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For Phillip:


This is all your fault.




One


Rather inconveniently, I happened to be invisible that day. I hate invisibility. All the optical conjuration spells give me a headache and a sore throat – I think it’s because you have to swallow the runes – but invisibility is the worst.


Of course, there are reasons to put up with a sore throat. If nobody can see you, they can’t catch you and hang you. The miserable thing about invisibility, though, is the spell’s action. It manipulates light to confuse the eye of the observer, but it also alters the vision of the person inside the spell in nauseating ways. By the time I found the barn, I had been nursing a migraine for three days and wanted nothing but to pass out on a haystack until the spell wore off. Well, and a cup of hot water and honey, but that wasn’t going to happen. A leaky sod barn on the cold moors outside Fenwydd that did not contain twenty shitting goats was already a piece of luck. You can’t have everything.


I probably would have noticed the woman sooner if I hadn’t been invisible and trying not to look at anything. She certainly would have seen me when she came sprinting into the barn and dove into my haystack. And my lap.


‘What the hells—’ She twisted on top of me, digging a sharp elbow into my gut.


‘Ow,’ I said.


Even in the dim light of the barn, I saw her eyes fly wide a split-second before she inhaled. I grabbed her shoulder and clapped my other hand over her mouth. ‘Please don’t scream.’


She punched at the air in my general direction until she connected with my elbow.


‘Ow, dammit!’ I let her go, cradling my numbed hand.


She scrambled away from me, but didn’t run for the door. ‘Where are you?’


‘Sitting on a haystack, hoping you didn’t just break my arm,’ I said. ‘Where does it seem like I am?’


‘Why can’t I see you?’


‘I’m a ghost,’ I suggested. ‘Wooooo. Go away.’


She squinted at the haystack. ‘Is it magic?’


Gods and little saints. ‘No. Invisible people are an entirely natural phenomenon.’ I took a deep breath and endeavoured to peer past the migraine enough to examine her. ‘Are we going to have a problem?’


She must have been somewhere in her mid-twenties, but for someone with a wicked left hook, the woman wasn’t very big, disappearing inside a homespun shirt and trousers made for someone much larger. She had dark brown eyes with an odd circle of green around the pupil, light hair and a spray of freckles across her nose and jaw like a constellation. And her feet were bare, which made me pause. Even farm servants usually had moccasins. All in all, I didn’t think her reason for being in the barn was any more legitimate than mine.


‘You are a wizard, then,’ she said.


An alarm rang in my head. ‘Yes. No.’ I pressed the heels of my hands to my throbbing eye sockets. ‘I’m not anything. Why are you here?’


‘Don’t hurt me,’ she said. ‘I just – I need a place to sleep.’


I winced. ‘So sleep. Whatever you want. Of course I’m not going to hurt you. Just be quiet.’


I saw her searching eyes find my outline, probably from the motes of hay dust stuck on me. I tried to decide whether I dared lie down again. Even if she ran off and told someone I was here, what were the odds they’d believe that an invisible wizard was sleeping off a spell in their barn? The Guild won’t even officially admit invisibility exists.


Then again, the woman hadn’t run away, which was a bad sign by itself. Most normal folk view magic with distrust at best, and with active superstition at worst. I had too many people hunting me to waste a couple of hours dealing with a curious interloper who, alas, would certainly remember me. It was time to leave, before she could learn what I looked like.


I got to my feet, but I’d been down long enough that my bad knee had locked up. A pop of brilliant, multicoloured pain burst over me and I had to wait and breathe until it passed. I must have groaned.


‘Are you . . . sick?’ She stretched out a hand, creeping closer.


I wasn’t going to stand around and be felt for. ‘You can have the barn. I’m leaving.’ I tried, unsuccessfully, to push past her.


‘No! You have to stay here!’ She clawed at the air and caught my sleeve. ‘Just wait. They could still be out there.’


I halted. ‘Look, my head really hurts. Who could still be out there, and why should I care?’


She hesitated, a shade too long. ‘The men chasing me.’


‘In case that isn’t a lie, I promise not to tell them you’re here.’ I wrenched my arm away from her. ‘Let go.’


‘But they’ll see you.’


It took me a second to get the implication past the roaring pain in my skull. I looked down and saw my own trouser-clad knees shading into existence. At exactly the wrong time, the spell was finishing. Shit.


The woman stared at me. Or past me, actually. A wash of cold air across the back of my neck made me turn around. The spear pointing at my belly made me raise both hands.


A small door at the side of the barn was open. A priest in a dirty, cream-coloured robe and three other men stood just inside; one had a crossbow trained on the woman. Another was pointing the spear at me, goggling at my robe and, presumably, the parts of me that were still invisible.


‘Don’t move! You’re under arrest!’ The priest’s shrill voice cut through the air – and my head – like a steel spike. He was looking from the woman to my mostly-revealed left wrist, where my forged licence sigil was tattooed. ‘Careful! He’s a wizard – we’ll have to gag him.’


I flinched. ‘Keep your voice down. I haven’t done anything illegal. You can inspect my licence if you want.’ I waggled my wrist. My sigil had got me out of similar situations in the past. It was expensive, and realistic.


‘Tie his hands,’ the priest said. ‘We’ll let his own people sort him out.’ But none of his helpers moved, watching me uncertainly. Angering the Mages’ Guild isn’t done lightly.


‘The Guild has feelings about outsiders arresting its members.’ I forced my voice into bored, threatening tones. ‘What do you suppose they’re going to say about you poaching on their prerogatives?’


He smiled thinly. ‘What do you suppose the Guild will say to you consorting with a blasphemer? You’d obviously arranged to meet here with your criminal associate.’


Dealing with a blasphemy shakedown was another bother I didn’t need. I didn’t know much about the laws in this part of Varre, but blasphemy was sometimes punishable with death, and rarely a nice, quick death, either. I glanced at the woman, whose carefully flat expression did not quite hide the fine edge of terror in the lines of her body.


‘All we’ve established is that I am standing in a barn that all of you are also standing in,’ I said. ‘If you arrest me, I’ll demand a representative from the closest Guildhouse. I will be angry. The Guild officer will be angry. You will be forced to explain how a low-level priest thought it would be a good idea to importune a wizard—’


‘Turn out your pockets.’ The priest rounded on the woman. ‘Thief! Do as you’re told!’


