track, twined with the scents of grilled meat and spilled wine. The sun fell hot on her skin, cut into stripes by the slatted roof overhead. Along the corridor that led toward the track came the thunder of hooves and of feet drumming in the stands, the roar of the crowd swelling and abating like surf on a beach.


There was nothing so very terrible about the party. Tahera Danelani wasn’t even there; Anahid had seen her so rarely through the last half of the summer that she had to assume the avoidance was mutual. Which was something of a relief, even if they’d briefly been great friends. Anahid didn’t regret using everything in her power to aid Siyon, but having used Tahera’s secrets to blackmail her into that aid, she wasn’t eager to face her in society. Or at all.


What Anahid really should have done, if she wanted air, was to step out onto the balcony. Linger in the shade, look out over the caravanserai and its stockyards. Even there, she’d be found. Chased after not for any great charm or merit of her own, but to be asked variations on the same sly questions.


Did she know Siyon Velo very well? (Was she sleeping with him?) Was it true he had summoned a being from another plane? (Could he bind the wind into the sails of a trading vessel?) Was he really from Dockside? (Could he be persuaded to intervene in the growing Laders’ Guild difficulties?) Was her husband working with him? (Could she offer any insight on what he might do next?)


Perhaps that last one stung the most. It had been Anahid who took Siyon in, who handled the inquisitors, who ushered Siyon to his meeting with the prefect and faced down Captain Xhanari when he brought violence into her parlour.


But no, let’s ask about Nihath instead.


It didn’t matter. Azatani society had always seethed with speculation and gossip and bright-eyed avarice. This was a garment Anahid had worn all her life.


Did it suddenly not fit? Or had it always pinched and chafed like this, and she just hadn’t realised?


That thought, more than anything, was what tipped her into motion, walking away from the gallery and toward the track. The hippodrome wasn’t a world she was a part of. No one here expected a thing of her, and in that, there was a sweet freedom.


She stepped out onto the concourse, crowded and teeming beneath the striped awnings—people looking for seats, looking for friends, looking for refreshments, looking for a betting clerk. Anahid edged out to the sunny side that looked down over the tiered seating to the long, narrow course below. The sand nearly glowed under the afternoon sun. The chariots churned around the end of the spina, horses plumed in purple and white and orange and green, the drivers leaning their chariots into the bend. The white horses cut in below the purple horses, and a section of the crowd rose as one, waving white pennants and roaring their approbation.


It didn’t give Anahid so much as a tickle of vicarious excitement. She was turning away again when something caught her attention. A flash on the track, another movement; was that—?


She could have sworn, just for a moment, from the corner of her eye, she’d seen a fifth chariot on the sands, out in front, shining golden in glory. But even thinking it seemed utterly fanciful.


From somewhere nearby, barely audible over the crowd’s noise, a voice called, “Azata Joddani!” With a wince of regret—someone must have followed her after all—Anahid was about to slip away down the concourse when the voice added, “Ana darling!”


And instead Anahid turned with a smile tugging at her cheeks.


The Vidama Yilma-Torquera Selsan de Kith stood out in the crowd with her Republic-fashion wide froth of pale skirts and her sunlight-yellow hair twisted up on her head. She was tall—a little more than Anahid herself—and she waved merrily over the press as she nudged her way through. “My dear, hello, it’s been positively an age.”


It had been barely a couple of weeks. Three at the outside. There’d been a lot to do, preparing for today’s event—and Zagiri had worked hard as well. Anahid had been so proud of her sister’s efforts.


And then it had all been ruined by Avarair Hisarani’s interference.


Anahid pressed down on the renewed flare of her temper and submitted to Selsan’s extravagant air kisses. “I know, I missed you too,” she said, or at least she’d missed the thrill of the carrick table. “I’ve been so busy, I haven’t had a chance to come down to the District.”


Selsan rolled her pale eyes with an overacted air of grievance. “You and all the other azatani players. I hate this time of year. The tables get so tedious. Please tell me it’s over and the trade winds will whisk me up some play.”


Anahid smiled. “No more formal events until the Salt Festival.” The social season was done, and the trading seasons had commenced. Some ventures had already left the harbour, risking a late summer storm for the chance to be first into a foreign port.


“Six weeks.” Sel clapped her hands with glee. “How splendid. You’ll be coming out tonight, of course.”


In all truth, Anahid had been yearning for it. In the last week of interminable social engagements, she’d caught her fingers tapping and her eyes straying to the tables where cards were being dealt out in far less interesting games. “I suppose I could,” she said blandly.


Selsan wasn’t fooled, laughing merrily and hooking a hand into Anahid’s elbow. “Come and meet the others, and we’ll see if we can’t decide where we’ll be playing.”


She tugged Anahid into the arcade that ran beneath the upper level of seating. The air grew warmer, wisped with smoke and the scent of grilling meat. Stewards carried jugs of retzine and rakia between the crowded tables.


