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Dramatis Personae


SKELDERS AND OTHER UNDESIRABLES






	Katija Arvish


	A woman adrift







	Tanith Floranz


	A daughter of two worlds







	Yali


	The greatest lock charmer in Khalad







	Tatterlain


	Wearer of many faces







	Rîma


	Wise swordstress







	Bashar Vallant


	Notorious rebel







	Azra


	A mask worn by Yennika Bascari







	Yennika Bascari


	A mask worn by Azra







	Zephyr


	Veilkin navigator







	Ihsan Damant


	A wayward man of honour







	Hadîm


	A man of wayward honour








HERALDS OF A NEW WORLD






	Ardoc


	A leader of wisdom and ambition







	Qolda


	Intemperate adjutant concerning matters martial







	Enna


	A woman of secrets and shadows







	Serrîq


	Contemplative advisor







	Esram


	A student of history







UPSTANDING CITIZENS






	Hargo Rashace


	Furibund husband







	Fadiya Rashace


	Disgraced countess







	Zaran Ossed


	Hierarch of the Alabastran temple







	Sumaramadîq


	Royal advisor







	Terrion Arvish


	Artist and scholar (deceased)







THE REGAL AND THE DIVINE






	Caradan Diar


	The Eternity King







	Isdihar Diar


	The Voice of the Eternity King







	Amakala


	Forgotten Queen







	Eskamarîand


	Forgotten King







	Nyssa Benevolas


	The Goddess of Benevolence







	Nyssa Iudexas


	The Goddess of Judgement







	Tzal


	Ancient enemy of the Issnaîm








Notes on language and place can be found in the Glossary on page 549









One


Being reborn hurt more than dying.


White-cold flame seared extremities for which she’d no name. That weren’t even her. Not yet. She wasn’t anything to which they could belong. Not yet. But somehow the instinct that she had been – and could yet be again – held her together in the darkness.


Little by little the pain receded. Icy fire thawed beneath a warm, heavy pulse.


Blind endurance yielded to the first stirrings of awareness. Of echoing screams – her screams – fading into a pervasive, distant shudder more heard than felt, and cracked tiles beneath hip and shoulder. Half-lidded eyes creaked open on a circle of gloom-edged starlight. Decades-old dust and jasmine incense ash choked her first conscious breath to a ragged cough. Only touch remained distant, defiant, offering no sensation of the air moving across her naked body.


Limbs remained truculent, yielding only to supreme effort of will. Rotted carpet bunched and tore beneath her fingers as she dragged herself into a sitting position. Starlight streaming through the broken roof shaped rows of fluted columns marching into the darkness. The statue of a figure in lamellar armour lay on its side just beyond reach, severed head and shattered sword arm forlorn in the dust. Just visible beyond, the yawning, ragged arch of a stained-glass window rose above a bare altar.


Another hacking, jasmine-scented cough set her chest heaving. She sank onto splayed fingers, head hanging, and froze.


Trembling, she raised her left hand full into the starlight. Though self and memory remained disarrayed, both recalled smooth, lily-pale skin – not the charred, blackened limbs of a pyre-burned corpse. Hurried, horrified examination confirmed it was not her hands alone, but every inch of her.


“No . . .” Her cracked, raw whisper echoed back from the darkness.


Gagging, she formed a fist to ward off rising panic. Black ash crackled from her crusted knuckles. Indigo flame sparked from the fissures. Barely a glimmer and then gone. Just enough to awaken a stirring. A name. Her name.


Tanith.


Glimpses of memory hardened to certainty. Tanith flexed her fingers, perversely offended by the lack of pain. She pressed fingertips to her cheek and her scalp. They offered no sensation, only pressure and a grinding whisper as black ash trickled away.


Perhaps it was for the best she’d no way of seeing her face. A life that had given her little had at least granted her a simple, delicate beauty – winsome, beguiling or threatening as her mood dictated. She’d revelled in the power it offered, a way of touching the world and its people that made her feel . . . like she belonged. The prospect of its loss hurt more than the memory of rebirth, for the latter pain at least lay in the past. Only her left forearm retained any semblance of who she’d been. The ebony spider-work lines of her aetherios tattoo had survived where her creamy skin and golden hair had not; embossed dark and sullen in her scorched flesh. Her father’s gift.


The curse that had bound a daemon in her blood, and had turned that blood to flame.


Of course it had survived.


Tanith set her jaw. It didn’t matter. She was alive. Or at least as close to alive as she’d ever been. The rest . . . ? She’d been hurt before, but never like this. There was an eternity of difference between reknitting sword wounds and recoalescing a body torn apart by the Deadwinds. How she’d done so, she couldn’t imagine. But then, so much of what she did was instinct.


She gazed up through the splintered rafters and shattered tiles. The night sky offered no glimpse of the distant Deadwinds, swirling far away atop the roof of the world, and no clue as to how she’d arrived here . . . wherever here was. Memory remained evasive, indigo vapour concerning everything after the Deadwinds had consumed her.


Before was a different matter, offering dim recollection of a standoff above the clouds, the deck of the tiny skyship bucking and heaving beneath her feet. Starving, she’d feasted on the Deadwinds, and the Deadwinds had feasted on her in exchange. All as her sister had looked on, eyes blazing with triumph.


The recollection provoked a flash of anger. Kat. Always their father’s favourite. She should have helped. But instead, she’d tricked her.


Weariness turned Tanith’s anger ashen. She’d been half mad with hunger by then, raving as the daemon within had asserted itself. And perhaps Kat had tried to help and the Deadwinds had consumed her in turn? Or perhaps the stricken ship had finally surrendered to the seething air currents and plunged from the skies, killing Kat and her pathetic friends?


She shook the past away. Only the present mattered. The present, and the empty, sly slither in the hollows of her heart that presaged rising hunger.


But Kat’s final, triumphant sneer refused to leave the darkness behind Tanith’s eyes.


Shaking with exertion, she collapsed against the altar. Impact jarred every bone and woke brief tongues of indigo fire from her creaking, cracking skin. A walnut-sized chunk of her left arm fell away. It struck tile in an explosion of black ash, prompting a rat to skitter from one shadow to another in terror. She stared dully at the remains. There’d been no sensation to mark its departure, no pain. With numb fascination, she entertained the notion that her rebirth might not be so permanent as she’d assumed.


Hunger pangs took hold, gnawing inside out.


Cold fear seeped in their wake. She was running out of time.


Back braced against the altar, Tanith closed her eyes and sought meaning in the distant sounds. Beneath the hoots of owls and the rasping trill of nightjars, she heard the rumble of wagon wheels and the clop of hooves. What might have been a railrunner’s steam whistle. And behind it all, the deep, breathy growl of mill and forge.


A city then, but which? It didn’t matter. Better a city than some abandoned wayshrine out in the wilds. Cities meant people, and people meant . . . everything she needed to survive. Cities also meant ifrîti – the fragments of mortal souls pressed into service as watchdogs to messengers, or to cast light and govern mechanisms. She stared down at her aetherios tattoo, cold and dark against her forearm, spent of the Deadwinds’ soulfire. Had it been otherwise, she might have been able to reach out to those nearby, learn something of her surroundings – maybe even draw sustenance from their thin scraps. But its flame – her flame – was all but spent, and fading further at every moment.


Her left hand spasmed, its fingers drawing inwards like claws. She clasped them with her right and willed herself to stillness. Panic only fuelled the hunger, scratched away the veneer of civilisation she worked so hard to cultivate. She couldn’t afford that.


She had to move. While she was still capable of making decisions.


Pushing away from the altar, she lurched to her feet.


The hollow boom of a door slamming back echoed through the darkness.


“Still nae sure about this, Rathiq.” A man’s voice, leavened with a hint of northland burr, the speaker lost in the gloom. “Alabastra disnae like folk picking o’er its bones.”


“Stop squalling,” Rathiq replied, his gruff tone re-treading a well-worn path. “The temple gave up on Qosm years ago. Just us and the darkness. Maybe a shîm-head lurking . . .”


“Or reavers.”


Rathiq snorted. “Reavers got out before the wall went up. Got more sense than to hang around waiting for the lethargia to take them. Not like you, Gifra.”


Tanith slunk behind the nearest column. Even that small effort set her shaking, her fingers twitching where she pressed them up against the discoloured marble.


A hooded lantern flared into existence, the lumani ifrît within spurred to radiance at the wielder’s command. The cold spill of whitish-indigo light revealed three figures. The lantern-holder was a heavyset, stubbled fellow of late middle years whose bronzed features bore the scars of lost brawls. A cadaverous man with a scavenger’s twitching body language threaded the columns to his left. The third mirrored him on the right, watchful, but unconcerned. All three had short scimitars buckled at their waists and a practical mix of travel-stained silks and leathers.


Tanith rested her charred brow against the column. Street skelders: petty criminals scratching whatever living they could while staying one step ahead of custodium law. Bad news for her.


“We just need to find the starfall,” said Rathiq, now revealed as the lantern-wielder. “Looked like a bright one. Meteoric iron. Astoricum. Maybe something shinier. Enough to bribe the custodians on the watch gates, even after Faraqan takes his cut.”


“If it landed here,” said Gifra, his craggy face done no favours by the lumani-cast shadows.


The third, watchful man pointed up at the hole in the roof. “They don’t build temples like that. See? The tiles are smouldering.”


Gifra scowled. “Then where did it land? Tell me that. Starfall leaves a crater.”


“Then find it,” replied Rathiq, with thinning patience. “And make it fast. We weren’t the only ones saw it come down.”


Footsteps tracked closer, the concealing darkness blurring to grey twilight.


The hollow in Tanith’s heart grew deeper as the hunger gained ground. She couldn’t fight them, but she didn’t need to. Just leave them to their precious starfall meteor and escape into the night. Find some clothes. A friendlier face . . . or at least an unwary one. It had to be now, while the choice was hers to make – while the skelders were distracted by their search for plunder.


She gave it another five-count and scrambled for the next column along. Nearer to Gifra, but out of the lantern’s immediate path.


“Reckon this is the spot.” Rathiq’s fingers traced the broken tiles where Tanith had awoken. His gaze tracked through the dust towards the fallen statue. “Hello? Footprints. Guess we weren’t the first ones here.”


Tanith stifled a curse and flattened herself again the column. Rathiq was smarter than he looked. Not a difficult proposition, but ruinous now.


Gifra twitched, accusation in his voice. “I told ye. Reavers.”


Rathiq rounded on him. “Reavers run barefoot, do they?”


“Maybe.”


Tanith broke for the next column. A chunk of rubble scuffed away from her foot and skittered into the darkness.


“Who’s there?” Rising to his feet, Rathiq swept the hooded lantern around, bringing its light to bear on the column she’d left. He dropped his free hand to his belt. Steel glinted as he eased the first couple of inches of his scimitar free of its scabbard. “Come out. Nothing to be worried about.”


His companions drew their swords and sidestepped out of the light and into the shadows.


Tanith shrank completely behind her column. Nothing to worry about. Even if she hadn’t been a walking horror show, trusting to that sentiment was a guarantee of being left dead . . . or worse. Folk with hooded lanterns weren’t generally counted among the upstanding.


The lantern swung left. She stumbled right, making for the safety of the next column.


She all but collided with Gifra, who flung her away with a startled yelp. She missed her footing, crunching against a column. Gasping, she clutched at the fluted stone to steady herself.


Gifra levelled his trembling sword, its point level with her breastbone.


Rathiq brought his lantern to bear. “Stars Below,” he breathed, lip curling in revulsion. “A skrelling grave crawler. Used to be a woman . . . I think.”


