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“Fuck you,” Siyon growled, leaning harder against his own need, pulling with the weight of a city. “I’m Siyon Velo, and we know about me and the impossible.”


We knew. Izmirlian knew. As though the thought was a summoning, the faintest whisper of a voice came into Siyon’s mind. Are you buying the city with your life?


He was trying not to, but he would, if he had to. If it came to that. If there was no other way.
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Down by the hotmarket, there were bloodgulls competing with the mud-spattered alleycanal kids for discards and charity (and brazen theft). Siyon perched on a nearby arcade, feet braced wide in the gutter so his skewer of still-sizzling squid wouldn’t drip on his boots (though they’d seen worse recently). One of the gulls landed on a nearby girder, cocking a hopeful eye his way.


Not close enough for him to lay hands on, of course. But close enough for him to be sure. It gleamed, to Siyon’s stranger sight. And its legs and feet were definitely red. Red like the blood spilled in the gruesome murder of Papa Badrosani by the Bitch Queen’s underlings, twenty-odd years ago. The blood a flock of gulls had landed in, shrieking and flapping and driving the murderers away until Mama and her sons had come to retrieve the body. The gulls had been stained by Papa’s rage and vengeance.


Or so said the alleytales. Siyon would have sworn the Badrosani had spread them to enhance their own power. But this wasn’t the only story currently popping out of the nooks and crannies of Bezim’s long history and many strange beliefs. And if Siyon didn’t stamp and hiss, this story was going to steal the last of his lunch.


“Hey!” one of the kids called, from down on the street, all mud spatter and sharp eyes. “Grab the gull. The gutter alchemists pay good money for ’em; we’ll split.”


Too late. The gull took off with a frantic swipe of white wings, clawing its way over the skeletal remainder of the arcade’s crumpled dome.


The kid spat a curse that would have had Siyon’s ears boxed at that age, but there were no grown-ups in sight to be bothered with these children. Except, possibly, the gutter alchemists or other lower city folk they delivered to.


“Here.” The kid squinted up at Siyon. “Do I know you?”


“That’s what your mum asked,” Siyon shot back, but he was already pushing up from the gutter.


Because a kid who was willing to risk the rage and parasites of a lower city gull for the profit would definitely sell out the Sorcerer Velo. If not to the Council (bit high to reach) or to the inquisitors (because even down here, they had standards) then probably to Mama Badrosani. The cruel and callous queen of the lower city and all its scrambling poverties was making no secret of wanting to get her heavy-ringed hands on him.


Just to talk, she’d suggested, in a message carefully filtered through Redick, sergeant of the Awl Quarter bravi. Like Siyon was going to believe that. He’d lived down here for years, between fleeing Dockside and scraping a place in the Little Bracken bravi. He’d learned his first scraps of alchemy down here, from practitioners who patched up the bruises, cuts, and broken limbs of those who’d talked with the Badrosani. And if Siyon had learned one thing from the events of Salt Night, months ago…


Well, if he’d learned one thing, it was the extent of how badly he could fuck things up. Waking a dragon who trashed a quarter of the upper city, including the Palace of Justice itself, was a new low, even for him, but Siyon wasn’t going to make the mistake of thinking he’d found something he couldn’t top.


But he’d also learned that he truly, desperately, utterly didn’t want to get anywhere near the barons. Probably none of the others were actually a centuries-old and stretched-to-insanity manifestation of a promise to the last Power of the Mundane… but why risk it?


As Siyon leapt to his feet, the kid shouted an alert, and another urchin popped up behind the rooftop gazebo—far closer than Siyon had realised. Panic sparked in his heels, and he scrambled in the other direction, up and over the peak of the next roof.


When he glanced back, there was far more distance than there should have been between him and the kid, staring agape. Between them, burning bronze footprints slowly faded from the roof tiles.


Fuck, it had happened again.


Siyon gritted his teeth, tugged at his satchel strap—slung across his body to be secure when he had to run—and kept going. He swung down inside the gutted arcade through a gap in the roof, and then out a window to cross a shallow, muddy canal on a scavenged plank bridge. On rooftops and makeshift paths and cutting through buildings, Siyon worked down toward the sludgy, sinking, tilting buildings by the water, where the bay had bitten hard into the fallen city.


The kids hadn’t followed, but he still took a circuitous route home. Mama Badrosani was watching, after all. Not to mention the bloodgulls. Alleytales said they reported straight to her; that’s how she knew everything that went on in the lower city. Siyon didn’t think she needed that, when every runner and thug and dodgy trader in the entire place was in hock to her one way or another.


He still kept a cautious eye on the pale winter sky.


Blame that—and half his mind still chewing on bloodgulls and other manifestations of magic—for Siyon not noticing the voices before he swung in through the once-second-storey window they used as their main entrance.


In the dim and dank interior, where the floor was warped by the damp that also crept in darkening waves up the walls, two people turned to look at him. Mayar had that sharp look on their face, like they might launch straight into insisting Siyon practice meditating, or moving a cup with his mind.


Like that had worked at all since he’d first woken up after Salt Night.


The other person was a fish from the school of every man Siyon had grown up around in Dockside—hair trimmed short to avoid getting tangled in rigging and nets; rough clothes faded to grey by salt and wind and washing; mud medallion on a short leather thong at his neck. Impossible to guess his age. The sea took very little time to beat everyone into the same hard-worn mien.


“And here he is now,” Mayar said.


“No.” Siyon considered climbing right back out the window again. But this was his home. Or at least his temporary squat in a totally decrepit building no one else wanted. “Whatever you think I can do for you: No.”


The other reason he’d prefer if no one knew where to find him: so people would stop asking him to fix every single problem they had. With magic.


The Dockside sailor squared his shoulders, like he was setting himself to haul in the nets. “Fine. I’ll ask the mudwitches.”


“Wait.” Mayar stepped between them. “Both of you, wait. Velo—” And Siyon didn’t like using that name in front of a Dockside man, but it wasn’t like there was any secret to his provenance. “This good captain wants protections placed on his boat. A whaling vessel, he says. One particularly at risk from the monsters of the deep.”


Siyon wanted to scoff at the superstitions of sailors, who’d traded tall tales of those very monsters when he’d been small and gullible enough to listen wide-eyed. Stories of tentacled monstrosities, or long and scaled worms, or just massive fuck-off fish. Now he was older, and taller, and knew the world.


Knew he might have made those monsters real.


Mayar had warned him, that the wisdom of the Khanates suggested it might be good that Mother Sa slumbered. That there had been wonders, but also monsters, in her world. Too bad Siyon had woken her, good and proper.


“You seen the dragon out there?” Siyon shot over Mayar’s shoulder, not quite as flippant as he sounded.


“Not yet,” the whaling captain replied.


“The mudwitches of Dockside can’t help you with that,” Mayar continued, as though neither of them had spoken. “They are limited to the mud and the people thereof. But Master Velo has access to far greater resources.” They fixed Siyon with a look. “And why would he have them, if not to use them?”


Siyon ground his teeth, and didn’t repeat any of the things he’d said the last time they’d had this argument. That using the resources was how he got into this mess. That he still had no idea what he was doing. That the city was skittish enough about him without him prancing around adding extra bait to the bucket.


But mostly because he was starting to wonder if the answer to why he had these powers was just that he’d been the only one. That he wasn’t the best choice, or even a good one. That this was all a desperate mistake.


“Also,” Mayar added quietly to Siyon, “we need the money.”


Unfortunately true. They didn’t pay rent, but food wasn’t cheap down here, if you wanted anything other than questionable fish. Siyon certainly wasn’t claiming his stipend from the Council any longer.


Siyon sagged against the water-warped sill of the window he still hadn’t quite finished climbing through. “Fine.”


The captain had brought his boat over to the Awl Quarter docks—for the ease of Master Velo, he said, with an emphasis that suggested he knew why Siyon might be avoiding his clan. The boat was called Bessie; he didn’t offer his own name on the muddy slog around the bay.


Once this area had been the beating heart of Bezim, bustling with the trade of the most prestigious docks. Now it was old tenements with their lower floors soaked through and washed away, and fruit bats roosting in the mangroves that burst up through the old shopping arcades. The only sign of old glory was a fringe along the riverbank, where the Awl Quarter made their safehouse in the old ferry terminal.


Amid their elaborately carved gondolas bumping at the pier, the whaling boat stood out like an osprey among gulls. She wasn’t a pretty thing, but she was solid, and well maintained, and had vicious-looking harpoons mounted fore and aft. Worth protecting. If Siyon could figure out how.


It wasn’t that he didn’t have power. He could barely sleep for it, sloshing and surging around him, tugging at every part of him like an urgent toddler. It came zipping out when he least expected it—like it had earlier, on the roof with the urchins.


But using it consciously had so far eluded Siyon entirely.


Mayar pestered him constantly to practice—pushing a cup, or lighting a candle, or wringing a little damp out of their walls. This wasn’t a cup, or even a building no one cared about. This was someone’s livelihood. Someone’s boat. It mattered.


With a sigh, Siyon reached for the knotted rope hanging down the side and walked his way up the hull and over the rail.


When he blinked—long and deliberately and reaching out into the plane around him—the boat (Bessie, named and cared-for and known) was already humming with bronze energy. A thing made from wood and hemp and tar and nails by human hands, human ingenuity, human effort. Shaped by tasks and ritual, by hauling together, by mutual and reinforced purpose. She was a shared talisman, a ward against the deep, as much as a tool of work.


Bessie absolutely oozed Mundane power. She glittered and gleamed, singing in the sunlight.


Was this how she looked to the monsters as well? Was this what drew them? Out in the deep ocean, far from the brazen blaring of Bezim, was a boat like this a beacon?


If Siyon added to that—if he reinforced her hull, strengthened her masts, charmed her bowsprit—would that just make things worse?