Each thick pillar of the arcade was encrusted with the boards and business of the betting clerks. They scrawled their odds in chalk on the pillar itself, erasing and adjusting them with every groan or cheer from the crowd. Gamblers loitered around them, exchanging coins for tokens with the clerks’ young runners.


As they passed, Anahid craned to watch a clerk scrub out her number for the orange team and scrawl a new one. What calculations was she making? What considerations weighed against one another? Anahid ran her eyes up the column of numbers, wondering if there was a pattern. At the top, almost hidden in shadows, was another symbol: an S crossed by a stylised baling hook. It wasn’t a bravi mark; thanks to Zagiri, Anahid was all too familiar with those. The baling hook suggested Dockside, but what was it doing here?


And then, as Selsan pulled her onward through the crowd, Anahid’s eyes fell on the hefty brawler standing beside the betting clerk’s desk, discouraging anyone from arguing the result of the bets. He had a shaved head, and arms bared by his vest, and on his bulging bicep was tattooed that same S and hook.


Not the mark of bravi, Anahid realised with a faint thrill of fear, but of a baron—one of the four criminal organisers who oversaw the shadows of Bezim. Of course they’d have their thumb on the scales of gambling at the hippodrome.


Much as they did in the running of the Flower district, though Anahid had seen scant evidence of it at her quiet, private card tables. Nothing that spoke so clearly of a realm of violence as this tattooed thug.


Anahid was pleased to leave all that behind as Selsan pulled her in among the tables. Around one were gathered faces she knew: the Captain, looking as much the romantic pirate as ever, and a cluster of other players Anahid had met over hands of cards. She knew their playing habits better than their names—this one preferred to build runs, that one never called when she could raise, the other bluffed like a fiend.


The only stranger in the group was a stocky young man with the dark hair and eyes of the Avenues, wearing a longvest and a sulky expression. “And this is Stepan Zinedani,” Selsan introduced him, with a muted emphasis Anahid couldn’t quite decipher.


The name seemed familiar, though she hardly knew every azatani family, and in this setting Anahid could hardly use the angle or depth of Stepan’s bow to judge his family situation relative to Anahid’s own—you could barely call what he gave her a nod, more an acknowledging jerk of his chin.


Still, she didn’t have to be rude. “My compliments to your family,” Anahid offered. “Do you have significant endeavours planned for the season?” At least if she knew what sort of trade force they mustered, she’d have some idea of where his family stood.


Stepan Zinedani’s mouth twisted, a little amused and a little . . . insulted? “Our endeavours are always significant,” he spat back. “And we have no need of your fancy compliments.”


That was when Anahid realised why the name sounded familiar. Zinedani was a lesser-tier azatani family, who took great pains to distance themselves from their fallen cousin. Because that cousin—Garabed Zinedani—was none other than one of the barons of Bezim.


Anahid had just offered her compliments to a crime baron’s relation. Embarrassing, but she didn’t know why Stepan was looking quite so put out with her.


Selsan passed the Captain back his now half-empty glass of djinnwine and flapped a hand to gain attention. “Anyway, where is the good gaming this evening? Stepan, are you open at Sable?”


He was still glowering like Anahid had spit in his eye. “Not to azatani,” he said pointedly. “I’m not having drawing room boredom brought into my House.”


That was quite enough of that. “I come to the District to leave the boredom behind,” Anahid stated. “But I will not take my money or my play where it isn’t appreciated.”


Selsan leaned between them, shushing like they were barking dogs. “Step,” she declared, “you’re drunk and belligerent; if you don’t like losing money, don’t bet on the races. People who aren’t being an ass—” She swept her pale hand around the rest of the circle. “I was thinking Gossamer.”


The Captain pulled a face. “They don’t open the back room until after midnight, and the general play is awful—with some exceptions, azata.”


Anahid inclined her head to him; she had met Selsan—and the Captain again—at the general carrick tables at Gossamer House, on her first outing to the District over the summer.


She didn’t pay too much attention to the bickering and bartering that followed. To her, one House was much the same as any other. The Flower district was a glittering and sumptuous banquet of evening entertainments, offering every kind of game, delight, and company that could be desired—but Anahid’s interest was entirely specific. Carrick was far sharper and more intricate than the simple card games she’d learned to play in those azatani drawing rooms that Stepan Zinedani so derided. It had fascinated Anahid from the moment she’d first seen Tahera Danelani playing it. The friendship had been lost, but Anahid still had the game itself. And new friends, or at least acquaintances, with whom to play.


They finally meandered to something like a conclusion. “The back room at the Cypress Grove?” Anahid confirmed, eager to settle the matter. It was getting on; she should get back to the gallery before her absence caused too much comment. Or before Zagiri suffered another setback and renounced society to remain a bravi forever. Anahid might not have blamed her for it. “I’ll see you all there at the Merry bell.”


