

[image: illustration]






THE
BROKEN
GOD


She glimpses a blur of movement. Not human, a whirling blur of dust and stones, but as it rushes towards her Cari suddenly sees it as an old woman, hunched and grey, her face scarred by claw marks. Stones for teeth, thorns for nails.


It’s the spirit of the mountain, Cari thinks a second before it hits her again, square in the chest. Ribs crack, and she’s sent tumbling back, rolling down the mountainside.
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PROLOGUE


The same dream, again.


That same day, again. More than a year ago, now.


In the dream, Artolo of the Ghierdana swaggers down a street in the New City of Guerdon. Spring is in the air, and there’s a spring in his step, too. He looks across the unlikely vista of the New City, this realm of fanciful spires and bridges, as if the froth of a breaking wave froze and turned to marble. He looks up at the towers, all conjured in an instant by a creation of the alchemists gone awry – or so rumour claims. Across the world, Guerdon’s chiefly known for the wonders wrought by the alchemists’ guild. Weapons from their foundries and cauldrons flow out across the sea to the Godswar and streams of gold and silver come flowing back.


In Artolo’s eyes, this New City is a sieve, straining the city, skimming off gold and silver for him and his family. It was born of chaos and crisis, and chaos always brings opportunity for those with the nerve to seize the moment. That is why Great-Uncle chose Artolo, out of all the family, to oversee operations in Guerdon. He’s got the strong hands needed.


In the few months he’s been here, he’s proved it. He broke the local criminal syndicate, the Brotherhood, operating out of the pisspot district of the Wash – he owns them now.


And he’s dealt with anyone else who crossed him.


Because when you cross Artolo, you cross the Ghierdana, and no one crosses the Ghierdana.


No one crosses the dragons.


This is only the beginning. The New City doesn’t belong to anyone, not really. Half these enchanted spires are empty, or claimed by squatters and refugees who have no one to protect them, who can easily be driven out. Guerdon’s still knitting itself back together after the Crisis. The city watch’s wax golem-things, the Tallowmen, banished off the streets. The alchemists are rebuilding their broken factories, the Brotherhood’s gone, parliament’s staggering around stunned, run by some cobbled-together emergency committee. Even the local gods are moribund.


All wide open. All ripe to be plucked. Artolo runs his big hand along the smooth marble railing of the balcony, delighting in the sensation. He taps the Ring of Samara off the railing, and he can almost feel the whole city tremble, feel it quiver beneath his touch like it fears him. A horse to be broken, a woman to be taken.


It feels good. It feels right. It feels like the first time Great-Uncle took him flying. The New City around him might be a cloud in a shimmering sky, and he’s soaring towards his glorious destiny.


In the dream, he walks down a stairwell. His men bow their heads as he passes, murmur words of respect. Soon, the whole city will bow to him, too. Boss Artolo, Great-Uncle’s favourite. Great-Uncle’s Chosen.


He enters the cellar room. Two of his men wait, his cousin Vollio and Tiske. Loyal men, even if Tiske’s only Eshdana. Ash-marked, not one of the dragon’s kin. They’re holding a prisoner between them. A woman, young, dark-haired, struggling like an alley cat. Yowling like one, too.


“Quiet,” he snaps. He grabs her by the chin, twists her head so he can see her face. Her skin is marked by a dusting of little dark marks, like scars or burns. An ugly amulet of some black metal hangs around her neck. “I’m told that you’ve been spying on me. That you stole from me. That you stabbed three of my men.”


“Three that you’ve found,” she whispers.


“Do you know who I am?” He squeezes her mouth.


“Tolo,” she mumbles.


“Wrong!” he shouts.


He releases her. Takes out his knife. The hilt is gold and studded with jewels. The blade is a dragon’s tooth, given by Great-Uncle. It’s more than a weapon – it’s a symbol of Great-Uncle’s trust, of his authority as a Ghierdana prince. He lifts the knife, enjoying the weight of it, the way it fits in his hand. It was made for him.


Artolo slams it into the woman’s face, hilt first. He holds the weapon up so she can see it.


“See this? Know what it is? I’m a boss of the Ghierdana. I’m Chosen of the Dragon.”


He puts the knife to her throat, pressing the blade against her skin.


A little more pressure, and the skin will open in a red spring.


A little more work, to saw through the cartilage, and then there’ll be that parting, that hot rush as the windpipe gives way.


“Cross me, and you cross the Ghierdana!” There aren’t any witnesses, down here in this cellar. Just Vollio and Tiske. Just the glimmering stone of the impossible New City. Still, Artolo likes to say his piece. He’s said it before, many times. It’s for his own good as much as anything else. Reminds him to be tough. Reminds him not to fail.


He looks the girl right in the eyes. There’s no fear there. She doesn’t think he’s going to do it. That makes him even angrier.


“Take from me,” he snarls, “and you take from the dragon!”


He draws the knife across her throat.


There’s a screeching, scraping noise, like he’s drawing the blade across solid stone. Sparks fly where the knife grinds across the soft skin of the girl’s throat. The knife – his knife, the dragon-tooth knife – can’t injure her.


Somehow, though, it injures the room around them. A dozen wounds open in the glimmering white walls, deep wet gouges tearing the stone, mimicking the path of the knife across her unblemished, still-uncut throat.


A miracle. It’s a fucking miracle.


But Great-Uncle told him there were no saints left in Guerdon.


The stone floor convulses, flinging Vollio and Tiske away from the girl. They land in opposite corners of the cellar room. The ceiling melts, long fingers of glistening stone cascading from it like stalactites, intertwining and blooming flowers of solid rock, walling off the corners from the rest of the room. In an instant, Vollio and Tiske are immured, locked away behind stone. Artolo can hear their muffled shouts of alarm.


The girl stands up slowly, a wicked grin on her face. Flushed with excitement, drunk on power.


Behind her, the cellar door quivers, and then the stone lintel above it melts, too. The only way out of the room clenches shut. He can’t call for help.


The knife can’t cut her. He slams the hilt of the blade into her nose.


The walls of the room – no, gods below, it’s the whole New City that takes the force of the blow. She’s untouched. He punches her in the face, and it’s like punching a wall. His knuckles come away bleeding, and it’s a game to her.


He can’t hurt her. He can’t kill her. He doesn’t have a gun, or anything more destructive. He needs a gun. Why didn’t he bring a fucking gun? He’s killed saints before, across the sea, but not without weapons. Not without Great-Uncle.


He can’t fail Great-Uncle. He can’t fail the dragon.


There’s no air down here; he can’t breathe. He can’t stand, and, in his panic, he can’t tell if it’s the floor or his knees that have turned to liquid. She looms over him, suddenly terrible and monstrous. He crawls backwards away from her, or tries to, but the ground is mirror-smooth and slick.


She picks up his dragon-tooth knife, admires the jewelled hilt. Flips it around expertly, examines the blade.


“You’ve blunted it,” she says. “It’s shit now.” She throws his knife to the floor. “But I’ve got my own,” she says, laughing, and produces her own blade from some hidden fold of her cloak.


Vollio was supposed to check the bitch for weapons.


“Call me the Saint of Knives,” says the girl, advancing on him. Then she stops, glances at the ceiling. “What? It’s a good name!” She pauses, as if she’s listening to some voice Artolo can’t hear. “Fine, I’ll get a magic knife then. A fucking flame sword, maybe. But first—”


She turns her attention back to Artolo. Her eyes glitter like the stone of the New City in the sun.


“This is my city. I know what you’re doing here. I know what you’re looking for.”


She can’t know that, Artolo thinks. Great-Uncle entrusted him with a mission so secret that it could only be given to one of the family. She can’t know about the Black Iron weapons. Who is this girl?


“I’ll kill you,” threatens Artolo, summoning the tattered remains of his bravado. There has to be some way to hurt her. Poison gas. Acid. Sorcery. Dragon-fire. She’s human. “I’ll fucking kill your family.”


She laughs. “Bit late for that. But if we’re swapping threats—” She closes her fist, and the wall holding Vollio mirrors her movement. There’s a muffled scream, and red rivulets squirt from the cracks in the stone.


“I’ll find a way.”


The woman ignores him. “The Ghierdana aren’t welcome here. Go back and tell the dragon that. You won’t get a second warning.” She gestures, and the wall opens behind him, ripping and reflowing to form a new doorway. The graveyard stench of ghoul tunnels wafts from this second portal.


She steps over him like he’s nothing.


Ignores him like he’s nothing.


No one treats him like that. He is Artolo of the Ghierdana. Great-Uncle’s favourite. Chosen of the dragon!


The dragon-tooth knife is in his hand. He finds his footing, leaps at her. The bitch is half his size, small and weak, and, for all her miracles, she’s just a girl. Take her by surprise and—


—The dream ends like it always does. She turns around, like she saw him coming. Her knife goes in just under his ribcage, and his momentum carries him on as she twists, and now the white walls are all red, red, red. And he’s falling, like he’s slipped from Great-Uncle’s back.


The dragon flies on and does not look back.









CHAPTER ONE


Some days, Cari has to remind herself that it wasn’t all a dream. The rolling of the ship is so familiar to her. The smell of sea air, the stink of the bilges. The creaks of rope and timber, the slap of water on wood, the shouts of sailors, all this was her life before, is now her life again. The wide world, sea under sky. She leans on the railing by the prow of the ship, watching the horizon. The empty expanse makes her feel deliciously anonymous. The open ocean accepts no name that mortals or gods might try to put on it. It admits no history, existing in one present and eternal moment. On the ocean, it feels like she could be born anew with each swelling wave.


On the ocean, her life ashore feels like a dream.


But it wasn’t a dream, was it, she thinks to herself, her fingers closing around the black amulet that once more adorns her neck. She’s not expecting an answer here – Spar is half the world away. And even if Cari was back in the New City, standing in the heart of the great metropolis that she inadvertently conjured from his corpse nearly two years ago, she doesn’t know if he’d be able to answer her.


Still, she prays for an answer. Strains whatever the psychic equivalent of an ear is.


Nothing.


Just the jagged whirling of her own thoughts.


She can’t help but be amused by the irony. She ran away from home long ago because she was haunted by the fear of unseen powers that called to her, and she found solace in the anonymity of the ocean. Distance muted the voices. Every mile she sailed away from Guerdon was a balm to her scarred soul.


Now, she’s terrified by the absence of one particular voice, and every day she sails is time she can’t afford to spend. If she could have teleported across the world, instead of spending months travelling around the Godswar, she’d have done that, and damn the cost.


Nothing’s ever simple with you, is it, she thinks to herself. Again, there’s no answer. Just a memory of her cousin Eladora, lying bleeding in an alleyway off Desiderata Street, whispering to her: You ruin everything.


Not this time.


“Ilbarin!” comes the shout from the crow’s nest. “Mark, the Rock of Ilbarin.”


Cari stares at the horizon, looking for the distant hump of the mountain, but she can’t see it from down here yet. She suppresses the urge to climb up into the rigging and get a proper view. She spent half her old life aloft, and the swaying of the mast holds no fear for her. But she can’t abandon her prize. She pats the heavy oilskin bundle that hasn’t left her sight in six months, feels the comforting weight of the book inside.


Comforting weight? More like fucking inconvenient weight. The book’s absurdly huge, and the cover is shod in metal, with a hefty lock built into it. Probably magic wards, too. The thing could stop a bullet, and not a small one either. If Cari’s ever caught in an artillery bombardment (again, she adds), she’s hiding under that fucking book.


The Grimoire of Doctor Ramegos, to give the book something like its proper title. From what Eladora explained, it’s some sort of magical diary. Cari wishes she knew which pages were actually important. If she knew what was valuable, she could just steal that, cut the pages out and wrap them up in a nice neat bundle. But no – it’s all incomprehensible arcane runes in there. She can’t distinguish between the world-shattering secrets and the magic equivalent of “day eight of gastric distress. Today’s bowel movements were mostly greenish and inoffensive” so she has to carry it all. She’s dragged this fucking book from Guerdon to Haith, across the sea to Varinth, down south to Paravos, across to the Caliphates into the Firesea, and now nearly to Khebesh.