Used to be? He thought?


The nerve of the man.


“Maybe the hierarch’s right.” The watchful man moved to stand at Rathiq’s shoulder. “Maybe Qosm is cursed.”


Gifra stepped closer, his twitching eyes never leaving Tanith’s. His scent was all sweat and spices, wrapped in leathers long overdue a cleaning. But beneath it the sweet, peppery aroma of his soul, as thin and unremarkable as his appearance. A muscle leapt in Tanith’s gut. He daemon-half sighed. She was in no position to be choosy. Even a threadbare skelder could be a saviour.


“Ye reckon that thing stole the skyfall?” asked Gifra.


Rathiq gave a heavy-shouldered shrug. “Nah. Look at it, poor trallock. Just a wisp of soul that doesn’t know it’s dead. Put it down. Make it quick.” He jerked his head back past the altar. “Attar? We’ll check the other side.”


Tanith braced her palms against the column as Rathiq and Attar withdrew. Three paces. Four. Enough time and distance to offer hope.


“Please . . .” she breathed. “Help me.”


Gifra blinked. His sword point dipped. “What the—?”


With her last strength, Tanith flung herself at him and bore him to the ground, her knees straddling his waist, her crackling, crumbling hands planted in the dust either side of his neck and her nose an inch from his. She dimly registered Rathiq’s alarmed bellow from somewhere ahead . . . and ignored it, taking Gifra’s head in her hands.


“Thank you,” she whispered, and pressed her cracked, blistered lips against his.


Her pulse blossomed to a sonorous roar as the fire in her blood embraced him.


Gifra struggled for a heartbeat before the cold outer flame of his being peeled away and hissed to nothing. Last breath, the shriversmen called it when they tended the dying – the first part of the soul to flee upon death and possessed of healing properties more valuable than gold if stoppered. Tanith took everything Gifra had to offer. Heard his sword clang onto tile. His wail at a pain that went deeper than muscle and bone.


She shuddered with delight as strength returned. Charred skin sloughed away and wasted muscle reknitted. Sensation blazed in fire-deadened flesh, the cold of the night air sweet after the numbness of awakening. The spiderweb of her aetherios tattoo crackled to life, her fires rushing along its lines.


And that was just the first course in a banquet. Even as Gifra went limp, Tanith closed her eyes and plunged deeper, stripping away his soul’s fire to replenish her own.


There was joy in the feeding. There always was. Ecstasy and revulsion. The fulfilment of what her father had made of her: an amashti, a soul-drinking daemon that knew nothing of righteousness and everything of appetite. Part of her – the innocent she’d been before her father had first inked her forearm – cared about that. Hated it. But she’d learned to live with it, for food and drink had long ago lost the power to ease her cravings.


The other part lived for this. Loved it.


Rathiq’s desperate shout penetrated the flame-lit darkness. “Kill it! Kill it!”


A hot red flash set Tanith’s skull ringing. She slewed sideways into the dust, the joy of the feast dispelled by stinging pain. Rolling to hands and knees – for the first, glorious time since awakening, her limbs responding as they should – she pressed a hand to her scalp. Indigo flame rippled out from the wound and twisted to vapour about pale, perfect fingers. Pain ebbed as the lingering backwash of last breath closed the wound as if it had never been.


Gifra lay motionless, his corpse spattered with the black ash she’d shorn in rejuvenation, his desiccated body already crumbling in on itself as the last, pitiful sliver of his soul hissed invisibly skyward to join the swirling Deadwinds.


Rathiq’s scimitar shook in his hand, the lantern rattling in its chain loop. “Wh-what are you?” he stuttered.


Smiling softly at the itch of fresh stubble under her fingertips, Tanith dropped her hand from her scalp and rose to her feet. How to answer? Even a man like Rathiq deserved some truth before he died. She settled on the words her father had used when he’d first set the needle to her flesh.


“I’m glorious.”


She sprang. Her right hand found the grips of Gifra’s sword. The blade gleamed, scything out in a vicious arc.


Rathiq’s lantern shattered against the tiles before his gurgling, terrified scream faded, the lumani ifrît preceding the skelder’s grubby soul to the Deadwinds.


Tanith stood alone in the starlight as the adrenaline rush receded. She stared down at her handiwork, as ever proud and appalled. Every food chain had its apex. She couldn’t help that. But killing was a choice.


She shook away the tendril of guilt. They were all in the gutter together. Some floated. Some drowned. Better a murderer than a corpse.


She froze, remembrance piercing the tangle of remorse and elation. The third man. Attar. If he made it to the streets, raised a hue and cry . . .


She started at the thud of a falling body. She spun around. Attar lay face down in the dust.


“Very impressive.” The sincere, basso tone turned wry. “But I’m afraid you missed one.”


The speaker – a tanned man of middle years, bulky without yet having run to fat – stood on the edge of the starlit circle behind Attar’s corpse, black robes blurring into the surrounding gloom. Silver glinted at the temples of a brushed-back receding hairline and where his full beard touched the corners of his lips. His expression was as avuncular as his voice, all save in his unblinking hazel eyes. He seemed almost not to be aware of the bloodied dagger dangling from his hand.


Tanith turned side-on and shifted her grip on her borrowed sword. How long had he been lurking in the darkness? Watching. Waiting. She flexed the fingers of her left hand, softly rejoicing in the feel of muscles behaving as they should. At the indigo flames rippling along her tattoo. “Who are you?”


He held up a placatory hand. “I mean you no harm, I assure you.” Melodic vowels and gently rolling Rs imbued the words with benevolence she dared not trust. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Not that I imagine I could offer you any. Not from what I just witnessed.”


He remained on the far side of the starlit circle, out of easy reach. A very different proposition to Rathiq’s band. Maybe even a dangerous one. Revived, Tanith knew herself to be faster and stronger than most, but she was hardly impervious. Silver burned like the hottest fire. Blackthorn blossom sapped her strength and disoriented her senses. The list went on, and was nowhere near as short as she might have liked.


“And yet you’re not afraid of me?” she asked.


“No. As a matter of fact, I’ve waited a long time to meet you.”


She snorted, doubting he’d have offered the sentiment freely to the charred thing she’d been minutes before. “Am I supposed to blush?” She rolled her eyes. “You’re a scavenger, just like them.”


“Not so. They came looking for starfall metal, whereas I sought something infinitely more precious – the one prophesied to restore Nyssa’s third face and usher in a new age for this poor kingdom of Khalad. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Where are my manners?” He stepped fully into the starlit circle and offered a low, generous bow. “My name is Ardoc . . . and you and I are going to change this world.”









Two


Tanith favoured Ardoc with a long, slow look. “Of course we are.”


What had she gotten herself into now? The man was either having a joke at her expense or entirely mad. His reasonable, melodic words might have concealed either. In her experience, insanity cloaked itself in affability as often as malice.


A breeze stirred the dusty flagstones. She shivered and folded her arms, gooseflesh raising beneath her fingertips. She glanced down at Rathiq’s corpse. In life and death he was a good bit larger than her, and his skelder’s garb was hardly something she’d have chosen, but she wasn’t in any position to be picky.


She set to work with her fingers, pleased to discover that Rathiq’s black silk robes were a rather better fit than she’d expected, at least when cinched tight at the waist with his studded belt. The sleeves reached down past her wrists, long enough to shield the tattoo’s cold flames from idle observers. The leather overtunic and vambraces were as oversized as she’d feared, so she abandoned them. So too were the boots, and a glance at Gifra and Attar’s corpses revealed no help to be had there. A half-step forward at best, but given that she’d awoken as a crisped and disintegrating corpse, even half-steps counted.


Smoothing the last errant fold of silk into place, Tanith retrieved Rathiq’s scimitar. She breathed mist onto the blade and buffed it away with a sleeve to catch her reflection in the starlight.


Even with cheeks and brow smudged with ash from the charred corpse she’d been, there was enough to recognise. Sapphire eyes stared back from a pale, smooth-skinned face. Better. So much better. Everything was as it should have been, except her golden hair, but that would grow in. Another notch of tension bled away. She was truly herself again.


Maybe – maybe – Nyssa did love her, just a little.


She laughed bitterly under her breath. What she’d taken from Gifra would sustain her for a while, but the hunger would return. She’d again be forced to sacrifice a piece of herself to retain anything at all. Be the daemon – the amashti – just long enough, and no more.


Nyssa didn’t love her. No one loved her.


Ardoc gave a soft grunt of approval. “Feeling more composed?”


“What do you care?”


A weighty shrug. A glint of teeth revealed the half-smile beneath his beard. “Ah. You’re watching me closely. Maybe wondering if I’m a violent lunatic as well as a deluded one?”


“Maybe.”


His smile broadened. “You needn’t trouble yourself. I’m well accustomed to sceptics.”


“Good for you.” She made to turn. “Goodbye.”


“You’re really not going to make this easy, are you?”


She halted, mid-step, curious despite herself. “Why should I?”


He prodded Attar’s body with his foot. “I was of some small assistance. That should at least buy me a hearing.”


Tanith strained her ears, searching for a breath, a scuff of sole on stone . . . anything that would betray Ardoc’s accomplices. She found nothing. That made those accomplices very good indeed, or Ardoc as alone as he appeared. “I could have handled him.”


“And if he’d had a fistful of blackthorn? Perhaps a silver pendant?”


She stifled a wince. He knew – or had guessed – entirely too much. “You’re very bold, old man.” Bold or not, he’d made no attempt to move towards her. Wisdom born of fear, certainly. But whose fear? His, or hers?


“The goddess makes me so.”


“Then she did better by you than she ever has by me.”


He spread his arms. “Those she loves above all others, she tests above all others. And she loves you deeply . . .” For the first time, he scowled. “I’m starting to feel ridiculous. Won’t you tell me your name?”


“You came here looking for me, and you don’t even know that?”


“Why ask otherwise?”


Tanith hesitated. As far as the world was concerned, she was dead, burned away aboard the deck of the felucca and blown to ashes on the Deadwinds. Offering her name would begin the process of undoing all that. On the other hand, her name was her only remaining possession. Better to stake the claim before Ardoc bestowed another. He looked the type. “Tanith.”


The family name would keep. Besides, she’d had so many, and none of them felt as though they belonged to her. She’d worn both her mother’s married and maiden names in her time, the former to claim authority she didn’t wield and the latter in hopes of snaring an inheritance. Both had opened doors as only a fireblood’s noble bloodline could. Her father’s, she never used. A cinderblood commoner’s name got you nowhere in Khalad, even if Terrion Arvish had been a celebrated artist.


Besides, prudence dictated not telling Ardoc more than she had to. Which begged the question why she’d given him her real name at all. She could have told him anything. The answer was as obvious as it was infuriating. Part of her liked Ardoc – or was at least sufficiently intrigued by him as made no difference. More accurately, part of her wanted Ardoc to like her. He’d seen what she was capable of and had neither run away screaming, declaimed her as an abomination, nor tried to kill her. In all her twenty years clinging to Khalad’s shadows, only one person other than her parents had ever reacted thus.


Of course, she’d saved Yennika on that occasion, painting the night with the screams of fireblood twins whose drunken braggadocio had turned darker once away from the bright lights and potential witnesses of their uncle’s palace, so the circumstances were hardly the same. She’d wanted Yennika to like her too. She’d thought they were friends, but that had slipped away as soon as Kat had come onto the scene, Tanith banished to the shadows as Yennika trailed around besotted after her elder sister. Maybe it wasn’t surprising that Kat had betrayed her to the Deadwinds. Their whole lives, she’d stolen everything. People couldn’t be trusted – those who claimed to care most of all.


