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For Richard, who knew how the Legacy trilogy
would end after reading the first book.


Let’s see how you get on with this one.










Dramatis Personae



SKELDERS AND OTHER UNDESIRABLES






	Katija Arvish


	A most uncommon thief






	Azra


	An exceedingly uncommon thief






	Skerrik


	Roguish lock charmer






	Marida


	An old soul






	Darravon


	Dissatisfied employee






	Tatterlain


	Wearer of many faces






	Yali


	The greatest lock charmer in Khalad






	Jaîna


	Fugitive apothecary






	Trajian


	Convict






	Maxin


	Hired muscle






	Zephyr


	Veilkin navigator






	Rîma


	Wandering swordstress






	Bashar Vallant


	Notorious rebel






	Amarid


	Upstart rebel






	Vathi


	Morose rebel







UPSTANDING CITIZENS






	Ardin Javar


	Redeemed ne’er-do-well






	Ihsan Damant


	Castellan to House Bascari






	Elinor Bascari


	Countess of Tyzanta






	Sherabi


	Devoted servant






	Yennika Bascari


	Elinor Bascari’s outcast niece






	Tanith Floranz


	Disowned heiress






	Jorais Bascari


	Son of Elinor Bascari






	Mirela Bascari


	Elder daughter of Elinor Bascari






	Salenna Bascari


	Younger daughter of Elinor Bascari






	Julan Aroth


	Minister to the King’s Council






	Zaran Ossed


	Hierarch of the Alabastran temple






	Terrion Arvish


	Artist and scholar (deceased)






	Raith Bascari


	Count of Tyzanta (deceased)






	Tythia Bascari


	Elinor Bascari’s daughter (deceased)







THE REGAL AND THE DIVINE






	Caradan Diar


	The Eternity King






	Isdihar Diar


	Voice of the Eternity King






	Nyssa Benevolas


	Goddess of Benevolence






	Nyssa Iudexas


	Goddess of Judgement







Notes on language and place can be found in the Glossary on page 545.










One



Kat plunged, rope hissing through her gloves. Leering grotesques and arched windows rushed into the upper darkness. A heartbeat, and the tower’s wall gave way to the thick, jutting dais of its foundation, then to stone archways and corroded steel braces. And at last to the hollow, empty void.


Giddy with exhilaration, she clenched her fists and clamped her insteps tight. The rope’s sibilant hiss became an angry rasp. The sharp, warm scent of friction-scarred leather mingled with bitter chimney smoke.


Kat’s knees juddered as boots struck moss-crusted tile. Swallowing a gasp of relief, she let go. Too late, she realised she’d misjudged the roof’s pitch. She skidded backwards, grabbing at the rope. Lunging fingertips nudged it beyond reach.


Azra, one hand gripping a chimney’s coping stones and legs braced against the ridge line, grabbed her wrist. “Graceful as ever, darling.”


The wry, elegant crook of her lips belonged more to a privileged Overspire heiress than an Undertown skelder. Azra was always smiling, save when lost to fearful temper. Compromise and concern were alien concepts, whatever her mood.


Azra hauled Kat up to the relative safety of the ridge line. “Better?”


“Thanks.” Kat tested her balance, trying not to think about the plunge. “I left my stomach somewhere up there.”


A chink of concern broke through Azra’s smile. “Not your finest hour.”


Levelling her gaze, Kat stared across the city to settle her queasiness. Her vertigo didn’t care that she was high up so long as she didn’t look up or down.


Bathed in starlight and dotted by leaping watch-flames from torch house minarets, Tyzanta possessed an unlikely beauty. Over the centuries, strata upon strata of new buildings had been raised atop those that had come before, buried in turn as the wealthy sought escape from squalor. The broad-based spire towered over the crumbling tenements and bow-roofed warehouses of the Undertown slums, honeycombed with forgotten streets and encrusted with mansions, temples, ramshackle townhouses and overgrown gardens, all served in turn by tiered canals and spiralling roadways, and supported by a precarious tangle of archways, buttresses and struts that seemed always on the point of collapse.


With midnight past and dawn yet distant, Tyzanta slumbered, but was never truly quiet. Gusting wind carried owl-hoots and the trilling of nightjars down from nests in the spire’s overhang, the clop of hooves and the clamour of roaming drunkards rising from nearby streets. Beneath it all, the distant, breathy rush of waterwheels driving the mills, and the wheeze of furnaces that laboured whether sun or stars ruled the heavens. Only in the darkness beyond the city walls, where mesas jutted above central Khalad’s arid, ruddy plains and bristling black pine forests, did silence reign.


Like the spire to which it clung, the building upon which Kat stood hadn’t been constructed to a particular plan so much as it had expanded in fits and starts when need and opportunity arose, swallowing outbuildings and overrunning gardens. The balcony along the ridge line – where a be-silked and languorous darling would once have taken the sunshine – now simply provided access to chimney stacks dotting mismatched roofs.


True firebloods – as the nobility called themselves – had long since retreated higher up the spire, leaving such dwellings to be claimed by upstarts purchasing their way out of Undertown. By all accounts Ardin Javar was very much the latter. But Kat was in no position to judge. Better a rising upstart than a debtor in free fall.


She fixed Azra with a glare. “Thirty yards, you told me. Forget to mention the other thirty, did you?”


Azra dismissed the complaint with an airy hand. “Must’ve slipped my mind.”


“You should have told me.”


“Would you have followed if I had?”


“I—” Kat sighed. “You know I wouldn’t.”


“And that’s why I didn’t tell you.”


Careless of the treacherous footing, Azra darted forward and kissed her on the lips, the warmth fleeting as she withdrew, her eyes shining with mirth. “Forgive me, dearest Katija?”


Kat maintained the semblance of a scowl only through supreme effort. It was hard to stay mad at Azra. “No.”


Azra kissed her again, lingering a heartbeat longer than before. “What about now?”


Kat hung her head, annoyance bleeding away. “You’re impossible.”


She smiled. “You wouldn’t have it any other way.”


Kat had hated that smile at their first meeting a year before. A fugitive from her father’s creditors and in her naïveté an easy mark, she’d been on the sticky end of four-to-one odds after crossing the wrong people in the wrong part of town. Then, Azra’s smile had accompanied a helping hand out of the gutter and a desperately needed ally. Battered, bruised and with worse in the oﬃng, the last thing Kat had wanted was a witness to her humiliation. Dislike hadn’t survived the ensuing brawl. Come dawn, it had been no more than a memory, dissipated by a fierce hangover.