“I have more important things to be attending to,” Stepan Zinedani declared to no one at all.


“Your loss,” Anahid told him, catching Selsan’s amused smirk as she turned away.


She almost hoped she would have the chance to play Zinedani, another night if not this one. Anahid would quite like to see that sneer crumble. At the table, she knew she could make it happen, sooner or later.


But for now, it was back to that room, those people, those conversations. That ill-fitting garment. Anahid sighed.


About one thing, Stepan Zinedani was absolutely correct: It was definitely boring, now that she knew what else the world could hold.










CHAPTER 3
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This wasn’t his first visit to the burial caves, so Siyon had come prepared. He had his little candle—green, which the chandler had told him was for promises in the funeral rites of the New Republic—that he lit with a snap of his fingers. The natural walls of the cave had been covered over with tiled stone, each marked with a little shelf below a bronze plaque. Siyon set his candle atop the puddle of prior green wax, beneath the plaque reading Othissa de Kortay.


He was sure she’d had a lot more names than that. Maybe in the New Republic you left some of them behind when you died. It wouldn’t be the strangest part of their death rites.


Though Siyon supposed if you were going to hang on to mortal remains, rather than giving them cleanly to the sea, this wasn’t unpleasant. Each shelf was crowded with merrily burning candles in all sorts of colours, among vases of flowers and little dishes of sweet-smelling oils. Not exactly what Siyon had been expecting, the first time he’d climbed up the crag overlooking the city to get to these caves.


In the New Republic, or so Siyon understood, they had underground crypts, not unlike the one beneath the Bracken chapel safe house. This was a make-do sort of burial, for those who died here in Bezim. Siyon wondered if Othissa would have preferred to be taken back across the Carmine Sea. He couldn’t say. He hadn’t really known her at all.


“I wondered who was leaving the green candles.”


Siyon spun around, the cave a smear of shadowed Abyss and paler Aethyr around him, to find Jaleh Kurit standing in the entrance. She looked much as she ever had—her face too sharp to be beautiful, but too vehement not to be compelling. She was dressed in a muted orange, and at some point since summer she’d stopped wearing that kerchief over her hair, instead braiding her near-black curls around her head.


“You should have brought yellow for guilt,” she said, the words a spiteful Abyssal spark on her lips, but she winced even as Siyon flinched. “No, I shouldn’t have—”


“Why not?” Siyon interrupted. “It’s true enough.”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Jaleh snapped, even sharper now. “You didn’t execute her.”


But if not for the part he’d played in the summer’s various catastrophes, Othissa wouldn’t have been arrested at all.


Jaleh eyed him, as though she could hear his thoughts, and they made her as furious as anything he’d ever said aloud. “How many others were arrested, along with her?” she demanded.


Siyon had been there too, swept up by the inqs who raided the Summer Club and carted all the alchemist members away. “A lot,” he admitted.


But only three executed, Othissa one of them. Because for all her New Republic titles and personal wealth and alchemical skill, she wasn’t azatani, nor in the direct service of one, and she didn’t get their protections.


Jaleh produced her own candle, a deep rosy pink colour that Siyon didn’t know the meaning of but could easily imagine Othissa wearing.


“I heard,” Jaleh said, far too casually, as she used Siyon’s candle to light her own, “you caused a circus in a sorcery trial yesterday and got the whole thing shut down.”


“That’s not—” Siyon started, shuffling farther out of her way and nearly tripping over a little potted palm someone had left in a nearby niche. He steadied himself on Othissa’s shelf, then snatched his hand back; was that some sort of sacrilege? Jaleh rolled her eyes and went back to placing her candle. Siyon reconsidered what he’d been going to say. “That’s not exactly what happened.”


Maybe it had been a little bit of a circus.


“You shut it down anyway,” Jaleh pointed out. For her, the words were almost soft; her fingers on the candle kicked up little eddies of gentle Aethyr. “And I know it’s not the first time. I just wanted to say that I appreciate it, and now I have, and you can shut up about it.” She reached out and ran her finger along the engraving of Othissa’s abbreviated name and then gave him a sidelong look. “When I’m done here, I usually go and have a Seraph’s Kiss in Othissa’s memory. I suppose you could come along if you wanted.”


Siyon blinked in surprise. “You’re inviting me for a drink.”


“One,” Jaleh stated firmly. “And don’t get used to it.”


A Seraph’s Kiss turned out to be djinn-wine and raspberry liqueur with a dash of Far Khanate pepper oil. It was pale pink and cloyingly sweet and scorched all the way down Siyon’s throat; he nearly choked on his first sip.


Jaleh smirked as his eyes watered. “You never really knew her, did you? The Margravine Lyralina-Othissa de Ivrique Kortay the Third.” The endless names trickled off her tongue like a slow pour of something syrupy. “She fluttered around like some sort of frilly jellyfish, and she had a sting like one too. Ink and ashes, but she could be a bitch.”