Thinking about it, six months with this book can be counted among her longest relationships, and she can’t even read the thing.


She listens again. Spar was always amused when she got ranty. She’s still curating her own thoughts, storing away things that he might enjoy. But he’s an absence in her soul, an unseen wound. A phantom limb that other people don’t have. She’s left only with her own thoughts, and Cari’s always been poor company for herself.


Some of the crew of this ship might understand. Some of them, too, have walked in the shadow of divinity. It’s not a Guerdon ship; she boarded this ship in . . . one of the occupied Caliphate ports? Taervosa, maybe, or some other stop on her long, meandering journey. Not a Guerdon ship means not a Guerdon crew – there are god-touched on board. They’ve got a weatherworker, Eld, a minor saint of Cloud Mother. Waddling around, complaining about his swollen ankles and swollen belly, occasionally called on to birth sylph-spirits to fill the sails and speed the ship along. Another sailor has a Tomb Child from Ul-Taen riding on his shoulders, the shade of a child sacrifice. Cari can see the Child, sometimes, if the sun catches it at the right angle. And there’s one mercenary who has the Lion Queen’s sigil tattooed on his chest.


She’s stayed away from him, this whole journey.


She’s made enough enemies for one lifetime.


The Rock of Ilbarin grows as the ship struggles to make headway through a sea of debris. Floating wreckage bumps against the hull. The crew rush to the rail to take soundings, check the depth beneath the keel. They have charts, of course, but charts are useless these days. The gods can tear up the foundations of the ocean to throw at each other.


It’s been five years since she last saw the Rock, but she still remembers Ilbarin City. Other travellers might speak of Ilbarin’s glittering fountains amid the lush green gardens, or the goldenroofed temples, but Cari chiefly remembers the crowded quays and the alleyways between the warehouses, the dockside inns and chandleries. She spent her formative years there, and on the Rose. She’ll be able to find her way on from there.


The ship’s course shifts. The distant Rock of Ilbarin vanishes behind the bowsprit, reappears a moment later on the other side. They’re no longer heading for Ilbarin City, but instead making for the north end of the island.


Cari stuffs Ramegos’ grimoire into her pack and swings it on to her back. The weight of the loaded satchel makes her feel lopsided, and the waters are choppy here. She finds Captain Dosca nearby, standing at the rail, spyglass raised. Something’s coming.


“Hey,” she calls. He ignores her, so she puts her palm across the end of his telescope, blocking his view. That gets his attention.


“I paid for passage all the way to Ilbarin City. I paid you extra to go straight there.” In fact, it was the first time in her life she’d ever had the money to pay passage instead of working it, and she’s damned if she’s not getting her money’s worth.


Dosca sucks his stained teeth. “We must change course,” he says slowly. “Ilbarin City is no longer safe. There has been, ah, flooding.”


“You said you’d take me to Ilbarin City.”


“We cannot land there.”


“I’ve got friends in the port.” Using the present tense is a risky assumption on her part; she had friends there, long ago. Family, sort of. She spent five years aboard the Rose. Hawse or Adro will help her. She’ll even go to Dol Martaine in a pinch – she’s got money to pay her way, now. Captain Hawse came from Ilbarin, and always said he’d retire there. She’ll take any ship that’ll bring her to the forbidden land of Khebesh, but secretly she’s harboured the fanciful notion that it’ll be the Rose that carries her there. “I need to go to Ilbarin City.”


Dosca pauses for a long moment, then says, “We’re going to Ushket instead.”


“Ushket . . . Ushket’s halfway up the fucking mountain!” How bad was the flooding? Shit, how out of date is her information? Sailing from Guerdon to Ilbarin usually takes four or five weeks, but Cari did it all arseways, took the long way around. She had to – there was no way she dared get anywhere close to the gods of Ishmere, not after what she did to their war goddess. She’s been travelling for months, with little news of the south until she reached the Caliphates. And she was so eager to find passage onwards to Ilbarin that she didn’t take any precautions.


“We will put you ashore at Ushket. There is nothing else to be done.” He raises the spyglass again.


“What is it?” Cari asks. She can see some other vessel approaching, a smudge of dark smoke above it. Alchemy-powered, probably a gunboat from the size. Ilbarin military, maybe? She reaches for Dosca’s spyglass, but he folds it up and tucks it away before she can take it.


“An escort.” He glances down at Cari. “It would be best for you to stay hidden. I will tell them I have no passengers.”


“Are they Ilbariners?”


Dosca shakes his head. “No. They are Ghierdana.”


Ghierdana. Fucking dragon pirates.


Run. Hide. Cari sprints below deck, leaping down the narrow ladder, ignoring the curses of Eld as she shoves past him. His big, wind-pregnant belly nearly takes up the entire gangway. She races to the corner she’s been sleeping in and gathers her other few possessions. The hold stinks of rotten eggs, and the smell is bearable only if they leave the hatches half open most of the time. From down here, she can look up and see a bright blue sliver of sky, hear movement on the deck above.


Acrid smoke crosses the sliver of blue, and she catches the whiff of engine fumes. The gunboat’s alongside. She hears shouts, thumping against the hull as people climb on board. Cari discovers a hiding place under a bunk, pressing herself into the shadowy corner, a child hiding from monsters. Knife clutched in her hand, ready to strike. Her heart pounding so hard it feels like it’s going to break her ribs.


All her instincts are off. Back in Guerdon, she was fucking unstoppable. She was the Saint of Knives. With Spar’s miracles backing her up, she was invincible. Spar shielded her, took on any wounds that might hurt her. With his help she’d single-handedly stabbed the fuck out of the Ghierdana crime syndicate. Kicked them out of Guerdon without taking a scratch. Only a few months ago, she wouldn’t have had to hide. She’d have known where every Ghierdana bastard was, felt their footsteps on the stone floor. The walls would open for her, the New City reshaping itself according to her desires. She’d have shrugged off gunfire with marble-hard skin, defeated a dozen men with a saint’s cruel grace.


Made them beg her for mercy.


Pray to her for mercy.


Sometimes, she’d given it. Sometimes, she hadn’t.


Do you think they know who I am, she thinks to Spar, wildly. Hell, maybe they won’t. Maybe she’s overreacting. The Ghierdana are a big outfit, a syndicate of criminal families, each headed by a fucking noshit fire-breathing dragon – there’s no guarantee that any of the ones here in Ilbarin know anything about what happened back home. Three times so far – twice in Varinth, and once on Paravos – she thought she’d spotted someone was following her, but she lost her pursuers each time. She doesn’t even know if they were Ghierdana or not – she’s made a lot of enemies.


Maybe she can bluff her way out. Stick the knife in a pocket and stroll up on deck all casual. Who, me? I’m just another deckhand.


But they might find the fucking book.


So she stays hidden and waits. Her shoulder muscles and her legs ache from being crammed into the tight space under the bunk. The metal edge of the book digs into the small of her back. Roaches crawl over her hands, her collarbone. She doesn’t move. She cowers like a frightened child.


Two men open the hatch and climb down into the hold. Both are wearing military garb, but it’s a mismatch of bits and pieces from different uniforms, all stripped of markings. They’re both armed. All she has is her little knife clutched in her hand. Two’s more than she can handle – two, when once she’d have laughed at a dozen of the bastards. They sweep through the hold, kick open the door to the bosun’s locker, give the place a cursory search, and leave. The creaking of the stairs under their boots signals they’ve gone above.


She exhales. Amateurs, right? Not even worth my time. Spar might chuckle at that.


Cari relaxes a little, but she can still hear the grumbling of the gunboat’s engines nearby.


The sliver of blue light turns golden as the sun begins to set. From above, she can hear Dosca shouting orders. Sounds of sails being furled, the rattling of chains and the distinctive jerk as something starts tugging the ship forward. They’re being towed into port, presumably by the Ghierdana gunboat. Presumably into Ushket. The gunboat’s engine downshifts and strains, and the ship rocks.


Plan: wait till they’re tied up at the quay. Wait till it’s dark out. Slip ashore; head south around the rock to Ilbarin City and the last leg of the journey to Khebesh. Even without Spar’s miraculous guidance, even with the weight of the fucking book, she’s still sneaky enough to get ashore without being seen. And if she is spotted, well, she’s had a lot of practice knifing the Ghierdana. But you’re not invulnerable any more, so don’t get hit, she tells herself in Spar’s voice.


The golden sliver of light turns orange, then grey. Sunset’s quicker this far south.


Outside, the noise of engines ceases, gives way to the creak of ropes, the muffled thump of the ship coming to rest against some jetty. Shouts of dockworkers. The journey’s end. Captain Hawse taught Cari always to thank the local sea-gods after a safe voyage, but she dares not even whisper.


Not long to wait now.


Then the stairs creak again, groaning under a heavy weight. There’s a hiss of a breathing apparatus. The daylight’s mostly gone, so Cari can only see a silhouette. A metal helmet. A rubbery suit, covered with tubes and metal plates that glimmer with arcane sigils. The armoured figure clomps into the middle of the hold and stops, scanning the room. Cari presses herself back into her hiding place again, heart pounding again, mouth dry.


She’s seen things like the armoured figure before. Suits like that were originally intended to protect wearers against alchemical fallout, plagues and toxins and knife-smoke and shit, but she’s also seen them adapted as containment suits for the incurably contaminated. Back in Guerdon, there’s a dealer in second-hand alchemical stuff called Dredger who uses one. Then there was the Fever Knight, the enforcer who worked for Guerdon’s old criminal boss, Heinreil.


Spar killed the Fever Knight, but he nearly died in the process, and he had the strength of a Stone Man then. Cari broke Heinreil with a thought, but that was when she could work miracles. Here, she’s got nothing but this knife, no miracles or unnatural strength to back it up.


The Fever Knight’s armour was a boiler with legs, the ironclad of the alleyways, all rivets and armour plating. This suit is delicate, ornate – more fragile, maybe? The helm is made to resemble a boar, and the mouth of the beast gapes wide to reveal a dispassionate metal face. A woman’s face, cold and cruel. Green lenses for eye sockets.


Go for the breathing tube, go for the joints, she thinks, you won’t pierce the armour. The knife handle’s slippery in her grasp. She wipes her palm on her shirt, grips the weapon again. Go for the tube.


The armoured figure raises a hand, gurgles something – and the hold’s suddenly flooded with light. A dozen little floating globules of liquid illumination dance through the air. Sorcerous werelights – the armoured bastard’s a sorcerer. Shit. Cari’s fear is now titrated with a cold flood of uncertainty, which she really hates. Sorcerers are hard to judge, hard to fight. You can’t tell how good they are until they start throwing spells. Can’t tell how strong they are, because that really depends on how desperate they are. Magic burns them up from the inside.


A memory, the same memory she always sees when she closes her eyes: Spar falling, tumbling over and over as he plummets from the ceiling of the great Seamarket to break on the floor far below. His terrified face, eyes pleading with her as he falls, while she’s held paralysed and frozen by a spell.


Hell, what can she do against a sorcerer? If she was still a saint, she’d have a measure of divine protection. Saints and sorcery both exist in the aether. Saints can brute-force their way through spells, smashing enchantments and breaking wards like they were physical barriers. If Cari were still in Spar’s grace, still the Saint of Knives, maybe she could charge through the sorcerer’s spells like a brick thrown through a spider’s web.


Now, she’s powerless. Harmless as a fucking fly.


The lenses whir and click as the helm slowly rotates, scanning the room. Cari tenses, ready to scramble out of her hiding place and attack if she’s spotted.


Sorcery takes time. If she’s quick enough, maybe she can get out from under the bunk and get to the sorcerer before her foe gets a spell off. Maybe.


The werelights follow the sorcerer’s gaze, sweeping towards her.


Go for the breathing tube, she thinks, and get lucky.