Azra’s features were sharper than Kat’s and her deep bronze skin a shade paler, but matched hazel eyes and ink-black hair meant that most strangers mistook them for sisters. Kat didn’t see it. Even on her best day – tressed, perfumed and a well-cut gown clinging like a second skin – she felt ungainly by comparison. Fighting for balance on that rooftop, her bunned hair fraying in the breeze, timeworn coat and trousers damp with sweat despite the cold, she felt every inch the graceless lump. Azra looked stunning – of course – even with her breeze-blown hair writhing. But then so much of that was attitude, the unblinking elegance born of certainty in place and purpose.


Inevitably, the strangers who thought them siblings invariably judged Azra the elder. She might well have been – though as she was habitually evasive about her age, the truth remained a rare secret between them. By contrast, Kat knew her own time of birth, now some twenty-five years in the past, down to the second. Her father had wasted a small fortune commissioning horoscopes as birthday gifts. Not one had ever come to pass, except in the very broadest of terms. Had the reverse been true, he’d likely still be alive and she not forced to a skelder’s life on society’s fringe with all the other thieves, heretics, throat-slitters and debtors.


Azra picked her way along the ridge line with practised grace and clambered onto the balcony. Kat edged after her. An unconscious man lay beside the balcony door, gagged, blindfolded and trussed with Azra’s trademark eﬃciency.


But his absence wouldn’t be missed for ever.


Kat squatted beside the guard. With its simple black cloth and golden vine-leaf embroidery at collar and cuffs, his uniform aped those worn by House Bascari’s custodians. It was hard to imagine Tyzanta’s ruling family tolerating his unshaven and broken-nosed appearance, or the serrated dagger tucked into his belt. He might have passed muster elsewhere in the kingdom of Khalad. Kat’s father had claimed that all manner of standards declined the further one travelled the Copper Road towards the tumultuous province of Qersal. But this was Tyzanta . . . and the man clearly a thug, despite attempts to pass him off as something more.


A sentry crest in the likeness of the goddess Nyssa stared out across the balcony, her sculpted beauty and benevolent smile wreathed in the flames of her flowing hair, the silver-black prism of her eyes stark against otherwise pale stone. Kat’s left forearm itched, warning her that she’d drawn the interest of the hestic ifrît dwelling within the prism. Idle curiosity, at least for the moment. Hestics were thin scraps of soul, and lacked the sentience for anything more proactive than guard duty. Which wasn’t to say things wouldn’t go poorly if she crossed the threshold.


She nodded at the unconscious guard. “He give you any trouble?”


“Does he look like he gave me any trouble? Poor lamb never even saw me coming.” Azra shook her head in disappointment. “If we’re doing this, we need to do it now. Unless you’ve changed your mind?”


A piece of Kat longed to walk away – one did not lightly cross a man of Javar’s standing – but that meant losing the opportunity to clear the inherited debt that had destroyed her life. She’d done well to stay ahead of the temple bailiffs, but they’d find her sooner or later. They always did. If that happened she was as good as dead. Worse than dead.


She jerked a thumb back at the rope. “It’s not like we can go back the way we came, is it?”


“Glad to hear it. I’d hate to think all this suffering had been for nothing.” Azra tapped the prone guard with the toe of her boot. “His in particular.”


“You’re all heart.”


“And that’s why you love me.”


“Could be.”


Baring the guard’s forearms, Kat uncovered the black spiderweb tattoo on the inside of his right wrist. She pursed her lips, partly at the scarring from the artist’s amateur hand, but mostly because that same artist had made no attempt to conceal the curling geometric spiral of the soul-glyph within a pleasing design.


She removed her left glove and drew back her sleeve. Her own tattoo blossomed from the base knuckle of her middle finger, broadened across the back of her hand to a triangle at her wrist then wreathed her forearm in thin, graceful lines down to her elbow. Where the guard’s uneven tattoo was sullen and dark, Kat’s shimmered with a pale indigo flame that cast neither shadow nor warmth. Any halfwit with dinars and the right connections could have a simple glyph inked, but Kat’s aetherios tattoo was one of a kind. Her father’s greatest work. One she’d improved upon in ways he could never have imagined.


Holding her breath, she shut out the sounds of the streets and focused on her tattoo. Indigo fire rippled beneath her skin. Lines faded, leaving unblemished flesh. Others crept outward, rich and ink-bright, mimicking the soul-glyph in the guard’s tattoo. Or to mimic how his soul-glyph should have been, had its creator possessed a steadier hand.


“Can’t you hurry up?” muttered Azra. “It doesn’t have to look pretty so long as it works.”


Kat stifled a smile and nudged the last lines to completion. Azra might possess an elegance she’d never match, but this was hers, and hers alone. For all her swagger and savvy, Azra couldn’t do it. No one could. A skilled artist might add to a completed design across painstaking hours and craft a new glyph from the framework of the old. But wholesale manipulation of an existing tattoo? Let alone in a matter of moments? That was impossible. Kat loved accomplishing the impossible in front of Azra. It made them equals.


She reached for the door. Her forearm throbbed as the hestic ifrît’s curiosity darkened. Invisible still, it uncoiled from behind the sentry crest’s graven eyes. Kat tensed as tongues of soulfire grazed her skin, neither hot nor cold. Most folk couldn’t see the flames, much less feel their caress – they only witnessed the consequences of a hestic not finding what it sought – but Kat’s aetherios tattoo brought her deeper into the spirit world than most folk came before death.


The ifrît’s fires burrowed into her skin. The world boiled away into a black haze. She flinched at the hot flash of the hestic’s envy as it tasted the vibrance of her still-living soul. Barely sentient the ifrît might have been, but it was aware enough to know that it had once been a person and no longer was. It grew heavy with resentment, thunderheads building at the fault line of their entangled souls.


Panic wormed into Kat’s thoughts. Stronger hestics could bind an intruder or turn their blood to flame, the fires invisible until the victim began screaming. This one felt too weak for either, but even something as simple as raising the alarm would spin the night into disaster.


Even as that unhappy thought gathered pace, the hestic at last brushed the forged soul-glyph on her wrist – or rather, the shadow it cast in the spirit realm’s darkness. A heartbeat skittered by as the ifrît satisfied itself that the glyph marked her as someone it should allow to pass unmolested.


Sleep, Kat breathed wordlessly.


Sighing, the hestic bled back into the sentry crest. The spirit realm’s smothering darkness yielded to the mansion rooftop, leaving behind nothing but the ghost of its telltale lavender scent. Kat blinked the last of it away and found Azra’s hands tight about her own and her eyes taut with worry.