“That why you signed on with her?” Siyon asked, before he could think better of it.


“Like to like, you mean?” Jaleh asked, lifting her eyebrows. But her smirk still lingered, though it twisted a little bitterly. “I signed on with her because she was the only non-industrial alchemist who’d take me. I didn’t want to be tempering a dye bath or tinkering with bit-sharpening charms in some factory for my whole life. I wanted more. I wanted—I want to know.”


Siyon knew it well. Jaleh’s ambitions had featured heavily in their final, blistering arguments.


Jaleh shrugged, far too casual to be true. “And this is how the game is played, for the rest of us. The ones who aren’t—” She waved a hand at him and didn’t need to say it. Who aren’t prancing around pulling impossible shit. She smirked. “Now you’re the respectable one.”


“Fuck off,” Siyon grumbled, and as she laughed, he reflected that she wasn’t entirely wrong, was she? Wasn’t he working on helping the inqs? Trying to get in with the azatani?


Still smirking around another swig of her drink, Jaleh said unexpectedly: “So what was yours like? Izmirlian Hisarani. That’s who you’re really mourning, isn’t it?”


Siyon’s throat seized, like he’d downed the rest of his vicious drink in one go. “He’s not—” he started, then wondered if he should finish that at all.


“Not dead,” Jaleh finished for him. “No, I suppose not. I know what he wanted. Othissa was one of the alchemists he approached, before you, and she asked my opinion on the feasibility of his request, before she turned him down.”


Siyon hadn’t expected that, though possibly he should have. “What was your opinion? On the feasibility.” Or on Izmirlian. Had she found him as fascinating as Siyon had?


Jaleh looked at him consideringly and then finished the last of her drink, pushing the empty glass across to him. “Your round,” she declared, despite everything she’d said earlier.


The wineshop she’d chosen—a cozy little nook beneath University Hill—turned out to have apricot brandywine, though it was from one of the southern provinces of the New Republic and tasted more mellow, the sourness somehow gentler and rounder, than the bottle Siyon had once shared with Izmirlian on the roof of his family’s townhouse.


Still, after the Seraph’s Kiss it was sour enough to make Jaleh screw up her face at the first sip. That made Siyon smile, and then the words were coming before he really thought about it. “Izmirlian was sharp and unexpected too. Complex. Curious. He wanted to know as well.” Siyon hadn’t thought about that before now, this similarity in his last two lovers. “Not just know, but see and do. I’ve never met anyone so unafraid.”


And Siyon missed him, so much. Ridiculous, for how little time they’d had together, but that felt like part of the tragedy. Siyon would never know what Izmirlian preferred to do at Salt Night, which parts of the city-wide party were his favourite. They’d never seen each other sick with winter sniffles, or shared the spring’s first melons, or learned how the other cheated at checkers.


Siyon had known, from the outset, that Izmirlian wasn’t his to keep. But there was so much more he’d hoped to share first.


The liquor was sharp enough to make Siyon’s eyes sting. Across the table, Jaleh said, “I thought what he wanted was breathtakingly audacious—and utterly impossible.” When Siyon blinked the blur from his vision, she was smiling at him. “Seems I was only half right.”


To punish him for the apricot brandywine, Jaleh bought them a round of sickly sweet fig rakia next, and then Siyon retaliated with two mugs of the bitter Lyraec beer she’d been suffering through on the night they’d first met.


Maybe there were even more rounds after that, because when they finally tipped out of the wineshop, as the midnight bell was ringing, Siyon bounced off the doorframe and nearly knocked Jaleh over before he wrapped an arm around her to keep her upright. She elbowed him, and Siyon squeezed her tighter, lifting her entirely off the ground for three strides as she laughed so hard Siyon could see the bright motes of it dancing in the air.


It felt so familiar, like two dozen other nights when they’d been drunk and raucous and known to each other. So familiar that it felt natural for her face to tilt up toward his as she slid down to standing. Natural for Siyon to tip her chin a little more with a finger beneath it.


But the scent that lifted from her hair was all wrong—peat smoke and salt, not sandalwood and orange blossom.


Jaleh’s head turned, and his nose bumped her cheek. “Siyon,” she said, low like a warning.


“Yeah,” he agreed, stepping back, letting her go entirely. “No. Right. Absolutely.” He cleared his throat, looked around. They were in an alleyway that he thought he recognised, though someone had painted a symbol on the wall—for a moment he thought it was the baron-mark of the Shore Clan, but the baling hook was crossed over with a hammer instead. Wait, the Laders’ Guild? Why was it painted up here?


Far better to pay attention to details like that. Like the corners of the alleyway, where to Siyon’s vision, the shadows were pooling with a strange shimmer.


Actually, he’d never seen a planar emanation like that before.


“Look,” Jaleh was saying, in that tone she got when she was drunk enough to think she could explain everything. “I just think that we should—who the fuck are you?”