‘—with trumped-up charges that Temples doesn’t have jurisdiction over anyway.’ The priest was ignoring me, grabbing at the woman.


‘I’m not a thief,’ she growled. ‘Don’t touch me!’


He clutched her arm. ‘Temples has jurisdiction over anyone caught violating sacred property. I know you have it. Nobody else could have taken it.’ The priest thrust his hand into the depths of the giant, shapeless garment she wore, and pulled out a pair of small gold icons, no bigger than my thumb. ‘There!’


She twisted in his grasp. ‘That’s not mine! You planted that!’


He smiled. ‘No, you were bringing it to your accomplice. He just hasn’t had time to hide it yet.’ He gestured to the others. ‘Gag this man. And tie his hands.’


This time they obeyed.


*


We were soaked through by the time they marched us through the rain back to Fenwydd, which I had only seen briefly three days earlier. This visit confirmed my earlier impressions of it as a farm town which gave itself airs. The houses crammed inside the city wall were all stacked on top of each other, mismatched. Timber cottages squatted next to brick neighbours whose upper storeys overhung the street and dumped random streams of freezing water on to passers-by. The only important thing about it was a squalid little castle – a fort, really, with walls that were half earthworks – which looked just large enough to contain a decent dungeon.


The woman had been talking constantly while we walked, maintaining her innocence without convincing anyone. As our captors turned us down a narrow lane that led towards the castle, she fell silent.


We passed into a courtyard with claustrophobic stone walls and slippery brown cobblestones. Two soldiers lounged at a booth near the entrance, straightening as we appeared. A pair of stocks loomed beside a stained wooden block the size of a table, the axe grooves hacked into the block testifying to its purpose.


My stomach turned over. Maybe this was a duchy where they beheaded you for blasphemy.


‘Open the gate.’ The priest gestured at an ugly wooden door. I don’t know that I would have dignified it by calling it a gate. Still, it was thick, and a problem. I had been hoping for an ecclesiastical prison, where the doors are usually very old and decorative.


The men who had helped capture us left now, after being admonished to deliver their official testimony about the capture to the militia captain. The thrice-cursed priest did not leave, supervising as the soldiers hustled the woman and me inside. They brought us to a low, dank room lit by a couple of high, narrow windows. A thick layer of rushes covered the floor, an unsuccessful attempt to keep down the stink of vomit and old blood. A set of manacles dangled from rings in the ceiling, and an unpleasant collection of rusty iron instruments littered a table nearby.


They clapped the woman into the manacles, backed me into a corner and threw my leather satchel on the table. Only then did they remove the twist of cloth tied around my mouth.


‘Gods, that gag was none too clean.’ I spat on the floor and looked at the priest. ‘Well? Where’s the Guild representative? What’s this all about?’


‘You and your accomplice are charged with blasphemy and unsanctioned incantations. Because blasphemy is the more serious matter, you’ll answer to Temples before the Guild is alerted to your crimes.’ He folded his arms. I suppose he was trying to look menacing.


‘She isn’t my accomplice,’ I said. ‘I don’t pick accomplices out of mud puddles.’


‘Even if she isn’t your accomplice, you’re still a thief,’ he said. ‘She stole from the temple, and then you stole her. If you stop wasting my time, you might suffer less before this is over.’


Stole her? I needed time to think. ‘What precisely am I supposed to have done? Which unsanctioned incantations, I mean?’


‘I don’t truck with wizards’ impious attempts to manipulate nature,’ he said, coldly. ‘The incantations are a matter for the Guild to determine. My concern is rectifying your violation of the sanctuary of Jaern.’ He dug in his pocket for the tiny gold icons. ‘These were stolen from that temple library.’ He reached into my satchel and came out with a book. ‘And this is a restricted codex, taken from the temple of Neyar three days ago. Blasphemous intrusions, the both of them.’ He fingered the seal embossed on the front, and then glanced inside and frowned. ‘You stole an accounts book?’


It was actually the food purchase records for a group of Guild prisoners, forced labourers at the stone quarry in Denelle, fifty miles to the east. It had been a false lead.


‘They owe me money,’ I said.


He handed the book and icons to one of the soldiers. ‘Regardless, clearly a criminal act. And demonstrating an unhealthy interest in meddling with books.’


I shrugged. ‘In that case, I see nothing for it but to decapitate us immediately. There can’t be any other punishment for book-meddling.’


‘Agreeing with me won’t buy you leniency.’ The priest, who had evidently never been exposed to sarcasm in his life, waved the soldiers towards the door. ‘She was obviously bringing the icons back to you.’


‘Obviously.’ I slid the heel of one foot through the litter on the floor. Under the rushes was a brownish-black, crusty stain that I didn’t want to identify at that moment. The rushes didn’t stay parted long enough for my purpose. Besides, even this dolt would probably notice by the time I got six runes traced on the floor.


‘This isn’t right,’ the woman said. ‘You’re not supposed to—’


‘Shut up.’ He slapped her, hard enough to turn her head. ‘Did I tell you to speak? Don’t toy with me, tart.’


‘Ugh,’ I said. ‘Don’t make us imagine someone toying with you.’


I didn’t see him move. The fist that he sank in my gut took my breath away, and for a moment I couldn’t see. When my vision came back, his face was inches from mine.


‘Leave,’ he said, without taking his eyes off me. Both the soldiers who had accompanied us into the room departed, the door clanging shut behind them.


He wandered over to the instruments and selected one, a slender knife with teeth and a hooked tip. ‘This is a surgical knife.’ He brought it to me and pressed the serrations against my cheek. ‘It’ll go through bone. It takes a long time, but . . . eventually . . .’


A pulse of cold, instinctive fear flooded my veins. I could deal with pain – practising magic teaches you that quickly enough – but I recognised the dreamy contemplation in his voice. He wasn’t just out to get answers. He intended to enjoy hurting me. If I didn’t end this conversation soon, he’d carve me and the woman up regardless of what we said.


‘Now.’ Saliva clung to the priest’s teeth. ‘You and I are going to understand each other.’


Something boiled over inside my skull, flowing down to the tips of my fingers. I scratched a curving symbol into the dirt on the wall behind me. ‘You’re spitting,’ I said.


He frowned. You could almost hear the creaking as he tried to think. ‘I—’


‘You’re going to hurt me if I don’t answer questions,’ I said. ‘Understood. So ask something.’