And still she wanted Ardoc to like her.


How pathetic was that?


Ardoc nodded slowly to himself and pursed his lips. “I am honoured to meet you, Tanith.”


“Because you think I’m the herald from your prophecy?”


“I know you are. After all, you fell from the Deadwinds, wreathed in flame.”


“Don’t be ridiculous . . .” She stared past the fallen statue to the scorched and cracked patch of tile where she’d awoken. Directly beneath the roof’s gaping hole. Rathiq had come searching for starfall – a meteorite from the firmament, laden with rare metals. The Deadwinds had consumed her and . . . what? Spat her out? Had she broken free? Had someone – or something – helped her escape? Helped her re-form from dissipating spirit to some semblance of mortal flesh? She’d no recollection of that, but then everything was so jumbled.


Maybe the goddess had freed her from the Deadwinds.


And if she had, who was to say that she wasn’t this herald Ardoc expected?


She stared up through the hole in the scorched timbers into the midnight sky. One thing was for certain: the Deadwinds had carried her a long way from Athenoch. “Where am I? What city?”


“Zariqaz,” Ardoc replied. “The Qosm district, if you need something more precise.”


Tanith snorted. Of course she was in Zariqaz, Khalad’s gloried capital and the one place she never wanted to be. No matter how she tried, it always drew her back. But then it wasn’t called the City of Lost Souls for nothing. In life, death and rebirth, the past kept her anchored there. “And this place?”


Ardoc spread his arms, his voice filling with passion as his words gathered pace. “Long ago, the faithful worshipped Nyssa within these walls. The true Nyssa, not the simplistic concepts of judgement and benevolence the Alabastran Church impose upon Khalad. They all died, of course. The archons who led the ceremonies were rounded up and beheaded on the Golden Stair for refusing the Eternity King’s orthodoxy. Centuries passed and their great temple became merely another forgotten ruin.” He offered another smile, this one with a touch of darkness beneath, and pressed on in quiet, reverent tones. “But some of us keep the faith.”


Zariqaz – like all of Khalad’s cities – crawled steadily skyward. The buildings of yesteryear were repurposed as foundations for those of tomorrow, raising a great spire above the sprawl of Undertown slums and the sprawl of Gutterfield shanties beyond the outer walls. Zariqaz’s spire was an amalgam of abandoned mansions and bricked-up warehouses, the thoroughfares of the past become tunnelling, skyless streets, only winding into the open air across viaducts and bridges when they served the palaces and gardens of the fireblood nobility. Altitude was the highest status.


At last, the pieces fell into place. “You’re part of the Obsidium Cult.”


He raised an admonishing finger. “Ah. The Obsidium Cult does not exist. Alabastra are quite firm on the matter, and have expended considerable effort in the hopes of making their words truth.” The humour returned to his voice. “But if the cult did exist, I might concede that I do, in some small way, contribute to its efforts.”


“Would it have killed you to just say ‘yes’?”


“Or you to tolerate an old man’s eccentricities?”


Tanith rolled her eyes. “You’re not afraid that I’ll tell someone?”


Ardoc gathered the skirts of his robe and sat on the toppled statue’s plinth. “Whom would you tell? Alabastra? The custodians? The Eternity King’s redcloaks?” He waved dismissively at the darkness. “Let them search these old bones. They’re long since picked clean. Besides . . .”


“I’m Nyssa’s herald, so I won’t betray her cause?”


“Precisely.”


“You’re very certain of yourself.”


“No, but I am very certain of her. Change is coming to Khalad. An Age of Fire that will see the world reborn.”


“I was reborn less than an hour ago. It was unpleasant.”


“The necessary often is. There’s nothing natural about the order of things in Khalad. Nyssa has been stolen and subverted. They’ve sealed pieces of her away and used what remains to prop up the Eternity King’s throne. If it is to change – if Khalad is to be truly reborn in Nyssa’s image – we all have our part to play.”


There it was. “So you want to use me?”


“We’re all of us used, Tanith. It’s merely a question of whom we permit to do the using.”


“Oh, that’s deep,” she said, not caring to conceal her bitterness.


“It’s a simple truth. They can’t all be palatable.”


Yennika had always said that you found your place in Khalad, or one was found for you. Submit. Conform. Do as we say, or you’ll have nothing but ash. The mantra of Alabastra and the Eternity King and of Tanith’s own stepfather.


“Thanks, but I’ll find my way alone. I’m used to that.”


“It’s no easy thing to get out of Qosm these days. Not since they raised walls to contain the lethargia. Even if you get over the walls, there are patrols of trigger-happy custodians everywhere.”


Tanith narrowed her eyes. “The lethargia?”


Ardoc offered a slight, one-shouldered shrug. “The King’s Council claim it started here, and perhaps it did, but it’s bound to be all over the city by now. The Enlightened Lodge of Physicians deem it some form of infection. Alabastra’s archons claim it’s a blight upon the soul.” He shook his head, a man at a loss for having witnessed such stupidity.


“And you?”


“I think it’s a sign from Nyssa. A portent for the next Age of Fire.”


“Of course you do.”


He sighed and clasped his hands in his lap. “Listen to me. Forget Nyssa. Forget prophecy. Forget everything beyond what’s in front of you.” He spoke softly, imploring with every word, a perfect echo of what Tanith recalled of her father. “You are alone in a city that tolerates loneliness poorly. You need somewhere safe to sleep. People around you that you can trust. I’m offering you that, and in exchange . . . ?”


“Yes?”


“A simple trade. Service for shelter. You don’t have to believe as we do.”


“How can I be this herald of yours if I don’t believe?”


“Say yes and we’ll find out together.”


Part of Tanith, the part that yearned for family, to be loved – the part that always got her into trouble and set her up for disappointment – urged her to accept. There was a solidity to Ardoc, a confidence you could cling to while the waters rose. She needed that. Her sister Kat might have provided it, had fate – and their father’s favouritism – not brought them together as enemies.


But she’d only to let her guard down for a moment to risk finding herself dead, or else handed over to Alabastra for a very public exorcism. Worse, there were plenty of Undertown hawkers ready to sell amashti blood, teeth and bone to the gullible – the former as an aphrodisiac, and the rest as folk charms to ward off other daemons. Tanith resolutely did not want to pass her last moments on a shriverman’s slab, a saw chewing her flesh and her final thought regret at having let down her guard.


But then there was pride. She’d never had a dearth of it, even when she’d had nothing else.


Especially when she’d had nothing else.


“I’m not interested in being part of someone’s holy cause,” she said at last. “Find your herald elsewhere.”


Ardoc rose heavily to his feet, brow furrowed. “If that’s what you want.”


Tanith tilted her head. “It’s as easy as that?”


“I should rant and rail? Clap my hands and summon an army to drag you away?”


“Maybe.”


He smiled without mirth. “More than ever, I wish you’d choose otherwise, but I won’t stop you. However, I will have a watch kept on this place for as long as I am able. I’ll be around, should you make it back. Nyssa isn’t done with you, Tanith. She brought you here for a reason.”


In that moment, Tanith almost relented. Almost let acceptance overwhelm hard-won suspicion. Before it could do so, she turned on her heel and left Ardoc alone in his circle of starlight.









Three


The gateway’s motley frontage – hewn stone to the second-storey level and weather-worn adobe brick for the three above – had once belonged to a long-vanished warehouse, of which only the double-arched facade and its paired cast-iron gates survived. The adjoining mud-brick wall was as sun-bleached as the gateway itself, while its crowning wooden palisade bore all the crooked hallmarks and misaligned logs of a structure assembled out of haste more than artistry.


Even in dawn’s amber embrace, the shadows of the spire not yet lapping at Qosm’s time-worn streets, it looked sad and tired. If walls could sigh, these wouldn’t have found the energy even for that.


Tanith watched from amid the tangle of brightly awninged stalls at the edge of the adjoining souk as a handful of folk in scuffed work garb broke off from the crowds to join the dozen or so already bellowing discontent. Six custodians looked on from beyond the bars of their impassive silver vahla masks, cast in the androgynous likeness of spirits who led the deceased to Nyssa’s judgement, offering no clue to their thoughts.


Were they bored? Angry? Possibly. Maybe even a little afraid, despite the gates keeping the crowd at bay and a disparity in weaponry. Even at that distance, with protesters milling about in between, Tanith noted that the gate wardens had stocky brass-barrelled shriekers holstered at their hips as well as scimitars sheathed at their shoulders. Heavy armament for a simple blockade. Most would have made do with crossbows.


A tall, foreboding figure in layered black lamellar armour joined the custodians, the eye sockets of its gilded skull blazing with magenta flame. Even at that distance, with the comfort of iron bars between them, the sight of it turned Tanith’s blood to ice. A koilos: a criminal pressed to serve the Alabastran temple as an indentured, mummified guardian until its body disintegrated, the ifrît that was the bleak remnant of its soul screaming for death all the while.


She hated koilos more than anything – no small feat in a world that had offered up so much worthy of loathing – not least for the primal, instinctive fear they awoke in her. They were everything she sometimes feared she was: a mortal shell urged to malice by something deemed alive only by the most generous definition. She thought back to the blackened, stumbling thing she’d been on first awakening in the ancient temple, barely aware, and desperate. The division between them seemed thinner than ever.


One thing was for sure: she wasn’t getting out that way.


Shivering away the koilos’ lingering malice, Tanith tracked back through the souk, alert for anyone showing her too much interest. She wasn’t worried about reprisals on behalf of the late, unlamented Rathiq, but Ardoc seemed the type to have her followed.


Air abuzz with rich spices and the sea tang of fresh fish suggested that the blockade of Qosm wasn’t as complete as first appearances suggested. Trade carts apparently still came and went, their passage doubtless eased by permits and bribes. Firebloods loved bureaucracy almost as much as they loved the clink of dinars and tetrams. Few would readily abandon either over the mere rumour of contagion.


Or perhaps supplies were winched down from skyships? Even at that early hour, Tanith marked three tacking the winds above, sails billowing as captains directed motic ifrîti to lay out yard and canvas to catch the wind. All too far skyward to dock at Qosm’s modest altitude, instead auguring for the well-to-do quays of the Golden Citadel at the spire’s pinnacle.


Eyes still on the crowds – if Ardoc had set a tail on her, they were at least very discreet – she plucked a waxy red apple from out under a stallholder’s inattentive gaze.


A custodian’s indecipherable command barked out from the gateway.


She felt the shrieker’s discharge before she heard it, the wrathful fizz of its captive ifrît like the scrape of metal down her spine.


Fire gouted through the gate, the weapon’s telltale scream melding with that of its victim as it set a nest of rooks to panicked flight. Protesters scattered, shoving and jostling, their once-strident voices stuttering to panicked babble as they fled for shelter in the marketplace crowd. All save one, who lay where she’d fallen, sightless eyes skyward and her unbound greying hair fanned out on the dust-choked cobblestones. Flames flared briefly about the charred wound high on the corpse’s chest, and then went out.


Tanith slipped into the side streets as renewed commotion shook the souk, following the unbroken run of palisaded wall. She found what she was looking for in what had once been a broad courtyard, an overlapping section of palisade barely a foot higher than the rooftop twenty feet opposite.


She buffed her apple on her sleeve, took a bite . . . and scowled. What should have been sweet and moist tasted like ash. It had been thus ever since her father had inked the tattoo. Sweetness – indeed, all manner of flavours – belonged to a girlhood memory she could no longer be sure was anything more than fantasy.