“How . . .” Kat swallowed to clear a claggy throat. “How long was I gone?”


“A solid twenty-count.” Azra’s voice trembled with accusation. “You’d stopped breathing.”


“I had not.” The rebuttal was instinct. Time flowed strangely when communing with an ifrît. Sometimes eternities passed between heartbeats. At others, heartbeats stretched to eternities. Kat forced a smile. “It was stronger than I expected, that’s all. It’s sleeping now.”


Azra scowled. “Marida should have warned you.”


“Warned me about what? That Javar values his privacy?” Kat glanced down at her tattoo. The skittering flames were dimmer. The hestic had taken more of the tattoo’s fire – more of her vigour – than she’d expected. She tugged her sleeve into place. “She’d expect us to know. We’re not children. And it could be worse.”


The scowl became a grimace, then bled away. “How?”


“We could be going in through the front gate.”


The front gate, with its high wall and never fewer than three of Javar’s thugs standing guard. There were quicker ways to die, but not many.


Kat eased open the balcony door and slipped inside. A lantern beside the inner door – the lumani ifrît sealed within diffuse almost to the point of dissipation – roused the room’s undulating contours to murky greys.


Musty air thick in her nostrils, she slid her feet along the threadbare carpet, the better to detect a loose floorboard before her weight set it creaking. Reaching the inner door, she spied a second sentry crest above the lintel. The stone was discoloured and pitted with age, the prismatic eyes cracked and lifeless. Whatever hestic had dwelt within the stone had faded to nothing long ago. Either Javar didn’t expect intruders to enter this way, or there was something else at work.


Kat opened the door and peered down the empty stairs. A warm glow suffused the lower landing from the archway beyond. No signs of life.


So why did she feel like she was being watched?


No. Not . . . watched exactly. It was more of, well, a presence. Some holdover from the hestic’s embrace? Hestics, lumani and most other household ifrîti weren’t generally a chatty lot. However, most had some notion of others in close proximity, in much the same way that while Kat never made eye contact with her fellow tenants and spoke to them only out of dire necessity, she was broadly aware of their existence.


Azra glided to her side. “Are we clear?”


“Yes. No.” Kat shook her head, hating to look indecisive. “Maybe.”


Azra sighed theatrically. “I’ve always admired your precision.”


“Let’s just be careful, all right?”


She grinned. “When am I anything but?”










Two



Azra descended the stairs with customary grace and flattened herself against the archway’s flanking wall. Her expression uncharacteristically serious, she pressed a cautioning finger to her lips and jerked her head at the open archway. Kat slipped into place opposite. Noting muﬄed footfalls in the room beyond, she slid into a squat and eased her head around the corner.


Javar’s rumoured wealth was at last on display on that circular landing. A three-tiered crystal chandelier banished shadows from a thick carpet whose intricate gold, black and scarlet knot-work made it an expensive import from distant Phoenissa. Mahogany balustrading looped the outer edge of a double-spiralled stair. An extravagant waste of space, but the twin spiral was beloved of those who strove to prove their piety, representing as it did the goddess Nyssa’s mirrored aspects of Benevolas and Iudexas, forgiveness and judgement. The stained-glass window that filled the opposite wall with a glittering, flame-wreathed Nyssa Iudexas, armoured and cloaked for war, suggested Javar’s preference for the latter.


Of more immediate concern were the patrolling guards. Both had the droop-shouldered tread of folk going through the motions until shift end. They looped around the balustrade’s rightmost end and curved back towards the nearest stairway head.


Kat ducked out of sight and held her breath. The footsteps approached, passed and vanished behind the creak of a door away to her left. She gave them another ten-count, just to be sure, then followed Azra out onto the landing.


“West wing?” murmured Azra.


Kat leaned out over to the balcony to check the coast was clear. “So Marida said.”


Azra flitted across to an ornate doorway, the mirror of the one through which the guards had departed. It was easily half as tall again as she, embossed with the motif of a snake wound about a yew tree – the heraldry of some long-vanished fireblood family. No sentry crest graced its lintel. Presumably Javar hadn’t felt the need to ruin the plasterwork by having one installed.


She tried the handle. “Locked.”


Kat nodded. No surprise that Javar didn’t trust his minions with his inner sanctum. “We should have brought Skerrik.”


“He’d have fallen off the rope.”


More likely Skerrik would’ve refused to even attempt the descent. Like most skelders, he possessed a keen sense of self-preservation. The payment in kind Marida had offered for the night’s endeavour held nothing to entice him, and Kat didn’t have anything like the funds to make up the difference. “Can you get it open without bringing the household down on us?”


Azra splayed a hand across her chest, eyes wide in mock offence. “Honestly, darling. I’m embarrassed for you.” She unfurled a battered cloth roll from her belt and laid it in front of the door. After a moment’s consideration, she slid two lock picks from their pouches.


Kat made a slow loop of the landing. Through one of the stained-glass panels, she made out the adjoining atrium’s low roof and the high curve of the gate just beyond. Motion betrayed the presence of at least two sentries.


Drawing back, she peered up at the chandelier. She wondered briefly at the rage the lumani’s progenitor had known in life for it to blaze so bright in spirit.


Taking a deep breath, Kat drew as close to the chandelier as the balustrade allowed and reached out her left hand. The ifrît reciprocated eagerly, its light rippling with shadow as it extended what portion of its soul-flame it could beyond the chandelier’s prism. Kat adjusted her tattoo as they made contact, instinctively re-inking the design as she sought a soul-glyph the ifrît would obey.


Its invisible flames lapping about Kat’s forearm, the ifrît gladly shared what it knew, not in words or even images, but as slivers of light and patches of shadow that required guesswork as much as interpretation. A host of lumani dotted the three storeys, none of them as impressive – at least in the ifrît’s own estimation – as itself. Kat also read half a dozen echoes of hestic watch-spirits in immediate proximity, the exact locations rendered uncertain by the lumani’s contempt for soul-slivers that knew nothing of radiance. Further out, impressions grew ever more vague. The lumani was almost certain of a pyrasti sleeping in the feast hall hearth, sated by the embers from the evening’s fire. There might have been an ailing motic shackled to a broken-down clatter wagon out in the courtyard. The west wing remained a black, roiling abyss in its thoughts.


Undaunted, Kat pushed, wielding her tattoo’s soulfire as a goad. The ifrît’s mood darkened, the chandelier’s light dimming alongside.