He drew the serrations sideways. The cut was small, but it burned. ‘I know you want to steal something from my god. It’s the codices, isn’t it? Like the one you stole from Neyar-temple?’ A drop of blood rolled down my jaw. His eyes followed it lovingly. ‘You won’t get them, but I do want to know who told you they were there.’


Codices. The word was significant enough that it momentarily distracted me from the knife. Jaern-temples were usually just places of worship, but some of them had libraries. Because priests of Jaern take secrecy seriously, the rich and important pay the librarians to store things that they want kept secure and private: royal financial accounts, say, or torturer’s interrogation notes. Or locations and inmate lists for the Guild’s secret prisons.


‘I don’t know what codices you’re talking about.’ I forced myself to concentrate on the pattern growing behind me. ‘I thought this was about icons.’


He made a second cut, flicking my earlobe with the blade. It surprised me, driving a gasp from between my lips. But it gave me time to scratch another symbol.


‘Stop it!’ The woman’s voice was low, fierce. ‘This is illegal. You said the Guild was supposed to deal with him. This is—’


‘I’m not going to be lectured by a temple-robbing little witch,’ he hissed. ‘This isn’t Guild business. He’s carrying a book from Neyar-temple. He’s stealing secrets. So—’ He put the tip of the blade just below my eyebrow. ‘Who told you? I can take your eye. Or one of hers, if you don’t find that convincing.’ His gaze, glassy with desire, wandered towards her.


Most libraries were nearly impossible to break into without knowing the correct countersigns. If this woman had gotten inside the library and managed to escape afterwards, she had abruptly become more interesting. I needed her, and she would presumably be less able to circumvent complicated wards if she was missing an eye.


‘No, stop!’ I had to keep his attention on me. ‘I’ll tell you,’ I said. ‘Leave her alone.’


He turned back to me, grinning at the urgency that had leaked into my voice. ‘I’m waiting.’


Another flick of the knife, this time against my eyebrow. Another drop of blood.


‘And I’m cooperating.’ I fought the desire to twist away. I needed to scratch one more character on the wall behind me. ‘I just want a representative from the Guildhouse here, first. The law entitles me to that. Magic is their jurisdiction, not yours.’


‘Jurisdiction?’ The priest’s nostrils twitched, and he smiled. ‘Over a man using their precious incantations to rob the gods? Do you really think the Guild will care what happens to you, as long as you end up dead?’


‘No, I know they won’t.’ I wasn’t going to be able to distract him another way. What he wanted was blood and fear. I’d have to give it to him. I swallowed and allowed my voice to tremble. ‘Please. Don’t hurt me. I’ll do what you want.’


‘I know you will.’ He brought the blade to rest against my chin and licked his lips. ‘I suppose you think you’re brave? Most of them do.’


‘No.’ As I spoke, my finger traced the last symbol. ‘Just very good at writing things down without looking at them.’


He blinked, startled. He was, I suppose, expecting something else. Pleading, maybe. Instead, I pronounced the spell.


The symbols under my hand lit with red fire and rose into the air, the light coming together in the fluttering form of a bat. It flew straight to the priest’s neck and latched on. He twisted, slapping at it, his fingers passing through its body. The priest twitched for a moment and then fell, first to his knees and then prone on the floor.


The woman stared at me. ‘What did you do?’


‘Hush.’ I moved to the table, scanning the mess of tools on it as quickly as I could.


‘Is he dead?’


‘No, dazed. Now be quiet – my head still hurts and I’m trying to be efficient.’ I located another filthy blade. It took a bit of manoeuvring, but I managed to saw the cord around my wrists over the blade until it parted. I shook out my tingling hands. My mouth tasted sick and metallic with the remnants of the incantation I had thrown at the priest. The toxicity was going to hit hard. I didn’t have much time.


‘How did you do it?’ She was whispering. ‘I thought wizards had to have special paint to cast spells.’


‘You can see that I didn’t.’ I pulled my sleeves down over my wrists, grabbed my satchel and slung it across my shoulder. ‘Paint helps, but all you need is something that will ensure that the runes stay the right shape long enough to pronounce them.’ I bent over the priest. ‘A more detailed answer will take weeks, and I doubt very much if you’d understand even then.’


She glared at me. ‘Prick. You think nobody else knows anything about magic?’


‘At the moment it seems more relevant whether somebody knows where the key is.’ I pawed through the priest’s dirty vestments. ‘He has to have one, right? Or the guards wouldn’t have left him alone with us?’


She opened her eyes wide, mocking. ‘Are you asking me whether I saw where he put it? Even though I’m too stupid to understand paint? It’s on a cord around his neck, sirrah.’


I found the key ring, yanked it free and straightened. ‘Listen, I need to know. Did you get into Jaern-temple, or did the priest really plant the icon on you? Lord Toy-With-Me over there is going to wake up soon, so I suggest you answer quickly.’


Her tongue passed over her lower lip. ‘What if I did?’


‘I am interested. I will bargain.’ I held up the keys. ‘I’m going to let you out. In return, you’re going to get me into that temple long enough for me to get at the books. Agreed?’


‘Why?’ She did not appear to understand how short our time was. ‘I’ve got no reason to help you. I don’t even know your name. What’s in the books?’


‘Nothing that would be useful to you. A list.’ I glanced towards the priest. If this went on much longer, I’d have to find a way to tie him up. ‘You do realise that they’re going to cut your head off if I don’t let you go?’


‘And you evidently can’t get into the temple without me.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘As far as I can see, I have something you need. A list of what?’


I moved to the door. One of the keys on the ring unlocked it, but I had no way of knowing what was on the other side. Had the guards gone back to the shack in the courtyard, or were they down the hall in some other cell?


‘Wizard,’ she said.


‘My name is not “wizard”.’ I opened the door a crack, listening. ‘It’s Gray. Corcoran Gray. Are you delaying on purpose, or . . . ?’


‘Whatever you call yourself.’ She sounded irritatingly calm for someone who was haggling for her life. ‘If you want my help, you’ll tell me what you’re really after. I don’t think you have a choice about this.’


I could hear nothing in the hallway, not that I would unless I got her to stop babbling. My knee was starting to send warning twinges up my thigh. If I waited much longer, it would start to stiffen up, and then I’d be magic-sick and slow. I had to resolve this, now. I forced myself to think through everything I knew about her, systematically. There had to be something I could use for leverage.