“Witch?” calls one of the Ghierdana from above. “Need you up here.”


The armoured sorcerer snaps a hand shut. The werelights go out. Again, the mercifully, blessed, best sound in the world – footsteps creaking on the ladder.


Cari slithers out of her hiding place, dragging the heavy pack behind her. From above, the sounds of an argument – the Ghierdana want Eld, the saint of Cloud Mother to go with them, and he’s not budging. From what Cari can tell from the noises, Eld’s trying to squeeze out a sylph-spirit on the spot to fight the Ghierdana.


Terrible combat tactic for him. Brilliant distraction for her, especially when Eld starts bellowing in pain.


She creeps through the hold to the aft hatch. She scales a stack of crates, hooks her pack on a convenient nail, then pulls herself up through the half-open hatch on to the deck. She glances towards the prow. Eld’s writhing around on the deck. She can see the phantasmal shape of a wind-spirit halfway out of a fresh cut on Eld’s stomach, but the armoured sorcerer’s standing over him. One armoured gauntlet extended, glimmering with power. The sorcerer’s pinning the spirit in place with magical force, half in and half out. Gusts of wind hiss from Eld’s distended belly, from the edges of his caesarian cut. Most of the Ghierdana have gathered around the contortions, other than a pair of gunmen who are watching Captain Dosca and the rest of the crew.


No one’s looking her way.


Cari reaches back into the hatch and unhooks her pack. The weight of it nearly pulls her back into the hold, but she drags it out, secures it on her back. There’s a boarding plank, but Eld’s thrashing about next to that, so she sneaks to one of the ship’s toilets – a precarious little platform that hangs out over the side, near the stern.


From there, she climbs down on to the quayside.


The quay’s newly built, the concrete smooth and unweathered. There’s something deeply strange about her surroundings – it’s like they’ve docked in the middle of a market square. She finds a hiding place amid stacked boxes near a chain fence. It’s deathly quiet, and the streets beyond the fence are deserted. It’s hard to be sure in the dim light, but it looks like they’ve carved this harbour out of a flooded part of Ushket. She can see a narrow channel that must have once been a street – the gunboat must have towed Dosca’s ship along that route. It’s the only path that leads back to sea. The ruins on either side of that channel are scorched and blasted. Dragon-fire maybe. Or a miracle.


There are four other ships tied up at the dock, like prisoners in a chain gang. That’s what this is, Cari realises – a prison for ships. Only way in or out is by tug, and with a pilot who knows the waters. She can imagine all sorts of obstacles and dangers in those waters, ruined buildings like reefs that’d tear a hull open. A prison for ships – and she can guess who the fucking gaolers are. The Ghierdana.


She scurries, shoulders bowed under the weight of her back, running along the edge of the quay, staying in the shadows. As the last rays of the sun vanish, Carillon vanishes into the night.


The streets are unfamiliar, the buildings strange: the ones nearby are closely packed along steep lanes, but she can hear birdsong, smell greenery not too far away, so there must be gardens here, too. It’s a moonless night, and the twilight’s going fast. She splashes through puddles, skirts around the silt and debris that’s everywhere. It reminds her of parts of Guerdon after the Kraken-fleet of Ishmere attacked. That must be what happened here, too – the gods seized the sea and wielded it as a weapon, dropped an ocean on this place.


She needs to get off the streets before she’s spotted. The lower floors of the buildings look flooded out and abandoned. She spots an open door – broken, one half off its hinges, leaning against its mate like a drunk looking for support. Cari slips through the gap into a once-grand hallway. Paint peeling from rotten timbers stains her hands. Stairs in front of her lead up, but she hears the sound of distant snoring and guesses the upper floors must still be inhabited. This ground floor is caked in drifts of mud and flotsam, but there are no fresh prints past the stairwell. She forces a door into a derelict apartment, long since looted of anything valuable.


That’s fine. All she needs is a place to hide for the night. In the morning, she’ll get her bearings, get out of town, walk around the mountain to Ilbarin City and find a ship going south. She sits down in a dry corner, aching and exhausted.


Cari opens her pack and checks, for the thousandth time, that the grimoire is still there. It’s the only thing she has to trade to the sorcerers of Khebesh.


Eladora’s words replay in her mind: “Bring them this. Trade it for what you need. I don’t know if they can help Mr Idgeson, but I hope it’s possible.”


Not long now, Spar, she tells herself. Maybe, somehow, she tells him, too.


The lapping of the water in the street outside lulls Carillon to sleep.









CHAPTER TWO


The dragon Taras circles over Guerdon.


Great-Uncle’s massive frame soars through the sky, gliding on leathery wings so wide they cast a shadow over the world. Titanic muscles move beneath his ancient hide, marked with thousands of scars. Some are centuries old, made by arrows and crossbow bolts, by the javelins and lances of saints. Others are fresh: bullet wounds, acid burns, the bloody patina of knife-smoke or the marks left by the tendrils and claws of divine monsters. The Godswar has wounded everyone, thinks Rasce, even Great-Uncle Taras.


But the dragon is invincible.


He circles lower. Rasce’s mask was damaged by a stray shot during the bombing raid, leaving a spiderweb of cracks across his field of vision. He has to tilt his head this way and that to see different parts of Guerdon as it spreads out below him. From here, Great-Uncle seems to fill the world – no matter where Rasce looks, there’s always some part of the dragon, a wingtip or claw or tail.


“Is it not a pretty thing?” rumbles Great-Uncle. Rasce feels the words rather than hears them, the vibrations running through his thighs, his spine, echoing around inside his helmet.


He would never disagree with Great-Uncle, but the city below strikes him as singularly ugly. From this altitude, it feels as though he could reach out and pick up the whole city with one hand. The factories of the alchemists resemble intricate machines, stained with oily clouds of smoke, embedded in a fruiting mass of streets and tenements that sprawls inwards along the track of a mostly buried river. As Great-Uncle circles down, the light of the waning sun reflects off some canal or an exposed stretch of water, making the city flash like a signal-glass. In other places, the city’s scarred by recent wars. The fortress of Queen’s Point lies in ruins; out in the bay, nothing remains of the old prison at Hark except blasted, fire-blackened stone.


There are jewels here, too. Cathedrals and palaces up on Holyhill. The sullen lump of the Parliament atop Castle Hill – ugly to look at, but valuable. And directly below, their destination – the great shining pearl of the New City. An unlikely beauty, a district of marble domes and spires, of boulevards that shimmer in the sun and alleyways like frost on the veins of a leaf.


Conjured, the Dentist told him, through some alchemical accident, a whole city springing up overnight.


Nearby, is another district, equally unnatural these days. The roofs of Ishmerian temples rise like shark’s fins through the purple gloom that hangs over what some call the Temple district, but in the staccato language of the Armistice is officially the Ishmeric Occupation Zone. Just like the New City is termed the Lyrixian Occupation Zone, and a swathe of the city from the edge of Holyhill to the north-eastern suburbs is the Haithi Occupation Zone. IOZ, LOZ, HOZ.


Abbreviations serve to sweep away the strangeness and the shame, neat boxes to categorise the unthinkable. The city escaped destruction and conquest only by inviting all its prospective conquerors in to share the prize. Like a woman, offering herself to the victors – take my body, do what you wish with me, only spare my children.


Or, in Guerdon’s case, spare my vital alchemical factories, spare my mansions and palaces. Spare my markets and my unfettered access to the arms trade, spare my wealth. The city’s found safety by balancing itself on a knife edge.


Is the city a pretty thing? Rasce considers the question. He’s seen many cities from the air, and many of them were glorious. He’s seen temples like blossoming flowers of crystal, stepped ziggurats of obsidian, golden-roofed longhouses where heroes feasted. He’s seen prettier places – but when the dragon was done with them, they were all ash. Guerdon’s an ugly place from the air. A great misshapen stone beast, rent by many wounds, that has crawled down to the shore to die – but even from this height he can see the thronged streets, the busy docks.


He can smell the money. Sense the power.


It is not a pretty thing, but that is not why the dragon desires it.


A rumble of disquiet runs through Great-Uncle’s titanic form as they pass the Temple district, and the clouds writhe in response. Cloud Mother’s monstrous offspring hide there. Rasce feels the dragon’s displeasure in his bones.


“We should fly over the HOZ,” says Rasce, “and dismay them.” A tube carries the sound of his voice to Great-Uncle’s earpiece. Otherwise, he’d have to shout at the top of his lungs to be heard from the dragon’s back.


“Not today,” rumbles Great-Uncle. “No provocations. We’ve had enough war. Now for business.”


Enough war. Rasce tugs at the unfamiliar badge on his flying armour – the sigil of the Lyrixian Army. Twenty years ago, they’d have been the ones shooting at Great-Uncle.


They descend towards one of the domed structures in the New City. Another dragon – Thyrus – patrols the air over the New City, banks towards Great-Uncle as they circle lower. The face of the Ghierdana rider on Thyrus’ back is hidden by her mask, but Rasce can imagine her scowl. He grins back at her.


A Lyrixian banner flutters in the breeze from the sea, then gets blown the other way, buffeted by the wind from Great-Uncle’s massive wings as the dragon lands on a plaza. Lyrixian soldiers guard the perimeter of this military enclave. Great-Uncle stalks through a hole blasted in the side of the dome, his movements suddenly clumsy and heavy now that he’s on the ground. Dragons are meant to soar.


Rasce dismounts. His own limbs are stiff and sore after the long flight. He, too, has become a creature of air and fire, not lumpen earth. He stretches, feeling the ache in his limbs. He’s young and strong, but only mortal. Many generations of his ancestors have ridden on Great-Uncle’s back, and they’re all gone now, while Great-Uncle remains.


Inside the dome, both dragon and rider shuck their military trappings. Lyrixian soldiers help Rasce out of his heavy breathing mask, strip off his flight armour. They remove, section by section, the armoured barding that protects Great-Uncle’s belly from antiaircraft fire. They unhook the empty webbing that recently held alchemical bombs. The soldiers are nervous in the presence of the dragon; Great-Uncle puts up with their hesitant fumbling for as long as he can, but the dragon’s impatience wins out. He rips the last of the barding off, then stomps off towards the exit.


An officer – Major Estavo, Rasce recalls – hurries up, stammering something about a report on the bombing raid. A folder of documents clutched in his hand – damage reports, maybe, or proposed targets for the next sortie. He starts to salute, then catches himself. Rasce and the dragon are still criminals in the eyes of the Lyrixian state – it’s just that one of them is a criminal who can tear a warship in half or incinerate an army from above, which makes the dragons vital to the war effort. For the duration of the war, there’s a truce between the authorities and the Ghierdana families.


“Great Taras—” begins Estavo, addressing Great-Uncle by name.


“My nephew will deal with that,” rumbles Great-Uncle without stopping, and Estavo’s not stupid enough to stand in the path of the dragon. He turns helplessly to Rasce.


“I’ll report to you later, sir,” says Rasce, smirking at the “sir”. Both the major and Rasce know that this is all an absurdity, a wolf pretending to solemnly consult with a sheep. “Maybe tomorrow. Or the next day.” He dumps his damaged helmet in Estavo’s arms and follows Great-Uncle out.


There’s business to attend to first.


Long ago, the priests say, the people of Lyrix were wicked and sinful. They were greedy and gluttonous, lustful and wrathful. They lied and cheated, blasphemed and murdered. The gods grew angry, and they took the sins of the people, and from those sins were born the dragons – creatures made to be divine scourges, to turn sin into redemptive suffering. But instead, the dragons went to the worst of the worst, the criminals and pirates of the Ghierdana islands, and said, “Are we not alike? We are both hateful in the eyes of others. Let us be one, and show those bastards.”


And in their way, the dragons did scourge the people of Lyrix, and reminded them of their sins, and drove them into the loving arms of the gods. But they made a profit while doing so.


The street outside is too narrow for Great-Uncle to pass easily. His wingtips cut grooves in the walls on either side. Children run after the dragon, picking up pebbles dislodged by his wings for good luck. Great-Uncle grunts in amusement, and deliberately leans into one wall, sending a cascade of plaster tumbling down for them to collect.


