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Also by Breanna Teintze


Lord of Secrets




To my kids:


This one’s for you.


(You can’t read it until you’re older, though. Sorry.)




One


The ghosts had been following us for about an hour when we finally reached the lapidary’s house. There were at least two spectres vying for our attention, dodging from shadow to shadow as we moved through the twilight streets. There could have been more, or less; it’s hard to be sure about illusion magic at the best of times, and this wasn’t the best of times. I hadn’t slept in three days and was feeling about as coherent as your average dirt-witted farmer.


We had just reached the outskirts of Varriel’s alchemy works district, with its narrow houses, thousand fume-belching chimneys and reputation for black-market magic. No one had tried to rob us yet, but the ghosts meant that was about to change. In the royal city of Varriel it seemed even knifepoint thieves could buy a bit of cheap street conjuring.


‘Ignore them,’ I said, resisting the urge to turn and stare as a ghost flitted at the edge of my vision. ‘They just want to herd us down some blind alley to make the thievery more efficient. They aren’t really there.’


‘I know they’re not really there.’ Brix hunched her shoulders against the cool air, her hair gleaming in the half-light like a pale, fluffy halo. She had eyes the colour of copper, more freckles across her nose and jaw than I’d ever been able to accurately count and a limited store of patience. ‘I wish I wasn’t really here. Can we just get this over with?’


We stood in front of a green-shuttered house. It had a flying bird carved into the granite capstone above the door and a neat brass plate on the wall that read F. Jaliseth, Alchemical Lapidary. Brix leaned forwards and hammered on the door with a closed fist. ‘Hey! There’s customers out here with the smoke ghosts!’


‘With the cheap street illusions,’ I said.


She rolled her eyes and knocked again. ‘Open up!’


The door swung open to reveal a woman like an overgrown barn owl, blinking at us over the top of a pair of magnifying spectacles. She held a slender bronze carving tool and did not look best-pleased.


‘Get out of here!’ She advanced on us, holding the tool like a dagger. ‘Guild pigs!’


I twisted backwards, and the magic under my skin moved.


‘Neyar’s teeth, Jaliseth!’ I hated it when I could feel the spells written into my body. They were the entire reason Brix and I had spent two weeks on the road to get to this horrible soot-streaked city. I bit down on the disgust that rose in my throat. ‘You treat all your buyers this way?’


‘I craft within regulations.’ Jaliseth scowled uncertainly, first at Brix and then at me. ‘The Guild doesn’t have any reason to keep harassing me like this. It’s persecution. First you send your spies around, then these gods-damned smoke illusions to drive my customers away, and then—’


‘I’m not Guild,’ I interrupted. ‘I’m Corcoran Gray. Acarius’ grandson?’ This was always the worst part: convincing people who had known my old face that I was still myself. ‘The last time I saw you was five years ago. Acarius bought a wardstone, something shiny – malachite maybe. You slipped me a half dose of yavad when Acarius wasn’t looking and then we stayed up telling jokes and eating green apples. I threw up in your fireplace.’


Jaliseth lowered the chisel. ‘Gray?’


‘As I’ve been telling you. New face. I’m not used to it either.’ I pointed at Brix. ‘And this is my partner, who dislikes the Guild even more than I do. Can we come in?’


‘Holy saints.’ Jaliseth moved to one side, holding the door open wider while she scanned the street. ‘Get inside, both of you. Hurry.’


The house was small, just the room she led us into and a closed door that presumably led to another. Apart from the tiny hearth, every bit of wall space was crammed with stone-laden shelves. Crystals rubbed shoulders with pearly opal, undulating agate and blue-hearted geodes. The carvings were evenly split between things like the respectable row of tiny beryl house-saints and the unlawful cluster of polished, rune-carved sodalite flowers.


The little lapidary shut the door firmly behind us and ran a hand through her grey hair. ‘I don’t think they can get past the wards I’ve carved into the foundation stones.’


‘Who can’t?’ Brix said, eyeing the bolted door.


‘The Guild.’ Jaliseth shuffled over to one of the many shelves and began sorting through the stones on it. ‘At least, I think it’s them. There was a scandal about three months ago, downriver, after one of theirs was arrested for causing an accidental death. Made no end of stir, and they’ve been cracking down on all the ancillary magic businesses since to prove to the throne they’re still in charge, that the Charter is still important. They’ve been watching my place for weeks. Although I can’t understand how . . .’ She stopped and shook her head. ‘But that can wait until Gray explains himself. Is Acarius in town?’


‘No.’ We had left Acarius at the cabin in the mountains we shared with him and Brix’s sister, Anka. My grandfather thought this trip to Varriel was a fool’s errand, that I didn’t need outside help to solve my problems. But he wasn’t the one who had to live with them. I stuck my hands in my pockets. ‘Acarius does let me out of the house by myself occasionally.’


‘I heard about the trouble last year.’ Jaliseth eyed my face. ‘But I had no idea things were so . . . severe. What happened?’


Now that was a hell of a question. A year ago I’d nearly died killing the false god Jaern, and ended up inhabiting the custom-built body he had been using. It turns out the world doesn’t much notice when you kill a god – it’s only your own universe that shatters, and you’re left trying to patch the cracks with study, or work . . . or illegal alchemy.


‘Necromancy,’ I said.


Jaliseth examined me, from my feet to the crown of my head. ‘It’s not so bad,’ she offered. ‘You’re lucky. At least you’re lucky for me. I have use for a wizard tonight.’ She glanced at Brix. ‘And . . .?’


‘And this is Brix,’ I said. ‘Brix, Jaliseth.’


Brix nodded. ‘Hello.’


Jaliseth nodded back, then gave a dimpling smile. ‘Congratulations, my dear. I didn’t think this rascal would end up partnered.’


‘Gods,’ I said. ‘I am a dangerous criminal, wanted by the Guild on charges whose penalty, at a minimum, would involve the loss of my tongue. Cats who steal butter are rascals.’


Jaliseth ignored me and gestured to two low chairs beside the hearth. ‘Sit, if you please.’


‘Listen, I’d like to get this done quickly.’ I glanced at Brix, who was choosing a chair like we were there on a social call. I liked Jaliseth, but I didn’t want to stay long.


‘Why?’ Jaliseth put her tool down on a shelf between a piece of jade that was half-formed into the head and shoulders of a beautiful young man and a polished, dark wood bowl. ‘Does the Guild know you’re in town?’