Pride became angry pleading, the ifrît’s choking, wordless demands for freedom so overwhelming – so heartbreakingly reminiscent of the mortal being of which it had once been part – that Kat shot a defensive jolt of soulfire through its being. Wailing at her betrayal, the lumani hissed back into the chandelier with enough force to set it swaying, leaving Kat trembling against the balustrade.


Azra stalked across the landing. “Stars Below! What was that? You were supposed to be keeping watch.”


Tamping down a guilty pang, Kat pushed upright and stared at the west wing door, now ajar. “There’s something through there.” She glanced down at her tattoo, its flames noticeably weaker. Breaking free had cost her precious soulfire. “The lumani was afraid.”


The anger in Azra’s eyes hardened to determination. “Then we’ll handle it. We—”


She broke off at muﬄed footsteps drawing nearer behind the east wing door.


Kat winced. “Go.”


Azra darted into the west wing, scooping up her lock charmer’s tools without breaking stride. Kat cleared the threshold with moments to spare. The soft click as she tugged the door shut came just ahead of its counterpart’s creak from across the landing.


The only light in the corridor was that which crept under the door or around the windows’ heavy drapes – barely enough to shape the oil lantern hooked beside the architrave. As the patrol’s footfalls retreated, Kat fished a matchbook from her pocket. A hiss-scratch, a waft of sulphur, and she coaxed the lantern to greasy life.


“See?” breathed Azra. “Nothing to worry about. Except Javar’s taste in decoration.”


“I tell you the lumani was afraid of something.”


“All the more reason to get this over with.”


Kat nodded unhappily. Distance from the lumani made it easier to untangle its glut of emotions from her own. Ifrîti were echoes of living men and women, instinctive slivers of soul that existed only in the moment. It was foolish – even dangerous – to accept their worldview without question. Very probably the lumani, like the hestic on the balcony, had read the absence of other ifrîti in the west wing as portending danger and poisoned her with its own uncertainty.


Beyond the next door, the corridor branched into a suite of rooms every bit as dark and lifeless. Dust sheets lay atop dressers, chairs and tables. If Javar didn’t trust guards to patrol his sanctum, he certainly wasn’t about to give the cleaning staff full rein.


While there were prisms aplenty among the darkened chandeliers and another in the cold hearth of Javar’s private dining room, their ifrîti had long since dissipated. Even the bold lumani in the stairway would eventually fade into the misty netherworld, there to languish until Nyssa judged its sins redeemed and permitted rebirth.


At the corridor’s end, they at last found the room they sought.


“That’s what I love about the wealthy,” Kat murmured, “they don’t like to show off.”


“Of course,” Azra replied, deadpan. “One must be discreet.”


“Wouldn’t want to be thought gaudy.”


“Blessed Flame, no.”


The room was a shrine to old glories, its altar of worship a tall glass cabinet against the far wall. Within stood a wicker mannequin in blackened lamellar scales and an ash-white tabard. The crest of the Alabastran temple – a mirrored indigo and gold flame – gleamed at the centre of its chest. A white cloak flowed from gilded pauldrons.


Raised platforms flanking the carpeted approach held what Kat took to be other mannequins, three to each side. Though protected by sheets rather than glass, the outlines of shoulders and heads were unmistakable.


Smaller cases lined the wall to either side, given over to polished and gem-set weapons. Two scimitars. A flanged mace. A rounded silver shield with a brass rim. A straight short sword of the type favoured in the northern cities, seemingly crafted from polished black stone, rather than steel. A ritual flamberge, the rippling blade almost Kat’s height. Smaller cabinets held jewellery. One piece in particular urged her along the aisle: a ring of reddish gold, the metal wrought in an endless spiral. The communion ring was least of all the treasures in that room, but it was the only token by which Marida’s help could be bought.


Tension bled from Kat’s shoulders. “This must have cost Javar a fortune.”


“Not really.” Azra tugged at a sheet. It came away in a spill of dust, revealing a wicker figure in black robes of judgement. Another tug and a second sheet slid away, revealing a more elegant iteration of the same. “They’re all his.”


Kat blinked. “Javar is a templar?”


“Was. I thought you knew. I thought everybody in Tyzanta knew.”


“I’ve only been here a year, remember?” Kat retorted. “I thought the only way a templar retired was through death.”


“Thirty years ago Javar got it into his head that Nyssa herself had charged him with freeing Undertown from House Bascari’s tyranny.” Azra’s eyes gleamed with scandal. “Roused half the slum before anyone took him seriously.”


That couldn’t have gone down well. Alabastra wasn’t permitted to raise soldiers of its own. Instead, they purchased the services of armed custodians from a city’s ruling house – an arrangement that kept the firebloods wealthy and the Alabastran temples protected. To retain an air of control, Alabastra sometimes elevated a suﬃciently pious and reliable custodian to the honorary rank of templar. Such men and women served as liaisons between Alabastra and the firebloods. By his actions, Javar had betrayed both masters.


“What happened?”


“The countess made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. Javar chose wealthy turncoat over penniless corpse and gave her all the names she needed to . . . settle things down. It didn’t stop the hierarch excommunicating him.” She spread her arms. “I’d say he’s not let go of his past.”


“So much for him being a man of the people.”


“Principles are expensive.”


The chamber no longer resembled a shrine to glory and achievement, but their tomb. No wonder Marida wanted the communion ring. She and Javar were deadlocked for control of Undertown, neither able to oust the other in a war that saw lesser gangs used as proxies. At the very least, stealing a beloved tie to a forsaken past was spite. At best, it was leverage of a singular sort.


“I’m surprised they let him live,” said Kat.


Azra flashed a smile. “He’s worth more as an example than as ashes on the wind. That’s Khalad. You find your place or one’s found for you. The world goes on either way.”


“You sound like you approve.”


She shrugged. “Why not? It’s elegant. Life should be elegant.”


“Even when it’s unfair?”


“Don’t be tedious, darling. ‘Unfair’ implies rules, and we both know there aren’t any.”


Kat flinched, but no amount of wishing could change the facts. Probity should have prevented Alabastra from bleeding her father white, gobbling up possessions and property to satisfy ever-growing debts. The conventions of friendship should have demanded that Kat’s peers, the sons and daughters of Zariqaz’s ruling elite, rally round when she inherited those debts, but they’d feared Alabastra more than they’d loved her. Likely they’d not loved her at all. Yes, Azra was right. There were no rules. Not any that mattered. You found a place or one was found for you.