Rasce ducks under Great-Uncle’s foreleg and jogs along by the dragon’s head so the two can converse.


“Estavo will want us to fly south again within the week. How long will this business take?”


“That, nephew, depends on you. There is work that needs doing, here in the city. But wait until we are in private.” Great-Uncle has claimed part of the New City as his temporary residence while in Guerdon; everyone in that compound is Ghierdana or Eshdana, sworn to the service of Great-Uncle or one of the other dragon families. There are three other dragons in Guerdon – no, two, now that Viridasa has gone south – but none of them are half so glorious or mighty as Great-Uncle.


“We should press the advantage, while the Ishmerians are in disarray.” Ever since the death of the Ishmerian goddess of war, the once-mighty Sacred Empire of Ishmere has faltered. Lyrixian forces have pushed back on many fronts. Rasce doesn’t give much of a damn about the fortunes of those Lyrixian forces – if pressed, he’d admit to a mild preference that Lyrix triumph over its rivals, that the gods of his homeland cast down the temples of Ishmere and all the rest, but that’s more a preference for familiar food, familiar devils. Lyrix can go to hell with the rest; it’s the fortunes of the Ghierdana that matters. Victory opens up new ways to grow the dragons’ hoard.


And it’s glorious to be up there, on dragon-back, to have the strength and the fire at his command. To point at a temple, or a fortified guard tower, or a formation of infantry on the ground, and to know that he could destroy them all with a snap of his fingers. Who cares who the enemy is when you wield that much power?


It’s glorious to be Chosen of the Dragon.


“In my way, nephew,” says Great-Uncle. “And in a time of my choosing. But now, I must speak with Doctor Vorz.”


Vorz. The Dentist, some call him. As Great-Uncle’s physician, he’s responsible for removing a tooth from the dragon’s maw whenever a new member of the family comes of age and wins their knife. More than that, though, he’s Great-Uncle’s counsellor – the one member of the inner circle who’s not a member of the family. He’s only Eshdana, bound by oath instead of blood. He can never be Chosen of the Dragon. Maybe that allows him to speak more honestly to Great-Uncle; maybe it’s the knowledge that he’s reached the zenith of his possible ambition and can never rise higher.


There’s always a counsellor, whispering in Great-Uncle’s ear. When Rasce was a young boy, it was a former pirate queen from the Hordinger coast, tattooed and savage. She ate seal blubber, and grease dripped from her lips as she talked to the dragon. The family hated her, and she slipped from a clifftop and died when Rasce was five. After the Hordinger came Marko – no, after the Hordinger was that old priestess, the one who knitted burial shawls, and after her was Marko, everyone’s friend with his easy grin, making deals and slapping backs, mopping his flushed forehead in the summer heat of the island. Always someone useful to Great-Uncle, some skill or connection that the family could not provide.


And then one day Marko was gone, and in his place was Vorz. The Dentist, with his leather bag of physician’s instruments, his collection of potions and philtres. A renegade alchemist, it’s said, exiled from Guerdon’s alchemists’ guild for unspeakable experiments. Grub-pale skin, face like an undertaker. Never raises his voice above a whisper or a hiss. He dresses all in black like a priest and walks as if moving too quickly he would tear his ill-made body apart. Rasce’s seen that sort of play-acting before, beggars and con men affecting divine stigmata or the ravages of sorcery, hinting they’ve paid some terrible physical price for ultimate power. Most of the time, it’s just an act, a way to suggest they’ve got access to supernatural abilities while also getting out of actually having to do anything.


Most of the time. The way Great-Uncle uses Vorz suggests the man has some genuine power.


And even if Vorz is just a man, Great-Uncle demands privacy. Rasce slaps Great-Uncle’s scaly shoulder and peels off. Conversations with Vorz are tiresome, anyway – like talking to an accounts ledger. The man’s got no fire in his soul.


The crowds do not part for Rasce.


Back home, no one would dare stand in his path. Everyone would make way for the Chosen of the Dragon. Back home, men would come up and greet him, shake his hand, seek his blessing. Women would watch him, whisper about him, the young prince of the Ghierdana. Back home, all know he has the dragon’s favour.


Here, as soon as he steps out of Great-Uncle’s shadow, he’s lost. Oh, a few know him, but only as one of the Ghierdana. They don’t know how high his station; they do not see the significance of the dragon-tooth on his hip. He’s anonymous in this crowd. Earthbound, no longer soaring.


He pushes through the crowd, and instead walks the twisted streets of the Ghierdana enclave in the New City. He wants to feel the wind on his face again. There are many spires and towers in the city, rising like frozen waterspouts or icicles towards the clashing clouds. Yellow fumes from the alchemists’ factories, the natural slate-grey of Guerdon’s skies, and, over the IOZ, weirder clouds – living spawn of the sky goddess, trailing tentacles like jellyfish over the rooftops, plumes of incense from the temples, ephemeral staircases and citadels that fade into empty air. There must be a way up somewhere, but the New City’s absurdly confusing, a labyrinth of bridges and walkways, stairs and arcades.


Rasce finds a stairway that seems to lead up to the level above, but it peters out before it reaches it. The whole New City is unfinished; the miracle that made it ran out before it was done. Cursing, he hurries back down the steps.


“Cousin. Are you lost?”


Vyr calls to him from the foot of the stairs. Looking at Vyr is like looking at a phantom conjured by a fortune teller as a warning about some horrible fate. Vyr and Rasce are first cousins. They’re about the same age, the same height and build. The same olive skin, the same dark hair. Even their faces are similar, though Vyr’s spent too long here under these bleak skies, and there’s something sickly about him now, the perpetual impression that he’s about to throw up and is moving cautiously to avoid upsetting a delicate stomach. And, of course, Vyr doesn’t have a dragon-tooth dagger, nor the enchanted Ring of Samara that adorns Rasce’s finger.


Vyr glances at the ring, and he can’t quite hide his envy.


And my father never brought shame on the family, like Uncle Artolo did.


“Clearly, I’ve become accustomed to flying. It all looks different from on high.”


“How goes the war?” asks Vyr.


“Like the gods are cats and the world’s a sack,” replies Rasce. “How have you been? Do you still have all your teeth, or has the Dentist been plying his trade on you?”


“Truth be told, I’ve seen little of him. I’ve been tending to our business here. I know not what he’s doing, save counting coin and brewing his elixirs,” grumbles Vyr. “The New City’s ours, every whorehouse and gambling den – but only in the New City. We’re penned up here, by the peace lines. We got the worst of the deal when they carved the city up, and there’s little enough gold to be found here. We should have demanded Serran and Bryn Avane, not here.” Vyr rambles on about problems – disputes about passes and permits, legal entanglements, a litany of names and factions that Rasce doesn’t bother following.


He yawns. Business is so dull. It’s for dull people like Vyr and the Dentist to take care of. A dragon sleeps on a bed of gold, resting and dreaming for months at a time until it’s time for action. Time to fly. “I need a bath, a cup of wine and a bed, cousin. Quickly, now.”


Vyr hurries off in the direction of the Ghierdana compound. Night’s falling, and the walls of the New City glimmer slightly, a glow rising from within. It looks like fire buried deep within the white stone, and Rasce finds it pleasing.


Rasce follows the path Vyr took, but the city’s confusing. He takes a wrong turn at some point, and finds himself back at the foot of the staircase. No – it’s one almost identical to it, as similar to the first as he is to Vyr. This staircase, though, is complete, running up to the tower entrance he desired. What a mad folly this New City is! It’s almost as though the staircase grew new steps to accommodate him.


He climbs, up and up, until he can feel the wind on his face. From this perspective, looking inland from the shore instead of down from dragon-back, the various districts of the city blend into each other, and he can’t clearly distinguish the various occupied zones from each other, can’t tell where the IOZ ends and Venture Square begins. It’s all one great urban wilderness, a jungle bristling with chimneys and church spires. A labyrinth in its own way – the rest of Guerdon may not be as bizarre and mutable as the New City, but it’s still strange to him, and he has no desire to know it better.


It’s much better to be up here, unentangled and aloof from the city below. To soar free.


Tomorrow, though. Right now, he wants a glass of arax and a warm bed, so he descends.


At times, it seems like he hears another set of footsteps on the stairs behind him, but when he turns there’s no one there.


The next morning, Great-Uncle summons Rasce.


Back home, on Great-Uncle’s island, there is a cavern beneath the family villa. Rasce remembers playing on the cavern steps as a child, his cousins daring him to take a few more steps down into the dark, until he could see the red-golden glow from the slumbering dragon. None of them would ever dare trespass into Great-Uncle’s chamber without permission; even the head of the family would wait on the threshold until the dragon acknowledged them.


There are rumours of equally large vaults and caves below the New City, but none are accessible to the massive dragon. Today, Great-Uncle suns himself on a wide plaza. One edge of the plaza ends abruptly at a sheer drop down to the sea; armed Eshdana guards patrol the other entrances. The dragon sprawls out across a row of ruined houses, occasionally scraping his back against the rubble. Vorz the Dentist has applied some alchemical salve to the wounds Great-Uncle took in the recent raid; ugly black scabs on the golden-red magnificence of the dragon. Nearby, marring the pristine stone of the plaza, is the scorched carcass of a goat. Great-Uncle’s breakfast.


People file up to Great-Uncle, one by one, to whisper into the dragon’s ear. Reporting to him, begging for favours. Or offering tribute – there’s a growing pile of coins and bank notes on a black cloth in front of the dragon, a microscopic fraction of the dragon’s hoard back home.


Rasce walks across the plaza, head held high. Swaggering, the dragon-tooth knife at his belt gleaming bone-white in the sun. The onlookers watch him as he crosses the open ground, but few dare meet his gaze. They bow their heads, offering respect. He spots his cousin Vyr. Unlike most of the Ghierdana, Vyr doesn’t look away, but the expression of naked jealousy on his face is tribute enough for Rasce.


He reaches the head of the dragon and kneels smoothly, drawing his knife in the same motion and holding it out so that Great-Uncle can see his own carved tooth, symbol of the bond between the two.


“Beloved Uncle.”


“Rasce. Come, sit.” The dragon nudges a block of masonry forward with his chin, a seat so close to the dragon’s maw that Rasce can feel the fiery heat of Great-Uncle’s breath.


“Vorz,” rumbles the dragon. Doctor Vorz glides out of the shadows, holding his black bag. He hands Rasce a folded sheet of paper, then reaches into his bag and draws out a glass vial. The Dentist closes Rasce’s fingers over it as if it’s something precious. Vorz’s own fingers are soft and very, very cold.


“There is other business,” says the dragon. Great-Uncle extends one bat-like wing over Rasce, angling it to create a leathery tent overhead. The dragon’s long neck slithers out, twists around and tucks under the edge of the wing. Stones crack and tumble as Great-Uncle coils his tail round them, making a perimeter wall. Suddenly, Rasce’s entirely surrounded by the dragon, cocooned in a hot little box of wing membrane and scaly flesh. Alone, facing the dragon’s head.


Great-Uncle snorts, and the sulphurous smell fills the space. Rasce swallows hard, trying not to gasp for air. Beads of sweat run down his back; it’s furnace-hot in the dragon’s embrace. A private conference is an honour.


“I have a task for you,” says Great-Uncle. “Look at what Vorz gave you.”


Rasce opens his hand. The glass vial glimmers softly with silvery light. It’s full of liquid and some whitish-grey crystals, like salt. “Yliaster,” says the dragon, “spirit brine. Used in great quantities by the alchemists. The substance is vital to their industry.” Great-Uncle licks his lips, and the scraping of tongue over scale is deafening in the enclosed space, like a sword being dragged across stone. “And we have secured control of a vast deposit of yliaster. Soon, we will begin importing it. The alchemists’ guild of Guerdon relies on a handful of merchants here in Guerdon for their needs. Deny them yliaster, and the factories grind to a stop. They must have a constant supply.”