She choked it down all the same. Mortal food might not have satisfied – all save hard liquor, and that offered an entirely different kind of fulfilment – but it kept her daemon-half quiet for a time. On the fourth bite she gagged, unable to any longer fight the wilfulness of a body desperately rejecting the poison she insisted on consuming. Spluttering, she hurled the remains across the road. The apple splattered against the palisade, the pulp clinging briefly to the wall before dripping down into the gutter.


Ignoring several pointed looks, Tanith ghosted across the cobbles to a building whose ornate, fluted window frames evoked more prosperous times. The lower floor was boarded up, but washing lines stretching across the flanking alleyway suggested that those above were at least partly inhabited. Through a cast-iron gate surround long since robbed of its gate, a steep, narrow stone stairway served doors let into the alley wall.


At the top of the stairs, she reached an uppermost landing being entirely bereft of a guardrail and barely wide enough for her to stand comfortably. From there, tenuous handholds on door lintel, creaking washing-line brackets and missing bricks permitted an undignified vertical scramble that ended with her fingers hooked over a gutter’s rim and her body dangling out over the alleyway. One last pull on creaking elbows and she was standing on the tiles. Further along the ridgeline, a crow regarded her with impassive disdain, then returned to pecking at a clump of reddish-green moss.


So far, so good.


Tanith edged back towards the ridge. The downward slope lay in her favour, but she’d barely four paces to pick up speed before launching out over the street.


It’d be fine.


It would, wouldn’t it? The cobbles seemed an awfully long way away.


Tiles clattered under her feet once, twice, three times. She launched up and forwards.


The distance between rooftop and palisade vanished in a heartbeat, the murmurs and shouts of alarm from the street below drowned out by a peal of triumphant laughter she couldn’t have controlled if she’d wanted to. The only thing finer than accomplishing what others couldn’t was doing so before an audience.


Just as she’d planned, her bare right foot landed squarely on the sawn-off top of the palisade.


What hadn’t been in the plan was for momentum to completely overcome what little balance her frantically windmilling arms provided.


Her legs and hips came to a precarious halt, but her head and body kept moving, pitching her head-first over the palisade into the courtyard’s forbidden side. She twisted as she fell so that her shoulder – not her skull – took the bone-jarring impact against the cobbles. Sky spinning, she rolled twice and slammed into a verdigrised fountain.


Bruised and shaking, she made it to hands and knees before a voice rang out.


“You there! Stay where you are!”


Clutching at the fountain’s basin for support as certainty oozed back to jangling limbs, Tanith clambered to her feet. A silver-masked custodian – the courtyard’s sole inhabitant – came running from the derelict buildings opposite the palisade, shrieker drawn.


Wonderful.


Turning her back to the approaching footsteps, she dabbled her fingertips in the fountain, wetting her lower eyelids and dribbling trails across her cheeks. The chill, filthy water stung her eyes, threatening real tears alongside.


Behind her, the footsteps halted. “I said don’t move!”


The hollow timbre granted by the silver vahla mask couldn’t disguise the uncertainty of the voice beneath. A young man, judging by his tone.


Tanith shrank inwards, shoulders hunched, and faced him, trembling hands upraised to ward off a blow. Five paces away. Good. Shrieker already levelled. Not so good. His black robes were shot through with the telltale shimmer of House Ozdîr’s golden thread. Smaller cities might surrender to the rule of a single fireblood house, but Zariqaz’s sprawling streets were an ever-shifting tangle of vying dominions.


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she babbled. “I didn’t want to. But they were going to . . .”


Hiding her face in her hands – but leaving a crack between her fingers to see through – she sank against the fountain and stuttered out her best pitiable whine. The old game. Keep them focused on what she wanted them to see. A seductive smile, a daring neckline, a whispered promise – or in this case, the shuddering trauma of a waif in need of protection. Arouse interest, desire, tug the heartstrings. Anything to discourage the custodian from wondering how such a girl could have climbed the palisade . . . and why she’d a scimitar sheathed at her back.


He stepped closer. “You know the penalty if you don’t go back.”


There. The note of doubt. Any halfway decent actress could have pulled off the trick, but even the best couldn’t hold a candle to an amashti. Her soul being too big for her body, Yennika had called it. A strong will could resist the glamour, as could one who’d already witnessed her do something horrific. Awash in desire to possess or protect, most couldn’t help themselves.


Judging by his tone, the custodian fell into the latter category.


Tanith hated herself in that moment. More precisely, she hated the illusion of it all. No matter how lustful or empathic the response, it always faded, leaving her alone with the cold reality that folk only cared for her – only loved her – for as long as she willed it. It wasn’t real. It was just a weapon. The more she wielded it, the emptier the future grew.


She sank deeper onto her haunches, careful to brace a foot against the base of the fountain. “I can’t go back,” she sobbed. “You don’t know what they’ll do to me . . .”


The custodian hesitated. “I don’t make the rules.” The barrel of his shrieker dipped. “I can take you back to the gate, talk to my overseer. She’ll—”


Brushing his shrieker aside with her left hand, Tanith hooked the fingers of her right around the back of his neck and slammed his head down on the fountain basin’s rim. He went limp, the dull chime of metal meeting metal swallowing his pained grunt.


Letting him fall, she cast about for sign of potential witnesses, and found none.


Stooping, she rifled through his pockets, gaining a handful of copper dinars for her trouble. As she withdrew, her aetherios tattoo flared coldly about her wrist, the first slithering hunger pangs worming through her heart.


Her daemon-half wanted to feed. She wanted to feed. Didn’t she? To smooth away the bruises from her ungainly descent. To feel better. To feel whole. And he was just lying there. She didn’t have to drain his fires dry, just take a little. As long as she was careful, he might live another five, ten, even twenty years before his soul dissipated, unable to sustain itself any longer because of what she’d taken. No one would ever know.


She swallowed hard. She’d know.


Her glamour had no purchase on stony hearts. On some level, the custodian had wanted to help, just as Amsin had wanted to help, years before. And Josco, back in Tyzanta. And all of the corpses she’d left at the roadside since. Entries in the ledger of sins by which cruel Nyssa Iudexas doomed her to a loveless existence.


She couldn’t change what she was, but she could choose what she did.


Willing the hunger to subside, Tanith pressed on into the city.









Four


“I’m sorry, Mistress Floranz, I can’t let you pass.”


Tanith looked from one sentry to the other, and then to the distant lights of the palace beyond the gilded railings and swaying cypress trees. With fraying patience strained by the insistent, piercing yap of a dog somewhere in the grounds, she offered her most winning, fragile smile. “Count Aroth assured me I’d always be welcome.”


The custodians shared a brief glance, though as ever the masks denied any clue as to their thoughts. The leftmost shrugged. “Not for me to speak to the count’s reasons, miss.”


A neat conversation-closer, wielded by an old hand well accustomed to deflecting fireblood frustrations. Not that Tanith entirely resembled a fireblood heiress at that moment. She’d taken the time to scrub her face, straighten her clothes and steal a pair of almost-fitting boots, but there was only so much to be done with the erstwhile Rathiq’s skelder’s garb.


Careful not to lose the mask of the timid, diffident young thing she’d worn during her earlier sojourns at the Aroth Palace, she weighed her options.


Her glamour couldn’t help her, in the first case because it never worked as well on groups as individuals – a reality shared readily asserted itself over the illusions her daemon-half wove – and in the second because winning over a pair of custodians wouldn’t help convince their master. Violence was out of the question for much the same reason, especially now that she’d given her name.


She offered the nearer custodian a winsome smile and the slightest flutter of eyelashes. “I’m sure there must be some mistake. Tell Julan I’m here. He’ll vouch for me.”


The custodian twitched. “Lord Julan’s dead,” he said, his tone that of a man uncertain as to whether or not a jest was in the offing. “Killed by Vallant’s lot.”


Tanith blinked. “What?”


She’d not much liked Julan Aroth. Not that it would have mattered if she had, as Yennika had twisted the man so tightly around her little finger that he’d practically been a figure of eight. However, he’d been alive – and unctuous – enough the last time she’d set eyes on him. Then again, that had been in the middle of a battle against Vallant’s rebels, hundreds of miles away. Word couldn’t possibly . . .


Kiasta. Just how long had she been in the Deadwinds, anyway?


“Do you think I might speak to Castellan Annaj?”


After another brief, silent communion, the rightmost custodian shrugged. “I can ask. You’ll wait here with Custodian Barja.”


He passed through the gate and began the long walk up the landscaped path to the palace proper, crossbow clattering against his back. A full three acres of gardens separated the double-winged residence from its outer wall. With space ever at a premium in Zariqaz, and the streets of both Overspire and Undertown crammed side-by-side and top-to-bottom, richer firebloods flaunted their wealth through emptiness. The only other structure in sight was the estate’s torch house, indigo flames blazing from its summit to burn away the all-consuming mists of the Veil. The smoke from its blesswood pyre sweetened every breath with notes of juniper and jasmine.


Behind the palace, the spire continued its skyward climb, windows dotting the gilded stone and balconies jutting out at all angles. Almost everything above the Aroth mansion belonged to Caradan Diar, the Eternity King: mazes of temples, staterooms and storehouses; barracks for the red-cloaked Royal Guard, and the quaysides where royal skyships docked. And then higher still, the gleaming walls of the Golden Citadel, a city within a city.


The first raindrops spotted the path. Tanith shot the remaining sentry an imploring glance and nodded at the squat gatehouse lodge, tucked almost out of sight behind the cypress trees. “I’m not really dressed for this.”


No longer able to resist her glamour now he was alone, Barja grunted and swept out his hand towards the lodge. “No harm in it, I guess.”


As Tanith crossed the gateway threshold, she felt the attention of the hestic ifrît imprisoned in the gatepost’s prism as a brief pressure in her thoughts. Not the angry fizz of a discharging shrieker, but a calm, vigilant presence – proof that the custodian had commanded it to let her pass. Had he done otherwise, the hestic would have set her aflame, little caring that doing so would have also been its own demise – the last of its soulfire spent in defence of the Aroth estate.


To command an ifrît, a mortal therefore had to possess a suitable soul-glyph tattooed somewhere on his or her body. Each glyph was unique – to command a different ifrît, the wielder needed another tattoo, or to at least have an existing design modified. Tanith’s aetherios tattoo was different. Its inks were part of her, and with sufficient force of will she could reshape its design into anything she pleased, in theory matching the soul-glyph of any given ifrît. In practice, she’d learned time and again that she lacked the artistry for anything more involved than goading ifrîti to self-destruction. On those rare occasions where she’d attempted something more complicated, it had drained her thin patience down to the dregs.


Kat was different, of course. She’d inherited their father’s artistic instincts, and had proven herself capable of adjusting her aetherios tattoo on the fly, cajoling an ifrît as one might soothe a panicked child.


One more advantage life had given her and denied her younger sister.


Tanith waited in silence under the lodge’s porch while the rain pattered across the tiles and hissed away down the drainpipes. Probably Barja was wondering why he’d allowed her into the estate. The glamour took them that way, sometimes. Unable to understand why they’d done something at odds with their own interests, the subconscious patched over inconsistencies with whatever shaky logic filled the void. During her involuntary exile in Kaldos, more than a few men had unconsciously invented indiscretions committed by their lovers to justify how readily they themselves had awoken in the wrong bed.


Those who awoke at all, of course.


One – a minor and distant son of House Hythaka, consumed with jealousy for events that had existed entirely in his own mind – had even murdered his supposedly unfaithful wife so that he might be free to pursue the alluring golden-haired young woman with whom he’d crossed paths one summer afternoon. Bayrad Hythaka had never once guessed that seduction’s course had run entirely counter to his belief. Tanith, fifteen years his junior and little more than a girl at the time, had considered the murder the ultimate romantic gesture. She’d fallen hopelessly, giddily in love . . . for all of five days, until Bayrad’s psyche had fractured, torn between the reality he shared with the rest of Khalad and the one that existed only in his head. It marked the first time Tanith had truly understood the gulf between genuine love and whatever stirred into being in those around her.