‘You’re not a temple acolyte,’ I said, slowly, ‘or you’d at least have sandals, yet you know the temple and the countersigns well enough to circumvent the wards. And the priest was able to track you, in the rain, without dogs.’


‘So?’ She was once again doing an almost-convincing impression of someone who wasn’t afraid.


‘So a Temples slave would know all of those things.’ I scanned her body. No earrings. No nose ring. The navel, maybe? ‘That’s why they’re forced to wear trackers. A piece of jewellery, usually. Magically applied, and difficult to remove unless you know what you’re doing.’ I paused, met her eyes. ‘I know what I’m doing.’


I was offering freedom, of a sort. We were in an urban part of the provinces, not the wild border country where slavers were allowed to hunt anyone who wandered. If she stayed in towns, she might be able to live a decent life, even without the expensive official papers that would have ensured her legal status as a freewoman.


Her jaw tightened. ‘You’re saying you can take it off? Make it so they can’t find me again?’


‘Yes. I unlock you, you get me into the temple and then I unbind your tracker. In that order, to keep everyone honest.’ I held up the key. ‘Do we have a bargain, or not?’


She swung her wrists towards me. ‘Yes. Just hurry, Corcoran.’


‘Finally.’ I grabbed her chain and began trying one key after another. ‘Call me “Gray”, not the other. And you’re supposed to tell me what your name is after I tell you mine. That’s the way it’s done in polite society.’


The manacles opened for the third key. She drew her wrists out. ‘Do you have a plan to get us out of here?’


I dug through my satchel. ‘How about an alias? I would be content with an alias. It gets inconvenient just calling someone “you”.’


‘Brix. My name is Brix.’ A wrinkle appeared between her eyebrows. ‘You’re a very strange person.’


‘It’s part of my charm.’ I found a scrap of parchment, a mostly-empty wineskin and a pencil. ‘How would you like to be invisible?’




Two


The prison was only a hallway with a half-dozen cells, empty except for one snoring drunk. Brix had grasped a handful of my sleeve as soon as I finished the spell and led me and my newly-revived headache towards the courtyard. The two guards were once again at their post, shielded from the afternoon rain by the thatched roof of their booth.


‘Ugly little snit,’ one was saying, as we approached. ‘I don’t know why Lord Fenwydd puts up with him.’


‘Because Halling has my lord convinced he has a bridle on the gods.’ The guard opened a pouch and took out a pinch of shan leaves before offering it to his friend, who also took a pinch. They both chewed solemnly.


‘I suppose we should look in on him.’


The second shook his head. ‘Gods, no. He won’t be even halfway finished yet, even if the prisoners are talking. It’ll be bad enough cleaning up later.’


The pressure of Brix’s grip made me move forwards, following her through the shadow along one side of the wall. We exited the courtyard and found ourselves confronted by a broad, muddy square. It must have been market day, with carts of vegetables hulking amid a crowd of people, goats and a pair of women selling pastries. Luckily the soldier guarding the doorway we had just emerged from was occupied in talking to a girl with a baby on her hip, and we got past him without any trouble.


I spied a nook behind a pastry stand, some twenty feet away, that would offer shelter from prying eyes. Brix let go of me and I grasped at the air for a minute until I caught her clothes. The startled squeak she gave made the soldier look up from his conversation, confused. Time to go.


I held on and hustled her towards the pastry stand as quickly as I could. When we reached it, I crouched between the stand and the city wall and yanked her down beside me. The owner of the stand was hawking her wares closer to the street, in a raucous sing-song that would have drowned out a trumpeter.


‘Look for an inconspicuous path,’ I said. ‘Our footprints will show if the mud is too deep.’


‘What?’ Brix’s hand found mine, trying to pry my fingers from the cloth I had grabbed. ‘Let go. I find it hard to concentrate when a man has a handful of the seat of my trousers.’


I let go and jerked my hand back to myself, glad she couldn’t see me blush. How had I managed that? All I could find to mumble was: ‘Sorry.’


‘No matter,’ Brix said. ‘You didn’t aim for it. Will the spell last until nightfall, you think? I don’t see very many places we can move without leaving tracks in the mud. I suppose we could keep along the wall.’


Keeping along the wall sounded good to me, but I still didn’t know how I was going to survive until I could get outside it. The runes I had washed off the parchment were sloshing around in my stomach, mixed with wine and bile. I hiccupped, and grimaced at the acrid taste in my mouth. The magic was finishing, too quickly. Invisibility has an unpredictable duration, but it shouldn’t have been this unpredictable. It had been a mistake, using the spell again before I had recovered from the last time.


‘I don’t think we should wait,’ I said. ‘The spell is degrading. Breaking up, I mean.’


‘Where are you?’ Brix’s fingers stabbed me in the knee. They stopped there, grasping the hard outlines of the copper-and-leather brace I wear on my left leg. It fits under my trousers, I don’t limp unless I’m very tired and usually people don’t notice it. ‘What in the world . . . ?’


No, I wasn’t going to answer questions about that. I grabbed her hand and carried it away from the brace. ‘Look, could we get on with it? Now you have my hand, and I have your hand, and neither of us needs to go fondling the other.’


Which wasn’t quite fair, but it did shut her up.


She changed her grip, sliding her hand up until it was wrapped around my sleeve cuff; I gripped her wrist in turn. We got to our feet. I let her drag me along the wall at a trot. My headache was worsening, though not as quickly as I would have expected. More troubling was the snake of light that kept pulsing across my field of vision. I must not have written my shielding runes perfectly.


Brix led me away from the main road into the alley behind an inn. A short distance away stood the inn’s stable, filled with yokels shouting to each other. Each noise seemed to hook into the back of my eyes.


I halted, only to have Brix pull on my wrist again.


‘Don’t let go of me,’ she said. ‘I’ll never find you again.’


I wasn’t about to let go of her; I could barely see. I dug my heels in. ‘I need to stop.’


‘We can’t.’ She tugged. ‘We have to find a safe place, or they’ll find us again. You have to keep going.’


‘But—’ I bent at the waist and threw up.


‘Hells!’ Brix didn’t let go of me, though I think she jumped backwards. ‘What’s the matter with you?’


‘I’m bloody invisible,’ I snapped. ‘It hurts. I want to sit down.’