Siyon whirled, and his vision sparked bronze and dark, and there was someone else in the alleyway with them, where surely there hadn’t been anyone before. But the guy was clearly a real person—he cast a shadow and took a step that sounded on the cobblestones. He was shorter even than Jaleh, with close-cropped dark hair and deep, liquid eyes in a pale and boyish face.


To Siyon’s eyes, he was also limned in the faintest burnished glow. It wasn’t a scalding Empyreal orange, or a wisping soft Aethyreal shade, or the creeping rust of the Abyss. What was it?


The guy looked at Jaleh without reply or even recognition, then turned to Siyon. “We have been waiting for you,” he said. “But you haven’t come, and time is running short.”


“Hey,” Jaleh snapped, stepping in front of Siyon, belligerent as ever. “I asked you a ques—oh, fuck me.”


Because the strange shadow guy held up a hand, not threatening, merely palm-out, like he was asking her to stop.


And on his palm was a tattoo—or a mark, at least, Siyon wasn’t sure how it was made. But he knew that shape, an almost perfect circle, with a short line cross-marked at the top.


The baron-mark of Midnight.


Jaleh stepped back so sharply she’d have trodden on Siyon if he hadn’t also flinched away.


Midnight, the baron Midnight, one of the four criminal lords of the city. The one who was rarely seen in person, but whose underlings seemed more like followers, and who—it was whispered, among the city’s alley alchemists—liked to collect practitioners. Sure, he might pay well for making the drugs and tinctures and poisons that his underlings peddled, but sometimes those who stepped into his tunnels were never seen again. It was said those tunnels burrowed beneath the city like the sticky tangles of a spider’s web. It was said he could be in two places at once. It was said he could get anywhere, even into a locked room.


Supposedly he’d done just that, to kill the Bitch Queen and bring an end to the baron wars twenty years ago.


Midnight lowered his hand and said, “We are the one who waits in the darkest shadows.”


Though he’d sobered up remarkably in the last few moments, Siyon was still entirely too drunk to make sense of that. “Well,” he said, trying to keep up, “you can go back and keep waiting.”


A frown creased down between Midnight’s fine-drawn brows. “Keep waiting? For what? The awakening is upon us. Can you not feel the quickening? Can you not see the rising tide? Can you not hear her calling in your dreams? You may wait, but she will not. We will not!”


His voice was suddenly enormous, ringing from the alley walls, setting nearby dogs to barking.


It rattled Siyon’s bones, but when he tried to clap his hands over his ears, suddenly Midnight was holding them, right in front of Siyon and staring into his face.


“You must come. It is your purpose and mine. We are but servants. Call, and I will come.”


He pressed Siyon’s hands together, with something small, and hard, and wickedly spiked between the palms.


Siyon winced, pulled against his grip—


And bounced off the alley wall, no one holding him.


No one here at all. The alleyway was dark and empty, Midnight gone as inexplicably as he’d come. But the burnished glow lingered a moment, settling slow upon the cobblestones, as wisps of mysterious Aethyr and fearful dark Abyss came creeping back in.


“What the fuck,” Jaleh said, her voice catching.


“I don’t know.” Siyon turned around. No sign of Midnight anywhere. No sign he’d been here at all, save . . .


Siyon opened his hand, and on his palm sat some dark little figurine, the carved spikes of it glinting bronze, but not enough light in the alleyway to see anything more.


“What was he talking about?” Jaleh demanded. “What quickening? What’s waking? Are you having dreams?”


“No!” Siyon said, as he’d deny anything she asked him in that tone of voice, and only after the word was out of his mouth did he think about it. About dreams swamped in darkness and stone, with a distant and steady beat like a summons. They were better than the dreams of Izmirlian dying, so Siyon hadn’t thought much about them, but now ...


Jaleh saw his hesitation and jabbed a finger at him. “You are!”


“They’re dreams!” Siyon shouted right back. “Don’t make out like it’s some moral failing. Can you control your dreams?”


From somewhere above them, a voice shouted back, “Can you shut the fuck up?”


Siyon and Jaleh flinched in unison, and then—of course—she glared. “I’m not the Power of the Mundane,” she hissed at him, and he hated that she had a point. “Ink and ashes, Siyon. Midnight.”


“I know.” Siyon glanced down the alleyway, where even the last burnished marks had been scrubbed away. He closed his hand around the figurine and, despite his instincts, put it in his pocket.


Jaleh sniffed. “You’d better figure out what’s going on.”


Like he didn’t know that as well.
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There weren’t so many properly challenging carrick games in the Flower district that Anahid could simply avoid play at one, no matter how unpleasant the House manager had proven himself to be.


And, as Selsan whisked them both into the back room at Sable House, Anahid reasoned that possibly Stepan Zinedani had been having a bad day at the races and would not be that odious tonight.


He wasn’t. If anything, he was worse.