And she’d be damned if she’d let anyone else decide her fate without a fight.


She smashed the glass with her dagger’s hilt and snatched the ring from its velvet cradle.


Something rippled free of the spirit realm.


“Kat!” shouted Azra.


Too late, Kat realised there had been an ifrît in the west wing the whole time, but she’d been too busy looking for hestics and lumani to see it. The thing that had awoken when she’d touched the communion ring was an order of magnitude stronger. Searching for trees, she’d missed the forest.


She spun around just as a mannequin lurched down from its pedestal.


Its thrashing arm sent a neighbour crashing to the ground. A swathed hand ripped at the dust sheet. With a rasp of tearing cloth it yanked a section free, revealing a sun-bleached, pitted skull, the bone scrimshawed with dark, geometric glyphs. Indigo fire blazed in empty eye sockets and coiled along jerking arms as the corpse ripped away the remainder of its shroud, laying bare layered lamellar armour.


Kat’s heart skipped a beat.


A koilos. Javar had set a koilos to guard his private shame?


Benevolent Nyssa, but they couldn’t fight that.


She glanced at the frozen, gaping Azra. “Run!”


The koilos uttered a soul-shivering shriek and lumbered forward, fire swirling behind. Ill-fitting lamellar rattling and clacking against fleshless bones, it shouldered Azra into a weapon case then bore down on Kat. Heart pounding, she feinted left and flung herself right, ducking low under a flailing arm.


Skeletal fingers clamped about the back of her neck. She yelped, her heels furrowing the expensive carpet as the koilos reeled her in. Breathless, she shattered the lantern across its head and fumbled for her dagger. It came free of its sheath on her second attempt. Spinning her about, the koilos transferred its grip to her throat and hoisted her high. She screamed defiance and stabbed at the flames in its left eye socket.


With its free hand, the koilos twisted the dagger from her grip and flung it away.


Lungs heaving for breath that wouldn’t come, Kat clutched at the koilos’ arm and scrabbled for a connection with the ifrît bound within the glyph-etched bones. Hopeless. Divining an unknown soul-glyph required trial and error and a calm subject. The koilos was far from calm and orders of magnitude stronger than household ifrîti. Rumour claimed some even used two glyphs: a warding glyph to mark friends, and a more complicated control glyph to indicate its master. In her desperation, Kat found trace of neither.


Swollen thoughts pulsing as unconsciousness claimed her, she clawed at the fingers locked about her throat, each effort less than the one before.


Darkness rushed in.


“Let her go!”


Azra hacked down. The koilos’ outstretched arm shuddered. Once. Twice. Three times. Bone splintered on the fourth strike. The hand and most of the adjoining forearm broke away in a spray of foul, choking dust. Kat hit the floor, all elbows and knees, and whooped down the sweetest breaths she’d ever taken. Beside her, the severed hand twitched and thrashed like a belly-up crab.


Azra dragged her upright. “Come on!”


Kat half ran, half staggered, navigating the dark via instinct and bashed shins. Glancing behind, she saw Azra topple a cabinet into the koilos’ path and scramble frantically away as its good arm batted it aside without effort. She clutched the precious communion ring tight and kept running.


A dozen loping paces on, she flung her shoulder against the landing door and stumbled into the light. Half blinded, she barely saw the guard bearing down on her.


Then Azra was at her side, her borrowed scimitar flashing.


The guard howled and spun away, clutching a bloodied arm. Three more edged across the landing, taught caution by their fellow’s mistake. Another two waited at the nearer of the stair heads, serrated knives drawn, blocking the only obvious escape.


“Behind me,” Azra snapped, flickering the scimitar’s point to drive a guard back.


A third guard mustered to the stair head. Emboldened by rising numbers, the others edged forward beneath Nyssa’s appraising stained-glass gaze.


“No way out,” said the nearest. “Come quietly, and we’ll not let the koilos have you.”


A crash of furniture sounded from the corridor behind.


Where were their glyphs? Kat wondered dimly. Likely on the nape of their necks, given how quickly the koilos had gone for hers. She’d not thought to check the balcony guard for a second tattoo. Stupid. She’d remember that next time. If there was a next time.


She tightened her grip on the communion ring. There was a way out. If the racket had drawn the guards from the gate. If she’d not drained the last of her aetherios tattoo communing with the lumani.


She slipped her free hand into Azra’s and squeezed. “This has been fun, hasn’t it?”


“Ask me later,” Azra replied, eyes on the approaching guards.


Behind them, the koilos shrieked in triumph and broke into a run.


“Close your eyes,” said Kat. “And when I move, move.”


“Close my eyes? What do you mean, close—”


With a last, wordless prayer to Nyssa, Kat thrust her hand towards the chandelier and poured the remnant of her tattoo’s flame into the lumani – not to communicate or cajole, but to kill.


The ifrît gulped down all she offered, gorging on power it could never hope to contain, not realising that in so doing it doomed itself. Or perhaps on some primal level it knew exactly what she intended, and recognised the only freedom it would ever again know. Kat hoped so.


She pinched her eyes shut as the chandelier detonated.


A silent thunderclap of searing white light swept the landing, the screams of blinded guards hard on its heels. Blinking back splotchy after-images, Kat launched herself at the window. Her shoulder struck an inch or two below Nyssa’s divine navel. Then she was out into the cold night air, glass shards and Azra’s wild laughter exploding around her.










Three



Dawn broke across the Thornless Rose’s courtyard and the columns of its central roofed stage, the light gracing drunks and dancers with equal favour. Patrons exchanged hushed conversation over emptied bottles and upturned goblets while couples lingered in what shadows remained beneath the perimeter’s brightly coloured awnings, seeking a final tryst. That morning, as many others before, the tavern was a first resort for scoundrels and the last for everybody else.


Kat was never entirely certain into which category she fell.


Limping and sore, she navigated the panoply of temple acolytes, off-duty custodians and weary factory workers. Further out, bright, metallic silks marked the presence of slumming firebloods, indiscreet bodyguards close at hand. There were even a pair of royal guardsmen in their lacquered black lamellar and the scarlet capes from which their notorious “redcloak” nickname sprang. A rare sight so far from the capital, Zariqaz – known as the City of Lost Souls, for it drew the restless and dispossessed like a flame drew moths – let alone in Tyzanta’s Undertown slums.


Nose wrinkling at air sour with revels gone too long, Kat collapsed at a table in her favourite perch – a decaying pulpit from which archons had once harangued tavern-goers – and let the music of drum and lyre carry her away.