As far as she knew, he was still locked away in that Kaldosi asylum, asking for her one day and his wife the next, unable to comprehend why neither visited.


Thankfully, she’d outgrown her romantic phase before returning home to Zariqaz. Kaldos was a such long way off, with the notoriety that only distant places readily attained. Very little of what transpired there was taken as fact in more civilised climes.


Unfortunately, the brooding figure stalking closer through the rain was a spark flung from an altogether hotter flame than poor Bayrad. Amashti or not, one had as much chance of charming a stone as the famously cheerless Prenthi Annaj.


Nonetheless, Tanith hardened herself to the attempt. “Castellan, thank you for—”


Annaj glared at Barja. “What is she doing on the grounds? The count left clear instructions.”


“I know, Castellan, but . . .” Cause and effect failed to connect behind his eyes. “I . . .”


She waved an impatient hand. “Get out of my sight.”


Barja hastily fell into step with his erstwhile companion, who had returned alongside Annaj, greeted by a disbelieving tilt of the head.


Annaj looked Tanith up and down, a slight curl to her lip. “What happened to your hair?”


Tanith scowled a perfect blend of embarrassment and anger. “The rooms I took at Osios weren’t as lice-free as the proprietor claimed. I could still feel them scritching around even after three treatments of kazini water.” She ran a hand across her scalp and dribbled a little self-pity into her voice. No acting required. For all that her hair was as eager to rejuvenate itself as the rest of her – after only a few hours it had grown long enough to cover her fingertips – she wouldn’t feel complete until it was much longer. “I don’t think it suits me.”


Annaj folded her arms. “You’ve a deal of nerve, showing up here.”


An icy fingertip brushed Tanith’s back. During her time at the Aroth palace, she’d been careful to always present herself as diffident and nervous. Those rumours she hadn’t left behind in Kaldos had readily been dismissed. It was a rare fireblood who didn’t attract gossip of some kind. “I . . . I don’t understand.”


“Where’s that trallock Yennika Bascari?”


The fingertip became a full hand, its digits scuttling up and down Tanith’s spine. “We . . . Well, we parted ways some time ago.” She shook her head and let her lower lip tremble. “Please . . . What’s this about? What happened to Julan?”


“The younger Lord Aroth permitted himself to get caught up in some scheme of Yennika Bascari’s,” Annaj replied stiffly. “Something about ending Vallant’s rebellion. He was killed in the attempt, his army obliterated. Why do you think Tyzanta declared for the rebels?”


Tanith gaped, buying time to make sense of Annaj’s words. Tyzanta had been Yennika’s inheritance, one she’d schemed long and hard to claim. “I didn’t know . . . Yennika and I, we quarrelled. I’ve been travelling ever since.” If Julan was dead, likely so too was anyone who could have told Annaj the truth. “It feels like an age ago.”


“You were fortunate to reach Zariqaz at all. The East’s been a mess with Qersal rising and so many cities throwing in with Vallant. The Eternity King should have set his redcloaks marching weeks ago.” Annaj pursed her lips. There were some things even a castellan should hesitate to say. “So you don’t know where Yennika can be found?”


“I was hoping you could tell me.”


Her expression, never friendly, went flat and cold. “If I knew where to find her, she’d already be dead. Those are the count’s standing orders to anyone who wants a hundred thousand dinars in their pocket.”


Tanith blinked. Even for the heir of a fireblood house, that was quite the bloodgild bounty. “That’s . . . a lot.”


“The count loved his son.” Annaj’s tone offered no clue as to her own opinion. “Keep it in mind, should you find Yennika. But don’t think about it too long.”


She’d never have dared say as much to a true fireblood, of course. But etiquette scarcely applied to the half-blood and penniless Tanith Floranz, about whom not all rumours could be discounted. After all, those of proper breeding didn’t deal in lowly dinars, but the higher-denomination tetrams that were as much a mark of societal standing as actual wealth.


“I couldn’t betray her.”


“The count’s friendship opens doors,” Annaj glanced towards the lights of the main palace, “and the streets of Zariqaz are not kind to those of delicate disposition.”


Tanith almost laughed. The streets of Zariqaz may have been home to cut-throats and predators of all stripes, but they remained a distant peril to someone whom the Deadwinds had burned to a crisp and spat out whole. And yet . . . there was living and there was survival. Annaj was offering her a chance at the former. In that moment, Tanith was glad she didn’t know what had become of Yennika. It meant she didn’t have to choose. Yes, they’d been allies – maybe even friends – but it had been a transactional friendship even before Kat had come on the scene.


“It’s a shame I don’t know where she is,” she murmured, and wondered if it was true.


Annaj stared pointedly at the estate’s ornate gateway. “Then those doors remain closed.”


Tanith bit her tongue to stifle an angry retort. “Goodbye, I suppose.”


She squelched back down along the path, sodden before she’d even reached the gate.


The Aroth palace had been her best chance of shelter, but Yennika – wherever she was – had managed to sabotage that. Now what? Crawl into Undertown and find someone susceptible enough – willing enough – to offer shelter? Trawl the Overspire taverns for a mark unconcerned with what he welcomed over his threshold so long as she followed him in? Either could take hours, without guarantee of success, and the mix of anger and weariness swirling in her heart only lengthened the odds. Glamour wasn’t a cure-all. It amplified what was already there. It couldn’t weave a smile over a scowl, nor hide the contempt in her voice.


Then what? Robbery might garner enough dinars to pay for a room somewhere, but violence brought her daemon-half closer to the surface, and she badly wanted it to remain quiet.


That left precisely one option. The longest of long shots.


At the end of the palace drive, the road branched. The left plunged into the dense mismatched streets of the Overspire’s middling districts – well-to-do on the surface, but beneath the veneer a seething mass of braggarts, marks and private pleasures for a weary amashti to exploit. To the right, much the same. But a quarter-mile down that road, beyond the cloistered temple of Nyssa Benevolas and past the wall of engraved Etranta marble and the row of crooked yews?


The House of Broken Promises.


Tanith dropped from the branches of the ancient carob, landing neatly within the crumbling boundary wall. Clammy from the climb and her sodden clothes, she steadied herself and strove to remind herself why this had been a good idea.


Skirting the stone garden and its ornamental pond, she arrived at the grand double-helical stairway serving the southern terrace and the House of Broken Promises’ atrium. In that grey, rainy afternoon it looked every bit as imposing as she remembered. Thirty-one steps in each flight, the pair winding around one another like snakes. At the summit, a statue of Nyssa Benevolas – who forgave all as readily as her judgemental aspect offered punishment – held her arms spread wide in welcome. The statue hadn’t been present on her last visit. A costly acquisition judging by its size – easily twice Tanith’s own height – and the gold trim on its white marble robes.


Again she hesitated, staring up through the rain at Nyssa’s beatific face. The welcome was a lie, as everything in this house had always been a lie. She’d been a fool to come.


She nurtured the spark of anger, fanned it to purpose, and took the stairs two at a time. Breathless, she squelched past Nyssa Benevolas and crossed the terrace. A familiar figure filled the atrium doorway, his arms folded and his bronzed features hewn to an implacable scowl.


He shouldn’t have been here, not now. Count Hargo Rashace was a man of strict habit and scant trust in those who ran his mills and factories. Once he left the estate he seldom returned before nightfall. The sound of his thunderous voice at the gate had always been her cue to scurry to the arms of her foster mother, lest his ire find her.


The intervening years hadn’t been kind. Her stepfather had once been a great bull of a man who’d indulged prize-brawling as his hobby – though naturally only against respectable opponents. Now he seemed shrunken beyond the physical decline of latter years, his once bristled black hair grey, almost white. Yet his will remained. Even at a distance, its pressure stifled.


Fighting the urge to shy from an upraised hand that existed only in memory – Hargo’s arms were still tightly folded – Tanith stepped closer. “I want to see my mother.”


“You’ve no family here.”


Now she flinched, the words as much a physical blow as those she’d borne when he’d learned she wasn’t a servant’s brat, but living proof of his wife’s betrayal. “Let me see her!”


“I don’t take demands from trespassers, nor bastard half-bloods,” he snarled. “Go back to whatever nest you oozed your way out of and leave my wife in peace.”


Tanith’s throat thickened with a bitter brew of emotion. She’d not even tried to see her mother the last time she’d been in Zariqaz. She’d been too afraid of what might be said. Ten years, at least, since they’d properly spoken. Too long. “It just kills you, doesn’t it, that a penniless cinderblood gave her the child you never could?”


“You were never a child, daemon. Kinder on us all if I’d drowned you in the lake. But she loved you, and I was weak.”


The rush of anger that had carried Tanith up the stairs blossomed anew, drowning out old fears. She sprang, closing the distance in a single pounce. He roared and swung, the right hook that had made him the terror of the prize-ring arcing at her face. Even old, he was fast.


But not fast enough to challenge an amashti.


With his bunched fist and its collection of heavy gold rings still inches from her face, Tanith stepped lightly aside and grabbed his throat. Hargo howled as her fingers dug into his jowls.


Tanith heaved him up against the fluted stone of the atrium, the aghast expression on his paling face at being manhandled by a woman half his size every inch as satisfying as the deed itself. Above the frame, the doorway’s hestic stirred in its glossy black prism, and subsided when it realised she’d no intention of trespass.


“You were weak then. You’re weaker now,” she hissed, nose inches from his. Her stepfather scrabbled at her hand, trying to break her grip. She closed her other about his and forced it back, his sharp gasp of pain the sweetest music. “You think you can stop me going anywhere?”


Her daemon-half slithered awake, roused by anger, fear and proximity. It would be so easy to set it loose. Settle the debts from the beatings and bellowed malice, from her eventual banishment to distant Kaldos, where she’d been fostered by a family that had loved only the retainer her stepfather had paid.


So easy.


Her lips brushed his. No one would miss Hargo Rashace for long. Not the servants whose lives he made miserable, nor the custodians he bullied. Maybe not even his wife.


And he would taste so good.


“Do it,” he breathed, tremor and defiance fighting for dominance. “And at last she’ll see you for what you are.”


Tanith’s breath caught in her throat, flitterwings in her stomach. She’d never had much use for right and wrong, only for getting away with things or getting caught. Her mother might not mourn her husband, but nor would she easily forgive his killer – especially if she witnessed the death. “She’s here?”


Hand still locked around her stepfather’s throat, she peered through the atrium window. A shape moved in the gloom within. It could have been anyone. But it could have been her.


“She wanted to see you,” Hargo croaked. “It was the first thing she said as soon as we were told you were coming. She still thinks you can be saved.”


Tanith tore her attention from the dark shape beyond the glass. “You knew I was coming?”


“The runner arrived a little before you did.”


Annaj. Firebloods always stuck together, which by extension meant so did their castellans. The Rashaces and Aroths weren’t exactly allies, but they weren’t enemies either.


Warned by the crunch of boot and stone, she glanced behind. A semicircle of eight custodians tightened around her, shriekers levelled. Hidden among the cypress trees at the terrace edge most likely, and she too lost in the past to notice.


“Go on.” Hargo’s breath brushed her cheek. “Kill me. I earned it long ago, I know that.”


For the first time she marked the sweet notes of arask brandy. Bottled courage. Disappointing somehow. Through the anger, through the yearning of her daemon-half, Tanith struggled to make sense of unfolding events. Did her stepfather want her to kill him? Or was that merely what he wanted her to believe?