Voices intruded from aft, where Mayar was asking about the operation of the boat, with all the curiosity of someone who had never even seen the ocean until they came to Bezim last year. Siyon tried to tune them out, tried to keep his mind on the tenuous ideas he was plucking out of thin air.


When he reached out to the power around him, thick and burnished, it slipped and slithered like a live eel. But Siyon gripped it tighter, until its twisting stirred up other energies. A faint breath of Aethyreal potential. A murky memory of the Abyss. A bright burn of Empyreal affinity.


They didn’t stain and streak all over his vision now, except in these echoes. Siyon had woken the Mundane, and nudged aside the incursion of other planes. He’d managed to fix something. Right?


Not the time to worry about it, when he needed to concentrate on those echoes. On teasing them out, gathering them up, and using them to ward the ship. With one hand still knuckles-deep in the bronze Mundane, Siyon used his other hand to loop Aethyreal energy around Bessie’s masts, whispering of the wind, of discovery just over the horizon, of the mysteries of the sea. He smeared the sweltering ooze of the Abyss as far as he could reach down the side of the boat, letting it seep into the hull with its affinity for salt and thick, tarry certainty. He dusted the harpoons with Empyreal potential, gleaming with the swift strike of righteousness.


And when he let the magic drop, stepping back with satisfaction, Siyon found himself staggering, falling to the deck on knees and aching hands. Lungs heaving, eyes blurring, thoughts sluggish in his head.


It shouldn’t be this hard, surely. He should be free, and flying, and lifted up. He should go with the thick Mundane energy as it left his grasp, let it pull him down, down, down…


“Hey.” A hand on his shoulder, Mayar’s face behind the sparks dancing in Siyon’s vision. “You done?”


Siyon blinked in the winter sunshine, dizzy and disoriented. He felt like he’d stumbled back from a cliff’s edge. He’d done it—he’d used energy consciously.


But what had that been?
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Anahid woke to early afternoon sun slanting into the bedroom that had once been Geryss Hanlun’s, and then Siyon’s, and now hers. The bustle of well-heeled commerce rose from the street below, a far cry from leafy Avenue hush.


This time half a year ago, Anahid would have been up for hours in the house she’d shared with Nihath, managing her correspondence and preparing to make and receive calls. At least no one expected her to host guests any longer, not since news of her divorce had sizzled around the gossip circuit. Which was just as well, because Anahid—or rather Lady Sable—had only gone to bed after the dawn bell called an end to trading hours in the Flower district.


A district that had more than enough complication to occupy all of Anahid’s time. She was already turning over all the tangled little problems as she pulled on a plain dress—the only sort she wore, these days, with no one about to help her into a fancier gown.


Well, no one who knew what they were doing. Though Anahid smiled to see a breakfast tray waiting on her dresser, with tea kept warm by the charms in the pitcher’s gilded etching, and a bowl of fresh—


“Mandarins?” Anahid asked, as she came down the spiral stairs into the main room, peeling the fruit eagerly. “Already in the market this early?”


A low, rasping laugh preceded Laxmi into the room. She was honestly no less confronting fallen than she had been in full demon manifest. Now she was a challenge not of scaled skin, hooves, and horns, but of flashing yellow eyes, ink-black curls tumbling over a shoulder, and dangerous curves barely covered by a loosely tied short robe.


More confronting, perhaps, so dangerously human. So reachable. Anahid found herself wondering, not for the first time, whether Enkin Danelani might have another change of heart, if he saw Laxmi like this. Or perhaps he’d preferred her not as a person, but as a threat made strange flesh.


It was none of her business, of course.


Laxmi sauntered over to swipe a segment from Anahid’s peeled fruit. “They’re local. And the merchant claimed there are firebees nesting in his orchard, helping the ripening.”


“But firebees are…” Anahid didn’t finish it. Didn’t say a myth.


Not when there was a naga in the Flower district, regularly harassing those who’d won big at the tables until they bought her a cone of candied walnuts. Not when all the lottery wheels were now encased in a fine filigree cage of silver charmed against the myriad luck-modifiers that every second alley alchemist was selling. Not when three different Houses had been dealing with infestations of pixie skinks, who liked to lick the residue of excitement off the soft furnishings.


Firebees—said to carry the warmth of spring in their drowsy buzz and faint golden glow—weren’t any more wondrous than a dozen other things Anahid had seen in Bezim since Salt Night.


“Don’t see why he’d lie about it.” Laxmi shrugged. “Most of the other shoppers visibly flinched at the news.”


Anahid wasn’t surprised. She had to brace herself to eat a segment, though the mandarin tasted bright and tangy. It seemed unnatural; it was unnatural. Except that nature had become a strange and wondrous thing itself. It made people nervous. And being nervous, Anahid had learned, was also a little bit exciting. “Did you order a box for the House as well?” she asked.


Laxmi smirked. “Nura was with me at the market.”


Anahid scoffed. “Do either of you ever sleep?” She crammed two more chunks of mandarin into her mouth and found her street shoes, where she’d kicked them under a couch last night.


“About as much as you do,” Laxmi said pointedly. “Going down to the House already?”


Anahid whisked a headscarf off its waiting hook. “Qorja has new Flowers to interview. We’re still two short.” They’d lost four, since Salt Night—one injured and two leaving the city to return to homes that might have been boring but were far safer than the city now seemed. One had been poached by another House.


A Zinedani House. A House not owned by an azata meddling beyond her concerns. The woman who wouldn’t bow to the Zinedani. The harpy who’d brought them down entirely.


Well, no, that had been Laxmi. The actual harpy, painting the walls with the blood of a dozen Zinedani thugs who’d assumed they had the upper hand. All Anahid had done was murder Stepan and nearly be strangled to death by Garabed, before Qorja had smashed a mirror over his head.


The memory turned her cold, the bright taste of mandarin turning to thick blood on her tongue and curdling in her stomach. Anahid forced herself to loosen her grip on the headscarf, before she tore the delicately beaded fabric.


Laxmi frowned at her hands. “Why do you still even bother with those things?”


Anahid swallowed hard, forcing the fruit pulp down. “In the hopes that I can make it until after Zagiri’s Ball before I bring the whole family into disrepute.” Despite her carelessness before Salt Night, the scandalous news of her position—an azata managing a Flowerhouse—had not yet escaped into society. To keep it that way, Anahid would haul on a hood and veil, let alone the simple scarf she’d worn her entire adult life already. She flipped it over her hair and snapped, “Are you coming?”


Laxmi came, of course. Three months since that night in the Badrosani theatre. Almost as long since Laxmi had walked, entirely human, into Sable House. And she hadn’t let Anahid down once in all that time.


She was solid at Anahid’s shoulder, a shadow and a shield both. Reassuring enough that Anahid didn’t flinch at the clatters and bangs from the building sites they walked past. There were plenty of them, after Salt Night. These days, it seemed more of the Laders’ Guild could be found in the upper city, working laborer’s shifts, than down in Dockside. Just as well the trade voyages had already sailed.


In the District, repairs were long finished, with only one House having been substantially damaged, and it having taken the opportunity to rename itself the Dragon’s Lair, complete with a new glittering statue out front. But the normality was a fiction; little remained as it had been before Salt Night. Not with Midnight vanished and his organisation splintering into squabbling gangs. Not with the Zinedani baron and his heir both dead. Garabed’s daughter—Marel Sakrani, who’d married into a lower-tier azatani family—had taken things in hand, but business had been substantially disrupted.


Or so Anahid had heard. She could hardly ask. Drop in for tea, introduce herself as the reason for Marel’s inheritance, offer her assistance. The very idea was appalling.


Zagiri would probably do it.


As though reading her mind, Laxmi said, “Lejman heard word the second daughter was back from the New Republic. Came in on the ship that arrived the other day.”


That would have been the first one to sail after reports of Salt Night had reached the far side of the Carmine Sea. Ruzanna Zinedani—the daughter who’d married a trader—now back to assist her sister.


Anahid said firmly: “It’s none of my business.”


Laxmi snorted. “Maybe now they’ll take their business in hand. Stop everyone skittering around like crab-legged imps.” She directed that at a runner edging past, who did scuttle around them in a manner unfortunately similar to a crustacean.


In the yard of Sable House, Qorja and Nura were in furious, hushed conference. The stage mistress oversaw the Flowers and all aspects of their business, and Anahid’s former housekeeper had now stepped into a new role as provisioner of the House. Anahid knew few more capable women, so it was alarming when they looked perturbed.


“We’ve lost more Flowers?” Anahid guessed. The roster was already stretched.


Nura shook her head briskly, though Qorja’s face tilted farther toward unease. “We may,” she said quietly, barely audible over the wagon unloading at the kitchen door. “If word gets out that we can no longer source sureties.”


The bottom dropped out of Anahid’s stomach.


She barely heard Laxmi asking, “Sureties? What are those?”


“Essential tools for maintaining the intimate health of the Flowers,” Nura explained politely and—by Laxmi’s deepening frown—entirely opaquely.


“Contraceptives,” Anahid summarised.


Qorja wrinkled up her nose. “And protection against diseases, parasites, and—these days—potential curses.”


“What’s happened?” Anahid demanded. “I thought our supplier wasn’t involved in any of the new gangs.”


“Maybe that was the problem. We’ve heard our usual provider was included in the last purge.” Qorja paused delicately before saying, “Perhaps if we got the inquisitors involved—”


“No,” Anahid interrupted, too abrupt. But her involvement with Inquisitor Xhanari had been a mistake she had no interest in revisiting. At least he’d stopped sending innocuous messages.


“A purge,” Laxmi repeated. “A Midnight purge?”


Except there was no Midnight any longer. Strange and inexplicable as he’d been, he’d held his tangled web of a barony together. Now parts of it were pulling in all directions, tearing apart like a wreck on a rock. But Anahid needed to shift this topic before—


“You have to step in.”