‘Of course not, or I wouldn’t have walked straight up to your door. The Guild wouldn’t bother trying to scare me with smoke ghosts, they’d have hit me with a paralysis spell. I’m here to have something made. I need to buy a set of silencing stones.’ To my relief the words sounded relatively matter-of-fact. ‘As strong as you can make them.’


‘Simple enough,’ Jaliseth said. ‘And who are you silencing?’


‘Me.’ I forced the muscles in my jaw to unclench. ‘I talk in my sleep. It’s causing disturbances. Anyway, I thought you were in a hurry. Are you going to tell us why somebody’s running smoke illusions around your house?’


Jaliseth considered me for a moment before taking off her spectacles and placing them neatly beside the chisel. ‘I think I may be going mad,’ she said, quietly. ‘Please sit down, Gray. I’ll make you whatever wardstones you want. Just . . . hear me out.’


The hair on my arms lifted. I sat.


The lapidary’s hand rested on the chunk of quartz beside her, fingers moving absently over the stone. ‘I admit I was thinking of sending for Acarius. I don’t even know how to . . . you’d have to look at it. I’m an alchemist, not a wizard. I don’t dabble with incantations. I don’t like how toxic spells can be.’


‘Only if you don’t know what you’re doing,’ I said, but she lifted a hand.


‘So all you wizards say. All I know is that magic poisoning means your fingernails turn black and fall off, and that’s just for starters. But this—’ She reached inside the wooden bowl and pulled a chain and pendant out, and I went cold.


The pendant looked like a teardrop-shaped black gem in a tin setting, but I knew it wasn’t. It was a crystal vial of black liquid, with a purple spark at the centre that pulsed like a heartbeat. The vial hung from a ring-topped metal stopper, strung on a leather lace.


An almost identical pendant hung around my own neck, nestled between my breastbone and my shirt.


‘That’s your problem?’ I said.


‘It started with this.’ Jaliseth’s eyes lingered on the vial. ‘About two months ago, I became very ill. Magic toxicity, I think, in spite of all my precautions.’


‘You should have been able to sleep it off,’ I said. ‘It goes away on its own.’


Jaliseth shook her head. ‘That’s your sort of toxicity. When you snuff a spell you’re not in contact with the poison any more, but when I’m carving I’m touching runes all day, every day. It doesn’t hurt at first. And then you think it’s just a headache, just a lingering cough.’ She glanced at her shelves. ‘It took me too long to realise how sick I was. I went to Healers, to shrines . . . there’s no proper Ranara-temple in Varriel – it’s all Farran-worship here, thanks to the Guild and the king’s shrine – but I would have travelled to the nearest one and sacrificed as many doves as they wanted if it would have done any good. I couldn’t keep food down, couldn’t do anything. You can’t understand what it’s like to know you’re dying.’


Brix shot a quick look at me. Last year, I’d bled out in her arms.


‘It must have been enough to make you desperate,’ I said gravely.


‘And then at one of the saints-shrines by the river, I heard a rumour.’ Her brow furrowed. ‘A cure, offered by a potion-seller. Black-market, off record. He said he was only passing through Varriel for one night. His cure was supposed to heal anyone, as long as they could pay. I paid.’ Something in my face must have shown what I was thinking, because Jaliseth’s voice turned defensive. ‘I know how it sounds, but I was at the end of my wits. I was skin and bones, coughing up bits of my lungs. I would have tried anything. And besides, it worked. There was no recovery to speak of. He hung this amulet around my neck, said a few words, and that was it. One moment I was dying, and the next I was whole. He said as long as I kept wearing it, I’d stay well.’


‘You’re not wearing it now,’ Brix said.


‘No.’ Jaliseth looked down at the pendant, her thumb lingering on the metalwork. ‘I didn’t stay well. After a while I started to lose time. I still lose time, if I wear it. Hours go by and I can’t account for them. I find cuts and scrapes I don’t remember getting. I can tell I’ve been doing things – carvings, even. But I don’t remember it, any of it. The hours are just gone, as though someone snipped them out of my memory with scissors. And things are getting worse – shadows follow me on the street, there are strange smells in the neighbourhood, and . . .’ She paused. ‘I think someone has been watching the house. Interfering with my things. I wake up and my tools or furniture have been moved. Why would anyone do that?’


‘Wait,’ Brix said. ‘You think the Guild knows you have this necklace?’


Jaliseth shrugged. ‘I don’t know. The shadow illusions have been here for the last three days, but if it’s them I don’t know why they don’t just arrest me. I’ve known something is wrong for weeks. You don’t know what a relief it is to hear you say you saw the shadow illusions, too. I’ve been so afraid that I was growing more ill, imagining things.’ The lines in her face looked deeper than when I’d seen her last, her shoulders more stooped. ‘This whole business has got beyond me, Gray. I need to know what this thing is, where it came from – what it’s doing to me. This is wizard’s business. I don’t have anybody else to ask. And you’re a . . .’ She paused, probably searching for a diplomatic way to put it.


‘Talent,’ I suggested, and took the pendant out of her hand.


‘Indeed.’ She gave a taut smile. ‘So you do the divining, and I’ll get your wardstones ready. Is it a bargain? Do you really want the stones keyed to you? Plenty of perfectly normal people sleeptalk.’


‘Yes to both.’ I rifled through my pockets for a pencil. It wasn’t as though I really had a choice. I wasn’t normal, and my sleeptalk wasn’t harmless. The magic under my skin saw to that.


Jaliseth released her breath. ‘Thank the gods.’


‘If the Guild really is watching the house, it would be better to get this over with quickly,’ Brix said.


‘I have a set of wardstones that are mostly finished.’ Jaliseth moved to the shelf closest to the hearth and picked up two small, round grey stones, polished to a high sheen and covered in careful spirals of runes. ‘All I’ll have to do is add your name to them. I can do that while you’re divining.’


‘Then that’s settled.’ I knelt and began to scribe runic characters in a spiral on the wooden floor, trying to put everything else out of my mind. Divination is a particularly fickle incantation. It requires a lot of attention to avoid nasty hallucinations and uncontrolled expansions of the magic, and even if a divining spiral doesn’t go bad it can still taint your perceptions for hours. But there was nothing else for it. Jaliseth needed answers, and to tell the truth, so did I. The amulet I wore had been Jaern’s. The fact that a copy of it had turned up with a random Varriel potion-man did not bode well.