Behind us, a cacophony of distant bells erupted. Light exploded through my head. I gasped and stumbled, just managing to miss putting a knee in the puke puddle. ‘Listen—’ My tongue felt thick. I couldn’t make it say what I wanted it to. When I tried, a weird groan came out.


‘Those are the prison bells. They know we’re gone.’ She yanked, trying to heft me back up on to my feet. ‘We’ve got to go. Now!’


‘Right.’ It took all my concentration to get the word out. I let her put my arm around her shoulders and staggered along beside her. We went through a maze of tiny lanes, finally coming to another inn, this one not prosperous enough to possess a stable. One horse and three donkeys were tied to a railing in front of the three-storey house. We made our way past the donkeys and paused behind the row of buildings.


I peered down the alley, trying to think past the jagged pain rolling around in my head. ‘What are we doing?’


‘You said you needed to stop, I’m finding you a place to stop.’ She dragged me forwards. ‘If you don’t like this, we have to find somewhere else. A barn or—’


‘Not another barn,’ I said.


‘Well, we’d better choose soon.’ Brix held up my hand, and I could see the ghostly outline of her fingers wrapped around my forearm. ‘We’re getting visible again.’


‘Something is wrong with the damn spell.’ I shook myself loose of her, irritated. ‘Aren’t you uncomfortable? You should at least have a headache from the runes I made you swallow.’


‘I do have a headache,’ she said.


A bad smell coursed over me. I was out of time; in another moment I wouldn’t be able to walk. I went down the alley as quickly as I could.


Brix followed. ‘What’s happening? What’s wrong?’


I found a notch where the walls of two brick buildings met each other and curled myself into it, sinking to my knees on the dirty cobbles, overwhelmed by the stench I knew was only inside my head. I wanted to say something, warn her what to expect, but my jaw was already tightening. I lost what was left of my vision.


The rest of it I don’t remember.


*


Hours later I came back to myself, blinking in the light of a red sunset. My head still throbbed, but the pain was bearable now. I must have slept. I’m always exhausted after a seizure.


I had been propped up to sit against the wall. Brix sat next to me, her knees drawn up to her chest. When I lifted my head, she turned towards me. ‘Awake?’


‘Barely.’ I tried to decide how bad the seizure had been. It had been months since I’d had one, and I had been hoping I had discovered the right combination of shielding magic to prevent them.


‘What happened?’ Her voice was quiet. ‘I thought you were dog meat.’


‘It’s nothing.’ I rubbed my eyes. ‘A seizure, a kind of reaction to the spell. Invisibility is more toxic than most incantations. I shouldn’t have tried it twice in such a short amount of time, but I don’t know what other choice we had.’


She studied me, a small frown between her eyebrows. ‘I don’t want you to die before you get my tracker off.’


‘I said I’d take it off, and I don’t intend to die and renege.’ I glanced up at the sky, where the sunset was already fading. ‘Speaking of, how long have we been here? Halling will eventually remember he can use the tracker and divine for you. We should get moving.’


Her arms moved instinctively, clasping over her belly. ‘Why don’t you just take it off me now, if you’re so worried?’


‘Because that wasn’t the agreement.’ I paused. ‘Look, I need to get into the temple. You promised me you could do that. If you were lying, just tell me now and we’ll go our separate ways.’


‘I wasn’t lying,’ she said, between her teeth. ‘My contract used to be held by Jaern-temple in Karrad. The priest there was old. He mumbled the patterns to himself when he unlocked things every day so nobody would realise he was half-blind. It took me a long time, but I memorised what he did. Then he died, they shipped me here and I thought I’d have to start all over. But I didn’t. This temple is built on the same pattern as the one in Karrad, it’s just a little smaller. And the liturgy is identical – same wards, same countersigns.’


‘Are you telling me that as long as you know the countersigns, you can just walk into Jaern-temple – any Jaern-temple – whenever you want?’ She nodded. I let out a low whistle. ‘So you took more from them than just a few icons. No wonder Halling came after you.’ I frowned. ‘But if you worked for his temple and you’re wearing that tracker, why did he act like he didn’t know you back in the barn?’


‘I only got here three days ago. He’s barely seen me. At first, I said I was sick, hid in the slaves’ quarters, but I knew eventually I had to . . .’ She stared down at the cobblestones, expressionless. ‘You saw what kind of a man Halling is. What he likes to do to people.’ Her hands tightened in the fabric of her shirt, twisting, white-knuckled. ‘The tracker is just a copper ring. It doesn’t look that strong. I thought if I stole a couple of icons, I could bribe a blacksmith to take it off, have a chance to get away. His tinsnips broke on it. You can really take it off?’


‘Of course tinsnips broke,’ I said. ‘It’s held on with a spell, not with the metal itself. I have to do another spell to remove it.’ I paused. Her desperation made sense, but there was something happening behind her eyes that I couldn’t interpret, a deeper layer of fear and calculation. ‘I’ll teach you the incantation, if you like,’ I hazarded.


‘What? No.’ She shot me a startled glance, as though I had offered to strip naked and dance. ‘Just see that you keep your end of the bargain, and I’ll keep mine.’ She stood and smoothed her shirt with trembling fingers. ‘Last time it took them six hours to find me. That gives us a little time. Let’s go.’


We left the alley as the twilight shaded into night, and I followed her through a series of narrow streets that swirled with mist and the smell of cooking. Lamps glowed inside buildings and we occasionally passed a brazier in front of a business or a larger house. Otherwise, it was so dark that even if we had passed a guard patrol, they probably wouldn’t have seen us.


At the end of the fifth alley, she pointed. ‘Here.’


The temple towered over the street, less grand than the painted, pillared buildings I’d seen in the past, dedicated to Mother Ranara or the Lord of the Afterlands. This was just a large cube of grey stone without even a statue outside to show which deity it belonged to, only its sprawling size hinting at the mysteries that supposedly dwelled inside. Above the entrance a hanging lamp bathed the front of the building in a scarlet glow. The only attempt at decoration was the pewter studs winking on the pale oak door, displaying the outline of Jaern’s symbol, a half-shut eye.


It felt wrong to approach the place so boldly, although I knew there wasn’t another way in. Being dedicated to the Lord of Secrets, Jaern-temples famously have one entrance, no windows and impenetrable security. I still didn’t like it. ‘I could do without the lamplight,’ I muttered.