Before they got to this again. Anahid sighed and didn’t look at Laxmi. She knew what she’d see; that set to her jaw, that burn in her eyes, that determination. “It’s not my business,” she insisted.


But Laxmi had never been easy to ignore. “It bloody is. This mess has taken out your provider of—whatevers. How much closer does it need to get before you’ll do something?”


Nura looked hurriedly down at her ledger, flipping through the pages, and Qorja developed a fascination with the bed of one of her perfectly manicured fingernails. Neither of them wanted to be involved in this. Anahid didn’t want to be involved in this.


“Painting the walls in blood won’t find us a provider,” she stated through gritted teeth, glaring at Laxmi; she immediately received a glare in return. “Violence can’t bring back the dead.”


“Nor can hiding,” Laxmi spat.


Anahid wasn’t hiding. She was being sensible.


Before she could say that, Laxmi stalked away, grabbing one of the unloaded barrels and hefting it onto her shoulder to carry into the House.


Anahid ground her teeth, bailing the boat of her anger, until she could say evenly: “Where were we?”


Nura cleared her throat. “I can’t confirm that our provider has been purged. But nor can I find her anywhere. I haven’t heard from her in four days, and a delivery was due yesterday. I hunted down her workshop and found some other alchemist in there.”


This was the real problem. Her problem. Let the barons and those who would be one worry about jostling for position and resources. All Anahid wanted was to run her House in peace. That was all she’d ever wanted.


“Don’t we have another alchemist on retainer?” Anahid asked. “That Lyraec fellow who got snooty over the tampered lock?”


Nura’s mouth tightened slightly. “I made inquiry with him. He was… quite put out at the suggestion that he might sully his reputation with such things.”


That sort of attitude—entirely common among alchemical practitioners of the upper city—was why Midnight’s alchemical workshops had cornered the Flower district trade in the first place.


Anahid sighed and tilted her head back, scanning the sky as though there would be answers writ there. Along the top of Sable House, the star jasmine was crawling with pixie skinks, the little winged lizards nibbling at the tight-furled flowers.


Magic was alive in Bezim now. Sorcery was no longer a crime. There were more practitioners than ever, setting up in shops and stalls and trading door-to-door. But contraceptives were not an area where you wanted to trust in just anyone. It was right there, in the common District name for them: sureties.


You needed to be sure.


“How long until the situation becomes dire?” Anahid asked.


Nura exchanged a look with Qorja. “At current rostering, we can still cover the next ten days.”


But Qorja had already made mention of the problems that could arise if the Flowers found out. It was fair enough. They deserved safety and certainty. She needed to get it for them.


“Shake down every lead we have on a new provider,” Anahid instructed firmly. “Chase every option. This is our top priority. If we haven’t found something in the next three days…” She drew a breath. “I’ll go and see Nihath, and ask him to recommend someone.”


Qorja nodded and hurried out of the yard.


But Nura caught at Anahid’s sleeve, in a way she never would have as housekeeper. “Mistress,” she said, which was almost the same. “That will be an azatani practitioner.”


Anahid inclined her head. “Or one closely affiliated with the azatani, yes.”


Those were the circles her former husband associated with. The Summer Club, where a good quarter of azatani society dined and gossiped.


Anahid would have to tell one of them what she needed. And why. If she did that, there was little chance it would remain secret.


Nura folded her hands firmly. “I will find someone,” she vowed.
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The Eldren Hall was sweating light, the golden stone almost glowing from within, powered by a small fortune in alchemical charms and the astounding self-importance of the azatani. Sparkling motes danced along the facade and twined around the four narrow towers. The stained-glass frontage burned against the gathering dusk, lending extra drama to the depictions of the higher beings of each plane. The angel’s sword and wings were appropriately flaming, the djinn’s eyes flashed, and the incubus was wreathed in malevolently glowing seaweed.


Among them was the noble portrait of an azatan, staring boldly into the future and clutching a sextant and scroll—symbols of rationality conquering wilderness. As she glared up at him, Zagiri told herself she was almost certainly not the only young woman grinding her teeth as she climbed these stairs, stewing over her parents. They were all climbing in a sparkling stream, proudly presented in pristine new gowns for the first official rehearsal of the Harbour Master’s Ball.


Probably none of the other sponsors were angry for quite the same reason.


“Father,” she tried again, keeping her voice low and her frothy skirts carefully out from beneath her feet, “of course I’m aware of what we’ve lost in the leadership of Syrah Danelani—”


Even if there was a terrible part of her that was faintly relieved. The prefect’s censure for what Zagiri had done to achieve her sorcery reform had died as well on Salt Night. Azata Markani had been injured too, sufficiently that rumour said she was retiring from public life. All things considered, Zagiri would still rather have Danelani’s hand on the helm of the city in these turbulent waters. She’d not flinch from the chance presented to them.


“Of course she is,” Zagiri’s mother chimed in at her other elbow. “She worked with the woman for months. Oh!” Kemella squeezed Zagiri’s elbow again, beaming. “I’m so proud of you. My little gull, all grown up! Your first rehearsal!”


Which Zagiri appreciated, but it wasn’t really helping right now.


She turned back to Usal, but her father just patted her net-gloved hand. “Your mother’s right, petal. This is a very important time for you, the start of your adult life, and it only happens once. You’re busy enough with this, and your bravi things. There will be other chances to get involved in politics later, if that’s what you want to do.”


“Not like this one!” Zagiri objected, loud enough that a younger girl in front of them glanced curiously over her shoulder before her mother nudged her back into propriety. Zagiri lowered her tone. “Not like a new Council commencement, Father. That’s when we could bring a proposal for alteration to the entire membership in a—”


But they were out of time, cresting the staircase, where Azata Malkasani waited in the portico, beaming in welcome.


“Who is this that comes to the heart of society?” asked the woman who’d been pestering Zagiri to sign up as a sponsor for three years now.


But this was all part of the ritual, as carefully choreographed as any of the dances they would be taught to perform in the rehearsals to come. Zagiri made her courtesy, as her parents stood by—ostensibly letting her speak for herself, in actuality beaming right back at Malkasani. “One who would join that society,” Zagiri responded, as she’d been taught. “And lend her hands to keep its sails in trim.”


At least she was trying. All she wanted was to make Bezim better. For everyone, not just the azatani, but that would be better for them too. If they’d just listen to her. If they’d just pay attention.


This was how she started: by participating in the Harbour Master’s Ball as a sponsor, making her presentation, and being addressed as azata.


In the foyer of the Hall—all red velvet and gilt edging—her mother embraced her with care for her froth of a dress, and her father gave her a proud nod. And then they went off with the other parents to the upper balconies, to congratulate one another on the maturity of their offspring and the elegance of their expensive dresses.


Those dresses—swaths of billowing skirts in the colours of seafoam and clouds and the bubbles of djinnwine—clustered at the bottom of the stairs, a tight puff of young women in the daunting space of the ballroom floor. They looked like a soft landing. Zagiri wasn’t fooled as she descended alone.


Surely every young azatani woman felt herself observed as she came down these stairs, but Zagiri knew it wasn’t her imagination. Heads turned her way, then tilted together in low-voiced discussion. Not everyone bothered to whisper. Halfway down the stairs, Zagiri clearly heard someone say: “—in league with the Sorcerer.”


She jerked her chin up a little and understood anew why Anahid’s had so often been at this angle. Let them talk. Zagiri had helped Siyon, and she’d do it again. She didn’t regret any of it.


Supporting Siyon was the least of the things this crowd would turn their backs on her for. They all probably thought she hadn’t deserved that prestigious clerkship with Syrah Danelani. They’d have been horrified to hear she’d been tangled up with the Laders’ Guild uprising. They’d tear the dress off her and cast her out in the streets if they knew she’d used all of it for a wild and destructive—but effective—plan to drag the Council into doing the right thing, at least as far as the sorcery laws went.


She intended to do worse. Or better, depending on where you were standing. But first, she had to make it through this whole business. She needed to be recognised as grown-up azatani if she wanted to achieve anything.


If she had to do it alone, then so be it.


Zagiri cut across the ballroom, the cluster of other sponsors parting easily for her, until she could pause for a moment next to one of the pillars along the side of the ballroom.


Not hiding. Just taking a moment.


From the other side of the pillar, a low voice said, “I say we tip firewater into the punch.”


Zagiri felt like smiling for the first time since she’d set out with her parents on the promenade to the Eldren Hall. She wasn’t entirely alone in this business after all.


She tilted around the pillar until she could see Yeva Bardha properly. The young woman looked almost regal, with her golden hair braided in a crown and a haughty tilt to her head that reminded Zagiri of Yeva’s mother, the ambassador from the North. The impression was only strengthened by the differences between Yeva’s white skirts—stark and falling clean to the floor, with a gold-embroidered bodice over the top—and the traditional, wispy gowns of all the others.


But any regality was dispelled by the way Yeva leaned one shoulder casually against the pillar, dangling a little metal flask from her hand.


There were a lot of reasons Zagiri shouldn’t be pleased to see her, but she had to fight against a smile as she said, “What, you think this lot would be better if they were drunk?”


Yeva cast a sidelong look at the fluttering crowd of sponsors. There were a little over two dozen of them this year, cooing about the details of one another’s dresses and playing at who could be more modest and reassuring.


Zagiri should be more generous. They were probably all nervous enough about this whole business—the most important of azatani rituals—and that was without the uncertainty that still lingered in the city from Salt Night. The destruction, the deaths, the ongoing magic.


Zagiri would be more generous, if they weren’t all excluding her, turning away, and shooting her looks over their shoulders.


“I think this lot would be better if I were drunk,” Yeva countered, and held the little flask out toward Zagiri.