Jaliseth rustled through the stuff on her shelves, collecting a couple of chisels and several other tools I didn’t recognise.


Brix moved to stand behind me. ‘You want help?’


I shook my head. Difficult as the divining could be, sharing the toxicity from the magic would only ensure that both of us were rendered sick and useless. ‘Just pull me off the spiral if I begin to gibber.’


Brix frowned. She did not go back to her seat.


I counted the runes as I wrote, slipping into the quiet place in my mind where the magic is always not quite asleep, and soon the spiral was finished except for the focus at the centre. I dropped Jaliseth’s pendant into the middle, then pushed my sleeves up and added two strings of runes from the bases of my thumbs up to the insides of my elbows. It had to be a very precise line; only Jaern had known exactly which spells my body carried, and it had taken a lot of experimentation for me to find a blank piece of skin to scribe on.


I put the grease pencil back into my bag and let my thumbs overlap two painted characters. One by one, as I pronounced them, the characters in the spiral lit. The spell came together and swirled around my hands. My vision narrowed, darkness closing in until only the pendant was left. As I pronounced the last symbol, I saw the woman.


She was dead.


Cold. I was cold?


Focus.


No, she was cold, the dead woman, cold and breathless. She was stretched on her back in a coffin. Or, no, that wasn’t quite right. Nobody filled coffins with liquid, and this was sloppy with purple-black goo.


Focus, I said again, as much to myself as to the spell. Where?


People tend to think that divination is like dreaming, or the visions the Temples priestesses get while praying and drinking yavad. I’ve been stoned on yavad and I’ve had too many dreams, and divination isn’t like either. For one thing, it’s fast – you lose most of the real world in a breath, and then it’s just you and the vision. Pushing the vision in the direction of your query is more difficult than you’d think. Jaliseth had wanted me to ask where, but I kept getting distracted by who.


The dead woman was young, maybe in her early twenties, with black hair, high cheekbones and the kind of knobby fingers that go with scrubbing floors and splitting firewood. She looked peaceful. You might have thought she was asleep if it wasn’t for the blue cast to her lips.


And the cold. Gods, she was like ice.


There were other people moving around her, shadowy figures I couldn’t quite see. Scraps of chants floated in the air; prayers, maybe. A pendant like the one I was using for a focus rested on her chest, glowing dull red. The liquid she wasn’t quite floating in lapped at her tattooed chin.


You’re Tirnaal.


Her eyes snapped open, as though she’d heard me – which was impossible.


If her amulet was the same as the one I was scrying with, I was fairly certain I was seeing the past. It’s not unusual for divination to stray into memory, but history doesn’t interact with you. Yet here she was, the dead woman, staring right at me with bloodshot eyes.


Help me, she said.


Pain crept up my spine. I had written my spiral with shielding runes, but the toxicity inherent in magic could never be entirely avoided. I wouldn’t have long until this incantation sharpened into a migraine.


Who are you? I said.


Moyra. Stop this, the dead woman said. Make them stop this.


The sweet stench of rot pressing in around me, the cold, the claustrophobic stasis of the vision – surely I couldn’t be mistaken. Aren’t you dead?


Not dead. Kept. Her eyes wandered. Hurts.


The edges of the vision blurred. My own pain sharpened into spikes against the backs of my eyes. The magic was cracking.


This was worse than no answers at all, just the knowledge of someone’s suffering. Where are you?


She didn’t answer. Her pendant flared red, blinding.


My spine exploded in agony.


A heartbeat filled my ears, hammering with slow, heavy thuds, drowning out the vision. This wasn’t Moyra; someone else was trying to enter my divination spell. Brix wouldn’t have done anything so reckless, and Jaliseth was too afraid of magic poisoning to interfere. This consciousness was efficient, professional, and inserted itself like a knife into my mind, twisting, searching. I wrenched my attention around to focus on the heartbeat’s owner, but the vision wouldn’t extend far enough to allow me to see them. There was something in the way, too bright. I couldn’t quite find the person, just their outline, like watching someone through shadows.


The incantation radiated pain like an ember sheds heat. The toxicity of my spell was mingling with some other magic the interloper carried with them, poison boiling through my veins, speeding up my heart to the point it might burst. I had to get whoever this was off my spiral quickly or both of us could die.


Let go, I said, in case it was that simple.


The interloper’s mind shied away from mine. Not only did whoever it was not remove themselves, they were actually trying to pry into what I was seeing, pushing at my mind, aggressive. Could they really not feel it? Were they oblivious to the danger they were in?


Let go, or you’ll die.


The consciousness ignored me, busy forcing its way into my perceptions like a rat running through an attic, heart creaking with strain. I was going to have to pull myself off the spiral.


Breaking contact with the runes all at once would cut off the invader’s access to the vision, but it also meant losing my control of the spell. I had to hope that Brix would realize something was wrong and wipe out the spiral. Otherwise, I might not wake up for weeks, if I ever woke up. In a worst-case scenario, I’d stay unconscious until I starved to death. But if I didn’t—


Hells, I thought, annoyed. This is going to hurt.




Two


I fell into the dark for a long time before I found my own throbbing heart, and the pain where my lungs should have been. Even then, when I opened my eyes, what I saw made no sense: there was nothing there.


I sat up and found myself in an entirely white room without walls, or a ceiling, or a floor – like I was hovering at the centre of a white orb. Such rooms don’t exist. Ergo, I was either inside someone’s illusion spell, or still stuck in my own divination. I didn’t think it was the divination, though – my arms were smeared with dried, itchy flecks of pigment, as if someone had wiped out my spell without taking the time to actually wash the paint off.


I was also naked.


‘Your spell doesn’t even have a floor,’ I said, in case I wasn’t hallucinating.


Holy saints, a voice said, from beyond the blazing white nothing, a voice I had never heard before.


Not that you can really hear or see when you’re inside an illusion. The sense-altering effect of the magic is part of why it’s useful for disorientating people. Illusions are the Guild’s bread and butter, the way they ‘handle’ prisoners for the king. Jaliseth had said the Guild was watching her, so I was probably in a normal cell in a Guildhouse’s stinking nether regions, awaiting a trial that would end with the removal of my tongue.