“Where’s our supply?” asks Rasce.


“Ilbarin,” says Great-Uncle.


The Firesea region is a long flight. The direct route is perilous, but going via Lyrix and on through safer territory adds days to the journey. “I’ll get my flight gear,” says Rasce.


“No. Doctor Vorz will ride in your place,” says Great-Uncle.


“Alone?” Rasce can’t believe the dragon’s words. A dragon might – rarely – carry a passenger, bundled up like cargo, but for someone who isn’t family, who isn’t Ghierdana to ride in the saddle is unthinkable. “He’s not one of us!”


“Your place,” says the dragon, “is here. There is work to be done, and it may be that you are best suited to it. The yliaster importers . . . they must buy from us.” Great-Uncle’s massive tongue scrapes again over his scaly lips. “Give them the dragon’s choice.”


Take the ash, serve the Ghierdana. Or perish.


Great-Uncle withdraws his head. The wing’s edge comes down, closing the gap, leaving Rasce alone in the hot darkness of the dragon’s embrace. Outside, the sound of bone crunching, meat tearing as Great-Uncle takes another mouthful.


Rasce is momentarily blind-sided by this. Why him? It must be a test, he tells himself. Artolo was high in Great-Uncle’s favour, but failed, fell when he was given a mission here in Guerdon. Rasce tries to breathe, but there’s no air in here. The merchants who currently supply this alchemical stuff, this yliaster – he needs to persuade them to serve the Ghierdana. To take the ash, even. All of them are outside the Lyrixian Occupation Zone, so he cannot draw on the strength of the Ghierdana directly. A hundred ways this could go awry.


He must not lose Great-Uncle’s favour. He will not.


He squares his shoulders, lifts his head proudly, as a Ghierdana should. He is Chosen of the Dragon. He never fails.


Great-Uncle’s head returns, his chops now covered in blood and goat entrails. Rasce wraps the paper around the yliaster vial, stuffs both inside his jerkin. “It shall be done, Great-Uncle.”


“Good boy,” says the dragon. He lifts his wing, and abruptly Rasce is back in the bright courtyard.


Vorz is now wrapped in an expensive fur coat, with a breathing mask strapped to his head. The Dentist doesn’t look any more or less human with his eyes hidden behind bulbous glass goggles, with a breathing tube snaking from his mouth to a tank on his back. He clutches his black bag tightly.


Vorz lays a gloved hand on Rasce’s arm. “You are far from home, here, and there are powers in Guerdon you do not know. Your Uncle Artolo moved without caution, and it cost him dearly.” Vorz’s fingers spider down Rasce’s bare forearm, linger a moment too long on Rasce’s knuckles. “But it is written: there are moments when the forces balance, and one man in the right place can change the world. Be brave, Rasce.”


“Thank you for your counsel,” says Rasce, scornfully. He has little time for Vorz’s mystic mummery.


“I have prepared the way for you. Speak to Vyr.”


Great-Uncle growls, eager to be off. Vorz climbs into the saddle on the dragon’s neck. Instead of the long rifle, the spear, the scalebrushes and hooks and other supplies that would normally be kept within easy reach, there are bags, chests of alchemical supplies, an ornamented metal case that Race doesn’t recognise.


“Be ready, Rasce,” says the dragon, “for my return.” The dragon spreads his wings, and steps forward over the edge of the sea wall. He catches the rising air and soars up, circling higher and higher over the New City.


Ascending, without looking back, into the heavens.


The city feels different in the absence of the dragon – fragile, weightless, like it’s made of spun sugar and the rain’s about to fall. Rasce tries to cling to his bravado, discovers he’s clutching his dragon-tooth dagger like a talisman. He shoves it back in his belt, takes a breath. By the grey god’s balls, he’s fought in the Godswar. He’s been a pirate, a soldier, a dragon-rider. He’s Chosen of the Dragon, and he’s never encountered a foe he couldn’t best. In all his life, he’s never lost. Convincing some withered old merchants to take the ash should be easy.


He beckons his cousin over.


“Vyr. I’ll need somewhere secure as a headquarters.”


To his credit, Vyr takes to his new role with great efficiency. Before the first day’s out, he’s found Rasce a large house on Lanthorn Street, on the lower north side of the New City, close to the edge of the district. It was occupied, but Vyr had the families squatting there moved up to the towers.


Like the rest of the New City, the house sprouted from the same miraculous stone. No one built it. Still, as Rasce wanders the freshly scrubbed rooms, stinking of some alchemical cleaning agent, the shape of the house is strangely familiar to him, like a childhood memory.


Vyr stations guards at the door. A sniper’s nest in the attic. Promises to hire a street sorcerer to draw spell-wards at the entrances. “And I’ve put poison down in the basement.” Vyr taps the floor of the cellar with the point of his sword, and there’s a faint echo. “The whole city is riddled with tunnels. The cursed ghouls aren’t supposed to cross into the LOZ, but they do anyway. They’re informants for the city watch so don’t say anything down there you don’t want repeated.”


The list of merchants. None are based here in the New City, but a few are close by, in the neutral zone along the docks. Others are on the far side of Guerdon, past the other occupation zones, in the region called Fog Yards. It’s almost funny. In the air, that distance from the New City to the Fog Yards is a heartbeat, a single sweep of Great-Uncle’s mighty wings. Here on the ground, it’s a considerable obstacle.


“Vyr, we shall need to hire some local ruffians. Blades, smugglers, footpads.” Rasce forces himself to smile at his sickly shadow. “I shall be boss, yes, and you shall be my counsellor.”


“As the Chosen commands.”









CHAPTER THREE


Something taps on the window.


Cari’s awake in an instant, blade in hand. Spar, show me, she thinks, before she remembers that she’s far, far away from the New City, far from her friend. She’s alone here, far from home, and there’s something at the window so get it together, Carillon.


Again, the tapping. Wet thumping, really, like someone’s slapping the outside of the building with a dead fish. The window’s shuttered; bluish light seeps through the slats.


Run, her instincts tell her. Running used to work for her.


Instead, she crosses the muddy floor of the abandoned room, stepping so softly she makes no sound. She readies her blade, positions herself to one side of the window, keeping the solid wall between her and – whatever’s out there. It’s big, she can tell that from the sound of its laboured breathing, from the weight of it as it thumps at the shutters. But probably not hostile – the shutter’s not that sturdy. If it wanted in, it could get in.


She peers through a slat and finds herself looking into a fish’s eye the size of a dinner plate. Unblinking, an awareness both terrified and placid, as if all it has ever known is suffering. The eye stares back at her without recognition, then the thing thumps on the shutter again, hard enough this time to pop the latch. The shutter bounces back, swinging open to give her a better look at the thing.


It’s either a huge fish that’s eaten the head of a drowned man, or a drowned man wearing a giant fish like a cloak or headdress, the two fused where the headless neck of the human portion meets the underbelly of the fish. She wonders if she’d see a face if the creature opened its mouth. The human body bends under the weight of the huge fish on its back, its knees and hands caked in mud. The body’s bloated, its flesh pockmarked with bites from smaller fish, water oozing from old wounds. Naked, but the fish have eaten away the genitals. The hands are caked with salt or something similar, little crystals clinging to the skin. More of the crystals smeared on the window.


The fish-part is still alive as far as she can tell, its brownish-green flanks beaded with moisture, gills pulsing in the pre-dawn air. The fins twitch, brushing against the window frame.


It stands there for a moment, then a ghastly sound bubbles from the drowned man, like he’s trying to talk even though his head’s got a fish clamped to it – or maybe fused to it, because she can’t tell if the man’s head is in the fish’s mouth, or if it’s more like a monk’s cowled hood instead of a mouth. The groaning gurgle goes on, a terrible keening, and she can nearly make out words in the sound.


Glass smashes – a bottle, thrown from a window across the street. Bluish blood runs from the fish’s back. Then a hail of stones rains down on the creature. As far as Cari can judge, the attackers aren’t scared, just irritated to be woken by the creature. Like it’s the town drunk, singing at the top of its gills in the middle of the night. The thing’s just standing there, taking the punishment.


It slaps on the window again as if it’s waiting for her.


Fuck it. She’s got no reason to stay. Cari grabs her pack and slings it on to her back. The weight of the fucking book makes her slip in the mud. She climbs out into the street. Someone above shouts a curse, and flings a bottle at her, too. It shatters on the wall nearby, showering her in broken glass. Cari grabs a stone and throws it up at the window. She’s a better shot; there’s a second, and considerably louder curse, and the window above slams shut.


The fish-headed thing – Monkfish, she decides to call it – begins to walk. There’s something absurdly solemn, even dignified about the way it staggers through the muddy streets, dragging the train of its massive fish-body behind it. The absurd entity makes its way downhill, and she follows, staying in the shadows cast by the creature’s radiance. As far as she can tell, she’s the only person on the streets of Ushket at this hour. The sun’s only just crested the shoulder of the Rock, sending long shadows striding west. The light shows her the town. Houses with large arched windows, flat red-tiled roofs, whitewashed walls. Shady green courtyards, to provide relief from the summer’s heat.


She was right about the transformed terrain. Ushket sits on a hillside, once high above the sea. Now the sea laps at the heart of the town. Through gaps in the buildings, dawn light flashes off the water, blindingly bright. The sea level has risen hundreds of feet; either that or the whole island’s sunk, buried by the divine wrath of the Kraken of Ishmere. When the gods go to war, the way the world works is the first casualty.


The Monkfish leads her through the streets. A different route to the hill she climbed last night. The streets are still eerily empty, but she can hear the town waking up on the upper levels. Glancing up, she sees rope bridges and walkways crossing overhead, linking the various buildings. The people of Ushket have moved up, ceding the streets to the tides. She spots early risers on some of the walkways, and some of them might be armed. She tries to stay hidden, but Monkfish doesn’t stop moving and the muddy ground is treacherous; at least one of them spots her. She hunches her shoulders and keeps moving. Moves her pack around, so it’s less obvious she’s got anything worth stealing.


More Monkfish come shambling down different lanes. It’s a congregation, a whole pack of animated-corpses-hauling-giant-fish-things. The fish all goggle at one another; their zombie host-bodies just keep trudging through the mud. Cari sticks close to her Monkfish, although she’s having second thoughts about this whole idea. Maybe she misinterpreted the creature’s intent entirely. Fuck, maybe it has no intent at all, and it’s as dumb as it seems.


The parade of Monkfish passes through an archway, and suddenly they’re at the edge of town, on the open hillside. There are sentries on the walls of Ushket, but they don’t spot Cari as she slips out and follows the parade down to the new shore, where waves break on the remains of drowned vineyards. It’s a graveyard of ships – there are a dozen hulks here, carcasses drawn up and left to rot. Their prows face the road, and the ebbing tide washes around their sterns. Mastless, some partially broken up. Dragged out of the water judging by the gouged tracks they left behind them, by the heaped and broken earth like frozen red-brown waves around their keels. Something big – a dragon, she guesses, if the fucking Ghierdana are in town – dragged those ships out of the sea and left them broken on the shore. It puts her in mind of beached whales.


One by one, the Monkfish wade into the water. As they enter the sea, the creatures become suddenly graceful, their human bodies going limp and trailing behind the dancing, leaping fish. They surge through the surf, joyfully, vanishing into this new sea.


All except her Monkfish. That one wades into the surf and stands there. The fish-eye stares are her, and then it haltingly raises a human arm and points to one of the more intact ships.


She recognises it. Gods below, she knows it. It’s the Rose.


Cari runs across the muddy hillside towards the wreck. When she glances back, the Monkfish is gone.


It’s the stillness that disturbs her. She still knows every inch of the Rose, could find her way through the compartments by memory alone. This was her ship, her home, her salvation. The Rose carried her away from Guerdon, away from the legacy of her family, away from her aunt’s curses and torments, away from the black iron dreams. This ship gave Cari her life.