“I don’t trust you,” Zagiri reminded her. Reminded herself. Yeva had used Zagiri, taken the alchemical devices she’d arranged, and been part of a plan to blow up the Swanneck Bridge. A plan that had failed, and that Zagiri had had to clean up after.


Yeva jiggled the flask at her. “We’re in this together, though.”


They had been officially registered as co-sponsors for the event, partnering up to guide some naive little debutante through her first Ball. Zagiri wasn’t sure Yeva was a wise thing to expose any young society girl to, but here they were.


They were all going to have to make the best of it.


Zagiri accepted the flask but used it to point at Yeva. “No tipping this into anything. Malkasani would bar us from the Ball entirely.”


“This would be bad?” Yeva lifted a lazy eyebrow.


“I need this,” Zagiri reminded her. It was all very well for Yeva—daughter of the ambassador, only really participating to show her mother’s commitment to good relations, or perhaps in a doomed attempt to keep her out of the sort of trouble she preferred to dive into headfirst. But Zagiri was azatani. Whatever future she wanted to build for herself in Bezim—be it marriage or politics or trade—it started with being accepted into azatani society.


And if Azata Malkasani decided she was unsuitable for society, she’d have to wait another year. Everything Zagiri wanted to achieve—everything she could be—hinged on this set of rituals.


“That’s ridiculous.” Yeva snatched her flask back and took a sulky swig. “This is ridiculous,” she added, gesturing to the fluttering flock of other sponsors. “They’re wearing enough wealth to feed half the lower city for a week, you know.”


This was just a rehearsal, though admittedly the first one, a special event in its own right. The Ball itself would be bigger, grander, gaudier… worse.


Zagiri sighed. “This is the azatani. This is how we define ourselves.”


“Definitions change,” Yeva declared, chin up and mouth thin with belligerence.


Zagiri allowed herself that smile, though it was a thin and sharp and bitter thing now. “Not for us. Not like that. Not that fast.” And she should know. She felt like she’d been beating herself against this one for years now.


“They do,” Yeva countered, taking another thoughtful sip from her flask before she added, “if you get their attention properly.”


A chill skittered down Zagiri’s spine. She took a quick step around the pillar, as though she could physically block Yeva from attacking the rest of the girls. “You promised,” she said, voice lower now, but tighter in her throat. “No more gullshit like the Swanneck.”


Yeva straightened off the pillar, taller than Zagiri now. “I did not. I said I would talk with you before blowing anything up.” She pulled a face. “Stop glaring at me. There’s nothing I can do. The laders are all too busy with gainful employment.” And didn’t she sound sulky about it.


“Good,” Zagiri said firmly. “Because I have things in progress that I don’t want you messing up.”


Yeva snorted. “What, your little bravi workgang? Helping out with the Palace ruins? You think looking all well-behaved is going to get you what you want?”


Not if she couldn’t even make her father pay attention. But Zagiri lifted her chin. “It’s only one part of my plan. You’ll see. This is our chance.”


It was. She was going to grab it.


But first, she had to become a proper azata.


Zagiri glanced over her shoulder, at the fluttering butterflies ready to enter society, and held out her hand for Yeva’s flask after all. It was, as she’d suspected, Northern firewater, clear and cold and sharp as a lightning strike. Zagiri hissed through the burn of it and tucked the flask into her own sash. Being tied to Yeva would be a liability if the girl got drunk and belligerent.


“Now, come on,” she ordered. “If we’re doing this, we need to actually speak with the others.”


Yeva pulled a face, but she came along as Zagiri tugged her away from the pillar.


Toward the daunting wall of froth and suspicion and gossip. Toward Zagiri’s future.


She wasn’t letting it get away.
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The lower city squat wasn’t the worst place Siyon had ever lived. Of course, when he’d first hauled himself out of the river after fleeing Dockside, he’d camped out in some truly appalling places. At least all the external walls were sound on this building, even if the lowest floor was sunk in the mud. There was only that one place where a room had collapsed down to the floor below; Siyon, Mayar, and Daruj just went around it.


When they were there. Daruj still kipped in the Bracken bunks a fair amount, or at least he stayed somewhere in the upper city, and occasionally came back smug and smelling of a perfume so fancy, Siyon couldn’t even begin to name its properties. Mayar kept even odder hours than Siyon did, between bravi business and their own. Quite often, it was just Siyon alone, with the scrabble of gull feet from above, and the knock of the water against the walls as the tide drove little wavelets down the alleycanals between the tilting buildings.


Him, the noise of the lower city, and the journals of Izmirlian Hisarani.


Balian had sent them down to him, after Salt Night. After he’d been revealed as Balian Hisarani and had helped Siyon achieve his goals anyway. I think you deserve to have them, he’d written. These remnants of Izmirlian, left behind like footprints in wet sand.


Almost as elegant and eloquent as the man himself had been. They were impeccably bound in tooled leather covers and made of better-quality paper than Siyon had even known existed. The pages were smooth as sin and covered in the even lines of Izmirlian’s familiar whiplash scrawl.


He’d not written nearly as much as the famous Kolah Negedi, but he’d had a good crack at it, and been nearly as curious about the world. Izmirlian had read voraciously and spoken to a wider variety of people than Siyon would have expected from an azatan. He’d scribbled down all his notes and questions and ideas.


And then he’d gone out into the world and found out what no one could tell him. Did the beaches of the far eastern Storm Coast have sand as red as blood? (Yes, it turned out, but caused by ore deposits in the headlands above, rather than any mythical massacre.) Were there really crabs the size of coconuts that climbed trees? (Probably yes, though Izmirlian had only seen them dead in the markets of the Far Khanates, and only had the merchants’ word about the tree climbing. But they’d apparently been delicious.)


He’d known, and seen, and done so much. It made Siyon’s life—Power and all—feel small and shuttered.


At the very least, Siyon needed to go out and find his own answers to all the questions that needled at him right now. What was happening with this sloshing abundance of Mundane energy? What had he felt the other day, on the whaling boat, when the energy pulled him down?


What was the Power of the Mundane for?


Siyon sighed, slung his satchel across his body, and went out into the late afternoon.


The muddy bridges and dim arcades of the lower city were waking up as the afternoon shadow of the Scarp stretched deeper over all of them. Those with respectable jobs were starting to trickle back down the Scarp at the end of their days; those with more shadowy professions were rising to begin theirs.


Siyon slipped his way through the crowds in the market, where fresh fish hauled over from Dockside was touted alongside the slightly battered leftovers from the upper city fruit market, opposite silks and velvets skimmed from incoming ships, and trinkets straight-up stolen from the upper city. Above them fluttered the baron pennants advertising other, even less-legal wares and services, available if you knew how to ask for what the colours and patterns offered.


And then there were the alchemists.


Years ago, when Siyon first started learning the trade, he’d had to skulk down alleyways, knock on rune-scratched doors, risk rickety staircases just to track down a practitioner who could barely raise a spark with a fistful of firesand.


Now there was a whole corner of the market crammed with stalls touting extraplanar goods and alchemical effects. They spilled out of the market proper and lined a twisting alleyway that curled along the base of the Scarp. Siyon didn’t recognise a single one of them, shouting their promises, waving their glittering sleeves. This one offered intoxications and delights beyond the reach of rakia, that one promised beauty and charm with a swipe of an unguent. Disappear into the shadows, climb like a spider, change her mind…


When Siyon went past that one, he tried to reach out through the Mundane and hook one of the stall legs, bring the whole thing crashing down. But all he managed was ruffling the edge of the grubby purple cloth draped over it.


They all had something like that. A purple drapery, or fringing on their sleeves, or ribbons festooning their stall posts. A new sort of pennant.


“The Sorcerer’s own recipe!” someone shouted, farther down the shadowed alley. “Gleaned from his secret notebooks.”


Siyon snorted and laid a hand on his satchel. He had secret notebooks, but they were more likely to contain bitching about the academic pretensions of some historic azatan than anything like a recipe. And they weren’t exactly his.


Behind him, someone else shouted, “Fuck the Sorcerer.” There was a cheer, and general good-natured jostling, and someone muttering about bloody monsters.


None of them knew him. He wasn’t wearing purple; the coat was wedged in a particularly drafty gap in a wall in their squat, finally making itself useful. But Siyon still turned away, hunching his shoulders. His eye snagged on a hefty man leaning in the lee of a stall, one crossed forearm displaying a tattooed B made of curving daggers. A Badrosani thug, keeping an eye on trade. Keeping a cut flowing to his mistress.


The guy caught Siyon looking, and his permanent frown deepened just a little.


Time for Siyon to be elsewhere.


He ducked down a different alleyway, blocked by the rubble of a collapsed building that Siyon climbed like a staircase, up and away from the market. He ducked in a window, down a corridor, hopped from a creaking balcony to the roof across the way.


He had to shoo away a pixie skink before he hunkered down in the lee of the crumbling chimney. According to Daruj, above the Scarp they were delicate creatures with sparkling wings. This one was grimed and tattered, and it hissed at him as it slunk away.


Siyon pulled out a notebook—his, filled with scratchings far less elegant than Izmirlian’s—and the stub of a pencil. Note the pixie skinks—and now that he thought about it, he’d never seen any down near the squat. Coincidence? Maybe he should map their territory. Maybe they were clustered up here like the alley alchemists, with their bold claims and wilder results.


A gap between buildings showed him a sliver of the market. Even as Siyon wrote, someone sent up a shower of bright sparks, leaving deep green Abyssal eddies in the flow of energy.


And it was a flow. Like not seeing a river until a thrown pebble sent the surface into ripples, suddenly Siyon could trace the power oozing thick and bronze all around them. It was everywhere now, rising up from the ground like a sea mist, far thicker and more urgent than it had been before Salt Night.