The question was how I had got there.


I pulled myself to my feet and kicked. My foot bounced off a spot in the air in front of me, like someone had made a jar of cold, elastic glass and plopped me inside it. The bounce caused a tiny jolt of pain. That meant that regardless of what I was seeing, in reality I was probably in a runic prison circle. Whoever had written it apparently didn’t know how to alter temperature, though. I was freezing.


‘You could have just searched my clothes for spells instead of taking them,’ I said. ‘Where am I? What happened?’


No answer. I kicked towards the spot again and watched my bare foot bounce, sorting through my own mind with growing panic. I’d had spells go wrong before, but never badly enough to make a blank in my head. Had Brix and Jaliseth been captured? I should have some memory of being picked up by the Guild, if that was who was holding me. I should know whether Brix and Jaliseth were safe. How had a divination spell caused this kind of damage?


‘Am I under arrest?’ I said, and waited until the silence got irritating. I kicked the edge of the spell again, hard.


‘Stop that.’ This was a voice I could hear with my ears, versus feeling it twang on the air like a lute string. Someone had pulled the illusion spell back a little. We were progressing. ‘Yes, you’re under arrest, if you’re awake enough to understand me.’


‘I make it a policy not to understand when I’m arrested,’ I said, ‘and I’m disinclined to cooperate unless I get some trousers. Who are you, where am I, and where are the women I was with?’


‘I’ll ask the questions.’ The voice sounded male, and exhausted. ‘You gave us enough problems that you’re lucky to be waking up at all.’


I glanced down at myself. They’d left me my amulet, but nothing else. Something was going on, and it was even more disturbing than a regular arrest would have been. I folded my arms, which didn’t help me feel less naked at all, and tried again. ‘Look, I’m tired, and cold, and you’ve proved to yourself that I don’t have any spells scribed on my skin, so can we just get me some trousers and get going? I’d rather not waste more time breaking the illusion.’


‘You’re not in a position to make demands,’ he said. ‘We’ll do it this way.’


At the moment, he had a point. I couldn’t cast unless I could break the illusion. Only a murderer throws spells into the dark. I turned in a slow circle. Visual illusions are fairly fragile, if the subject knows that they’re being fed one. ‘I’m not going to answer questions when I can’t see you,’ I said, hoping he’d answer and let me pinpoint his location.


‘You will when you get hungry enough.’ He was to my right.


‘You’re just going to leave me in a prison circle until I get peckish?’ I scanned the floor near the sound. He would have left himself a thin place in the spell, an easy way for him to see me. ‘I’m a little disappointed. Your predecessors threatened to break bones.’


‘Well,’ he said, dryly. ‘My predecessors wound up dead, so it would seem foolish to emulate them. What makes you think you’re in a prison circle?’


‘The way I can kick and connect with thin air.’ There. It was almost imperceptible, just a ripple of white on white, like the flicker of a candle flame seen through a window. I took a couple of steps towards the ripple, which grew into a narrow, dark line. I concentrated on it and forced my mind to accept that it was real, not the white room. Breaking illusions is uncomfortable, pulling your eyes out of focus, but it can be done if you’re stubborn. I managed to keep my attention steady until the line widened and I could see through it, like a tear in a curtain, to a tiny portion of a flagstone floor. A bitter, alchemical scent simmered into the air.


Footsteps scrabbled on stone. He was backing up. ‘What the hells are you doing?’


The illusion shattered and the white orb vanished. Instead, I stood in an entirely normal room with stone floors, a massive wooden workbench and several high, narrow windows spilling late daylight. Shelves and skinny tables lined the walls, stuffed with papers and clay jars of reagents. A Guild laboratory, then, which was a point in my favour. I had been expecting a cell.


I was still naked, though.


The speaker stood some six feet from me, looking disconcerted and a little annoyed. He was somewhere in his early thirties, with dark hair, a shadowy hint of a beard and eyes of an ambiguous light colour. A silver licence sigil gleamed on his left wrist. He was a Guild wizard, then, albeit without robes and the tell-tale curve in his upper spine that would have marked him as a scholar. That, and his tan, made me think he was a field officer or enforcer of some kind. He had the look of someone who would excel at arresting granny apothecaries for selling contraceptive philtres.


He blinked. ‘How—’


‘See?’ I pointed at the floor, where a twelve-foot circle of glowing greenish-gold runes had been painted around me by someone who evidently wasn’t thinking through the possibilities very well. ‘Prison circle. Can I have my clothes?’


‘We’re still examining them to find out how you’re running that damned persistent illusion.’ He swept his hand in an arc that encompassed my whole body. ‘If you were hoping to pretend to be someone else, there’s no point. I divined to locate you in the first place, and then again with your blood during the arrest.’


‘My blood?’ I said.


‘You were passed out on the floor of a shop when we found you,’ he said, impatient. ‘I could hardly confirm your identity any other way. The point is, you’re Corcoran Gray, and we know this isn’t what you really look like.’


I didn’t have time for this. ‘We at least know that I’m not the one with the nudity obsession and the piss-poor scribework. If you won’t tell me what happened, how about your name?’


‘Dace Craxen, not that that’s important,’ he said, watching me. ‘The women who were with you are under arrest, too, in case that makes a difference in how cooperative you’re prepared to be. You’ve been unconscious for two days. We wanted to move you out of the laboratory after we had examined you, but the younger woman insisted you shouldn’t be moved.’


I had been under for two days? If I got out of this alive, Brix was going to kill me. What in the hells had happened? I needed to understand, and quickly. ‘What am I being charged with?’


‘Nothing, at the moment, despite your deviant practices.’ Dace spoke with the kind of determined evenness that usually means someone is getting very annoyed. ‘The Guild needs information we believe you possess and there isn’t time to take you through a normal trial process.’


‘Deviant practices?’ If Brix and Jaliseth were stuck somewhere inside what I was beginning to fear was a large Guildhouse, then we were in serious trouble. There weren’t many options for me. My captors knew my name, which meant they knew what had happened last year. ‘Writing a better spiral than you qualifies as deviant?’


‘Gods and little saints.’ He pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘Are you still spell-shot, Master Gray, or are you always like this?’


‘Like what?’ What in the hells was I going to do? Once I got out of the prison circle I’d have to go out through the doors, since the windows were too high up to reach easily and I didn’t know where Brix was. That made the clothing issue even more pressing.