The thump of a glass bottle snapped her out of reverie.


Azra slid into place opposite. “Can’t leave you alone for five minutes, can I, darling?” Her hand trembled as she splashed wine into two goblets. She held Kat’s gaze, daring comment. “You’re a mess.”


“And you say the nicest things.”


Kat peered at her wine bottle reflection’s cuts and bruises. The one above her left eye was oozing again. Worse was a mottled throat to match her stiff neck. The koilos’ parting gift. Not exactly the badge of a master thief.


She took a pull from her goblet. A bitter vintage from Tyzanta’s parched hills, where no amount of irrigation could coax forth the sweetness of lowland grapes. “Did you find Marida?”


“No, but I spoke to Magali.” Azra slumped across the table and rested her chin on threaded fingers. “We’ll be called.”


Kat suppressed her frustration. One didn’t storm into the Thornless Rose and make demands. Desperate for distraction, her eyes touched on a man and a woman arguing in the shadow of a blue and yellow awning, the exchange half spoken, half signed. Kat was too far away to catch the words, but the man’s gestures – the woman’s hands were partly hidden by her body – shaped one half of a lovers’ quarrel.


Aware she was intruding on a private moment, Kat shifted her attention to the courtyard’s stage. A dancer, naked to the waist save for silken scarves tied about wrist and bicep and his dark skin slick with sweat, gave his all to quickening drums. He turned each step and pirouette as gracefully as any performer at an Overspire theatre, though here the dance held a primal frisson – a hint of the licentiousness more “civilised” acts left veiled.


Kat stilled the urge to tap her foot. Though she couldn’t imagine ever putting herself on display like that, modesty didn’t forgo admiring another’s exhibition. “He’s good. What’s his name?”


“Jocozah.” Azra raised a hand to her throat and toyed with her pendant of Nyssa Benevolas. Honest folk preferred Nyssa Iudexas and her promise of swift judgement against transgressors over a promise of forgiveness for themselves. Skelders took all the mercy they could get. “And he should be good. Did you ever see Ilsyn Karalem?”


“Once. Count Rashace gave my father tickets for The Caliph of Traios. Karalem danced the part of the caliph’s daughter.” Even at eleven years old Kat had noted the affronted glances from the theatre’s adjoining boxes. As renowned an artist as her father was, they’d been cinderbloods, and unwelcome among those of lineage . . . although Kat had afterward learned that Countess Rashace had been rather more inviting to her father, at least in private. “It’s the same dance. More than the same. It’s identical. Step for step.”


Azra’s eyes shone. “You’re sure?”


Kat ignored the jibe. “You know I am.”


Azra offered a sly grin. “Marida bought Karalem’s soul after she passed and had it sliced into delicious little talent wisps. I dread to think what she charges Jocozah for each one she doles out.”


While Alabastra permitted the souls of the worthy to speed directly to Nyssa’s judgement, their shriversmen hovered like carrion at the deathbeds of debtors and criminals, whose souls they teased apart to serve as ifrîti, replaying sin through service and easing a path to Nyssa’s forgiveness and thence rebirth. From the accomplished dead they also harvested talent wisps which, once imbibed, allowed the living brief mastery of skills perfected by the dead.


“How long?” asked Kat.


“Has Jocozah been drinking her in?” Azra’s slump muﬄed her shrug. “Long enough that his neighbours hear two voices raised in argument some nights. Both of them his.”


“Artistic temperament, maybe?”


“But whose? I saw Karalem dance for Countess Bascari. Eventually. She refused to go on until the stage was strewn with rose petals. Delayed the performance by three hours.”


The petal-strewn stage assumed fresh significance. A muscle twitched in Kat’s gut. Ifrîti were little more than raw emotion and instinct, but talent wisps retained shards of personality. If one partook too often – or if the shriversmen misjudged their craft and teased too potent a wisp from the greater soul – then it was anyone’s guess whose psyche might dominate the body, and for how long. Jocozah was doomed to the Gutterfields on the city outskirts, mind broken by the push and pull of conflicting wills.


Kat shuddered. She struggled for intimacy at the best of times. Granting another’s spirit free rein in her psyche horrified beyond words. She shot an edgy glance at the brass dome of the Thornless Rose’s main building. “Still nothing. What exactly did you say to Magali?”


“That we have the collateral and want a meeting.” Another muﬄed shrug. “You worry too much.”


“I should. It’s my life at stake, not yours.”


More than her life. If she couldn’t clear her father’s debt, Alabastra’s shriversmen would sear the flesh from her bones and cage her soul within the remains. Another koilos trudging about in deathless servitude until the temple considered her account settled. If they ever did.


Offence prickled beneath Azra’s tone. “I’m well aware of that.”


Kat grimaced. Azra had been there for her when no one else had. In a life notable for loss more than gain, what they shared mattered beyond words. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”


Squeezing between the table’s end and the pulpit’s inner edge, Azra settled onto the bench beside Kat and stroked her cheek with the back of her hand. “Be patient. A few hours and this past year will seem like a dream.”


Kat met her gaze, surprised as ever at how easily Azra stole intimacy from a crowd, and wished she could better read the mood welling behind those hazel eyes. “I don’t want it to.” The words didn’t come easily. They never did. “Not all of it.”


“If that’s what you want, then it won’t.”


“You promise?”


Azra’s brow flickered. “Our futures were entwined from the moment we met. Nothing can alter that unless you want it to.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Only that one way or another tonight will change everything. If it changes how you feel about us – about me – I’ll understand.” Azra crooked a soft smile. “I won’t like it, but I’ll understand.”


Letting her heart take the reins before her head could counsel against, Kat slipped her hands about Azra’s neck and kissed her. Let the coming hours unmake her father’s mistakes and her own misfortunes. But not this. Never this. “I won’t let us be parted.”


Azra grinned. “Who said anything about being parted? You’ll never be free of me.”


Kat sighed in mock despair. “You just made it creepy.”


Arching an unrepentant eyebrow, Azra leaned in for another kiss, only to pull up short as Skerrik loomed over the table. Or at least loomed insofar as much as his scarecrow physique allowed. Thirty-five years in Undertown had bestowed a wiry frame and gaunt, sallow features to match brown hair turned salt and pepper before its time. Only periwinkle-blue eyes retained a measure of receding youth.


“Well, well, well. If it isn’t my two favourite skelders.” He sounded pleased with himself. He always did, the soft burr of his accent a cat’s contented purr.


“Skerrik? Magali didn’t tell me you were here.” Beaming, Azra cocked her head, the better to let him plant a stubbled kiss on her cheek.