“Just go,” murmured Hargo. “If she means anything to you at all, just go. No one will stop you. Go, and don’t come back.”


Tanith growled through her teeth – a sharp, frustrated exclamation that at least offered the satisfaction of making the nearest custodian flinch. Hargo’s motives no longer mattered. What slim chance she’d had of finding shelter in her family home had depended on speaking privately with her mother and the mercy of strained affection. Now her choices were simple. Murder her stepfather, maybe dying in a hail of shrieker fire soon after . . . or go, leaving Hargo with victory.


Let him win or lose with him.


Pride demanded the latter.


Snarling, she slammed Hargo against the wall and let him drop. She whirled about. One of the custodians stumbled a half-step back. Another’s gloves creaked as she gripped her shrieker for dear life. The silver masks could hide their faces, but not their fear. Even through the rain, they stank of it.


There was some satisfaction in that, but not enough.


She glanced back at her stepfather, still lying in the puddled rainwater, his back against the wall. “I was leaving anyway.”


The rain had stopped by the time Tanith returned to Qosm, the sun restored to dominion of a cerulean sky, but the old temple was as dark as before. Dark, and empty. Even the corpses had gone.


“Ardoc?” Echoes rebounded beneath the vaulted ceiling. “Ardoc, are you here?”


Her shout returned to her full force, a trick of the acoustics amplifying her weariness, her loss, her frustration twofold.


Throat thick with self-pity, she collapsed against the altar. Yennika was gone, maybe dead already. Julan was dead, and Tanith tainted by association. She couldn’t go home, because she’d never really had one. And now, despite his promises, Ardoc too had reneged.


So much for fine talk of her being a herald of prophecy. All the goddess had ever wanted was for her to be alone, unloved, to let the daemon loose and be all the terrible things anyone had ever thought of her – the corrupt, unfeeling predator that was all appetite and no morals, and was yet the only part of her anyone had ever valued.


She brushed away tears. How long had she been crying? Somewhere along the line, she’d blanked out the humiliating, snivelling noises that could only have been hers. How long had she sat alone in the dark, for that matter?


At least the dark was welcoming. It didn’t expect anything.


It didn’t judge her failures.


She could just sit there, couldn’t she? Sit there until she grew so hungry she was no longer truly herself. That way she wouldn’t be responsible for what came next.


It would just be Nyssa’s will.


Maybe she was a herald of the goddess after all.


Maybe the goddess was angry.


The darkness stirred. Ardoc emerged from the gloom, a reassuring, warming presence in a world gone cold. “So you changed your mind?”


She stared up at him through bleary eyes. “I don’t have anywhere else to go.”


Stars Below, but she sounded pathetic.


Moving with the same deliberate, measured pace that infused his every word, Ardoc approached the altar. He took Tanith’s hands in his and raised her to her feet, then dried her cheeks with the hem of his sleeve. “No tears, Qori Arvish. You’re home now.”


Drawing down a shuddering breath that was part sorrow’s aftermath and part disbelief, Tanith clung tight to him, and wished the world away.









Five


Kat glanced out from the shadows gathered beneath the hostelry’s awning, past the cracked, stuttering fountain and across a street seared by the bright midday sun. “Come on, come on . . . you were supposed to be here by now.”


But he wasn’t there, which could unfortunately not be said for the pair of custodians standing sentry outside the crooked townhouse’s simple red door. A small house by the standards of those who held sway over Zariqaz’s districts, just one in a tightly packed row of similar dwellings, so surely they had better things to do than to stand guard over it?


Apparently not.


The Hazarid district wasn’t part of Undertown but not quite part of the Overspire either. Sufficiently downmarket that factory workers, skelders and labourers rubbed shoulders with guildsmen, Alabastran archons, slumming firebloods and occasional redcloaks – all fending off the sweltering sun with headwraps, broad-brimmed hats and shawls. Not that anyone actually rubbed shoulders with redcloaks. They gladly stepped into the gutter to avoid confrontation with the Eternity King’s famously intemperate soldiery.


Kat and her companion fitted right in, their silk gowns suitably behind prevailing fashion to pass for cinderblood merchantry rather than firebloods. Kat always felt out of place in a dress, but her companion had insisted.


She turned her attention back to the mug of feldir tea. It had long since ceased steaming, the best of the apple and honey flavour vanishing into the rising bitterness. There was nothing quite so maddening as a plan gone wrong.


Across the table, Yali brushed a wayward strand of chestnut hair back from her eyes and shot Kat a long-suffering look. ||Will you relax?|| Her lithe tawny-brown fingers blurred through the shapes of the Simah sign language. ||It happens when it happens, honest and true.||


Kat scowled, annoyed at being caught out. Too easy to forget that Yali’s lipreading allowed her to “overhear” things in the right circumstances, despite her deafness. But annoyance seldom lasted around Yali. She smiled readily and always with mirth rather than bitterness, and her mischievous green eyes were as apt to wonder as empathy. Seven or so years Kat’s junior, her gangling frame still awkward as girlhood fell away, she made her feel old.


But that was the way of things with friends, or so Kat supposed. Friendship was a relatively new concept.


||I’ll relax when he gets here.|| Her signs were serviceable, but nowhere near as crisp as Yali’s.


Six months since her railrunner had steamed into Zariqaz. Six months of obstacles, dead ends and teeth-grinding frustration. Her arm was itching again, warning of cramps soon to follow. She clutched her mug with both hands as the spasm hit, elbow creaking as the muscles locked. Shadows danced behind her eyes.


Yali’s expression darkened. ||Your wrist again?||


“It’s fine.” The tremors faded. Just a mild attack this time. Good. The last one had left her gasping with pain and she could hardly hide that from Yali. “I’m getting used to it.”


It wasn’t and she wasn’t. Careful application of last breath and apothecary’s salves had mended the burnt and blistered flesh but hadn’t restored what the burns had stolen – not the aetherios tattoo and not . . . Kat shook the thought away. You moved forward and did what you could to set things right.


So far as her friends knew, the fearsome itch was the beginning and the end of it. It had certainly begun that way, easily missed and soon forgotten. She’d only realised something was wrong when the attacks of nausea started. Badly wrong. The same omen rot that had killed her mother. Not as debilitating – not yet. That it had manifested only after she’d lost her tattoo left little room for doubt that the two were related – the damage done by the Deadwinds had been more than skin deep.


And Tanith . . . The Deadwinds fires that had scarred Kat had burned her sister to ash, and just in the moment where Kat had maybe glimpsed something worth saving in the murderous little trallock. Tanith still lived, or so Nyssa had claimed when she’d come to Kat in a vision. Kat had assumed she’d find her in Zariqaz, for where else to seek a wayward sibling but in the City of Lost Souls? But six months of searching had turned up nothing.


Quite likely, she’d never even seen Nyssa at all, the “goddess” just a pain-woven hallucination. But . . . if Nyssa had been an illusion of her own making, why had she beheld the goddess in chains? And what of the jealous, smothering presence that had been the goddess’ captor? Could pain and loss and terror really have woven that? Scripture held no explanations, and no amount of pleading prayer had exhorted the goddess to send another vision.


A server flitted expertly between the tables. Kat beckoned to her, tossed a coin onto the table and patted the mug. The server – whose ink-black hair was a perfect match for Kat’s own, and her bronze skin perhaps a shade lighter – pocketed the coin and whisked the mug away, her eyes meeting Kat’s for just long to enough to maybe – maybe – offer a deeper interest than patronage.


Kat smiled politely and glanced away. Another wound that hadn’t quite healed. Worse, she wasn’t sure she wanted it to, despite everything Yennika had done.


Yali rapped lightly on the tabletop and jerked her head towards the crooked house. ||What did I tell you?||


A House Yesabi overseer, identified by the inverted green triangle on the brow of his vahla mask and the starched, precise pace practised by a certain self-satisfied sort, stalked towards the red door. He didn’t so much thread his way through the crowd as will it to part, the twin threats of fireblood authority and a holstered shrieker – the sentries only had scimitars sheathed at their shoulders – clearing a path as readily as any redcloak’s reputation.


The custodians stiffened to attention. The overseer jabbed a gloved finger at each, then hooked a thumb over his shoulder, down the street to the seven-arched bridge leading clear over the Hazarid reservoir. The intervening crowd stole away his words, but his slight lean forward and a second, more insistent jerk of the thumb told a story all their own.


Yali leaned across the table, the better to shield her signing from other patrons. Simah was widespread enough that it was better to take no chances.||Doesn’t look like they want to go.||


But go they did, following the overseer back along the street. The crowd swallowed them almost at once.


Kat made a silent ten-count. Another to avoid tempting unhappy fate. She pushed back her chair. ||Time to go.||


She slipped out into the jostling crowd, the sun already prickling at her bare shoulders and making her regret she’d not thought to bring a shawl. Yali was three steps ahead, stepping into newly opened spaces with the experience of the perennially unnoticed. A burly, bearded docker collided with Kat and offered a terse growl in place of an apology. By way of reply, she levelled a glare capable of cracking stone. He flinched and changed course, almost trampling a red-sashed courier in the process.


Well satisfied, Kat darted past an oncoming clatter wagon. The motic ifrîti driving the vehicle’s four brass-shod wheels burbled with satisfaction as she passed, while the helmic responsible for maintaining the wagon’s heading murmured darkly at the challenge of doing so in so heavy a crowd. Most folk couldn’t hear ifrîti, but then most folk didn’t have an aetherios tattoo. Even with hers cold and dark – as it had been ever since the Deadwinds had all but seared it from her flesh – Kat still caught snatches. Enough to remind her of what she’d lost.


She slipped gratefully into the cool shadows beneath the crooked house’s steps. A golden seal sat stark against the door’s flaking red paint, its outspread wings the simple circlet of the Eternity King’s crown and the tail of its accompanying parchment far too ornate for so mundane a purpose.


Yali’s eyes widened. ||You really think he ordered this place sealed?||


||I doubt it.|| In theory, every decree issued in Khalad was backed by Caradan Diar’s authority – at least, north and west of Tyzanta, away from Bashar Vallant’s alliance of breakaway cities. Nevertheless, what occurred in the Eternity King’s name was seldom the result of his will. Only those commands issued by his descendant and Voice, Isdihar Diar, truly issued from the throne immortal, as she was the only one who could hear his words. Everything else sprang from firebloods scurrying to do his bidding, real or imagined. The heads of the fireblood houses, Alabastra’s archons, the ministers of the King’s Council, all of them acting with an authority they may or may not have possessed. But still Kat’s fingers stumbled a little as she signed. Defying custodians was one thing. Defying the Eternity King was something else. ||Why would he know about Yarvid, much less care?||


||Might be your father moved in grander circles than you ever knew.||


||Not that grand.|| Though he’d certainly done well enough for a cinderblood, his services ever in demand by Zariqaz’s great and good. That status had earned him a position as the household artist for the Rashace family, alongside whose children Kat had been raised, not quite a cinder but certainly not flame, for all that Countess Fadiya Rashace had been kind to her. Youthful innocence had blinded her to the true depth of Terrion Arvish’s relationship with the countess. In fact, it wasn’t until coming face to face with Tanith, long after his death, that she’d truly understood it. ||Can you handle the lock?||


Yali sniffed derision and eased her lock charmer’s tools – nothing more complicated than a pair of carefully shaped needles with notches and bars set at the end – from her capacious sleeve. ||What a thing to say.||


Though the door frame was as worn and weathered as any in Zariqaz – between the Mistrali rainy season and the hot winds that raked the city from the arid plains, nothing remained pristine for long – the sculpted crest of Nyssa Benevolas, wreathed in flame-like hair, appeared suspiciously new. So too did the black prism set behind the goddess’ eyes. Whoever had ordered the house sealed hadn’t been one to rely on locks alone.