‘Answering direct questions with other, stupider questions,’ Dace said.


I brought my concentration back to him with difficulty. Whether I liked it or not, this self-righteous Guildie was all I had to work with. ‘I want to see the women who were arrested with me, and I want clothes.’


‘After you answer my questions.’


‘If I don’t get anything for answering, I don’t see why I should.’


‘Self-interest,’ he said. ‘We know everything about you. You’re an unlicensed wizard who’s stolen numerous pieces of Guild and Temples property and been involved with at least one necromancer. You travel with an escaped slave, whose contract is still held by various ecclesiastical offices. There have been fatalities connected with you. I could go on, but I think that’s enough to make the point.’


I found my name among the sinuous runes that formed the prison circle, which explained why my foot had been bouncing off space earlier. With the circle keyed to me, I couldn’t cross the runes nor touch them to wipe them out. Anyone else could, though.


‘Don’t you have anything to say?’ Irritation vibrated in Dace’s voice. He took a step towards me. ‘I’ve just accused you of serious crimes.’


‘Am I supposed to deny it?’ I slid my palm up my own forearm, brushing off the flakes of old paint and thinking about the sigils hidden there, under the skin. It would be a matter of whether I could pronounce them and get out of the room before the fire spread too far. I forced myself to look up. ‘So you can torture a confession out of me?’


‘The Guild doesn’t use torture.’


I tilted my head to one side. ‘What would you call letting someone slowly starve in a prison circle, then? Not vigorous enough to qualify?’


‘Look.’ He bit off the word. ‘Can we stop wasting time? I’ve read the reports about the necromantic debacle in Cor Daddan. All the survivors named you as the one who outmatched both Keir Esras and whoever the wizard was who was pretending to be the god Jaern. Evidently, then, you know something about necromancy. That alone should be enough to silence you and put you in a cell for the rest of your life—’


‘He wasn’t pretending,’ I said.


‘—but as it happens, I’m instructed to offer clemency.’ He frowned. ‘What do you mean, he wasn’t pretending?’


‘What do you mean, offer clemency?’


‘No, damn you, stop it!’ He moved closer. ‘Answer me!’


‘If it makes you feel better,’ I said, stepping backwards, ‘Jaern wasn’t actually a god, just extremely good at necromancy. That part was pretending.’


‘We don’t have the time for this kind of foolishness. Lives are at risk. There has been a murder.’ The annoyance in his voice was deepening into fury. ‘And you’re standing here acting like you think I’m gullible enough to believe you learned necromancy from the Lord of Secrets himself?’


‘Of course I didn’t,’ I said, in my most patronising tone, which is more difficult to achieve while naked than you’d think. ‘I don’t study necromancy. I don’t kill people.’


Indeed, that was what made the spell on my forearm such a tricky option. I couldn’t hit him with it or he’d burn like a candle and join my rotating selection of nightmares. I would have to use the shacklebright variant I carry on the inside of the skin around my navel. It was more difficult to aim, but there would be less chance of accidentally killing him.


‘Thirty people died that day,’ he said. ‘Guildmates. Men and women I knew, some of them. That’s down to you.’ He was wrong, but I wasn’t going to correct him. I had to keep goading him, flicking words like a whip.


‘Maybe they shouldn’t have been so careless.’


‘Bastard.’ He took another step, hands bunching into fists.


And then he halted, a glimmer of uncertainty crossing his face. He looked down at the toe of his boot, where it had smeared out the runes spelling my name.


‘So,’ I said.


A shade of colour dropped out of his face. He backed up. ‘You’re in a building full of two hundred Guild wizards. You can’t do anything to me.’


I dragged my heel across the circle, which without my name was now entirely touchable. ‘According to you, I’m the bastard who killed thirty people.’ I pronounced the runes for the shacklebright spell and waited for it to gather in my hand, a ball of red lightning that made the hair on my arms lift. I stepped over the runes towards him and shrugged. ‘It seems like I could.’


‘I’m telling you to stop, before you make things worse for yourself.’ He backed up a few steps towards the workbench, his body turning sideways, presenting a narrower target. At least I didn’t have to worry about a spell; if he was going to cast, he’d be doing it now. Instead, he stared at my belly and the rune spiral that glowed on my skin. ‘How did you do that?’


There was nothing on the workbench behind him but a few scraps of parchment and a large inkwell, but I still didn’t like the way he’d backed straight up to it. Maybe there was a penknife hidden somewhere in the parchment?


‘Quit moving, please,’ I said.


‘Stop this, or—’


‘Or you’ll hurt me. Yes. The Guild doesn’t use torture. I remember.’ I took careful aim. Shacklebright is, essentially, like binding and gagging someone with lightning. Hurts, too, which I probably should have felt bad about.


His voice rose. ‘Or people will die! The Guild needs your help. I’m offering you a deal.’


I lifted an eyebrow. ‘The Guild is asking me for help? You stuff me into a prison circle and sit there spewing threats and accusations because you secretly want a consultation?’


‘Just wait, damn it!’ He pushed up both sleeves, revealing arms covered in elaborate, barely healed wounds. All of the scabs were shaped like letters – initials, I thought. Some looked fresh. I recognised them: mourning cuts, a scarification ritual that wizards only do for their own. Dace had apparently, in the last few weeks, attended a lot of funerals. ‘People are dying. Wizards at first, but it’s spreading to others. We’ve got to stop it, and, gods help us, you’re the only lead we have. Please, just – just listen to me.’


I had the uneasy sensation that the prick might actually be telling the truth, or at least part of it. Cutting your arms to deceive a prisoner seemed extreme, even for the Guild. But I wasn’t going to snuff my spell.


‘After what you lot did last year,’ I said, ‘what makes anyone think I’d trust you as far as I could spit?’


‘After what we did last year?’ In spite of the fear humming through his voice, Dace managed to sound indignant. ‘You’re Unguild, Master Gray, and a murderer. If we’re not acting in good faith, I’m curious why you think we’re attempting to bargain at all. You’ve been unconscious for two days. If I wanted you hurt, you’d be hurt.’


I didn’t lower my hand. ‘I’m naked. If you wanted to bargain in good faith, you could have left me my clothes and not tossed my friends into a cell. Your kind lie, and think they’re upholding the law while they do it.’