But it’s all too still. Rose used to roll with the waves. Cari could feel every breath of wind or pulse of ocean through the decks. Now, the ship’s like another dead body washed up on shore, cold and still.


She climbs in through a hole in the hull and makes her way through the forward hold. The aft hold looks to be mostly flooded. She sloshes through stagnant water on her way to the ladder that brings her up on to the deck. Rose is listing over to the side; the deck slopes, like the ship’s caught in a never-ending wave. The door to the forecastle, the crew cabin, is open, and Cari stares at it for a long while. For five years, that was her home, her first real home. Her aunt’s house in Wheldacre was never as welcoming or as loved as that little nook under the bowsprit. Unconsciously, as if enchanted by her own past, she re-enters the room, finding memories with her fingertips.


That bunk on the right, that used to be where the first mate, Adro, would sleep. Dol Martaine on the other side. She still instinctively steps to the right to avoid the empty bunk – Martaine would beat anyone who woke him. Gods, she hated him, still hates him, but somehow it’s a fond memory, too.


She ducks to dodge the lamp that used to hang there, steps over the memory of Cook’s boxes. There are rusted hooks in the walls, for the hammocks were once slung there, a labyrinth of canvas, the crew of the Rose crammed in tighter than sleepers in a flophouse. Storage lockers and boxes, all broken open and empty. The floor’s dirty, too, and that’s so wrong it hurts her bones. Cari’s stolen from temples, faced down saints, even killed a goddess, but this is blasphemy.


Finally, she sits down on her bunk. For a moment, she imagines what she would do if she could step out of time and reach across the years, speak to the girl she was when she first came aboard, curled up and seasick on this little bunk. Dressed in boy’s clothes, frantically trying to work out how to go to the toilet without giving away her secret. Thinking that was the only secret she had. If you ever go back to Guerdon, Cari thinks to her twelve-year-old self, things will get fucking weird. You’ll make friends, and one of them will turn into the king of the ghouls. And you’ll get the other one killed. And then you’ll be an avenging saint for a while, and that’ll be fun – only it’s killing him again, and you’ve got to cross the world to save him. And don’t get me started about gods and alchemists.


Oh, and you’ll have to put up with know-it-all Eladora again.


Look, don’t go back to fucking Guerdon, all right.


But if she never went back to Guerdon, she’d never have known Spar.


And Spar would still be alive, she reminds herself. Her presence in Guerdon brought ruin to the city. So much of the suffering is her fault.


Her eyes fall on another wonder. There, kicked into a corner, is her own little box that used to stand by her bunk. She filled it with treasures collected across the world. Coins from Lyrix, stolen – she was told – from a dragon’s hoard, blessed with the monster’s luck.


A playbill from a theatre in Jashan. Captain Hawse brought her there for her eighteenth birthday. They both dressed up for the occasion; Hawse had insisted. Cari wore a ballgown, and it was like a glimpse into another life, one in which she’d been born into a regular, wealthy family, instead of crazed demon-worshippers who bred her to be a herald to nightmare gods.


A petrified dragon’s scale. Scrimshawed whalebone. Blue jade from Mattaur.


But the box is empty now. There’s nothing there.


She only has one of those treasures left, and it wasn’t what she thought it was. Cari once thought the amulet she wears at her neck was a gift from her unknown mother. It was only years later, in Guerdon, that she learned the truth – that it was made by her grandfather, a ritual talisman for communing with the Black Iron Gods. She treasures it still, for her own reasons. It’s a reminder that she can take whatever the world throws at her and refashion it into a weapon. Everything’s a weapon if you’re willing to use it. And she has a second treasure, now – the fucking book. The weight of it reminds her she can’t linger here.


Wiping her eyes – it’s very dusty in there – she emerges back on deck. The masts have been cut down. The stumps that used to be the Rose’s graceful masts offend her to her core, and she adds whoever wrecked the ship to her shit list.


Across the deck, there’s the door to Captain Hawse’s cabin.


And in the doorway, Captain Hawse. Older, greyer, smaller somehow, but still himself.


A sword in his hand.


“Are you a dream?” demands Hawse. “A spirit, sent to torment me?”


Part of her wants to rush across the deck and hug the old man. Another part, the part that fought on the streets of Guerdon, watches that sword. He’s got reach, you’ve got speed, thinks that part of herself, and she hates it.


“It’s me. It’s Cari.”


“Cari,” echoes Hawse. He blinks, raises one hand to shade his eyes from the rising sun. “It is you. You came back.”


“Sort of.” Cari shrugs awkwardly.


“You left!” says Hawse, with apparent surprise, as if he just remembered the circumstances of their parting. “You just jumped ship. It was in Severast. We were in Severast, and you left without a word.” He shakes the sword at her. “After all I did for you.”


“There were fucking words beforehand,” Cari replies before she can stop herself. This isn’t what she wants, to go over decade-old arguments. “You didn’t listen to me.”


“Oh, I remember. Full of ideas, you were. Stealing from the Eyeless priests! Saying we should smuggle wine-of-poets out of Jashan. Making a run to the Silver Coast! A slip of a girl, telling me how to run my ship!”


Cari glances around at the wreck of the Rose, at the empty hulk lying in the sun. “Yes, well, you’ve clearly made a great success of it without me.”


He laughs at that, a chuckle that’s half a snarl. He waves the sword at her. “Cari. Where have you been? Why are you here?”


“All over. Guerdon. And . . . ” She shrugs. “A dead guy with a fish for a head led me here.”


“That was a holy Bythos. Emissary of the Lord of Waters,” says Hawse reverently. Cari vaguely recalls the Lord of Waters as the Ilbariner sea-god.


“There was a shoal of them out there before dawn.”


“I know. The war broke the Lord of Waters, child, and his servants are lost. They wander the streets every night.” Hawse yawns, and Cari notices how old he’s become, how his jaw trembles. How much it costs him to lift that sword. She takes a step towards him, hesitantly, then another and another.


The sword comes back up. “What do you want? Nothing here for you to take.”


“I was looking for a ship. I need to get to Khebesh.” She nearly adds “sir”.


“The Rose is wrecked. You can see that.”


“But you used to know people in Ilbarin City. You’ve got to know someone with a ship, Hawse, you’ve got to. I’ve got to get to Khebesh. Please.”


Hawse lowers the sword. Cari takes another step forward, but he turns away from her. He digs around in his pockets, finds his pipe. Fills it, his hands shaking.


“I took you in. I remember you trying to sneak on board, making enough noise to wake the dead. With your hair cut short, wearing trousers pinched from some farmer. And that voice!” Hawse mimics an absurdly deep, gravelly voice. “Begging your pardon, captain, but I’m a boy who ran away to sea. I’ll work my passage. I’ll scrub the decks, do whatever.”


“I fucking did work, though,” says Cari, cheeks flushing. It’s ancient history now, of course, but she thought she’d kept her secret for years. She remembers nervously admitting to Hawse that she was a girl, the look of surprise on his face giving away to laughter. She’d always believed he was laughing at his own foolishness in not seeing the truth.


“You did. I can’t fault you on that. Best topman I ever had. You proved Adro wrong – he said I should have sent you home.”


“Adro said that?” She and the first mate were friends for years; he was like a brother to her. A big ox of a man. They’d planned to conquer the world together, go crawling the dockside taverns together. She smiles at the memory.


“I stopped Dol Martaine from hurting you,” says Hawse, harshly. “He’d have cut your throat and dumped you over the side. But, no, I gave you a place on my ship. And then you left.”


“Look, I was pissed. I’m sorry, I should have—”


“Do you still have that amulet?” asks Hawse, turning back to her.


Cari unclasps it and hands it to him. Hawse holds it up to the light of the rising sun. “Remember that time in Ilbarin, you ran off and pawned this ugly thing. Threw the ticket into the bloody sea. Then came crying to me that night, begged me to help you get it back.”


“I remember,” says Cari. “I . . . look, I didn’t know back then, but I . . . my family, back in Guerdon, they . . . ” She struggles for words. How can she convey the strangeness of her origins, the terrible destiny that was made for her? The dreams that haunted her when she was a child, the nameless terror that drove her to flee across the world. She knows now that it was the Black Iron Gods calling for their herald from their prison, but, back then, she only knew that she was always, always in the wrong place. Always feeling dangerous, like some great doom was following her, and if she stayed in one place too long it would fall upon her. “I can’t talk about it.”


Hawse snorts in anger. “You always had one eye on the door. Always looking to the horizon, to the next port. Six years on board my ship, and you just walked away.” He throws the amulet back to her. “So walk away. Go on. Go to Khebesh, if they’ll take you. Or go back to Guerdon for all I care. There’s nothing for you here.”


The door of his cabin slams shut, leaving her alone on the deck.









CHAPTER FOUR


Baston Hedanson debates the best way to kill the man standing at his doorstep.


“Can I come in?”


Tiske stands there, hands twisting nervously, beefy face half hidden by a hood. Laughing no longer. He looks like he’s been through the wars – he has that hunched, furtive look of a man who fears the wrath of the gods.


The proper thing to do, of course, is hang him from a drainpipe. That was what the Brotherhood used to do to traitors. String them up, where everyone could see them, as a reminder that the Brotherhood owned the streets of Guerdon. It was a warning, too, to the politicians and priests that they weren’t the only powers in the city. The authorities hung Idge, the great leader of the Brotherhood, from the gallows on Mercy Street, after Idge refused to recant, refused to betray the movement he’d led. A gutter death in some alley in the Wash wasn’t a mockery of that martyrdom; it honoured it.


“I just want to talk,” says Tiske.


Drowning? The murky waters of the harbour are only a few streets away. Many a better man than Tiske has met an end there. You have to weigh the body down with stones, so it’s eaten by fish and not by ghouls. These days, even the corpse-eaters are informants.


“I don’t mean you any harm. The dragons didn’t send me, I swear.”


Burning? Now there’s a strong candidate.


It could be argued that Tiske deserves to burn.


Tiske makes the sign with his hand, the old distress signal of the Brotherhood. By tradition, no member of the Brotherhood of Thieves can refuse aid to one who makes that sign.


That sign shouldn’t hold any power over Baston now.


It does, though. A little. Enough to buy Tiske another few minutes’ life.


“Come in.” Tiske pushes past him, down the narrow hallway, into the kitchen. He peers out into the cramped yard behind the house


“Who is it?” calls Baston’s sister Karla from the floor above.


“Tiske.”


“Don’t murder him until I’m dressed.”


Baston advances into the kitchen. There was a time when Tiske would have been a regular visitor to this isolated house, Tiske and the rest of the Brotherhood’s inner circle. Heinreil, Tammur, Pulchar. Baston’s father, Hedan, too. His father grew up in this little house, and kept it even after his fortunes rose and he bought the big place up in Hog Close. Fortunes made and lives lost over this little kitchen table.


Baston recalls the Fever Knight standing guard outside that back door, the sound of rainwater dancing on the bodyguard’s armour.


Every one of them is dead, or gone – just like the Brotherhood.


“Your father,” says Tiske, “always had a bottle of wine to hand, for guests.”


“No. For friends.”


Tiske’s face falls. “I’d never wish harm on you and yours. I stood with you at the funeral, remember?” Funerals, thinks Baston, plural. Two in the last two years. His wife, Fae, was never part of the Brotherhood. She was nothing to do with this life at all. Fae was his second chance, his clean slate, and she’d died, too.


“I’d have carried your father’s body to the sisters with you,” continues Tiske, unaware he’s stepped on a mine, “if they’d ever found his remains.”


“And then you took the ash. You broke faith with the Brotherhood, and joined up with the Ghierdana.”


Tiske bristles. “I never broke faith. But I wasn’t going to shackle myself to a body that was already halfway down the corpse-shaft. The Brotherhood was as good as gone before I left.” He holds up his hands, like a priest giving a blessing. “I know you don’t see things the same way, Baston, but truth’s truth.”