Ignoring Kat’s filthy look – even though she knew Azra’s flirtations were about control and distance, not desire, she couldn’t help resent them – he dutifully did so, then withdrew to the bench opposite. “I’ve just this moment arrived. Busy night, you know?”


“Busy how?” Kat demanded. “You said you were keeping a low profile.”


“And I was, I was.” Skerrik gave the wine bottle an exploratory swirl, glugged, and wiped his lips on the sleeve of a shirt that might once have been white. “But a fellow has to eat, does he not? Can’t pass up dishonest work.”


“And what if you’d been taken?” Skerrik was the best lock charmer in Undertown. Azra couldn’t hold a candle to his flame. If he’d ended up in the cells it would have ruined everything. “Blessed Flame! We had an agreement.”


He took another swig. “A slip of a job for Chevlie’s gang. In and out. Nary a trouble.”


“What if you’d been taken?”


“I wasn’t.”


Azra sat bolt upright, smile replaced by cold, chiselled stone. “I don’t like people who break promises. Perhaps we should ask Marida what she thinks of them.”


Skerrik froze, bottle halfway to his lips. His eyes flitted from Azra to Kat and back to Azra. He set the bottle down. “What if I return what you paid me?”


“I don’t want it,” Azra ground on. “I want to be sure you’re reliable. Or maybe you’re no longer interested in your cut of tonight’s score? You’d prefer to settle for the scraps Chevlie tosses your way?”


“Give it a rest, would you?” he growled.


Kat squeezed Azra’s hand. Humiliating the man gained them nothing. Azra shot her a sidelong glance and gave a reluctant nod.


Skerrik twitched an eyebrow. “Besides, I hear you’ve caused quite the commotion yourselves this night. Mischief in the Overspire.”


Kat’s heart sank. She’d hoped to see Marida before the news broke. No point asking how word had reached the Thornless Rose so fast. Gossip flowed readily between Overspire and Undertown, its passage eased by the clink of coin. Folk knew about the raid on Javar’s mansion. Had any guessed at what would follow?


“Do you indeed?” she asked from behind an expressionless face.


“You’re the talk of the courtyard. Word is that Javar’s guard master will be looking for his own head come morning.”


The Katija Arvish of a year before would have been appalled to learn she’d cost a stranger his life. The woman who wore her face that morning barely blinked. Some things you just couldn’t worry over. “It’s nice to have made an impression.”


Shaking his head, Skerrik guffawed. “Very poetic.” He looked up as a shadow crawled across the courtyard. “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear,” he said, not sounding at all sympathetic. “That poor miss has seen better days.”


The shadow belonged to the sky-carrack drifting – only the charitable would have described it as sailing – fifty yards above their heads, following the bright chain of torch houses from Tyzanta’s perimeter to the Overspire. Torn canvases scarcely billowing, it yawed drunkenly, pallid vapour wisping from cracks in buoyancy tanks along its belly. Had it been the seagoing vessel its design mimicked, it would have sunk long ago. Shading her eyes, Kat made out the wreckage of spars about its for’ard mast and the torn canvas of what had once been pinion sails used for banking and changing altitude.


“Heading for Kazzar’s Quay,” said Azra. “They’ll make it if the buoyancy tanks don’t rupture.”


“A tetram says she ran afoul of Vallant,” said Skerrik.


Azra snorted. “You don’t have a tetram.” He’d never more than a score of copper dinars to his name, and a gold tetram was worth ten times that amount.


Kat shook her head. “Vallant’s dead. Has been for months.”


“So they say,” Skerrik replied. “But they would, wouldn’t they?”


Ex-custodian Bashar Vallant had been a thorn in Countess Bascari’s side Kat’s whole life. His brigands – or rebels, depending on who you asked – mostly prowled between Tyzanta’s southern holdings and the line of torch houses that repelled the Veil’s hungry mists at the kingdom’s border. At word of his death, Undertown folk had drunk themselves insensible in mourning, the nobility out of unbridled joy. But then folk loved a shaggy tale. Throw a rock in the Thornless Rose and you’d hit someone who believed Vallant was still alive. Throw another and you’d find someone who’d talk your ear off about the Obsidium Cult, who claimed special knowledge of Nyssa’s will and who – conveniently without trace – ruled Khalad from the shadows. And so on, and so on. Lies travelled faster than truth, especially when they made for a good story.


Azra shook her head. “Pfff. Hero worship is so tedious.”


Skerrik snorted. His bunched right hand brushed backwards from his temple in one of many nuanced Simah gestures of disgust. All wasted on Azra, who’d never bothered to learn the sign language, commonplace though it was. “Least I care about something beyond myself, lass.”


The musicians had fallen silent with Jocozah’s departure from the stage. Most patrons were finally drifting to the gate, accepting that the night was done. Kat’s gaze idled to rest on a blonde sitting alone in the pulpit’s shadow, her elbows propped on the table and her chin atop threaded fingers. The gold trim and close tailoring of her black coachman’s coat marked her as wealthier than the rabble, but such garb was hardly in fashion with nobility. Moreover, no woman of good breeding would have applied that ebony eyeshadow with so heavy – yet skilled – a hand. Nor would an Overspire heiress have worn her flaxen hair in tight braids tied straight back from her pale forehead – wealth laughed at practicality.


The woman’s lips curled to a superior smile. Her eyes met Kat’s in idle challenge. The smile softened, but the challenge remained.


Kat glanced back to her companions, still lost in good-natured debate.


“Azra?” she murmured. “The woman at the table below us. Blonde hair, black coat, eyes like she’s fought one bout too many in a brawler’s ring. Do you know her?”


Azra gave an imperceptible nod. “All I’m saying,” she told Skerrik, “is that I bet you’ve a creepy little statue of Vallant in that squalid little hovel of yours that nobody visits, and that every night you take it down from the shelf and you—”


Eyes still on Skerrik, she reached for the wine bottle, fumbled the grab and set it tottering. With a muttered curse, she lunged and caught it at the table’s edge . . . giving her all the time in the world to make a sweep of the courtyard without appearing to do so.


Bottle in hand, she straightened. “I don’t see her, sorry.”


Frowning, Kat turned. The woman was gone.


Skerrik joined them at the pulpit’s edge. “Do we have ourselves a problem?”