‘We can talk about this,’ he said. Then I saw his foot move, and I let the spell go a split second too late.


He tripped the wire strung between the legs of the table and dove sideways as alarm bells clanged. The ball of lightning smashed into the workbench, shattering the inkwell and sending ink flying. The toxicity from the spell climbed up my spine and into my joints with a low, hot surge of pain.


The doors opened and four other people, these wearing proper Guild robes, burst into the room. Two of them had crossbows, bolts nocked.


‘Don’t!’ Dace flung himself between me and them. ‘Don’t, he’s cooperating!’


‘Like the hells he is,’ I said.


Dace turned, whip-fast and too close to me. ‘Shut up.’ He was panting, but had regained his calm. A spatter of blue ink shone, still wet, on his jaw. ‘You want to see your friends?’ There was no hesitation in his voice. ‘Cooperate, and I’ll take you to them, and see that they aren’t charged. I can even promise the escapee legal, valid freedom papers. Refuse, and I’ll charge them with every Charter violation I can find.’ His eyes didn’t drop. ‘And I’ll also let my friends shoot you. Do we have a bargain?’


I didn’t like the chances of getting another incantation out of my mouth before the Guildies shot me, and Dace seemed entirely untroubled by the prospect of watching me bleed out on the flagstones.


‘When you put it that way,’ I said, ‘apparently, we do.’




Three


Three of the armed Guildies left after they produced my clothes, thoroughly picked over. They had even slashed the lining of my coat, presumably looking for spells scribed on the inside of the fabric. I fingered the tear. ‘You didn’t have to ruin my things like this.’


‘You’re dangerous. We can’t take risks.’ Dace stood by while I dressed and didn’t take his weird, light-coloured eyes off me. In another man, I might have mistaken this for lust. As it was, I recognised his scowl as professional frustration. ‘You’re going to tell me how you did it,’ he said, at last. ‘Casting without having runes scribed.’


‘After you take me to my friends.’ All that mattered was getting to Brix. And Jaliseth, too, who was probably frightened to death and furious with me. This whole thing was starting to feel like more than just a pain in the backside.


‘Very well.’ Dace opened the door and gestured me through it. ‘You first, if you please, in case Nyree has to use the crossbow.’


Outside was a dank hallway, all stone walls and gritty floors and the sharp smell of alchemical paint, which argued for a Guildhouse of some size. There was also a creeping stink that I couldn’t quite identify, but then I had a fair bit of magic toxicity running through my veins and my senses weren’t giving me accurate information. Dace must not have bothered to wipe out his illusion spell, wherever it was scribed. Even though I’d broken it, I could still feel the magic pulling at me, trying to recapture my perceptions. It was like walking in a bog and constantly getting your boots stuck in the mud. Every few steps my vision flickered in and out, blank white periodically replacing the dark corridor.


Dace and Nyree herded me along in an awkward procession until we reached a double-barred wooden door with a stronger stench seeping around it. The unsmiling man standing beside it paid no attention to us beyond fondling the long knife that hung at his waist. He wasn’t dressed like a wizard. He looked more like a mercenary, or even Royal Police. I slowed.


‘No.’ Dace shoved me forwards. ‘Not here. I didn’t let them put her in with them, a kindness you can thank me for later. She’s three doors down.’


‘In with whom?’ I said.


‘Shall I shoot him?’ said Nyree.


I started walking again, but I wondered whether she actually would have. Given the list of crimes they believed I had committed, why hadn’t Dace bound me? A bit of knowledge shouldn’t have been enough; they could have used magic to crack my memories and extract the information they were looking for. Cracking me would have left me mindblown, though, and a mindblown person is almost not a person at all – just a warm, empty body, with no personality or wit. They wanted me for something more complicated. They wanted me thinking. That realisation should have been reassuring, but it wasn’t.


We halted just before the hall reached a broad downward staircase, in front of an unguarded door. Dace drew a key from his pocket, unlocked it and swung it open. Once again, he waited for me to go first.


The room I entered was lush with the scents of parchment, leather and ink. Low shelves ran along the walls, crammed with folios, scrolls and the odd, bound codex. There was a writing table and a chair and a worn, leather-covered settee under the window, where the light would fall advantageously for reading.


‘Brix?’ I said, doubtfully. ‘Jaliseth?’


‘Saints, Gray,’ Brix said, from behind the door. She slipped around it, one hand clutching a heavy book. ‘Are you all right?’


It took a moment to reassure myself she was all right. She seemed rumpled, but unhurt, and solid, from the top of her blonde head down to the delicate blue tattoos that crossed her feet just above her toes, like sandal straps. ‘Corcoran,’ she said, and I realised I had been staring, trying to pierce the echoes of spoiled magic that kept falling across my vision like a particularly annoying bit of cobweb. Brix frowned. ‘You’re spell-shot.’


‘Yes. A little. It’s not—’ The significance of the way she was holding the book, knuckles white against her tawny skin, finally dawned on me. ‘Did they try to hurt you? Where’s Jaliseth?’


‘Not yet. And I haven’t seen Jaliseth since they picked us up.’ Her eyes flicked to Dace. ‘Have they told you what’s going on?’


‘I’m employed, sort of,’ I said. ‘Assisting the Guild with their enquiries, so they don’t shoot me.’ I glanced around. ‘What is this place?’


Dace made an irritated gesture and Nyree and her crossbow went back out into the hallway. He shut the door and then stood there with his hand on the latch. ‘The lapidary is being held separately, but quite comfortably. This is my office.’


‘For an office it’s awfully close to the cells,’ I said.


‘They aren’t cells,’ he said. ‘They’re normal administrative rooms that had to be repurposed during an emergency. Have I answered enough questions to be getting on with things, or are we going to have problems?’


‘No.’ I rubbed at my eyes again. Brix was right. Dace’s failed illusion was bothering my eyes, but I was mostly feeling the toxicity of my pointless shacklebright spell. This was why I hated using Jaern’s spells – he hadn’t included anything so mundane as shielding runes in the pattern of his incantations. They were extremely effective, but intensely poisonous.


‘He needs to lie down,’ Brix said.


Dace pointed to the settee. ‘He can sit.’