Siyon absently tangled his pencil hand in the energy around him, twisting it into a knot that only he could see. The burnished ball of power hung for a moment where he’d left it and then started to tilt away, like a little paper boat caught in the current of a river pouring past Siyon, flowing down toward the mud and the sea, like it was rushing out of…


He swivelled to squint at the looming bulk of the Scarp. A chain of golden lanterns followed the switchback path up its face, leaving the rest shadowed and secret.


But Siyon knew some of what was in there. Tunnels and caverns and things better left undisturbed.


“Nope,” he said aloud. “Absolutely not. Not going back in there.”


It wasn’t so much that he was afraid—though surely he had reason, having woken a fucking dragon last time. But now that he looked, properly and with the right combination of his senses, the power was boiling down from the cliff face. It should be audible, a low and steady roar, like the water churning through the river chasm, gushing out into the tidal pool of the harbour.


Just as ready to pull him under, drag him down, drown him forever.


Was this what he’d felt, hooked into him after he’d worked on Bessie the boat? Just looking at the energy surging out of the Scarp, Siyon could feel the tug of it, nibbling at his toes, whispering at the edge of his awareness. Like some opera-story siren, promising secrets, promising pleasure, promising everything would be better if he just came down off that rock and—


“Fancy seeing you here,” a hearty voice declared as boots hit the rooftop next to Siyon’s elbow.


Siyon startled, slipped on the worn roof tiles, juggled his notebook in one hand while he grabbed for the chimney with the other.


Above him, a figure planted hands on leather-clad hips and snorted in derision. “Graceful.”


“Go fuck yourself,” Siyon suggested, still a little breathless. He’d teetered on the edge of something far higher than a rooftop there, just for a moment. He had to force his fingers to unbend from the chimney’s brickwork. “What do you want, Redick?”


The sergeant of the Awl Quarter bravi sprawled on the roof next to Siyon with his fancy fringed Lyraec sash and his braided-and-beaded hair. His teeth glinted gold as he grimaced and rubbed at his knee. “Getting too old for this.”


Weren’t they all? “Hand your sabre in. Walk away.”


Redick pulled a surprisingly prissy face. “Hand to whom? Now if you’d joined the Quarter like you should have, I could make you sergeant after me.”


Any guilt Siyon had felt about following Daruj into Bracken, rather than joining the tribe who’d helped fish him out of the river in the first place, was long gone. “Yeah, that’d make you popular right now.”


That cry was still ringing in his ears. Fuck the Sorcerer. Not unusual, since Salt Night, but it always stung. He’d not expected the city to love him, not when he’d flattened a quarter of it, dragged a monster from its depths, sent magic in all its uncomfortable glory sizzling down the streets.


But he’d hoped for a little more lower city support.


Redick blew dismissive air between his lips. “That’s mostly Badrosani gullshit. Mama’s heart is broken that you never visit.” He shrugged, far too casual to actually be so. “She’s leaning again, trying to get her mitts on you.”


A chill slunk into Siyon’s gut. Far too late, he looked surreptitiously around the rooftop; had Redick come alone, or with enough blades to take him in? The lower city was Badrosani territory, and that meant even the Awl Quarter needed to play nice sometimes.


Redick cuffed Siyon’s ear. “Don’t be insulting,” the bravi snapped. “I turn on you, you’ll never see us coming. I’m trying to warn you, twerp. You’ve kept out of her reach until now. Don’t get stupid.”


Getting out of Badrosani reach had been one of the reasons he hadn’t joined the Awl Quarter. Even then, young and heedless as he’d been, Siyon had scraped up enough alchemical tricks for the Badrosani street crews to take an interest. They didn’t produce like Midnight, but petty alchemists could come in handy.


Don’t get tangled up with the barons. Advice he could only wish he’d stuck with.


“Where else can I go?” Siyon meant to sound resigned; it came out plaintive. “They say worse things about me in the upper city, and the inquisitors are leaning harder than Badrosani. You think I’d fare any better with Aghut?”


Not to mention all the other reasons he’d prefer to avoid Dockside.


“All I’m hearing,” Redick said thoughtfully, scratching at his beard, “is what other people want from you. What are you doing?”


“Fuck off,” Siyon retorted, because it was better than saying that he didn’t know. That he had no ideas. That he was terrified to move at all, lest he break anything else.


Redick levered himself up off the tiles, dusting down his leathers. “Much as I’d love to stay here with you swearing at me all evening, nothing bites if you don’t bait the hook. Oh…” He hesitated, ostentatiously casual. “You see the Star Whisper much?”


Took Siyon a moment to remember that was Zagiri’s bladename. “I won’t carry either your challenge or your love notes.”


Redick looked alarmed. “No, I’m not— It’s this workgang she’s organised. Stealing three of my blades every other night. I just want to know how long it’s going to go on for.”


Siyon shrugged. “So ask.”


“And look like I’m trying to get out of our commitment?” Redick struck a pose, one hand on the sparkling hilt of his sabre. “The Quarter sticks to its word. You tell her that, if you see her. And tell the Diviner Prince from me that he’s a dandy show-off disgrace.”


That made Siyon grin, despite everything. “Tell him yourself, unless you fear his blade.”


But Redick was already off, running quick and quiet and sure-footed, for all his talk of age. As the silence settled behind him, Siyon’s mirth slid off his face.


What was he doing? Staying in place? Doing nothing? Letting his fear get the better of him?


He didn’t know what he could do. He didn’t know enough. Izmirlian had shown him, in his journals, how to solve that problem: Go and find the answers.


Siyon could still feel the energy beating at his back, pumping out of the Scarp behind him. As though whatever was at the root of all this could be found in there.


The one place he really didn’t want to revisit.


The place he was going to have to go.
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The three bravi from the Bower’s Scythe were singing a fishersong as they worked, though they were hauling stone rather than nets. They had good voices—the Bowerboys favoured performers and creators—and the remnant of the curved staircase gave a nice resonance to the song.


Zagiri couldn’t stop to enjoy it. She was just grateful that at least they were all doing what they were supposed to.


Forming a workgang from the bravi tribes had seemed like such a good idea. The hastily appointed committee for unfucking the city after Salt Night—or the Interim Rectification Board, to give it the proper title—had declared they wanted around-the-clock work on the Palace site. Which meant there was this midnight-to-dawn-bell shift, the sort of time that sensible people were asleep.


No one would ever describe the bravi as sensible.


The site supervisor—a harried middle-aged woman who’d been promoted from within the Harbour Master’s office—had nearly burst into relieved tears when Zagiri came to her to offer a bravi workgang for the time slot. Talking the tribes into loaning her three each of their blades every second night… well, that had been a lot more work, and she’d spent most of a week scrambling between the safehouses, wheedling and negotiating. If she never again had to make the leap to the Observatory, out at the tip of the lower city, that would be absolutely fine with her.


Not that a month of work seemed to have had a great deal of impact on the ruin of the Palace. If anything, it seemed to have gotten worse since Salt Night. (And when she thought that, Zagiri could just imagine the sharp, bitter bark of Siyon’s laughter. Of course, he’d say. That’s what things do.)


She’d seen it on Salt Night, when the dragon had shattered and scattered it. She’d seen Siyon climb out of the cavernous depths beneath and try to bind the dragon anew. She’d attempted to help with the injured—and the dead—in the aftermath.


A working group of Summer Club alchemists had spent weeks stabilising the parkland. They’d been mostly successful. What was left of the Palace had slumped down into a natural amphitheatre around the blown-open core of it. The crumpled dome still sat off amid the trees, on its side and half full of rainwater. Some of the trees were still tilted; a couple had fallen over entirely. One near the Palace was still growing vigorously, but every new leaf that unfurled was a vibrant, impossible pink.


No one was talking too strongly about the impossible in Bezim this winter. Not with pixie skinks and firebees and old carved charms glowing anew. Not when the university entrance examinations had been postponed until the faculty could prevent the ghosts from helping the candidates cheat. Not when every traveller who came through the western city gates had a new story about the dragon, sighted in silhouette or carrying off someone’s cattle. None of the bravi had so far reported the seventh runner shadowing their steps on the tiles yet, but Zagiri wondered if that was just a matter of time.


“Giri!” someone called from the former front steps of the palace; a lean figure, waving arms, lifting hands to his mouth. A Bracken whistle cut across the space, travelling sharper and clearer than words ever could. Raid incoming.


Shit. They were here already.


Zagiri clambered and slithered her way down the remnants of the grand staircase and crunched across the ruined mosaic to where Daruj waited.


“Bunch of Avenue types,” he reported.


“I know,” Zagiri said, trying to beat the stone dust off her leathers. “The Board’s inspecting.”


Daruj’s eyes widened, a little like panic. Another time it would amuse her: the Diviner Prince, most feared blade of the city, undone by a little bureaucracy. “Is this a problem?”


“No, it’s an opportunity.” Zagiri peered out into the midnight parkland, at a line of sparkling lights approaching. “Find the Bleeders and make sure they’re on task, will you? And try to keep Mayar from doing anything crazy.”


Some nights, Mayar did something with hands and song and strange symbols chalked on the walls, and the stones they were clearing weighed half of what they usually did. Other nights, Mayar spent half a bell staring at a tree root and muttering about energy flows. Zagiri didn’t want the inspecting councillors asking questions about the odd Khanate practitioner when they could be listening to her answers about…


Zagiri peered more closely at the approaching inspection team. “Fuck,” she muttered. “Go. Get everything in line.”


She shoved Daruj and hurried down the steps, trying not to grind her teeth.


Because the first azatan in the line was Avarair fucking Hisarani. He looked grim, striding along fast enough to almost outpace the clerk holding the lantern.


Zagiri’s heel skidded on rubble and she nearly went over. Fuck.


The clerk was Balian Hisarani. The youngest brother, the sneaky one. The one who’d lied to them all about who he was, even as he cozied up to Siyon.