We could have rebuilt, thinks Baston, if you and the others stayed true. It would have been hard, he knows that, with so many of their number dead in the chaos. But there’d been opportunity, too. The New City sprouting from the ruins – a literal rebirth of hope. If the Brotherhood had been united, they could have seized that divine blessing, taken the New City for their own. Instead, it fell into the claws of dragons, and the Brotherhood stayed broken.


“Tiske,” says Baston, “what do you want?”


“I want you to come up to the New City with me.”


“I won’t take the ash.”


Tiske rubs his forehead. “I’m not saying that. But—”


From outside, an uncanny sound, a chittering whisper.


“Quiet,” snaps Baston. Both men freeze.


Through the window, they see a spider’s leg the size of a tree trunk in the yard outside, stepping over the adjoining derelicts. Fine hairs bristle on the leg of the god-thing, twitching like antennae. Baston peers out – the spider-spirit straddles the house. The creature is only half real, its substance skittering in and out of the mortal world, moonlight reflecting off a shifting fog-bank. Eight eyes stare down at Baston as it probes his mind. He feels it, or imagines he feels it, picking its way over the folds in his brain.


He pushes his thoughts down deep. Weighs them down and drowns them in the dark recesses of his mind. Lets his conscious mind fill with quotidian thoughts – he wonders if there’ll be work down at the docks tomorrow morning, tries to recall if there’s bread in the cupboard, reminds himself to fix a broken window upstairs.


Finding nothing, the spider moves on, picking its way with unnatural lightness over the terraced rows of houses. From the street outside, Baston hears the chanting of the Ishmeric priests as they follow the emanation of their god on its nightly inquisition.


Tiske exhales. “By all the hells, Baston, how do you still live here with those things crawling around?”


It’s a fair question. And not one for which Baston has a good answer.


“Have you killed him yet?” Karla enters the room, pulling a shawl around her shoulders. “Hello, Tiske. Baston, if you’re going to murder someone here, put down a towel first.”


“There was a sentinel,” warns Tiske hastily. “It just passed.”


“I felt it. Oh, the gods of Ishmere don’t care much what we faithless do to each other. They only look for threats to the Sacred Realm.” Karla bustles around the kitchen. “Do you want a drink, Tiske?”


“Listen. This is for you, too, Karla,” says Tiske. “There’s a new Ghierdana boss. A young fellow, Chosen of the Dragon. He needs locals who know the streets. He’ll pay. Come on, lad, come up to the New City and meet him.”


“No,” says Baston.


Karla laughs. “Baston won’t take the ash, Tiske. He’s Brotherhood till the day he dies.”


Tiske reddens with frustration. “And when will that be? When some giant fucking spider decides you’re a sinner? When the clouds eat you? When High Um—”


“Don’t say a name,” snaps Karla. Mentioning a god by name is perilous.


Tiske catches himself. He spreads his hands across the table, takes a slow breath, smiles a sad, weary smile. “Do you remember what it was like before the Tallowmen?”


“How young do you think we are, Tiske?” says Karla from the window. Tiske knew their father, knew them when they were children. He still thinks of them that way. It’s how he can get away with calling Baston Hedanson “lad”. Baston’s north of thirty.


They’d have been nine or ten, still living up on Hog Close, when the alchemists’ creations were first loosed on Guerdon. The wax monsters were made out of condemned thieves, remade to hunt down their former brothers. Baston used to have nightmares about looking out of his bedroom window and seeing the face of his father lit from within by candle-flame.


“Ah, back then, things made sense to a simple man like myself. No gods except the Kept up on Holyhill, and the watch were flesh and blood. You could bribe ’em to look the other way, and they all knocked off at sundown. Then they sent the Tallows, and we were fucked.”


“The Brotherhood,” says Baston, “was fucked when Heinreil took over.”


Tiske sounds bashful, like he’s speaking beyond his remit. “The Dentist was running things in Guerdon, but he’s left now. The new boss, Rasce – he’s just a boy, green as canal-weed. He doesn’t know the city at all. I came to you first, Baston, I came to you because it’s an opportunity. They have money, power – and they can’t be touched, up in the New City.” Tiske peers out of the window at the distant shape of the sentinel, and shudders. “Get in with him now, and you’ll have the dragons on your side when you need ’em.”


Baston stays seated until the front door shuts behind Tiske. He doesn’t trust himself not to do something violent to the older man, so better to stay put until he’s gone.


Karla studies her brother from across the room, letting the rain and the distant chanting from the temples fill the silence. It’s a comfortable silence. Karla’s silver-tongued and can talk for hours with people she despises, charm them and enchant them, and they’ll never know it’s an act. Words are a costume for her; it’s in silence that she’s her true self.


Baston’s house has been very, very quiet since his sister moved in to take care of her widowed brother. A long, slow silence, where he could heal.


Karla watches, and waits, and thinks. Finally, she speaks.


“You should do it. Meet with this Rasce at least.”


“Why should I go to the Ghierdana to sell my soul, when I could spit on a dozen temples from here?”


“So long as spitting is all you’re doing to them,” says Karla. She pulls the shawl up over her head. “I’ve got to go out. There’s dinner in the pot – or are you going out to Pulchar’s?” Pulchar’s restaurant used to be a Brotherhood haunt, back when there was a Brotherhood. Now, it’s just a few tired old men reminiscing.


“Not tonight.”


A quick kiss on the cheek, a reassuring squeeze of his shoulder. “Think about what Tiske said. We don’t have many friends left. It might be good to make some new ones.”


And she’s gone. Baston doesn’t know where his sister goes, which temple she worships at, or if she has some other business. He wonders if she’ll come back tonight, to sleep in that little attic room intended for a child’s bed.


He hopes she does. This house feels like it should be haunted, but it’s empty of ghosts.


Too full of gods.


The next morning, he goes down to the docks. That means leaving the Ishmeric Occupation Zone, means waiting in line at the checkpoint for an hour, shuffling along until it’s his turn before the sentry-clerics.


“Name?”


“Baston Hedanson.”


“What business?”


“Docker.”


The mad-eyed cleric studies him for a moment, as if he can see into Baston’s soul, then reaches up and anoints him with foulsmelling oil.


“Blessing expires at sunset,” snaps the cleric, “and then thy soul is forfeit to Cruel Urid, watcher of the night hours.”


Baston trudges down the hill, joining the crowd of dockworkers who jostle for labour every morning along Guerdon’s wharves. The others back away from Baston, give him space. They remember who he used to be.


These docks are neutral territory, but they’re sandwiched between the Lyrixian and Haithi Occupation Zones, between the dragons and the mad gods, so there are fewer ships berthed here than there might once have been. No captain wants to leave his ship in between two warring powers, and trust to the fragile Armistice to preserve the peace. The big freighters go to the new docks in Shriveport, on the far side of Holyhill, long piers running out into deep water. Fewer ships mean less work.


He waits in the chilly spring drizzle for his name to be called. Distantly, he knows that he’s better off than most of the poor bastards huddled along the dockside. He won’t starve if he misses a day’s work. For others, there’s the span of a single coin between a good day and a bitter one.


Gunnar Tarson sidles up to him in the crowd. Another Brotherhood boy cast adrift. Tarson’s young and eager, starts talking about some job he has in mind, breaking into a merchant’s house. It’s not the time. Not with the spider-sentinels crawling over the district. It hasn’t been the time for months. Maybe it won’t ever be the time again.


He imagines himself as part of a broken mechanism. A coil or spring, wound ever more tightly, but disconnected now from whatever apparatus might once have given him release or function. He bows his head, waits to be called, and feels the tension in his belly ratchet forward, an inch of bile at a time.


The foreman starts calling names.


“Baston Hedanson?”


He steps forward.


“Sheds on Acre Lane. Boss wants ’em cleared.”


The sheds are a maze of rotting timbers. Raindrops swelling through narrow cracks in the roof, like a man bleeding from a dozen cuts. Floor slick with foamy run-off. This place hasn’t been used in months. Abandoned when an alchemist’s freighter went aground off the Bell Rock, and the evening tide ran yellow with poison. Another bit of the city gone rotten, ceded to something toxic and inimical to mortal life. Baston sniffs the air – as a creature of Guerdon, the smells from the alchemists’ smokestacks are as familiar to him as church bells. The burned sourness of phlogiston, the effervescent, tickling saltiness of yliaster, the cloying stench of melting wax.


There’s something else as well. A faint, floral scent. Perfume, maybe?


He’s not alone here. He tenses, his broad shoulders hunching. Hands bunching into fists. This isn’t the occupied zone, he tells himself. There’s no reason to assume trouble.


He prowls through the sheds, moving deeper into the maze. There’s a large space in the centre. Once, it was a trade hall, ornate iron pillars supporting a high ceiling, glass skylights green with moss and scum. The green light shifting like the whole place is underwater.


Two figures wait for him there. One’s an old man, bald, a face like a gargoyle. He’s wearing a priest’s cassock, but there’s a gun in his hand. The other’s a younger woman, a black velvet dress like a guildmaster, but no guild sigil or badge of office. Hair pinned back, one hand pressing a scented handkerchief to her nose. The light catches her face, and for a moment Baston thinks he recognises her.


“Cari?”


“You’re not the first to make that mistake,” says the woman. “But no.”


She raises her other hand and invisible chains lock into place around Baston’s arms, legs, throat. Even his eyes are held by the spell. He can’t blink, can barely breathe.


The woman’s a sorcerer. Even as he’s held there frozen, Baston’s mind is racing. Sorcery’s rarely seen on the streets, and she’s clearly no thief or hired assassin – although he’s not so sure about her companion.


The old man searches Baston’s paralysed body expertly, finding the knife tucked into his boot, the garrotte in his pocket. He checks Baston’s hands, probes the wedding ring for a concealed needle. One horned finger pokes at the spot on Baston’s forehead where the cleric anointed him. The old man sniffs the oil, grimaces. “He’s clean.”


“Thank you,” says the woman. “Mr Hedanson, forgive me. I shall release you momentarily, but please don’t do anything, ah, provocative.”


The old man tucks Baston’s knife into a fold of his cassock, then backs away out of arm’s reach. The gun appears again, pointed at Baston’s belly. The man is old, but his aim is unwavering.


The woman closes her hand, and the spell vanishes. Baston watches the woman closely – he’s heard sorcery puts a terrible strain on its practitioners – but she seems unwearied.


“My name,” says the woman, “is Eladora Duttin. I understand you knew my cousin Carillon, once.” She produces a slim black notebook from a pocket, makes a note.


“I haven’t seen Cari in a long time. Is this about her?”


“Not quite.”


“Then who are you people?”


“Our remit,” says Duttin, “is safeguarding the Armistice. It would be disastrous for the city if the war were to resume. The terms of the peace accord provide some restraint on the occupying powers, but it’s our role to, ah, deal with potential problems before that restraint is tested.”


Baston stays silent. His father drummed into him never to talk to the city watch. These people aren’t watch, but they’re something like it.


“The Armistice works by balancing the ambitions of each occupying power against the other two – if the Ishmerians attack, they risk creating an alliance between Lyrix and Haith. The Ghierdana are, ah, challenging. The dragons are an essential part of the Lyrixian military. Without the dragons, the Lyrixians would struggle to fulfil their part of the accord.”


Baston shrugs. “I just shift cargo down the docks. I don’t—”


“Oh, spare us the mummery,” snaps the priest. “We know every fucking thing about you. We know every one of your little secrets. We know your crew, that shit Tarson and the rest. All the scum that you scraped out of the gutters after the invasion. And, honestly, we don’t care. This is much bigger.”


Duttin continues with her lecture. “The Ghierdana operate independently from the Lyrixian armed forces—”


“Wild as bloody devils,” mutters the priest, rolling his eyes. “Anathema upon ’em.”


“Sinter, enough! We don’t have time for this.” Duttin silences him. Sinter – it’s a name Baston’s heard before. A Keeper priest, a fixer. Reputation as dirty as the hem of his cassock that trails through the slime.


Baston folds his arms.