‘Either you want to get inside, or you don’t.’ She grabbed my wrist. ‘Come on, stay close to me.’ She led me forwards, halting just outside the circle of light as though gathering herself, studying the lamp and the studs on the door. Her grip tightened, and she lunged forwards.


We stood in the pool of scarlet. I looked up. Looping, malicious lines of runic script glowed in a spiral on the underside of the lamp basin. I recognised the spell, a nasty one. The wards were ready to immolate us.


‘Brix,’ I said, alarmed.


She ignored me, counting under her breath. Her fingers moved, almost too quickly to see, touching the studs on the door in sequence. The latch clicked, she pushed the door open and dragged me inside. She shut the door behind us and leaned against it, letting out a long, shuddering breath. The whole thing had taken under twenty seconds.


We stood in the dark. Directly ahead, a dim light gleamed. We stepped towards it, to find ourselves in a wide, circular room with a black floor. In the centre stood a dark chunk of granite topped by a silver figurine and two huge silver candlesticks, which shed surprisingly little light. Bundles of smaller, ritual candles lay in heaps at its base. Patterns crawled over the altar, sinuous lines of runes carved into the stone and inlaid with pewter.


‘Don’t touch anything in the sanctuary.’ She led me through the shadows to the altar and grabbed a small candle, dipping its wick into the flame of the larger one before touching it to the lips of the idol – a grotesque, eyeless baby that I took to be a representation of The Empty One, the ghost that, according to Jaernic doctrine, whispered the six foundation runes of magic to the god Jaern at the beginning of time.


‘That,’ I said, pointing at the idol, ‘is the ugliest version of The Empty One that I’ve ever seen.’


‘I know. Halling kisses it during prayers.’ Brix glanced at it again and shuddered before crossing the floor to a small side door. The room beyond was stuffed with bales of incense, stacks of candles and a cupboard that held a collection of flasks, their green contents gleaming. My eyebrows went up. I had always known that the visions seen in Jaern-temple were probably not divine, but I hadn’t suspected the priests were using yavad.


‘Can I touch these?’ I said.


She glanced at the cupboard, nose wrinkled. ‘If you want.’


Yavad was an acquired taste, but it was also expensive, and you never knew when it would come in handy for trade. I grabbed three flasks and put them in my bag. ‘Where’s the library?’


‘It’s through here.’ Brix pointed towards a door that was so small and inconvenient that it could have been mistaken for a closet. ‘The slaves’ door is safer than the official entrance from the sanctuary.’


I hesitated. ‘You first.’


She rolled her eyes. ‘Gods. If I was going to get you stuck, I’d have let you burn outside.’ She pushed the door open, crouched and stepped through. I followed.


A set of double doors took up the entire wall opposite us. Three shelves, as tall as I was, lined the rest of the tiny chamber, crammed full of scrolls, folios and gigantic tomes that were as thick as my arm. In the middle of the room was a square table dominated by a gold-covered bust of Jaern and an empty bronze candelabra, surrounded by dozens of smaller icons of various saints.


A familiar mixture of hope and anxiety churned in my belly. If I was lucky, somewhere in that heap of words was the name and location I was looking for: Acarius Gray, my grandfather. In the last six months I hadn’t been lucky, not once.


‘Watch the prayers,’ Brix said. ‘They’ll only wake up if someone crosses the sanctuary without letting the Empty One taste fire, but it’s still bad luck to touch them.’


I glanced down. A series of characters was painted in red around the edges of the tile floor. It was a spell, not a prayer, but this wasn’t the moment to argue about the differences between Temples and Guild magic. The runes were indeed inert, so I stepped over them and strode towards the nearest stack of likely-looking books. ‘Can you bring the candle closer?’


She picked her way over the runes and deposited the candle into the holder on the icon table. What the light revealed was less than encouraging. If I had to go through every volume, it could take the rest of the night. I scanned the shelves. The scrolls were likely to contain theological arguments and not much else. I trailed my fingertips along the thick spines of the codices. The first one I opened turned out to be a bound collection of tax rolls from ten years ago. Useless. I shoved it back on to the shelf and glanced sideways at Brix. ‘Well?’


She hadn’t moved. ‘Will this take long?’


‘I have no idea. I’m not going to take your ring off in here, if that’s what you mean. It takes too long – wouldn’t be safe until we’re someplace more secure.’ The next book was a treatise written in crabbed, painstaking script about the Tirnaal, a reclusive group of tattooed, half-civilised folk who are only interesting because of the fact that they are almost immune to magical toxicity. The author theorised that their immunity was a result of sharing bloodlines with djinn, but since djinn don’t actually exist this was not a promising start. The one after that was a stack of sacred poetry about mysteries and bees. The final volume on the first shelf was an inquisitor’s guide, with instructions for finding, incapacitating and executing necromancers and their ‘magical progeny’, which seemed to reference various forms of undead. The execution portion was particularly detailed. I swallowed and shut it hurriedly.


Brix wandered to the icon table and began sorting through the statues, looking, no doubt, for something that wouldn’t be too heavy to carry. I dug, with growing frustration, through piles of slender folios, all of them genealogies detailing the families of royal bastards. The only thing that I could see that might be remotely relevant was a judge’s diary. I was scanning it for Acarius’ name when the sound of a key grated in the lock.


My head came up. The handle on the door that led to the main sanctuary was rattling. I stuffed the book into my bag, Brix grabbed the candle and we scrambled for the slaves’ door.


In the storeroom she blew the candle out and we stood, listening. A murmur of voices began in the library: two men, arguing. I groped for the door to the sanctuary and pushed it open a crack.


The candle on the altar still made a lonely pool of illumination in the middle of the dark room. The big double doors to the library were open, though, spilling the sound of bickering and wavering lamplight across the floor.


‘I don’t understand it, my lord.’ The high, frantic voice of Halling the priest came, panting, over a noise that sounded like someone dumping things off shelves. ‘The divining said she was here. I’m sure it was correct, I—’


‘Do you think she’s hiding behind the scrolls?’ The angry baritone of the other carried across the room. ‘All you were supposed to do was hold him, keep him off the Guild books. That’s the only reason you were involved. I would have dealt with him. But you had to punish the woman and play with your knives, and now you’ve lost both of them! Is this what I pay you for? Do you know how expensive this has been?’