Even as he cozied up to her. Zagiri had let him. She’d have let him do more. She’d liked him.


The utter snake. He’d suggested he was still on Siyon’s side, had continued helping them. But look who he was helping now, scurrying at his brother’s elbow, holding his lantern, carrying his notes. Blood won out, especially in the Avenues.


Zagiri pointedly looked past the Hisaranis. There were two more Council types in the procession, each with a clerk at their shoulders. Either of them might prove more reasonable, more interested in the actual good of the city and its people. It wouldn’t be difficult. If Avarair had had his way, Siyon would have been locked up, and who knows what would have happened. Maybe the dragon would have built up so much pressure, it exploded the entire city. Zagiri didn’t know how these things worked. But neither did Avarair, and he’d shown no signs of letting that stop him trying to knock Siyon down at every opportunity.


She pulled a smile forcibly onto her face, the polite and genial expression Anahid had made her work on in the mirror. “Good evening,” she called to the approaching group. “Or I suppose it might be good morning, by now.”


One of them—the older azata, who wasn’t still in her evening finery—smiled back, which Zagiri chose to take as a good sign. The younger azata—perhaps five years older than Anahid, sparkling with beadwork, looking like she was keen to get back to whatever party she’d left to be here—turned to Avarair and said, “Can we get on with this?”


Reluctantly, Zagiri turned to Avarair—and the satisfied tilt to his mouth that said he knew how much she disliked this. “Miss Savani,” he said, and was she imagining the emphasis he placed on that address?


The Harbour Master’s Ball couldn’t come fast enough.


“Azatan Hisarani,” she replied, and then turned away from him again, to smile at the other two, holding out a hand to shake and getting in before he could perform introductions. It was petty, and she enjoyed it. “Hello, I’m Zagiri Savani.”


“Ah,” said the glittering azata, like she’d stumbled over interesting gossip. “We miss your sister Anahid so; do give her my regards. But you are the one who clerked for Syrah, aren’t you? The one who was tangled up with the Sorcerer.”


She gave it that slant everyone was using these days. As though Siyon were some charlatan who’d infiltrated society and pretended to have better manners than he had. As though he’d been a passing fancy of fashion who everyone now swore they’d never really liked.


Before Zagiri could say something she’d probably regret, the older azata stepped forward and shook her hand. “Buni Filosani,” she said simply, and nodded past Zagiri. “Let’s get on. I’m keen to see what you have underway here.”


Anahid had given Zagiri a long and often tedious list of people to impress, or avoid, or be careful when addressing. It was difficult to remember all of them, but Buni Filosani… that name had come with a wistful little sigh from her sister, and additional notes. Anahid had been at a luncheon with the woman, at Azata Parsola’s, when she received word that Zagiri had fallen off the Clock Tower and been caught by Siyon.


She’d also mentioned, just tossed in as well, that the woman would likely be running for prefect, now that Syrah Danelani was dead.


This was a greater opportunity than Zagiri had anticipated. If she could get the next prefect on her side, that would make a lot of things easier.


“I am very happy to answer any questions you may have,” Zagiri declared, pulling up that smile again; it came a little more easily this time. “However, I can’t take you any closer than this staging point. It’s against the site guidelines.”


Avarair looked sour. “We wrote the site guidelines.”


The younger azata sniffed. “I’m not going anywhere near all that dust. Avair, why are we here?”


Between the shortened name and the touch of a whine to her question, Zagiri rather thought Azata Nameless was here because Avarair had asked her to be. She wished briefly for Anahid, with her keen eye for details. But Zagiri suspected that Filosani had wanted to inspect, and Avarair didn’t want Zagiri having a chance to speak with her alone.


Filosani strode forward, to the edge of the safety barrier, and Avarair hurried after her. In his wake, Balian was suddenly at Zagiri’s side, saying quietly, “Filosani ran as a freeblade in her youth.”


Zagiri glared at him. “I don’t need your help,” she hissed.


Except, damn him, that might be useful. If Filosani knew bravi ways, had some sympathy to the joys and spirit of running the tiles, Zagiri could use that.


When Zagiri joined the Board members at the safety barrier, they could see five bravi—looked like the three Bleeders, and the two Haruspex blades who weren’t Mayar—taking sledgehammers to a half-fallen wall in chanting unison.


“Good to see the bravi actually working,” Avarair commented.


“It’s our city too,” Zagiri pointed out. As she’d said to the sergeants, when putting this workgang together in the first place. It was their city too, and if they showed that to the azatani, if they set hands to the rope and hauled as one, then when the next crews were picked, that would be remembered.


Zagiri hoped.


“Their city too,” the other azata said, and gave Zagiri a bright look. “After all, you won’t be one of them for much longer, will you? Aren’t you on the sponsor lists for this season’s Ball? You’ll have to hand back your sabre.”


Zagiri kept her smile by force of will. “Indeed. I’ll no longer carry a blade, but I’ll always be a part of my tribe. Being bravi is a commitment. We have a reputation as heedless, but we fight for our city as furiously as we fight one another.”


Avarair turned to her with a supercilious expression that she longed to smack right off his face.


But Azata Filosani spoke first. “It’s still a feat, bringing the tribes to work together. It’s like the spirit of Grand Bracken awoken.” She seemed pleased about this, smiling out at the works.


“Don’t let any of them hear you say that,” Zagiri said quickly. “I had to convince the sergeants this wasn’t a Little Bracken plot to regain our lost grandeur.”


Filosani’s smile seemed genuine as she turned to Zagiri. “Was it a real thing, then? I always thought Grand Bracken was simply a myth. A story we told about ourselves. Once upon a time, we all fought together.”


Before Zagiri could answer, a voice behind her said: “There’s nothing simple about myths, or stories we tell about ourselves.”


Filosani inclined her head. “Well put, Za Hisarani,” she said, even as Zagiri shot Balian a glare. “We’ve heard many accounts, in the course of our rectification work, about the bravi involvement in maintaining what safety and order was possible on Salt Night. I must say, it’s heartening to see this civic spirit continuing. Please pass my thanks to the sergeants and the workers themselves.”


This was almost perfect. Zagiri was unlikely to have a better opportunity, though she might wish for a chance to speak with Filosani without all these other ears listening in. But here they were, and she said: “I’ve often thought it a missed opportunity that there’s no greater way for the bravi—or indeed the other engaged citizens of Bezim outside the azatani—to assist with the governance of the city.”


The younger azata frowned. “Slinging stones around is hardly governing.”


“Quite,” Avarair agreed smoothly. “We are all working to build—and rebuild—Bezim according to our strengths.”


But Zagiri didn’t give a small silver fish for either of them. Filosani was all that mattered. “What an interesting notion,” she said with a little smile. “I do hope someone will raise it at the commencement of the next Council.”


Just what Zagiri had been telling her father: that this was an opportunity. Because when a new Council was sworn in—as one would be, when the recess was over, and new members chosen from the azatani families—there could be suggestions made to alter the standard rules of assembly.


As long as one of those new members—an azatani councillor—proposed the alteration. A councillor like Zagiri’s father, for the Savani family.


With Filosani on board, it would work. If Zagiri could get her father to agree to make the proposal.


She had to make him agree.
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There was a section of one of Izmirlian’s notebooks—and it had taken Siyon a while to work this out—where he was having an affair with an opera singer. It wasn’t visible through any journalled confessions, or even a glut of overwrought poetry. Rather, the previous speculations on the geography of the coastline north of the city gave way to investigation into the historical antecedents of opera tales, and then pages of diagrams of the machinery used to stage the finale of A Simple Maid, where the scullery girl is shot out of a Khanate firework launcher but thankfully caught by an angel. (Even Siyon knew this one; he’d gone along to laugh at the alchemy and had to put up with Daruj falling loudly in love with Gayane Saliu, in her first starring role.)


From the detail and interest in the workings, Siyon was almost certain Izmirlian had been sleeping with the angel. The fascination showed on the page, through learning everything about how the work was performed.


At the bottom of a page, before the journal turned to the investigation of ancient Lyraec trading routes through the Khanates, a single line read: Let not love of the artist obscure the art.


If Izmirlian had still been here, what would he have observed about alchemy? What could he tell Siyon about his own business, gathered with his furious consideration, his keen eyes and keener mind?


Or would Siyon have been dismissed with a single line as well, not worth half the time Siyon was spending poring over these journals in turn?


Izmir never met anyone he loved more than his own wild dreams. Avarair Hisarani had told him that, spat it in his face.


The author of these journals had wild dreams. He had brilliant dreams. He had a mind as sharp as a knife and yet as tight-coiled and intricate as well-braided rope. Siyon was just the idiot who’d fallen into being the Power, and made a mess of everything. If Izmirlian had been here, he’d have done a far better job. And he’d likely have left Siyon far behind.


“Hey,” Daruj said from the doorway.


Siyon flinched hard enough to set his hammock rocking. He slammed the journal shut, wedging it between his knees, as if he could shove away his thoughts as well.


Daruj lifted a dubious eyebrow, but all he said was, “I thought you were going out?”


“I am.” Siyon had been, and then he’d opened one of Izmirlian’s journals to just check something. Or get a little bit of comfort.


Or because he didn’t want to go. Not back into the tunnels behind the Scarp, beneath the city. Not into that surging maelstrom of Mundane energy, eager to carry him away. Freed along with the dragon, both escaping in a wild rush that Siyon couldn’t control. The consequences of the last time he’d pushed ahead without understanding. He didn’t want to go wading back in. What if he made it worse?


He was still clutching Izmirlian’s journal, the leather cover rich and supple under his fingers.


Ridiculous to suppose he could extrapolate anything about Izmirlian, what he might or might not have done. Perhaps equally ridiculous to still be clinging to him now, in this lesser paper-and-ink form. A weakness. A wallowing. Siyon had hoped that he might one day follow after Izmirlian, take that journey of discovery as well. He’d promised. But he was supposed to finish here first.