“We are aware,” continues Duttin, “that you were offered a job. We require you to accept this offer of employment. The Ghierdana are tightly knit, and we require a w-window into their plans.”


“You want me to spy on the Ghierdana for you?”


“Precisely.” Duttin’s face lights up. “You will be recompensed, of course.”


“Why me?”


“Never you mind,” growls the priest, but Duttin overrules him again.


“You were well connected in the Brotherhood, well respected. An able lieutenant, able to recruit and motivate, by all accounts.”


“One of Heinreil’s legbreakers,” interjects Sinter.


“You are precisely the sort of man the Ghierdana need. Your former associate Tiske certainly thinks so. We know he visited you last night.” She smiles, and it’s unexpectedly genuine, a moment of satisfaction at her own cleverness.


“Looks like you do know everything.” Baston spits on the floor, a big gobbet of saliva and mucus, halfway between him and Duttin. Anger rises up in him. “So, you know that you bastards have shit on the Wash time and time again. The alchemists poisoned us. When the Ravellers rose, you let them eat us, so the fighting wouldn’t spill into the quality districts, right? Same thing happened in the invasion – you drew the fucking line of no retreat at Holyhill and the Viaduct, not in the Wash. You say you want to protect Guerdon – you mean, your Guerdon, up on the heights. The churches and the palaces and the guildhalls. Not my Guerdon. My Guerdon’s possessed by mad gods. So, you all-wise cunts, you know where you can stick your plan, right?”


“The Armistice saved thousands of lives,” says Eladora, quietly.


“How fucking nice for them that lived.”


“Show some respect, you little shit!” croaks Sinter, spittle flying from his lips. He steps forward, waving the gun—


—and Baston strikes, grabbing at the priest’s wrist, twisting his body as he moves to dodge the bark of the gun. His coat tugs as the bullet passes through the folds of cloth, but he’s not wounded. He grabs Sinter with one hand, hammers the priest in the face with the other, swings the old man’s body around as a shield, then charges Duttin, hoping that any spell will catch the priest and not him.


But he’s a fraction too slow. Duttin’s paralysis spell locks around Baston again and he goes down in a tangle of limbs, landing heavily atop the priest, face down on the muddy floor. Fucking magic. Sinter wriggles out, twitching like a half-crushed insect, cursing and spitting. Bony limbs kicking and hitting Baston’s frozen body as he pulls himself free. There’s a knife in the priest’s hand now, wicked and bright, and he scrabbles at Baston’s collar, searching for his throat. “Little Brotherhood shit,” he mutters, “fucking guttersnipe.”


“Sinter. Enough.” Baston’s face down in the mud; he can’t see Duttin’s face, but he can hear the strain in her voice. Holding him like this costs her. He struggles against the spell, trying to force his limbs to move against the unseen hands that grip every muscle. “The poor man’s wife perished in the invasion,” she adds. “We must be understanding.”


Understanding. How can they be understanding, when he can’t understand? How can anyone give meaning to the terrible suddenness of Fae’s death? One moment there, and the next, gone, washed away by the Kraken-waves that crashed down on the city. As though she were no more real than a figure drawn in the sand of the shore – to be erased by a passing whim. How do you understand, when nothing stands, nothing lasts, and the world changes in a heartbeat?


“Roll him over,” orders Duttin. Groaning, the priest hauls Baston’s paralysed body over. He’s lying on his back now, staring up at the green light.


Duttin stands over him. Her hand still glows with arcane energy, blood welling up from the edge of her fingernails to drip down and mingle with the mud.


She sighs. “Three points. First, please understand that we are trying to preserve a very delicate balance. I brought the Ghierdana back to Guerdon – at a not inconsiderable personal cost – to ensure that balance between the occupying powers. We need the dragons to remain in Guerdon. We are prepared to overlook a certain degree of, ah, illicit activity, as long as it doesn’t threaten the Armistice. Second, we only require information from you, nothing more. If action is warranted, we have our own resources. We do not require you to do anything more than report on the Ghierdana’s plans. And, thirdly . . . ” She purses her lips, like she’s tasting something unpleasant. “I know your wife perished last year, but, ah . . . ”


Sinter steps in. “We’ve been watching you. We know your sweet little sister. Your sinful mother. Your friends in Pulchar’s bar. Any of yours that hasn’t gone up to the New, we know. You think you’re the only one with gutter-water in their blood? I was running saint hunters in the Wash when your shit of a dad was an altar boy in St Storm’s. If you don’t do as we tell you, we can ruin any of them.” Sinter jerks a thumb at Duttin. “You work for her now, understand?”


Baston really wants to punch that old priest. To bring down Eladora, too, this woman who looks like Cari and talks like a lawyer. Move fast enough, the Fever Knight once showed him, get your hands around a sorcerer’s throat before they can breathe a word, and you’ve got a chance.


But it’s not worth it. The Ghierdana and their dragons, the Ishmerians and their gods, and this woman and her murderous priest – and behind her, other forces he can only faintly perceive, money and influence and parliament, as real and dangerous as any other power. Fuck them all – they’re all uncaring giants, trampling the wreckage of his home underfoot.


They step back. The priest ostentatiously takes another cartridge from his pocket, reloads the pistol. Once the weapon’s ready, Duttin releases the spell.


Baston sits back up, draws himself back to a standing position.


“One job. And I’m not taking the ash. One job, and you leave me and mine alone after that.”


Duttin glances at Sinter, who scowls.


“Assuming you’re able to ascertain the nature of this Rasce’s plans,” says Duttin carefully, “that would be acceptable.”


“All right. I’ll do it.” Baston extends his hand.


Neither of the other two moves. Neither shakes his hand to seal the deal. Neither risks coming within arm’s reach. Oh, they think they know him.


“There’s a tailor’s on Greyhame Street, up Holyhill,” says Sinter. “Go there after, and we’ll take your measurements, understand?”


Baston nods. “What happened to Cari?” he asks. “Is she dead?”


“Oh.” Eladora’s flustered for the first time. “S-she’s alive, but she had to leave Guerdon. I sent her away. She’s safe.”


The first to arrive at the house on Lanthorn Street is Tiske. Rasce could guess Tiske was ash-marked even if Vyr hadn’t already told him – there’s something in the demeanour of the Eshdana, an instinctive deference in the presence of Ghierdana. Middle-aged, heavy-set, balding. A barrel of a man, in that he’s been filled with salted pork and you could use him to barricade a door, but he doesn’t strike Rasce as a great wit. One of Artolo’s lieutenants, hoping to worm his way back into the dragon’s favour.


He kneels, kisses the dragon-tooth when Rasce presents it. His hands shake, slightly.


“They’re on their way up, sir,” he says.


“I’m looking for soldiers, Tiske, not the sweepings of an alehouse. This friend of yours had better be worth my time.”


“I’d wager my life on him.”


Rasce toys with the dagger. “Oh, you have.”


The door opens, and Vyr shows two people into the room.


One, Rasce assumes, is the fellow Tiske spoke of, Baston Hedanson. Broad shoulders straining the fabric of his grey suit. His face puts one in mind of an animal, but which beast? The build of a bull, but no – he’s a wolfhound. Strong, fierce, but used to being part of a pack. He moves unhurriedly across the office, taking in everything. His gaze flickers to the exits, marks the guards at the door, the dagger on the desk.


The other is Baston’s sister. Hair dyed an unnaturally pale blonde. Her dress is of cheap fabric, but she wears it well. Back home on the isles, the fisherfolk would parade their pretty sons and daughters on market day, hoping to be noticed by a Ghierdana. He wonders if that’s why Baston brought her along – but then she meets Rasce’s gaze, and doesn’t look away. None of the fisher-folk would ever show such a lack of respect to the children of the Dragon.


To his surprise, he finds it enhances her allure in his eyes.


She smirks as if they’re sharing a private joke. “So, Tiske tells my brother there’s business to be done, and you need a few good hands. What sort of business?”


“I intend to burn Dredger’s yard.”


“Thought you had dragons for that sort of thing.”


“My Great-Uncle is away, and this is family business,” explains Rasce.


Baston frowns in confusion, and Tiske leans down, whispering. “There’s a dragon at the head of each family. The families work together on some business, but not all.”


Rasce continues. “You will be well paid for your work. And if you prove worthy, you may be rewarded further, with the favour of the dragon.” Back home, just the chance of the dragon’s favour could induce one man to kill another. To be Eshdana, ash-marked, is to share in the dragon’s fortune, to have the syndicates behind you. Rasce’s mildly surprised when neither Baston nor Karla react. “The ash,” he adds.


Baston’s unimpressed. “Why Dredger?”


“Does it matter?” snaps Vyr. “That is the target the Ghierdana have chosen.”


“Dredger’s got friends in the Wash,” says Karla, “he’s been running his yards for years. Paid his dues to the Brotherhood regular as clockwork.”


“That was when the Brotherhood had the docks,” says Tiske. “Nowadays, they go unclaimed.” His tone is that of some old aunt running her finger over the mantlepiece and finding it dusty.


“He gave work to the plagued when no one else would touch ’em,” says Baston.


“But he was an informant to the thief-takers. And the watch, when it suited him,” argues Karla.


Vyr scowls at her. “He is who I have chosen. Are you in?”


Tiske reaches forward and squeezes Baston’s shoulder, but the younger man still has reservations. “What’s our payment?”


“Chaos is all we want. We’ll break the yards. You may rob what you wish in the process.” He’s handing the Guerdon thieves a small fortune in stolen alchemical weapons, but the sum is of little concern to the Ghierdana. Great-Uncle sleeps on a bed of treasure worth a thousand times as much.


“Not coin?” grumbles Baston.


“I’m sure we can move whatever ye steal through the New City,” says Tiske. “Baston, lad, the Ghierdana operate all across the world. They can sell those weapons off in Khenth or Ul-Taen, get you a good price. Assuming you’re not going to . . . ” He trails off, glances at the Ghierdana. Use them here, Rasce assumes. On the Ishmerian occupiers.


“What’s the plan for containment? And protection? Dredger handles poisons and worse in the yards.”


“A small explosion, at the far end of the yards, to draw guards away. A second team at the front, to strike the main office as you counsel. The risk of wildfire should be minimal. We know how things burn, of that have no doubt.” Baston’s caution is justified – alchemical weapons are immensely potent, and indiscriminate in their killing. A leak from Dredger’s yard could be disastrous.


Karla leans over to her brother. “It’s worth a shot, to my mind. Bring some of the canal crew. See if Yon Bleak will still talk to us.”


“Listen to her, lad,” pleads Tiske.


Baston’s face is unreadable. “That’s a fine dagger, there,” he says, nodding at the dragon-tooth blade.


“Taken from the dragon’s maw, and it marks me as the dragon’s favourite. Do not touch it, or I would be honour bound to kill you.”


“So I’ve heard. Can you use it, or is it an ornamental piece?”


“I can use it.”


“Aye, aye.” Baston watches the light glimmer on the blade for a moment. “I’m in – on one condition. You’re coming, too.”


“The point of hiring you,” says Vyr, “is to ensure the attack cannot be blamed on the Ghierdana.”


“Or maybe the point of hiring us is so you can set us up.”


“You come to our house and you dare accuse us of treachery?” Vyr goes for his own dagger, but Baston’s quicker. He springs to his feet, grabs Vyr’s wrist and pins it. “It was your father who tried to move in on the old Brotherhood territory last year, wasn’t it? Artolo, right?


“Baston, I wouldn’t lie to you!” shouts Tiske, leaping up, too.


“You did take the ash, Ben,” remarks Karla lightly. Like Rasce, she too has remained seated.


“If the dragon wanted you dead—” begins Vyr, but Rasce interrupts him.


“The dragon does not want you dead.” Rasce picks up the dagger, flips it in the air, and thrusts it into his belt. “And battle holds no fear for me. I shall be with you at Dredger’s yard. And to put your fears at ease, we’ll bring Vyr, too. Isn’t that right, Vyr?”
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