I sat, then slid down until I was on my back, my head throbbing. It only helped a little. Dace was talking, not that I could understand what he was saying. The sound felt like ants, frantic and more overwhelming than even the nausea whirling in the pit of my stomach. I was going to have to risk speaking, despite a vague feeling that the sound of the words would split me in half.


‘You haven’t even told me what I’m supposed to do,’ I said.


Sure enough, my own voice sliced through my head, sending ripples of agony swarming into the tight places of my sinuses. But at least he went silent. I pried one eyelid open.


He was scowling at me. After a moment I realised he was puzzled. ‘You’re . . . you are spell-shot, aren’t you? You’re not pretending.’


‘I told you he needed to rest,’ Brix snapped.


‘But it was just shacklebright, and he has you . . .’ Dace’s voice trailed off, embarrassed, which meant he knew Brix was Tirnaal.


Everyone who handles magic has to deal with toxicity and the possibility of death. Some, like Jaliseth, absorbed so much of it over such long periods of time that their bodies could no longer clear the toxicity naturally during sleep. If a wizard doesn’t use shielding runes, there are only two ways to keep from killing yourself with your own spells. You can sharply limit the number of incantations you do in a day, or you can use a Tirnaal person to dump the poison into. Tirnaal absorb magic toxicity and, by some quirk of their bloodlines, don’t feel pain. Instead, they lose the solidity of their bodies, go ghostly like djinn or wraiths – which is what led to the legend that somewhere in the misty past they were sired by liaisons between djinn and humanity. Pour enough poison into a Tirnaal person and their bodies become so unreal that they can be compressed into a bottle. Convenient for the bastard wizard who wants to carry a person around in his pocket; miserable for the Tirnaal.


Given that the Tirnaal ability to absorb and deflect magic toxicity provided the engine of a major portion of the slave trade, the fact that Brix didn’t have proof of freedom did not exactly make our lives easier. We’d been operating with forged papers for nine months.


‘Rather obviously it’s not the same kind of shacklebright you’d write.’ I forced myself to squint so I could at least attempt to look him in the eye. ‘And some of us don’t cheat by dumping our toxicity on innocent people.’


He flushed, but ignored the insult. ‘And when did you write it, precisely?’


I shrugged. ‘I use a flesh-coloured alchemical paint sometimes. I had it scribed back at the shop where you arrested us. You just didn’t notice it when you stripped me.’ This was not a terribly convincing lie. There’s no such thing as flesh-coloured alchemical paint, at least not paint the colour of my flesh. Still, the Guild has all sorts of ridiculous legends about unlicensed wizards, and I was betting that Dace would accept the idea of odd paint more easily than actually, Jaern wrote the spell. I just carry the latent runes under my skin and puke when I have to use them. For all people say they believe in the gods, tell them anything new about a given deity and they treat you like you’re crazy.


Dace pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘I don’t have time for you to be spell-shot, Master Gray.’


‘Gods, it’s just Gray,’ I said, from my back. ‘If you don’t have time for me to sleep off this toxicity, you shouldn’t have thrown shitty illusion spells at me.’


Dace turned to Brix. ‘What exactly are you to each other, then? Tirnaal don’t practise magic, so you’re not his apprentice. If he doesn’t use your toxicity absorption—’


Brix picked up one of my wrists, her fingers cool against my pulse. A rush of well-being flooded the centre of me, my vision clearing, poison leaving my veins, pain vanishing as completely as if it had simply been rinsed off. I grunted, but couldn’t quite bring myself to twist away.


‘Dammit, Brix,’ I muttered. She was supposed to warn me before she did that.


‘He doesn’t,’ Brix said, to Dace. ‘Sometimes I choose to. The rest of it isn’t your business. Now, since you’re so almighty anxious to talk, talk.’


But he didn’t at first, watching as I sat up. Brix remained standing and rested her hand on my shoulder, the weight of it real, and warm, and safe.


Dace leaned against the door, his forehead wrinkling as he tried to make sense of us. ‘I’m instructed to offer clemency to Mas—’ He broke off, correcting himself. ‘To Gray. You’ll forgive me. I’m trying to decide where to begin.’ Another silence built and went by, while he picked at a scab that showed just beneath his cuff. Abruptly, I remembered the cuts on his arms, the names. ‘About three months ago, we lost everyone at one of our Guildhouses in Ten Rivers to what we initially thought was some kind of poisoning. Mushrooms, tainted water. We couldn’t think of anything else that could kill fifty people so quickly.’ He crossed his arms, a gesture that didn’t quite obscure the fine tremble starting in his hands. ‘But then it happened again, to another Guildhouse, eighty miles away. It’s happened several times since, always Guildhouses with Tirnaal servants. Wizards catch this sickness, start coughing and are shortly dead. Follow so far?’ He paused, as if he believed I might not. Which, I supposed, came of dealing with Guildies all day.


‘Wizards dropping like rain, yes,’ I said. ‘But I don’t see what that has to do with us.’


‘I’ve read the reports from the Cor Daddan survivors.’ His eyes lifted. ‘They all mentioned two things: you consorting with a Tirnaal woman, and you wearing a distinctive amulet and not dying. It’s actually a vial, correct? With a dark liquid inside, and a silver stopper? Clearly magical, or at least alchemical. You’re wearing it now.’ He nodded towards the silver chain visible at my collar. ‘The pattern has been the same in each town. The plague starts with two or three people in a Guildhouse.’ Dace pointed at the floor with one hand, as if pinning the infected Guildhouse on a map. ‘No one knows where the amulets come from. They just appear, in use as plague charms. Amulets that are almost exactly like yours.’


A sour taste started in the back of my mouth. I swallowed it down. I got the feeling that Dace expected some sort of denial, but I wasn’t even sure what I was being accused of. A systematic catalogue of the spells written into my body was difficult – I had managed to learn some because I’d watched Jaern cast them, back when the god had inhabited this body. Others I had found accidentally, when I scribed them with paint and discovered a portion of my skin lighting up as I pronounced them. I had seen Jaern use the amulet, too, but it had been quiet the whole time I’d owned it, as if its magic died with the god.


‘Why does the existence of these amulets matter?’ I said.


‘At first some of us dismissed them as superstition,’ Dace said. ‘Or the kind of charlatan “cures” you always see with disease outbreaks. We assumed the amulets came after the illness, and the people who used them did seem to keep well, at least for a while. But a couple of weeks later, they weren’t in their right minds. They were hostile, forgetful, paranoid. And then . . .’ He paused, swallowing. ‘They died anyway.’