We had to go, quickly, before they came back out of the library. I eased my way out into the sanctuary, heart hammering against my breastbone. I turned back to signal to Brix, but she had already slipped out beside me. She pressed her finger to her lips and disappeared into the shadows along the wall.


I crept along after her – or at least, after where I thought she was. This far from the altar candles I couldn’t see her, and I couldn’t risk even a whisper to try to locate her.


‘Don’t.’ Halling was begging now, panic stark in his voice. ‘I can look again, I’ll find them!’


The baritone began to chant. The hair rose on my arms. Did I know that voice?


‘Please!’ Halling screamed. ‘My lord, don’t—’


His voice cut off with a quiet gurgle.


I pressed against the outer wall of the sanctuary, craning my neck to see who had cast. I thought I recognised him, but gods, I hoped I was wrong.


A big man in a black robe stood in the wreck of the library, his back to me. He was looking down at what was left of Halling. The priest was crumpled on the floor, neck bent at an unnatural angle, mouth open in a look of pitiful surprise. A candle still guttered in one of his hands.


The big man bent, grabbed Halling’s collar and slowly began to drag him into the sanctuary. I kept moving. I could make out the shape of the front door now, only a few steps away. Brix was nowhere to be seen. I hoped she had already exited. I reached for the latch, then paused. Had it made a sound when we came in, or not?


No time. I gritted my teeth and turned it.


Click.


The big man dropped the body immediately and spun on his heel, chanting again. I threw myself to the floor as a burst of purple lightning slammed into the wall above my head.


I got on to my hands and knees. The flash had dazzled me. Which way was the door?


‘Well.’ The big man’s chuckle echoed through the chamber.


My vision adjusted just in time to see him stride towards me, the lavender residue of the spell still gleaming under his fingernails. ‘I wouldn’t have thought you’d be the devout type.’ His teeth flashed in the scanty yellow light. ‘Hello, Gray.’




Three


I knew his voice even without seeing his face: Keir Esras, Guild Examiner General, looming not four feet from me. There were approximately seven thousand people I would rather have met at that moment.


‘What,’ he said, ‘are the odds you’ll come quietly?’


‘Not excellent.’ I got up. ‘I didn’t go quietly last time, if you recall.’


‘Stop there.’ Keir raised his hand. The purple light crackling over it threw the crooked bridge of his nose into shadowed relief. ‘Or you’ll learn what lightning tastes like. Be wise. All I want is a little cooperation. We know Acarius sent the information to you.’


I stopped. ‘Where is he? Where have you bastards taken him?’ I knew Keir was probably lying, trying to throw me off balance. It still hurt to hear the old man’s name, more than I had thought possible.


‘Somewhere you’ll never find him. He might as well not exist.’ Keir smiled. ‘It looks like we have good odds for your cooperation, after all.’


‘How’s the nose?’ I said. I had broken it with a spell the last time he’d tried to arrest me, three months and six towns ago. Now that I looked, I thought there was still a little bruising around his eyes.


The smile dropped off his face. ‘Start talking, now.’


I chewed my lip. His handful of purple sparks was the problem. I didn’t have any spells scribed. He had to know that I had just seen him commit murder. He had to kill me, whether I cooperated or not.


I lunged at him. My arms locked around his waist, my momentum carrying us both to the floor. He landed with a startled grunt that drove the air from his lungs, swinging his hand towards me.


Purple light sizzled past my face, heating the air near my right ear so much that I smelled burned hair. I scrambled to pin his arms down, to direct the spell. Lightning has such an affinity for human blood that it’s been known to turn on its caster, but I wasn’t bleeding, so he’d have to take aim. If he couldn’t turn the magic towards me—


Keir’s knee thudded into my stomach and sent me sprawling backwards. I tried to sit up to gain better leverage, only to be met with another blow from his knee. He rolled. I hit the stone floor with a grunt.


And he was on top of me. Gods, he was heavy.


‘Now stop, or I’ll just kill you now.’ Keir’s voice rasped, harsh. He had a hand on my throat, squeezing just enough to make it hard to breathe. The other hand hovered above my face, the lavender of the lightning spell throbbing, outlining the veins in his wrist. I had lost.


‘Lightning is illegal,’ I croaked.


He snorted. ‘Don’t pretend like you care about the Royal Charter. You and I both want it abolished. The king is an illiterate fool who doesn’t deserve his throne, the state of magical research is a disgrace and yet you’re still filth, Gray, piddling about with illegal spells for no higher reason than making a bit of coin, like a tinker.’ He glanced down at my satchel. ‘Now reach in the bag, take out any piece of road trash you’ve got runes scribed on and put it on the ground. Slowly.’


Stuck-up Guild bastard. I was no road conjurer, tramping from village to village mending pots and curing sick goats. Acarius had seen to my education better than that.


I put my hand in the satchel. There was nothing helpful inside, magically speaking. I’d used up my parchment escaping from the jail. Even if I’d had runes scribed, I couldn’t pronounce anything with Keir’s hand on my throat, ready to silence me forever.


I’d be in a Guildhouse by dawn, gagged and mindblown. I had failed.


My fingers touched smooth glass. One of the flasks of yavad. I swung it upwards and smashed it into the side of his head.


He gave a muffled cry. His lightning spell crawled up over his neck; it mingled with the blood running down his beard from where the breaking flask had cut him and instantly enveloped his head. His lips moved, swearing at me as his fingers tightened on my throat.


My heartbeat pounded inside my skull. I chopped at his wrist with one hand, but he didn’t move. Panic pulsed through me, yammering, blind.


Then he let me go, arching backwards, hands flailing.


Brix stood over us. She raised a fist-sized icon of Saint Simanus – patron of executioners – and hit Keir again. He flopped sideways, unconscious.


I gulped air. She grabbed me by my belt and hauled me to my feet. She wasted only a few seconds checking me over before her hand locked around my wrist.


We ran.


*


The city gate, of course, was shut.


We only paused long enough to pant for a few seconds behind a cart, parked not three houses over from the little hut beside the gate where the gatekeeper was chatting with two soldiers. My guts dropped into my boots. Brix, however, seemed unfazed. She led me through the darkness to the wall. We followed it until I heard the gurgle of liquid.