He didn’t even know where to start.


Daruj was frowning at him now, one forearm propped against the warped doorframe. “You all right?” he demanded.


“No,” Siyon admitted, and smiled. Tried to. It felt pretty flat on his face. “But I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I was, right?”


Daruj frowned, and when had he developed those lines beside his mouth? Both of them had lived hard, burning brightly in a city that loved the light. “Come up with me,” he said. “Have a drink, see people, walk the streets. The city’s not dead, and neither are you.”


“Come up?” Siyon repeated. “You told me the sorts of things they’re saying about me up there.” All his fault; dangerous and unstable; that he’d meant to do this, all along, in league with violent elements.


“They say the same things down here!” Daruj objected.


“No one down here is going to turn me in to the inqs,” Siyon pointed out.


Daruj crossed his arms. “Back before Salt Night, you were palling around with the inqs. They aren’t going to poison you now. Sorcery isn’t even a crime!”


They’d think of something. But Siyon knew this argument; they’d had it before. There didn’t seem to be much point in having it again. “Enjoy your night,” he said, and tipped out of his hammock to start getting his own things.


When he looked again, Daruj had gone. It was fine. Siyon had his own business to be about.


The tunnels were hardly a secret down here; they couldn’t be when the openings were visible, and every child was looking for a secret or an escape. When Siyon had been younger and sticking his nose into every corner—as opposed to now, when he only had time to poke at the really big messes—it had been known that one particular complex of caverns, stretching back from beneath the rubble of a collapsed mansion, was a warren of Midnight’s activities.


So he certainly wasn’t going that way. Whatever had become of it since Salt Night and Midnight’s disappearance, Siyon didn’t want to get involved. He had enough on his chipped plate without dealing with some jumped-up lieutenant, or a territory war between factions, or some other baron muscling in, or any of the other things Anahid regularly muttered about when she came down to hide with him for half a bell.


Besides, when he went past the little square that had once been the front courtyard of the fallen mansion, a storyteller had set up and was entertaining a rapt audience with wild declarations and a handful of cheap squibs as magical effects. His limp and tattered hat was more a deep wine than purple, but the intention was clear. Siyon could do without hearing further embroidery of either his exploits or his fuckups. Back before Salt Night, there’d been talk that someone was writing an opera about him; probably a relief that would never see the light of day now.


It wasn’t difficult to find another entrance. He could feel them, this close, as places where the energy pulsed particularly brightly. Where the riptide pull of the power was stronger. Where the siren song soared higher.


And he was going in there. Clearly he hadn’t learned anything about not doing the blatantly stupid thing.


Think of it like wading, not like sinking into the river. Siyon shoved the power down, mentally. Kept it below his knees. It couldn’t wash him away. He was sturdier. He was larger. He wouldn’t succumb. But it was a fight, pushing uphill and wriggling his way through a crack and into darkness.


When the stone folded around him, the clamour of power dropped away to a murmur. As though the cliff stretching above him, the whole bluff upon which the city was built, wrapped him up like the softest, warmest gullfeather quilt, protecting him from having to get up and face the day.


Siyon blinked, swaying on his feet at the sudden absence of something pressing against him from all sides, and tipped forward into an unintentional step. It came so easily, with nothing to push against, and he took two more before he thought about it, continuing deeper into the cave. Relief made his skin tingle. Or maybe that was the Mundane power, not really gone, but waiting. Full to the brim.


He kept moving, and nothing leapt out or pulled him down. His vision swam more bronze and burnished with his eyes closed than open. It was dark in here, he realised—entirely so, as though no daylight could fit through the crack that had admitted Siyon himself. But his surroundings were still entirely clear.


The least of the impossibilities of his life, right now.


With each step, the ruckus of the world above fell away behind him, and a deeper and stranger awareness of the Mundane below unfurled. A labyrinth curled through the earth, tunnels pulsing like veins, knotted like cobwebs, crossed and tightening like the warp and weft of the world. Nestled in its centre, like the sun in the sky or a pearl in an oyster, was the empty, beating heart of the dragon’s former lair.


Like the warm body in the bed, urging you to roll this way. Siyon gave in, and rolled.


He walked, probably. Along the tunnels, not through the walls. It was difficult to be absolutely certain. His head swam with the glow of power. His ears rang gently, like the memory of a bell. He could feel a breeze upon his face, cool to the point of cutting, fresh in his nose with the promise of snow.


(What did snow smell like? He’d never even seen it, save the sprinkling of glitter used at the opera.)


Siyon spread his wings and tilted into the wind—


(spread his arms, fingertips grazing the stone walls on either side)


—letting it lift him up as he turned toward the mountains rearing up on the horizon, rank upon rank of them like the little humans who had once gathered to oppose them, to push them out of the civilised places, and into the wild.


As though that were not where she would rather be.


Here, with the sun spilling golden and thick as honey over the rolling hills beneath her, glinting off the twining rivers even as it did from the spines of her wings.


The only tragedy was being here alone. But her side still smarted, as did her heart. She had been pushed away quite enough, and she—


Siyon stubbed his toe on rock, staggered and nearly fell in sudden uncomprehending dizziness, one hand clutched against his ribs where…


Where he had never been shot with a ballista bolt. Not him.


He blinked, and again harder, until his vision was clear of black specks and whirling burnished sparks. Until he was him, sure of it, alone in the dark.


Not quite alone. There were noises ahead. The shuffle of feet on stone, a faint cough, insinuating whispers.


There was light ahead, faint and flickering and real.


Siyon edged along the tunnel, shuffling his feet against the uncertain ground. The light grew, though it was still dim, barely a lantern or three against the weight of the entire bluff above them.


The tunnel wall fell away from Siyon’s fingertips, and the cavern opened in front of him.


He knew this place—had seen the massive tear in the ceiling made, had seen those stalactites fall, had seen those gouges dug in the floor by the dragon’s claws as she’d gathered herself to push up and out.


He blinked again, and the past faded into the present—ranks of narrow camp beds set up in the shattered remains of the dragon’s stone encasing, barely illuminated by lanterns hanging from the remaining stalagmites.


Every bed was occupied—some two dozen of them, perhaps. A body on each, some sleeping, some just lying there staring at the ceiling. Some sitting up and eating blankly from wooden bowls. One or two sat with attention fixed on the dark gash where the dragon had torn her way out into the free sky.


As Siyon muttered, “Shit,” all of them turned to look at him.


He didn’t quite recognise them. He didn’t quite not. Every single person had the same eyes, deep and liquid black.


Midnight’s eyes.


Not Midnight’s face—the people were all sorts, big and small, foreigners and locals and everything in between, male and female and beyond Siyon’s ability to tell at a glance. But they all had those eyes, and they’d all recently shaved their hair down to stubble. There was… something. In their faces. In their bearing.


They weren’t Midnight. But they also weren’t entirely not Midnight.


The nearest one, sitting up on her camp bed, reached out a hand toward Siyon. “The power,” she croaked.


More hands stretched out to him. Bodies shuffled, edging toward him.


Siyon legged it.


Back the way he’d come, with a clamour rising behind him—skittering, unsteady steps, and a clatter as something got overturned. They were chasing him, and Siyon didn’t bother looking back, or wondering why. He just ran, up the slope, and around the corner—


Straight into another black-clad figure, who grabbed him even as she went over backward with an audible “Oof!”


They both went down, hard on the tunnel’s stone floor, but she was twisting as they did. She slammed Siyon’s shoulder into the floor and the scars the griffin had left on his back prickled strangely as she loomed up over him. Her hood fell back—and fuck, her head was shaved down to a russet fuzz, just like the mob in the cavern—even as she brandished—


Was that a dowsing rod?


Her eyes widened—and they were her eyes, a murky grey—and she hesitated. “You’re not one of them.”


Siyon jabbed at her side and heaved her off, scrambling to his feet. He looked back in panic—she was wearing black, she had Midnight’s mark on the back of her hand, she was already regaining her balance and glaring at him—and sprinted into a darkness that closed around him, sure as stone.


She shouted after him: “There’s no escape! You made sure of that!”


But Siyon didn’t stop—not to listen, not to ask what in the Abyss she was talking about, not to think.


Not until he saw daylight, his breath scraping raw at the back of his throat and the blood thundering in his head.


He burst out into the middle of a crowd, scattering children with indignant squawks, leaving the storyteller shouting in his wake: “Fleeing the demons! The Sorcerer is in league with them, you know. He has a harpy, bound to his every whim—”


Siyon shoved through the crowd and kept running.


There’s no escape. You made sure of that.


He hadn’t found any answers. Only more questions.
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“I’m sorry I couldn’t be there,” Anahid said again, topping up Zagiri’s teaglass from a pitcher with warming charms etched into the gold decoration. Many teahouses were getting them now, showing off the new alchemical assistances that were flourishing in Bezim. Nura had found charmed barrels that would keep their contents cool, liqueurs that changed colour as they were poured, a coaster that would continually stir any glass set upon it.


There were alchemists doing all sorts of things, now that they could.


Just like that, Anahid’s mind skittered away from their table at this quiet teahouse, away from her sister’s social and political concerns, circling anew—and interminably—the problem of Sable House’s provision of sureties.


Three days, she’d said. Nura had made inquiries through all her connections in the staff of Avenue townhouses, whose residents had their own demands for quality and discretion. Qorja had struck up not-exactly-idle conversation with Flowers in nearly every House of the District. Even Laxmi had interrogated the sorts of hard men who might be shaking down practitioners in the struggles between splintered fragments of Midnight’s organisation.


None of their efforts had yielded any firm results, and it was the third day now. Anahid was going to have to ask Nihath for aid. Was going to have to reveal herself to the azatani practitioners. Was going to bring everything crashing down, not just on her head, but on Zagiri too.