‘And it’s all wizards who are getting sick?’ Brix said. ‘You’re telling me that a plague selects people to infect based on their profession?’


‘There is some speculation that it’s not so much the plague that’s selecting people.’ Dace was still watching me, like a cat with a bird. ‘In Varriel the amulets were here before the first death. Because Gray’s was the first amulet of this sort that we had heard of, some believe he made the thing, somehow planted the plague. That you’re both part of a plot to exact revenge on the Guild by murdering us, inch by inch.’


I straightened. ‘You believe we’re causing a plague? With jewellery?’


‘Some of my colleagues believe that.’ Dace shrugged, a motion halfway between apology and impatience. ‘I didn’t say I agreed with the notion.’


‘Thanks,’ I said, warily. ‘I think.’


A wry smile crossed his face. ‘I don’t exactly believe you’re innocent, either. Your . . . talents are well-documented. I’ve been tracking you for almost a year. Your background doesn’t support random action. If you were going to kill us, I think you’d choose a method less scattershot and unsure.’ He paused. ‘Which is why I argued for allowing you the chance to cooperate, instead of hauling you to judgement straightaway.’


‘You can’t sort out your own mess, so you need Gray’s wits.’ Brix’s fingers tightened so far into the meat of my shoulder that they hurt.


‘You’ve summed it up admirably.’ Dace’s eyes were steady.


‘Lovely,’ I said. ‘What in the windy hells makes you think I can help?’


‘Because you have to.’ Dace crossed the floor. ‘The plague is here, in Varriel. We’ve kept the deaths as quiet as we can, but it’s spreading. Quarantine isn’t helping – that room we passed is a dormitory full of twenty people, all of them coughing up red strings that used to be lungs. Two weeks ago, we discovered that the amulets were spreading in town. Two days ago, in what is entirely too convenient to be a coincidence, my divining finally located you: visiting Varriel.’ He jabbed a finger into my chest, stabbing at the lump that showed where my pendant hung against my breastbone. He wasn’t gentle. ‘You’re wearing an amulet like the suspect ones. You’re not dead. So you know something we don’t, which means you can help.’


I pushed his hand away. I needed time to think about this, and I didn’t have any. You couldn’t package a plague in an object. Even if you could, and even if it was plausible for Jaliseth to be involved in a mass murder plot, why would she ask me to divine my way into the middle of it?


‘And if we refuse?’ I said. It seemed like a logical question, even though I thought I knew the answer.


Dace stepped backwards. ‘In that case, I haul you before a tribunal and you both stand trial with me testifying against you. Combined with the deaths already to your account, it would be enough for execution, I should think.’


Every Guildie I had ever met had, on some level, been afraid of me. Dace wasn’t. I tried to decide how he’d respond to the truth. I died last year in Cor Daddan. I still have the nightmares. My amulet just came with the body, I don’t know how to use it and I don’t have the faintest idea how your damn plague works. Yes. That would just about ensure I’d spend the rest of my abbreviated life scrubbing Guild floors without a tongue.


‘Say we were going to help,’ I said slowly, feeling my way into a plan. Whatever happened, Brix and I had to get away from that room and out from under Dace’s eye. ‘What would you want us to do?’


His shoulders relaxed, almost imperceptibly. ‘Us?’


‘Me, Brix and Jaliseth,’ I said. ‘It’s us, or nothing.’


‘Yes, the mention of Madam Jaliseth brings up another point,’ Dace said. ‘What were you doing at the lapidary’s?’


‘Trading,’ I said. ‘Jaliseth doesn’t know I’m unlicensed.’ If Jaliseth hadn’t admitted she knew who she was dealing with, then the Guild didn’t have proof she’d done anything illegal and would have to release her. I hoped.


‘And what were you trading for?’ Dace said, patiently.


‘Wardstones. She wanted a spell done for the barter.’


‘Indeed?’ Dace said.


‘Yes, I am aware that it’s illegal for Unguild to trade in wardstones,’ I said, relieved that he hadn’t asked what kind of stones. I still needed some way to silence myself before I could sleep – it was either that or make a big enough fuss to get them to lock me up separately from Brix, where I couldn’t do any damage. ‘But, like I said, Jaliseth doesn’t know I’m not licensed. You don’t have to—’


‘They took Jaliseth,’ Brix interrupted.


‘I’ve been tracking Gray for months. That you went straight to the house we already suspected of being one source of amulets in Varriel . . .’ Dace shrugged.


‘The shadow illusions,’ I said. ‘They were the Guild spying on her, weren’t they? I thought they probably belonged to a cheap knifepoint thief, trying to drum up victims. Why do you think Jaliseth has anything to do with spreading amulets?’


Dace flinched a little at cheap knifepoint thief, but went on. ‘When we raided the place, it seemed sensible to arrest everyone there. A search of the house this morning turned up only a few legally questionable carvings and a locked door hidden in a storage closet – a warded door, in fact. Which begs the question of who wrote the wards, and why.’


He was trying to back me into a corner – either accuse Jaliseth or admit to writing the wards myself. Neither was true, of course; Jaliseth was a specialist, not a wizard. I had no idea what she had behind her rune-carved door or who she had traded with to place the wards, but that didn’t matter. I didn’t think Dace was lying, which meant that Brix and I had a chance at a way out.


‘Well, that’s simple, then,’ I said, ignoring the sharp look Brix gave me. ‘I’ll open the door for you.’


Dace’s eyebrows lifted. ‘I’d be satisfied to know the ward key, thanks.’


‘I won’t know which key to try until I’ve seen the spell.’ I kept my gaze steady. ‘I use different rune sets than the ones the Guild sanctions. It’ll be a lot faster if you just take me there and let me open it.’ All of which was, of course, a lie. But I was gambling that Dace wouldn’t have mentioned the thing if the Guild hadn’t been trying, and failing, to get the door open for the last two days. As I watched his brow furrow, I knew I was right. ‘So I do this for you,’ I said, ‘and then you let Jaliseth and Brix go. Is it a bargain?’


The Guild officer seemed to be struggling with himself. ‘Yes,’ he said, finally. ‘The Roys have been riding my heels for the last eighteen hours and we need to get into that door. But I do need to take appropriate precautions.’
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