The table was the three of them—Anahid, Selsan, and Stepan Zinedani—along with the Captain, the elderly Azatan Josepani (who had retired from society three years ago, but apparently not from the gaming table), and a hefty Khanate man who introduced himself only as Bo. He looked like a caravan guard, dressed in a plain vest and trousers with his long black hair plaited simply down his back, but the rings climbing the shell of his ear looked like gold, and the bands on his bared arms were studded with well-cut gems. If the game turned away from tokens to more tangible collateral—which it often did, at these private tables—he was well provided for.


Zinedani himself, Anahid decided after the first half dozen hands, played like the brat he was. He drank more rakia the more he lost, which did his acumen no favours. When the third losing hand in a row left him with a bare handful of tokens, he blithely bought more.


They were carried in by one of the House attendants, a slender girl of perhaps eighteen, with the strawberry-blonde hair and freckled skin of the North. The black banding on her robe, Anahid now knew, meant she was still in training and not yet a Flower, but she couldn’t be far from finished. She had a willowy grace, a winsome tilt to her nose, and a watchful slant to her eyes as she attended her master.


She was only one of many distractions, hustling in from the House proper in a little burst of music and chatter with messages and matters for the House Master’s attention. Between all that and learning the styles of Stepan and Bo, Anahid knew she wasn’t playing her best. Each missed opportunity or risk unlikely to pay off wound her irritation a little tighter.


The Vidama Selsan dealt out the cards—at a private game like this, there was no separate dealer, but rather a complicated rotating roster of who shuffled the deck and who dealt from it. Her hands were brisk—two cards facedown in front of each player, and two in the centre of the table, faceup. “Ana, darling, buy the game.”


Anahid ran her thumbnail down the milled edges of her stack of tokens. She had fewer than she’d like, when she was being called upon to set the rules and pace of the hand to come. But she’d been dealt the six of Abyss and the Alchemist. With the centre cards—the nine of Aethyr, and the Arch Dominion—she had a pair of Powers, at the very least. A very good chance of a significant winning hand, if she took the risk to capitalise on it.


“Oh, come on,” Stepan muttered. “We’re playing cards, not choosing a new dress.”


Anahid grabbed a handful of tokens and dropped them into the pot. “Two more for the centre, buyer’s market.”


With a low and delighted laugh, Selsan dealt two more cards faceup—the ten of Mundane and the six of Empyre. Anyone who wished to get more cards into their hand would have to match Anahid’s initial wager to do so, and that was on top of any further play.


Her set play conditions were a slight risk, suggesting as they did that Anahid had a starting hand she considered strong. Bo folded immediately, adding no more tokens to the pot—and Anahid’s potential winnings. But Selsan (Anahid knew) always loved a challenge. She bought in merrily, as did Azatan Josepani. Stepan glowered, but couldn’t bear to be left out; he not only bought in, but raised the bet. The Captain even bought an additional card, though he then wrinkled his nose and folded entirely.


Anahid’s tokens were running low, and she couldn’t buy any more in the middle of a hand—not that she’d want to. Gambling debts had been Tahera’s terrible secret; Anahid preferred to keep her losses cinched tight. But if she needed a little more support for her hand, she’d dressed this evening with a careful eye to what might be useful for play. Her earrings were heirloom turquoise from the North, won at a previous game, and she also wore a string of black pearls. Any one of those pieces could supplement her bets amply.


So she counted in sufficient tokens to match Stepan’s raise and then tossed in the remainder of her stack.


“Oooh,” Selsan cooed with girlish glee. She danced her fingers over her own stack of tokens—rather more significant than Anahid’s had been—and carefully counted in the requisite amount and then, with a sly glance across the table, added two more.


Just over what Anahid could supply.


But over what Stepan could muster, as well. He scowled and tossed back his glass of rakia. The pale House girl stepped forward to refill it as he flung his last token into the pot and snarled, “All in.”


Selsan beamed at him. “Might I suggest that ring of yours as additional collateral? It’s hideously vulgar, but I’m sure someone could—”


“The House,” Stepan growled.


They all stopped, Bo looking up from tamping down his bronze pipe. Selsan raised her eyebrows. “Which House?”


“This House.” Stepan waved a hand around the wood-paneled room.


Oh.


He’d managed to shock even Selsan into speechlessness. Anahid had no idea what a House like this would even be worth.


“I fold,” Azatan Josepani said into the silence.


A tiny, hysterical giggle tickled at Anahid’s throat. Well, of course he did. Who wouldn’t? Against that. Could all her jewels together possibly match it?


But it was enraging. She had a pair of Powers, for pity’s sake. And a lesser pair of sixes, but who cared? This was her chance, and he was buying his way out of the hand.


Buying her out of the game. A game he didn’t think she should be at in the first place.


“That’s ridiculous.” Anahid hoped she sounded irritated rather than desperate. “And you bluff terribly.”


Stepan sneered at her. “I wouldn’t expect a spoiled society wife chasing a thrill to understand the harsh realities of serious play.”