Six months before, Kat could have immersed herself in the spirit world, tailored her aetherios tattoo to mimic the hestic’s soul-glyph and set it sleeping. Now . . . ? She slipped her left hand into her pocket – she’d relented to Yali’s insistence that she wear a dress on the condition that it was at least a practical dress – and patted the aether bomb’s comforting, egg-sized metal sphere.


Yali set to work, her hands cupped to help sell the illusion that she was wrestling with a stiff key. The lock clicked inside a three-count.


She palmed her tools and offered a pained faux-scowl. ||Can I handle the lock. Honestly.||


Still in her pocket, Kat’s left thumb briefly caressed the aether bomb’s activator, then stabbed down. The tiny plunger met the slight resistance of the thin glass plate set to prevent accidental activation. But only for a moment. The complex balance of internal pressures compromised, the sphere quietly imploded, setting free the ravati ifrît within.


Most ifrîti shriven from the dead and dying were defined by purpose, rather than character. The shriversmen cared nothing for the soul’s nature in life so long as it retained power and purpose in death. Ravati were different, harvested from the condemned at the moment of execution, wisps of black, choking malice thick with the bleak rage shared by the guilty and innocent alike.


Kat, with the tiniest part of her being touching the spirit world, shivered as the black wisp of soul washed over her and soared towards the Deadwinds. The hestic ifrît, rooted in the same plane as the ravati and unnerved by its presence, fled as far and deep as it was able, folding the spirit world’s blind nothingness over itself like a tortoise retreating into its shell. It was too vibrant a spirit to remain there long – maybe minutes, maybe an hour – but that was more than long enough.


She tapped Yali twice on the shoulder. “Go,” she murmured, the spoken word instinct.


Yali eased open the door. Kat drew up short at a screech of gears as the clatter wagon came to a tortured and complete halt.


“Kiasta,” she breathed, repeating her father’s favourite curse. The ravati had been more powerful than the trafficker had claimed, spooking not just the crooked house’s hestic, but also the ifrîti of the clatter wagon – and Nyssa only knew how many others nearby as well.


||That’s going to be trouble,|| said Yali, her expression deadpan.


Kat let the obvious go unanswered and passed inside, pulling the door closed behind her.









Six


Kat had seen many such houses in the preceding weeks. A handful of high-ceilinged rooms split across three storeys – the better to accommodate the steep slope as the spire slunk away into the streets of Qosm far below – and a shabby decor that spoke to the owner having long ago abandoned the battle against the passing years.


Even in that street-facing room, which served as both dining room and kitchen, there was a pride on display in the stern portrait of a middle-aged man and a handful of statuettes whittled from a pale timber. Kat turned one over in her hands – a stylised rendition of an ilfri daemon, with long, thieving fingers and a shifty expression. Others bore the likeness of curvy, seductive palkas, starving, pot-bellied gavalras and peremptory, scrawny pikari. All of them sculpted by the house’s owner, no doubt. Yarvid’s fascinations coming to the fore.


||Let’s make this quick,|| she told Yali. ||You start downstairs, I’ll take the upper floor.||


A ramshackle study dominated the upper storey. A low desk overlooked a broad, half-leaded window set in a varnished timber casement – a sort fallen out of favour due to metal shortages caused by the troubles in the east. Close-packed bookshelves spoke to an ordered and inquisitive mind. Emptiness – save for a few scraps of abandoned paper – confirmed that Kat hadn’t been the first to come calling.


The room stank of death. Quite why, Kat couldn’t say. Certainly the shriversmen had long since removed Yarvid’s body – there wasn’t even a bloodstain, just that cold, crystalline feeling of the mortal and spirit worlds being out of alignment. It felt like an absence. A hole.


Realising that her right hand was absently scratching at her left wrist, Kat clutched it to her chest and began what she already knew would be a pointless search.


Playbills from the bawdy-stage six streets away on the Undertown border. Receipts for books no longer present on the shelves. A pamphlet proclaiming the glory of Alabastra, with a woodcut of Nyssa Iudexas in full panoply of armour and helm, her sword held to rally the reader to support Khalad’s less-than-perfect justice. On and on, and nothing worthy of the risk, let alone the one hundred and fifty dinars the aether bomb had cost.


The obvious discarded, she turned to the possibility of concealment, rapping on floorboards, desk timbers and the underside of drawers in hopes of something.


Nothing.


Another dead end. The eleventh, to be precise. Someone was killing her father’s old associates as fast as she could hunt them down.


When Kat had been a girl, her father had spoken readily of the what of his interests, but never the why, save for when it touched on the subject of her tattoo – a secret he’d shared with no one else except her half-sister, Tanith. He’d devoured abstruse theological texts, accounts of Khalad’s sprawling histories, fragments of the past so strange and brittle that serious scholars derided them. He’d become obsessed by the secretive Issnaîm – whom the ignorant named “veilkin”, if they were aware of them at all.


A bribe to the Great Library’s records clerk had revealed a list of like-minded men who’d made study of similar topics – often arriving at and departing from the deep archives at the same time, day after day. She’d hoped one of them might have understood his work enough to help her cure Tanith of what she’d become . . . if, of course, she ever found her. Or she was even still alive. And if Nyssa was really with her, maybe she’d even learn how to repair the damage to her own tattoo – and to the rest of her – before it killed her. That the two were linked she didn’t doubt. Though the spasms spread with each attack, they’d begun in her ravaged left wrist.


Half of those she’d sought had passed away since her father’s own death. The others had scattered, burying themselves as deep in Zariqaz’s sprawling streets as could be managed.


Eli Yarvid had been the last. The trail was cold.


Growling, she stared out across mist-shrouded Qosm. She thought back six months, to the skies above Athenoch. The ecstasy and agony as she’d channelled the Deadwinds to unmake Yennika’s army of unliving koilos soldiers to save the city. Would she have done so if she’d known the consequences of her audacity?


Yes. Of course she would. But that didn’t mean the cost hurt any less.


A footstep on the creaking stairs presaged Yali’s arrival. ||Any luck?||


Kat shook her head. ||You?||


||Whoever did the taking took everything.||


Kat’s heart sank another notch. ||Looks like.||


Though Vallant had done what he could to muddy the rumours coming out of Athenoch, someone had clearly pieced together enough to understand at least part of what she’d achieved. The only question was who? Who was killing her father’s associates and spiriting away anything that might have contained a clue to their work? Not the custodians, whose fireblood masters could have arranged any number of excuses for jailing Yarvid and seizing his possessions. The same was true of the Eternity King and his court, to whom the law was the most trivial of concerns.


And underneath it all, the deeper question: what had her father really been up to?


Yali joined her at the desk and stared out across Qosm’s greenish-white mists. ||I still can’t get used to that. The Veil being inside the city, I mean.||


Kat suppressed a shudder. ||Nor me.||


One of Khalad’s great truths was that the Veil was to be held at bay. It was the Eternity King’s highest law and his greatest purpose, for the whole of his ancient being was dedicated to holding back the mists from the kingdom’s boundary. But even his deathless will couldn’t accomplish the task alone, especially on nights when the Aurora Eternis shimmered across the skies. Thus did the torch houses burn day and night, their blesswood fires holding the Veil at bay. Except in Qosm, where one night they had fallen dark, damning half the district.


||I don’t understand why they don’t relight the torch houses,|| said Yali.


||I heard an archon preaching that it was Nyssa’s punishment for letting the lethargia take hold. My old friend Hierarch Ossed, in fact.||


Yali offered a wry smile. ||And I thought the lethargia was Nyssa’s punishment for loose morals and impiety.||


Kat shrugged. ||Alabastra preaches whatever suits Alabastra. It’s not the punishment that matters, but who’s being punished. The King’s Council is probably hoping that the Veil will eradicate the lethargia.|| Nothing survived within the Veil. Those caught within, ifrît or mortal, just . . . faded away, body and soul. ||The rest is just theatre.||


||But it’s everywhere,|| protested Yali. ||There’s a street up on the Haymain where every door bears the mark.||


Kat shrugged. ||Like I said, theatre. Keep the mills turning, the factories productive, and hope the sickness burns itself out.||


||I still think that skyfall’s to blame,|| Yali replied, deadly serious.


||For the mists, or the lethargia?||


||Maybe both. Three months since it landed in the heart of Qosm and—|| She broke off and tilted her head. ||You did check the window, didn’t you?||


Kat scowled. ||Checked the window? Do you mean outside?||


Yali sighed. ||Never send a society upstart to do a thief’s job.||


||What did you call me?||


||Oh, I’m sorry, m’lady. Do my words offend?||


Bracing her palms on the desk, Yali hopped up to sit facing Kat, her back to the window. ||I saw one of these back in Tyzanta. The warden’s office in Spildra Factory. Used it for stashing the jewellery he took as bribes . . . you know, from women desperate to keep their posts. Lots of dead space around a window, if you know what you’re doing.||


She shuffled backwards until she sat inside the casement, her feet kicking idly where they overhung the desk, her fingertips tracing the beading around the moulded edge. She prised a section of beading away, revealing an oiled lock. Letting the beading drop, she brought her lock charmer’s tools to bear, tongue protruding slightly from between her teeth as she worked.


With a grin, she pulled down the wood panel that concealed the window’s underhang. A frayed leather-bound book and a small purse dropped into her lap. She tossed the book to Kat and hefted the clinking purse. ||All donations gracefully accepted. What about that? Any use?||


Kat riffled the pages, revealing a bewildering array of scratchy black symbols hanging from a horizontal line like carcasses from a butcher’s rail. Not Daric, which she spoke as fluently as only someone educated at a fireblood’s expense could be. Nor Qersi, which she knew by sight but of which she was otherwise wholly ignorant. Not any language with which she was familiar, in fact. ||It’s in code.||


||Sounds like something for Tatterlain.||


||Probably,|| Kat replied. Maybe it wasn’t a dead end after all. ||At the very least—||


The metallic scrape of a key in a lock sounded from the floor below.


Kat thrust the journal into her pocket and darted to the small, round window overlooking the street. Two custodians, likely the same pair from before. As she watched, the nearer one pocketed the useless key – with the door bolted from the inside, it could hardly have done him much good – and rammed his shoulder against the door.


A hollow thud echoed up the stairs.


Kat glanced at Yali. || Is there a back way out?||


||Just a window—||


Already taking the stairs three at a time, Kat lost the rest of Yali’s frantic sign.


The basement room was half the size of those above, and of plainly rougher construction – an upper chamber of old become a cellar as Zariqaz climbed haphazardly skyward. A single saggy-springed bed rested against one wall, a ransacked brass-bound travel chest opposite. The window opposite the stairway stared out across a tight, sloping alleyway. That part, Kat didn’t mind. In fact, it was far easier to lose pursuers in the tangleways than the main street. The twelve-foot drop she liked rather less.


At least it wasn’t enough – not quite enough – to set her vertigo screaming.


She beckoned to Yali. ||After you.||


Yali shot her a sour look. ||Thanks.||


She clambered up onto the cracked sill. A heartbeat later, she was just a row of fingertips, clinging to the lower frame. Then she was gone.


The crunch of the front door breaking open sent Kat scrambling after her.


Impact with the cobbles pitched her forward. Yali shot out a hand to steady her. ||You all right?||


Kat nodded, trying not to think about the fresh twinge in her lower back. ||I will be.||


A custodian’s masked head appeared at the window. “Halt in the name of the Eternity King!”