“Well,” Zagiri said, with an overly careless shrug. “You could hardly help it.”


Anahid blinked and forced herself back to their actual conversation. What had she said? That she was sorry she hadn’t been at Zagiri’s first Ball rehearsal. “There were many things I could have done to help it,” she noted, turning her glass on its coaster. “Beginning with not winning the House in the first place.”


Zagiri snorted—in a manner entirely unbecoming a young azata, but they were hardly anywhere she might be seen by society. That was the entire reason that Anahid had chosen this teahouse, well out of the fashionable way.


That, and it was close to the District. She still felt exposed, strangely vulnerable without the weight of Laxmi at her shoulder. Which was ridiculous. She wasn’t running her business on the promise of violence.


But one barony was vacant, and another in a mess. The uncertainty set a stone in her stomach and her eyes to scanning the street, as though some threat might wait among the respectable shoppers. People passed down the street, and lingered chatting on the corners, and lurked in the alleyway just across the street, watching the teahouse.


Anahid froze, a chill sweeping up her spine and wiping out the sound of Zagiri’s voice. There was someone over there, dressed in black a little too dusty and ragged for this part of the upper city. Whoever it was, they weren’t hiding their interest in this teahouse.


“Oh, did I tell you?” Zagiri leaned forward over the table. “I met Buni Filosani. She asked me to pass on her regards.”


That pulled Anahid’s attention back to the table. “To me?” Of course the woman—polished and polite and politically minded—remembered the names and relations of everyone. But while Anahid’s deepest scandals yet remained a secret, there were plenty of other reasons to whisper about her. Her divorce from Nihath, for instance. Or her connection with the Sorcerer.


Anahid didn’t regret any of it, save in the ways it made Zagiri’s entrance to society more difficult. But now Azata Filosani was sending her regards, and Zagiri looked very pleased.


“She was quite positive about people other than azatani having a say in governing the city,” Zagiri said, though her smile was fleeting. “She hopes someone will raise it at commencement.”


“Your hope as well,” Anahid noted, taking a sip of her tea.


Frustration twisted Zagiri’s mouth. “Except Father won’t listen. The next prefect of the city—”


“Possibly,” Anahid corrected. “Filosani won’t stand unopposed while Azatan Rowyani draws breath.” Rowyani was the leader of the Pragmatic faction, concerned only with wringing azatani profit from the city.


“Fishguts to Rowyani,” Zagiri muttered, like a reflex, and returned to her primary point: “But my own father won’t take any heed. Tells me I’ve had a difficult year and the Ball is an important undertaking.”


“Neither of which is untrue,” Anahid said on a sigh.


“The Ball is descending a staircase and making inane conversation,” Zagiri snapped, immediately wincing. “It’s more than that. I know it is. It’s my entrance into society as an adult. It’s my declaration that I belong—that I choose to belong. That’s why I’m doing it.”


In the slump of Zagiri’s spine against her chair, Anahid saw an echo of her own frustrations from years ago, as she’d done this herself—three times, in increasing desperation that it wouldn’t matter how proper she was, how well she performed the role of azata… that no one would ever want to marry her.


And look how that had turned out.


“You needn’t do it this year,” Anahid suggested gently.


She got a glare for her trouble. “I wish I’d done it years ago,” Zagiri returned heatedly. “I wish I was already an azata. I could speak formally in the family gatherings. Father might listen to me. And I wouldn’t have to stand being draped with all sorts of wispy fabric while I could be doing something useful.”


None of this was getting them anywhere, and if Zagiri grew any more frustrated, she might slide right off her chair and under the table, which would draw attention even here. “You can have my proxy in the family gathering, of course.” Anahid could hardly attend herself; she’d be busy at Sable House. “But perhaps you should find someone else to propose your alteration at commencement. You made a good connection with Palokani last year. Perhaps start there.”


Zagiri wrinkled her nose. “And have to explain, over and over, why my own father couldn’t be brought to support it? How can I expect to convince anyone, if I can’t convince my own family?” She sat up straight again—thank the Powers—and lay her hands firmly on the table. “No. It’s got to come from the Savanis. I just have to make sure of it.”


Once, Anahid might have shrugged and carried on, but the past year had taught her to listen more closely to her sister’s planning. “What does that mean?”


“I’m going to convince him.” If determination counted for anything, Zagiri would do it too. But she added, “Or I told Yeva I’d take the family Council seat, and it was a joke, I know I can’t. But what if…”


“You don’t want to be a councillor,” Anahid pointed out. They’d discussed this before. But then again, Zagiri had come a long way since then. “You did well at your clerkship, though.”


The face Zagiri pulled was a complicated twist of frustration and reluctance and possibly regret. “You don’t want to be a baron,” Zagiri flung back at her. “But what if it ends up being the only way to achieve what you actually want?”


“No.” The word leapt from her lips, and Anahid busied her fingers with straightening her glass and plate and little pastry fork. “No,” she repeated, more calmly. “There will always be another way. There will always be a better way. I’m not cut out for that sort of thing. I’m not interested.”


That sort of thing led to blood on her hands, a man dead at her feet, all her fault, her actions, her choices.


Her victory. Her whole body singing with the thrill even as it twisted sick in her stomach.


What if she was cut out for that sort of thing?


She refused. It was too awful.


Zagiri sighed. “A better way. I’m trying. And I need to get going, or I won’t have time to dress for promenade.” The roll of her eyes made it clear that Zagiri’s opinion of the ostentatious parading of the azatani hadn’t changed, but she was still doing it. She was making the effort.


Her sister was growing up.


But Anahid’s strange, wistful satisfaction froze in her chest as Zagiri left the teahouse—walking straight past that watcher, still lurking in the alleyway.


The watcher who lifted a hand and gave a little wave to Anahid.


Panic fluttered briefly at Anahid’s ribs. But she could hardly make a run for the District, and she refused to be always hiding behind Laxmi’s implied threat. So Anahid settled her account, wrapped her shawl around her shoulders against the faint winter chill on the breeze, and marched straight across the street.


Leaning against the corner of the building, the watcher waited with apparently endless patience, and a faint smile. A woman, Anahid thought, as she grew near enough to make a guess, with a shapeless laborer’s hat hiding any sign of hair, and a battered black coat covering arms that Anahid suspected would show the marks of allegiance to Midnight.


The woman tilted a little, not quite a bow, and murmured, “Lady Sable.”


“Are you selling or threatening?” Anahid asked. There seemed little point in being coy about things.


“Are those my choices?” The woman’s smile was crooked, revealing a chipped tooth and lifting her red-tinged eyebrows. She had warm brown skin with a dusting of freckles across her cheeks. When she tipped the hat back a little, it revealed hair barely long enough to show its dark russet colour.


She didn’t seem as tightly wound, or posturing, as the others of Midnight’s former underlings Anahid had encountered. “If you have a more complicated deal to propose, you’d have taken it to the Zinedani,” Anahid pointed out.


The woman shrugged one shoulder. “The Zees don’t have what I want.”


Anahid didn’t know what that meant, and she wasn’t interested in learning. “I’m not getting involved,” she said starkly.


The woman snorted. “Sister, there’s blood in the water and surf on the rocks; you really think clutching to an oar’s going to help you?”


Better than using that oar to start a fight with the circling sharks. But all Anahid said was, “Good day.”


She turned back downhill, toward the District.


A laugh, and a skipping hush of boots on cobblestones, and then the woman fell in beside her. “All right,” she said, with a little hop in her step to keep pace; she was a head shorter than Anahid. “Have it your way. Yes, I’m former Midnight. Yes, I’m running my own crew these days. No, I don’t want to get involved in the baronial fighting, not out here, not in the District. And you aren’t in that fight. We could do good trade; I have quality products.”


“You and every other former lieutenant of Midnight,” Anahid snapped. And none of them could be trusted to deliver what Sable House needed, when they needed it. Ink and ashes, Anahid was going to have to ruin herself, but what other possibility was there?


The woman coughed a laugh. “You ain’t talked to any lieutenants of Midnight, za. None of them are talking, not sensibly.”


Anahid slowed her pace. “What?”


“Folks you’re talking to might be claiming it.” The woman shrugged. “Ain’t no one to put ’em in their place anymore. Every lieutenant Midnight had went completely moonstruck within a week of Salt Night. That’s why it’s all such a mess.”


It might have sounded ridiculous, if Anahid hadn’t met Midnight—more than one of him, stepping out of thin air, summoned by Siyon’s strange and disappearing token. Further strangeness didn’t seem outlandish. Anahid stopped altogether, considering this woman anew. “Why are you telling me all this?”


“Because you have an association with the Sorcerer,” the woman said, easy as anything. “And I need to see him. So I’m willing to cut a deal. Whatever you need, sure as eggs, and you tell the Sorcerer I’m sane and serious.”


They did need their sureties, quite desperately. But Anahid wouldn’t sell Siyon for it. “He’s his own man. And he doesn’t like barons. Especially not Midnight.”


The woman smirked. “He probably likes us even less right now. But I think we can help each other. Just tell him I want to see him. Same place as last time.”


That hardly made any sense. But just passing a message seemed harmless enough. And it might save her. Keep her secrets for at least a little longer. “Who do I say is asking?”


“Call me Peylek.” She gave a little bow, flaring out her coat. “I’ll let your people know how they can place orders. Looking forward to doing business with you.”


She peeled away down a side street, disappearing quickly into the shadows, and leaving Anahid still uncertain. She mistrusted serendipity. She feared hidden traps. What if it ends up being the only way? she heard again. You don’t want to be a baron.


Peylek was right; clinging to an oar wasn’t going to be enough. But Anahid had attended the Harbour Master’s Ball three times. She could dance as delicately as anyone.


She would find a way through this.
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