Bo snorted. The Captain said, “Uncalled for, za.”


“He’s no azatan,” Anahid corrected, and she knew her voice was icy and her chin had come to that sharp angle she’d been told, so many times, made her unflatteringly severe. From the clench of Stepan’s jaw, he hated this, her looking down her well-bred society nose at him.


It burned that he had an azatani name, but no azatani respect.


Right now, she wanted him to burn. More than that, she wanted him to lose.


“I call,” she said. “State your price.”


Convention, if not the actual rules (Anahid was unsure of the difference, or even if there was a difference, at this level of the game) dictated that he had to accept something within her power or possession as a match for his bet. It wasn’t possible to entirely buy your way to victory.


His gaze skittered over her earrings, her pearls . . . and farther down her body. His smirk slanted toward a leer. Anahid was already tensing before he said, “You’re not without assets. They’d fetch enough, to the right buyer. From the right seller.”


“You can’t be serious,” Selsan snapped.


It took Anahid a moment longer to realise what he meant. “I’m married!” she gasped.


In name only, but still.


Stepan shrugged, his smile stretching like a lizard in the sun. “You wouldn’t be the first woman in Bezim’s history to come to a District auction block with a full life behind her. And yes,” he added to the Vidama, “I am quite serious. That’s the stake. One auction, for one night. Goes for both of you, if you’re still in the game.”


“Absolutely not.” Selsan slammed down her cards. “And I’ll not be sitting down at a table again with you. This is a disgrace.”


His face twitched, but the challenge was back as he looked to Anahid.


Who was still reeling. The auction block. Not a physical thing, but a concept. They called it a Flower Night, the first time someone’s physical charms were made available to the highest bidder.


The cards were crumpling in her fist; Anahid made herself lay them facedown on the table, avoiding Stepan’s avid gaze. He was watching for her reaction to his suggestion that she be pimped out from his House.


She wanted to scream. She wanted to claw his face off. She wanted him to lose, so badly it burned like bile in her throat.


He was bluffing, he had to be. Just a different sort of buyout, raising the stakes beyond what she could afford, chasing her out of the entire game. He had to be bluffing; what were the chances he had a hand better than her?


It wasn’t impossible, even if she wanted it to be. She wanted it so badly she couldn’t trust her own judgment. He could have one of the other Powers, the ones that weren’t in her hand or already on the table. He could have both of them.


Stepan smirked at her and hooked his finger over the edge of the centre pot, tokens clinking as he tipped it toward himself.


“Fine,” Anahid snarled, yanking the pot out of his grip to slam it back in its place. “I’ll see your stake. Show your hand.”


Shock flitted across his face, and he looked away quickly. But Selsan had already folded, and there was no one else left in the game. Stepan shrugged and tossed his cards down one at a time.


First was the Demon Queen, Power of the Abyss, and Anahid’s heart stopped. The sudden silence of it shook her body like another Sundering.


He had a pair of Powers, and what’s more, his was the balanced pair—his Demon Queen against the table’s Arch Dominion. His pair beat hers.


Then he cast down his second card negligently: the two of Aethyr.


Anahid’s life restarted with a lurch. She dragged air into her lungs and pulled the pot away from Stepan’s reaching hand. “No,” she croaked, like she couldn’t believe it.


She almost couldn’t.


Anahid flipped over her cards, both of them at once. She watched Stepan watch them land. The Alchemist, making a pair of Powers, though lesser than his. And then the triumph drained off his face as he realised she also had the pair of sixes.


It had seemed meaningless, that second pair. Until it was the thing that tipped her hand over his. Satisfaction sank its teeth into her. She’d beaten him. He’d lost.


She’d won.


She’d won the House.


The Vidama Selsan fell back in her chair, laughing so hard she rocked it on two legs.


Azatan Josepani lifted his tufted white eyebrows and said mildly, “Oh my.”


And the Captain knocked his knuckles against the table. “I call this game finished and suggest we all accompany Zas Zinedani and Joddani to the former’s office to witness the transfer of winnings.”


“Wait,” Stepan gasped.


“Yes.” Bo rose from his chair. He was even more hefty when standing. Almost menacingly so.


Stepan paled as the other chairs scraped out from the table. “No, wait, I can’t, my uncle—”


His uncle, Garabed Zinedani, one of the city’s crime barons, was surely likely to be very unimpressed with his nephew gambling away one of their Flowerhouses.


The Captain said, “Then you shouldn’t have bet in the first place. You, girl, which way to the office?”


It was only as they all bundled out of the private room that it really hit Anahid. She was about to own a Flowerhouse. This Flowerhouse. A House full of gambling and entertainments and Flowers like this one, leading them along with a graceful sway to her hips.


She couldn’t possibly. She’d be shunned as the Zinedani were. Azatani might come to the District for discreet entertainment, but they didn’t run the place. They were merchants, not shopkeepers. To trade was noble; to serve was tawdry.