Yali flashed him a Simah sign that questioned his parentage, hitched her skirts and hurtled into the alleyway. Kat followed. Halfway to the next turning, a thump of boots and a muffled curse warned that at least one custodian had risked the drop.


“Halt, skelders!”


Skidding on a patch of gutter filth, Yali rounded the corner. Kat hesitated only long enough to confirm that not one but both custodians were pursuing, then followed as fast as her legs would carry.


She hurtled down the narrowing alleyway, running perpendicular to the prevailing slope of the spire. A brewyard passed away to the left, its low wall more cast-iron bracing than brick. She hung a right and crossed a sagging bridge over what had once been a stream but was now no more than an open sewer, shoved clear of the left-hand wall to avoid colliding with a bemused onlooker, then followed Yali’s breakneck turn at the time-worn statue of Nyssa Benevolas and plunged, half running, half skidding, down the sheer cobbled slope.


She flung up a hand to ward off sunlight strobing through washing lines and wooden struts that kept the alleyway’s buildings from collapsing in on one another. Her shoulder scraped against crumbling brick. By the time she’d righted herself, Yali had vanished around the next turning.


The wrong turning.


Kiasta.


“Yali!” The useless shout dying on her lips, Kat stumbled to a halt at the crossway, the thunder of custodian feet crowding ever closer.


It was a mistake easily made – the tangleways never looked more the same than when running for your life. Their contingency had called for them to go one way, but they’d gone another. That left a simple, stark choice: follow Yali into possible disaster, or save herself.


She ran after Yali.


The alley curved right, then left, and ended in an uneven mud-brick wall topped with rusting spikes and packed with tangled refuse at its base.


Yali stared at it aghast. ||I might have taken a wrong turn.||


Breathless, Kat peered up at the alley’s side walls. Not a door or window in sight – or at least in reach. Those at street level – or in several cases partly below street level – had been bricked up years ago.


“This way!” The custodian’s shout echoed around the corner. “We have them!”


Yali scowled, crestfallen. ||I’m sorry.||


Kat pointed at the mud-brick wall. It offered all manner of suitable crannies and projections for handholds. ||Can you climb it?||


||Not fast enough.||


She shot a glance at the pursuing custodians. Realising that their quarry had nowhere to run, they slowed to a cautious advance. She fished the journal from her pocket and held it out. ||Let me worry about that.||


Yali took the journal, her face falling even further. ||Kat . . . ||


||Go. They’ll take me to the custodium. You can’t get me out if they take you too.||


She dug in the refuse at the wall’s base, looking for something – anything – to use as a weapon. She’d a dagger buckled beneath her knee, but without the benefit of surprise it wasn’t going to be much use against two scimitars. She looked up to see Yali standing frozen at the wall’s foot.


||Go!||


Yali grimaced and began to climb.


Kat’s hand closed around a bent metal pipe a little longer than her forearm. Better than nothing. With a last glance at Yali, she stalked towards the custodians.


She brandished the pipe as menacingly as appearances allowed. “Stay back!”


The custodians advanced, shoulder to shoulder.


“Why don’t you just come quietly?” said the tallest.


“Why don’t you make me?” Kat filled the words with bravado.


The two exchanged a glance.


“You want her?” asked the tallest.


His companion shrugged. “You’re always telling me how good you are with a sword, Marah. She’s all yours.”


“Fine.” Marah reached up and drew his scimitar. “Last chance, skelder.”


He moved with entirely too much confidence for Kat’s liking, a man well used to picking fights and winning them. Beneath the uniform, very little separated custodians from the leg-breakers employed by Undertown’s gang leaders. Had she a sword, she might have given him a challenge – six months of on-and-off lessons had transformed her from a mediocre swordstress to a half-respectable one. But the broken pipe suddenly felt useless.


More useless was her hand, suddenly overcome by a knuckle-wrenching spasm of a kind experienced too often in recent weeks.


She stifled a gasp and clutched at her wrist. The pipe clanged to the ground.


Marah kicked it away. “Smart little skirl.” He raised his voice. “Here, Vosri, how much resistance do you reckon she put up?”


Vosri chuckled. “At least two minutes’ worth. As long as she can answer questions when we get her back, no one’s going to care. Want me to hold her?”


Her muscles at last regaining a semblance of normality, Kat clung tight to her rising anger. Better to make it last. Fear would come soon enough. She glared at the pair. “Really?” She squeezed every last drop of contempt into the word.


Marah shrugged. “Shouldn’t have run, should you?”


Again as close to fighting fit as she’d ever be, Kat aimed a kick at his groin. With a beating in the offing, it made sense to get her reprisals in while she could.


Marah deflected her kick with his knee and slammed the basket hilt of his scimitar into her face. Kat twisted aside and the full-force punch became a raking blow. Red stars burst behind her eyes. She let herself drop, hands and knees jarring on the cobbles.


“Looks like she’s still got some fight after all,” said Vosri.


“Looks like,” Marah agreed. He stared up at Yali, who’d halted with one foot either side of the ridge spikes. “If you come down, we’ll go easy on her.”


Kat blinked away the last of the stars. Yali couldn’t hear him, of course, and nor could she read lips hidden behind the vahla mask. But she’d take his meaning. Either that, or she’d make a doomed attempt to help. Guilt and loyalty were a toxic brew.


Making the most of the custodians’ divided attention, Kat slipped a hand under her skirts and closed her fingers around the dagger’s grips. The blade slipped free with barely a whisper.


She pushed up off the cobbles, steel glinting.


“Watch it!” roared Vosri.


Lunging, he grabbed her wrist and yanked it up behind her back. Kat yelped as fire shot along her arm, the dagger slipping from nerveless fingers. Vosri thrust her against the wall, his weight against her. Her cheek scraped against brick.


“I don’t think a two-minute beating’s going to cover it, do you, Vosri?” said Marah, his words all the more chilling for their thoughtful tone.


“No,” murmured Vosri. “Calls for something lasting.”


Kat blinked back tears as he twisted her arm higher.


Shadows shifted at the open end of the alleyway. Rose-water scent danced through the bitter reek. A husky voice issued forth. “Are you sure you wish to go through with this?”


Kat’s fear bled away into a ragged chuckle.


Vosri released his grip and stepped back to draw his scimitar.


Kat hit the cobbles. Through watery eyes, she glimpsed the broad-brimmed hat, the tails of the long, time-worn coat. The spill of white hair framing a straight, slender sword resting lazily across the woman’s shoulders. A black scarf tied across nose and mouth offered nothing of her expression, but her eyes promised death.


“You can’t help her,” growled Marah. “Put it down, unless you want the same.”


Rîma sighed. “Well, I tried.”


Shrugging the sword off her shoulders, she started forward.


Vosri died in a wet gurgle, the tip of the slender sword taking his throat before he’d chance to raise his scimitar. A brief scrape of vying steel and Marah followed him to Nyssa’s judgement, Rîma’s sword buried hilt-deep in his chest. If he made a sound as his soul fled into the Deadwinds, the thump of his falling body smothered it.


Rîma planted a boot on his corpse and wiped her sword clean on his robes.


“Even a child should know to run when something terrible walks his way,” she murmured.


Yali scrambled down to Kat’s side and pulled her upright. ||Are you all right?||


||“I will be.”|| Kat signed as she spoke, wincing at the pain in her wrist and shoulder.


Rîma straightened, her sword back across her shoulders. She brushed at a blood speck on her coat’s lapel. “You’re in the wrong place.”


“I know.”


“And you’re a mess.”


Kat traced her brow, wincing at the bruise already forming. “I know that too.”


“Did you get what you were looking for?”


She glanced at the journal clasped in Yali’s hand. “Let’s find out.”









Seven


Kat emerged from the bath a new woman, grime banished, tensions eased by chamomile oil and the worst of her injuries speeded to recovery by a vial of last breath. The washroom mirror confirmed that the livid gash inflicted by the strike of Marah’s hilt had faded to little more than a dark line.


But even as she brushed the scar, her fingers spasmed. The room swam. She held her breath and clung to the washbasin until the attack faded.


No doubt about it, they were getting more frequent. And worse.


A package awaited her on the bureau, arrived while she’d been in the bath. Postmarked from Tyzanta and still sealed, thank Nyssa. Kat trusted her friends, but some things were too personal to share. She couldn’t bear the humiliation of their sympathy, the prospect of being coddled, even confined. They’d trap her for the best of reasons.


After a brief hesitation – until breached, the box held the prospect of good news as well as bad – she ripped it open. Inside lay a vial of glutinous, tawny fluid and a letter penned by an elegant hand, perfume clinging to it despite the long, dusty miles.




Katija,


I trust your search has borne fruit. Mine, alas, has offered little. The only physicians who’ve displayed enthusiasm for studying your condition are those to whom I’d not readily entrust a potted plant, let alone a friend. I have enclosed a vial of ashanaiq. The Qersali claim it more potent than last breath. I hope it will prove more effective than the last elixir I sent. It was not without cost.


Nyssa walk with you,


Marida





Kat held the vial to catch the light. Despite the letter’s tone, they were allies more than friends, and distant allies at that. Marida was a qalimîri – a deathless soul who survived by possessing living hosts, suppressing the rightful inhabitant. Just meeting her black, glimmerless stare was like standing on the edge of a hungry grave. But she was a businesswoman first and foremost. Omen rot claimed thousands each year, some of them wealthy and very, very desperate for the same cure Kat sought.


Careful to first burn the letter in the votive bowl of her tiny shrine to Nyssa Benevolas and thus preserve its secrets, Kat uncorked the vial and set it to her lips. The ashanaiq didn’t taste of much of anything, but it chased away the lingering nausea and left her feeling ready to face the rest of the day.


Dressing swiftly in practical skelder’s garb, Yali’s tastes be damned, she descended the spiralling staircase to the ground floor of the abandoned theatre. It was a building of modest but labyrinthine qualities, complete with dressing rooms, a stage, a pair of boxes where fireblood patrons could partake of the entertainment without chancing exposure to the cinderblood masses, and a dizzying array of lumani prisms that in the building’s heyday would have bathed the players in all manner of soft, flattering hues.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dramatis Personae



		One



		Two



		Three



		Four



		Five



		Six



		Seven



		Eight



		Nine



		Ten



		Eleven



		Twelve



		Thirteen



		Fourteen



		Fifteen



		Sixteen



		Seventeen



		Eighteen



		Nineteen



		Twenty



		Twenty-One



		Twenty-Two



		Twenty-Three



		Twenty-Four



		Twenty-Five



		Twenty-Six



		Twenty-Seven



		Twenty-Eight



		Twenty-Nine



		Thirty



		Thirty-One



		Thirty-Two



		Thirty-Three



		Thirty-Four



		Thirty-Five



		Thirty-Six



		Thirty-Seven



		Thirty-Eight



		Thirty-Nine



		Forty



		Forty-One



		Forty-Two



		Forty-Three



		Forty-Four



		Forty-Five



		Forty-Six



		Forty-Seven



		Forty-Eight



		Forty-Nine



		Fifty



		Fifty-One



		Fifty-Two



		Fifty-Three



		Fifty-Four



		Fifty-Five



		In the End



		Glossary



		Acknowledgements











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/title.png
me F[RE

WITHIN
THEM

MATTHEW WARD

orbit|
mmmmmmmmm






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Full of ¢ eart, betrayal and set
Id"GRIMDARK MAGAZINE

i MATTHEW-WARD

Az 0 S 7 X ==,





OEBPS/images/half.png
e FIRE

WITHIN
THEM