A grate extended from the stones and disappeared into the small stream that, confined to a masonry channel, flowed under the wall and into the city. Brix waded into the freezing water and dragged me after her. I followed as closely as I dared, worried that I’d lose her in the dark. She led me to where a section of the grate was broken away under the wall, ducked and slipped out like a fish. For me it was a closer squeeze, working one shoulder through at a time.


And then we were free, beyond the wall in a wide pond, soaked through and wading for the shore. This must have been how she’d left the town the first time, running with Halling behind her.


We made for the road.


For a long time, there was nothing but the slippery feel of field grass under my wet boots and the steady, wretched wish that the wind would go away. When we finally got to the high road, it was worse, with no trees close enough to shield us from the biting breeze. Brix huddled into herself, her mouth set in a dogged, miserable line. I don’t know how many miles we went under the stars, but when the sun rose I couldn’t see Fenwydd anymore. Pink dawn light fringed the horizon and touched the tips of the barley in the fields around us with rosy fingers. It would have been pretty, if I hadn’t still been wet from the hips down.


Brix, ahead of me, stubbed her toe. ‘Damnation!’ We both halted. She shook out her foot, scowling. ‘Look, are you going to remove my tracker? Otherwise, I don’t see why you need to keep going in the same direction as me.’


‘That was the agreement.’ I flexed my bad knee, trying to keep the discomfort in it from sharpening to an ache. It was already distracting. There was a stand of chokecherry bushes along the ditch. I pointed towards them, although I wasn’t relishing the thought of slipping around in the weeds. ‘We should do this off the road. I’ll have to see the thing.’


We scrambled down behind the bushes. Brix hesitated, then lifted the hem of her shirt, just enough that I could see a thin strip of her belly and a copper ring gleaming in her navel. It looked solid, but I knew it wasn’t.


‘Hurry,’ she said.


I squatted in the long grass in front of her, easing my bad knee down as carefully as I could, and squinted at the tiny runes engraved on the copper. It was a simple incantation, just a static sequence to keep the two halves of the ring in place and then a beacon sigil. I dug through my satchel for a brush and a small jar of red alchemical paint. I glanced upwards. ‘I’ve got to write the runes on your stomach, so don’t knee me in the teeth, all right?’


She set her jaw. ‘Just get going.’


I hunched my shoulders, took a deep breath, and cleared my mind. She did well holding still under the ticklish precision of it as I painted the characters for a breaker spell in a circle around her navel, one that mirrored the lock on the ring. When I pronounced it, the runes lit briefly and the copper ring snapped in half.


A twinge of pain crossed through my body, but the satisfaction came, too. Finishing a well-formed spell, one that does what you want it to, elegantly and fast – there’s no other feeling like it. I smiled.


Brix tugged the ring free and stared down at the bits of metal in her hand. ‘I’ve worn this since I was thirteen.’


‘Yes, well, dump it somewhere. It’s too distinctive.’ I rose, wincing. ‘And you’ll want to wipe the circle off of your skin. Runes put out a lot of energy; leave them there and they’ll eat at you. You’ll get sores.’


‘Ugh.’ Brix shuddered and scrubbed at the paint with her sleeve. ‘Why write it on skin, then? You used parchment earlier. Why not carry your spells in a book?’


‘Pages of a book touch each other. The spells interact, start fires. You can write an incantation spiral on a single piece of parchment, but you have to use it very quickly. It’s just thin leather – skin, like your skin. Given enough time, the runes eat through it.’ I stuffed my tools back in my satchel.


‘You’re not a Guild member, are you?’ She crossed her arms. ‘You lied to me.’


‘We met in a barn.’ I started moving again. If I concentrated, I could keep my limp minimised. At least I hoped I could; if not my knee would be used up soon, and I’d be stuck until I could get the swelling down. ‘I don’t know what you expected.’


‘That man at the temple, the one I hit.’ She was walking, too, still holding her arms clasped around herself. ‘What did he want with you?’


‘I’m leaving at the crossroads,’ I said, ‘so it doesn’t matter.’


‘And I saved your life, so it seems like that should have bought me something.’


I twitched my shoulders, annoyed. Nobody asked her to save my life. ‘You wanted your tracker off, now it’s off. At least, I can’t imagine another reason why you would think braining Keir was a better option than running away.’


‘I didn’t—’ Worry hummed in her voice. ‘I wasn’t thinking, if you want to know, I was angry, stupid, I was—’ She blinked, trembling with something that I was startled to recognise as a deep, quiet rage. ‘I hate them. I hate how they hurt people. And I didn’t start thinking again until it was too late, and now I’ve messed everything up and I don’t know what I’m going to do.’ Her eyes fixed on me. ‘This is your fault, so start talking. I need to know if they’re going to hunt me because of you. This isn’t a game for me, wizard. I can’t just cast a spell and run away.’


I exhaled. ‘His full name is Keir Esras, he’s the Examiner General to the Royal Mages’ Guild and he’s supposed to hunt dangerous wizards, not escaped slaves. You’ll be fine. I don’t think he even saw you.’


She eyed me. ‘Why was he after you?’


‘Clearly because I’m a dangerous wizard,’ I said.


‘All wizards are dangerous,’ she said, bitterly.


I sighed. ‘Look, the Guild regulates magic because although it’s handy to have a supply of wizards, gods forbid you let people who can throw lightning wander around without supervision. They might get above themselves and question the authority of Temples, covet the throne – you see how the war would go? So the king grants them a charter as an alternative, which allows them to study the narrow bit of magical knowledge that the throne and Temples agree is safe. In return for survival, the Guild fights for the throne when necessary and hunts down anyone who practises outside the Charter.’ I shrugged. ‘Like me.’


‘But that’s not why they’re hunting you,’ she said, ‘or at least it isn’t the only reason. You and Keir both mentioned someone called Acarius.’


‘Leave it.’ I put my head down and tried to walk faster. I wasn’t going to talk about that. Keir had arrested Acarius six months ago, and every day that passed meant more risk that the Guild was torturing him, more chance that I’d never find my grandfather alive. Wherever they were holding him had to be heavily warded against divination. I had half killed myself with scrying and hadn’t got even a hint of his location – just whispers of emotion, waves of fear and pain. I’d searched jails, bribed officials and had been sneaking into libraries and records rooms for weeks with no luck. The judge’s diary in my satchel was the first thing that had even looked like a lead. Gods knew I didn’t need any reminders of how thoroughly I was letting Acarius down.
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