Then they were in the office—Stepan’s office, with his poor taste visible in every ostentatious decoration, from the Archipelagan shell-beaded curtain over the doorway to the collection of Northern turquoise adorning the walls in the sort of cheap, tacky settings that smugglers always seemed to use.


Stepan was protesting—had been protesting the whole way here, but Anahid had barely heard it over her own panic. The Captain wasn’t paying any heed, steering Stepan behind the desk—a hulking box of black walnut—and shouting for the House clerk to be fetched.


Selsan draped herself along a red-velvet chaise, apparently enjoying all this tremendously. Bo lit his pipe, sitting in the window, and watched with implacable disinterest.


But when Stepan kept repeating, “I can’t! I can’t!” the large Khanate warrior took the pipe out of his mouth to state, “You made a promise.”


The words sliced through the room. Stepan swallowed hard and turned wide and desperate eyes on Anahid. “Surely,” he gulped. “Surely, you cannot want this House.”


She didn’t. She desperately didn’t. There was already gossip about her in the Avenues, about where and how she was spending so many of her evenings. This would be an outrage.


“Perhaps,” Azatan Josepani said quietly, “Azata Joddani might be satisfied with an equivalent monetary sum.”


Stepan looked desperate. “I haven’t the faintest—you.” He pointed behind Anahid; a serious middle-aged man dressed in all-black livery had just brushed his way through the curtain of beads and shells. The House clerk, Anahid presumed. “How much would the House be worth in money?”


The sum the clerk named—remarkably promptly—was so significant that the Captain dropped the ornament he’d been examining. It made a heavy thud on the desk.


But after a blanched moment, Stepan said, “That sounds reasonable.”


There was a wild light of hope in his eyes. He wanted this way out. He thought that price, be it ever so exorbitant, would be less trouble to him than his uncle’s reaction to the loss of the House.


Anahid remembered how he had looked earlier, over the table, as he suggested that she be sold on the block for some man’s pleasure. For Stepan’s pleasure, to see her at his mercy. To see her humiliated.


He’d have done it, had the cards fallen differently. She could never have begged or bargained her way out of it.


“No,” she said, and watched Stepan Zinedani’s face fall.


Like playing her cards all over again. Like winning.


Just as great a thrill.










CHAPTER 4
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Siyon hadn’t been retired from the Little Bracken bravi for that long—barely two months, since he’d become someone too controversial, and too busy, to run the rooftops. Only two months, and yet there was some young punk he didn’t know at the door when he showed up at the Chapel, the Little Bracken safe house in the quiet corner of the city between the river and University Hill.


More importantly, the guy didn’t know Siyon and absolutely wasn’t letting him in.


Arguing was made harder by the racket from inside—a skirmish party had returned from an early raid on the Bleeding Dawn, and the celebrations were in full swing. But eventually Siyon managed to persuade him to send for the Diviner Prince.


With the door guy still watching like he thought Siyon might be a one-man counterraid, Siyon made an exaggerated show of leaning against the stone wall to wait, tucking his hands in his pockets—


And found there was something in one of them. It was hard, and spiky sharp, and even as Siyon pulled it out, he remembered the tight clasp of Midnight’s hands over his, pressing something into his palm.


It was a little figurine, made of something black and glassy that sucked light into its depths and only reflected on the edges and tips. Siyon had to tilt it this way and that to really make out that this curve was a neck, and that a tail, and these two spreading wings.


A dragon. It was a tiny, perfectly carved dragon.


These weren’t the trousers he’d been wearing last night. How had it got into the pocket?


The double doors burst dramatically open and Daruj came swinging out, bellowing, “No, you can’t come in, you’re too fucking sober!”


It had been weeks, Siyon realised, since he’d last seen Daruj. There were new baubles threaded in the tight braids of his hair, and a new scar cut across one cheek, paler than his dark skin. All of them new stories that Siyon hadn’t been a part of, when nearly every story for the past eight years had included both of them, side by side.


The pang was brief, crushed in Daruj’s hug, with laughter bright in Siyon’s ear. “Here.” He thrust a raffia-bound flagon of rakia into Siyon’s ribs, as though to remedy his mocking complaint, and steered him past the bemused doorman.


Inside, the vaulted wooden rafters echoed with merriment. The only quiet corner was where the injuries of the recent raid were being salved by a brusque Tein Geras. Siyon used to mix up that salve for the tribe. He wondered where they were getting their alchemical pastes and charmed stitching thread these days. But Tein had plenty of backalley alchemist contacts, from his pre-bravi days, when he’d been a runner for . . .


For Midnight. Siyon was almost sure of it.


“I just want to have a word with—” was as far as Siyon got before Daruj yanked him in the other direction.


“Nope!” Daruj called, lifting his voice over a nearby group singing a victorious opera aria very badly. “Important business first!”
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