Kat took a deep breath and ran the possibilities. One of Marida’s underlings keeping tabs. One of Javar’s, trailing the culprits of the night’s humiliations. An informant for House Bascari. A woman on the prowl for companionship, if brashly. Or nothing more than a blameless vessel into which Kat had poured her fears. Whatever the case, she’d not been close enough to hear anything. Caution was one thing, paranoia another. “I don’t know.”


A polite cough drew Kat’s attention to the pulpit’s stairs.


Magali Zyn, imperious and collected as ever in frilled blouse, waistcoat and velvet skirt, tapped the butt of her walking stick against the flagstones with a loam-brown wrinkled hand and brushed a strand of grey-white hair from unblinking eyes. “Marida is ready for you.”


“Aha. That’s my cue to leave.” Skerrik beat a careful retreat down the stairs.


“What was that about?” asked Kat.


Magali twitched an eyebrow in quiet amusement. “He has debts. Why else sign on with this foolishness of yours?”


“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”


Magali set off across the courtyard, arrow-straight towards the main building. Clientele scattered from her path. They weren’t so eager to do so for Kat, who struggled to keep pace while weaving her way behind the tip-tap of the walking stick. Azra simply shouldered folk out of her way, meeting indignant challenges with an icy glare.


Some claimed the interior of the Thornless Rose harkened back to the legendary City of Silks, long since swallowed twice over, once by desert and again by mist. Kat remained dubious. Thick carpets concealed original tile-work while bunched Phoenissan drapes granted the low ceilings a vaulted, pavilion-like feel. Lumani prisms behind the drapes struggled against the gloom, while braziers smouldered to send the fragrances of honeysuckle and jasmine to feed the iridescent haze coiling around furnishings and statues – none of which were of Nyssa. Some things were best kept hidden from the goddess.


Kat glimpsed patrons in adjoining rooms, though vying light and shadow concealed all detail. Those who sought anonymity found it in abundance, or so they thought. Kat knew better. Her tattoo itched with the constant curiosity of lumani and pyrasti. Through them, Marida would know which guests indulged in the mind-expanding pleasures of isshîm powder, and which preferred the warming embrace of ambrosial wormwood, just as she’d learn the detail of every negotiation, every infidelity and every misspoken word. Hers were the only secrets in the Thornless Rose.


At Magali’s nod, hooded attendants drew back a pair of intricate silvered gates. Two more waited in the chamber beyond. These too stepped aside, robes swishing at the thick carpet. Bathed in light from a vast ceiling-set circular window – the only natural light Kat had seen since entering – a red-haired waif barely into womanhood uncurled her legs from a velvet chaise. She rose to greet them in a swirl of shimmering layered silks.


“I apologise for the delay.” The soft vibrance of Marida’s voice matched her youthful appearance, but something cold and calculating slithered beneath. “A demanding night.”


Kat’s aetherios tattoo writhed as she approached the throne. However young Marida’s face, however youthful the flush of colour in skin otherwise as pale as sun-bleached timber, the soul beneath was far older. She’d overseen the Thornless Rose for as long as it had plied its trade. Common rumour suggested more distant origins – that Marida’s true body had gone to the catacombs even before deathless Caradan Diar had claimed Khalad’s throne during the first Age of Fire and saved the kingdom from the ever-encroaching Veil.


Marida was a qalimîri, a soul strong enough even after shriving to wrest control of another’s body. Most were lonely wretches, preying on travellers or Gutterfields paupers until Alabastra’s archons at last exorcised them. That Alabastra allowed Marida to operate at Tyzanta’s heart spoke to the influence she wielded.


“I hear you’ve had quite the night.”


Kat exchanged a glance with Azra and received a shrug. “Things . . . didn’t go to plan.”


Marida arched sculpted eyebrows in polite surprise and drew closer with the confidence of ages, every word laid down with the inevitability of nightfall. “You were careless.”


Azra flinched, customary bravado in abeyance. “You can’t plan for everything.”


Marida drew closer still. Close enough that Kat couldn’t escape the pull of jet-black, glimmerless eyes set within that ash-pallored face. Most qalimîri wore painted lenses to hide their nature. Not Marida. At their first introduction, months before, she’d worn an older woman’s body, voluptuous where its successor’s was aethereal; her hair raven-dark where it was now auburn. Beauty was the sole common thread.


For all her fine silks and the bejewelled chains shining in her hair, the new girl had the hollow cheeks and scrawny limbs of a wisp addict. Had debt driven her to Marida’s embrace? Threats to family? Or had she simply indulged her cravings and found herself beguiled by the ancient, calculating spirit? How much was the girl aware of what her body did while the remnants of her soul screamed beyond those oppressive black eyes? Was there even enough of her left to notice?


“As I said,” breathed Marida. “Careless.”


Kat steeled herself. “I have Javar’s ring. That’s all that matters.”


“Humiliating Ardin does little good if your antics bring custodians down on me.”


“They wouldn’t dare.”


“I’d usually agree, but I hear that Castellan Damant feels he has something to prove.”


“He does?” Azra frowned. “How forward of him.”


Marida shrugged, iridescence racing across her silks. “With the countess’ health failing, he’ll be looking for a new patron. Her heir, whoever that proves to be. Better a bold show of restoring order to the streets than fighting rebels in the south. He’s learned his lesson there. Or maybe not. He wouldn’t be the first to take outrageous measures to secure his future.” A sly smile tugged at her thoughtful expression. “But you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Azra glowered. “Do we have a deal or not?”


“I keep my promises, little glint,” snapped Marida. “But you’ll compensate me for your sloppiness.”


“How much?” asked Kat.


“A twenty/eighty split from tonight’s endeavour.”


Azra started forward. “That’s outrageous!”


A glare from Marida froze her in place. “Then you’ve only to find someone else to fence the take. All things considered, I don’t think Ardin will be inclined.”


Kat grimaced. The original terms had been for a forty/sixty share. They’d now have to steal twice as much. Additional risk on an already uncertain venture. “He might . . . if we return the ring.”


“But I wouldn’t like that.” Marida let the threat linger. “You’ll be paid on exchange, as agreed, but even I can’t dump scores of tetrams onto the market in one go. Buyers have to be courted, wooed. After last night, they’ll be reluctant. If none are forthcoming, I’ll be forced to break the coins down for their essence. You know how dangerous that is. Dangerous is expensive. Even at twenty/eighty, I’ll barely break even.”


“What if we delay?” asked Kat, the words ash on her tongue. Delay meant more time for security measures to change.


Azra shook her head. “We need tonight’s celebration. All eyes will be on Countess Bascari. Her custodians’ most of all. We won’t get another chance like this.”


Kat gave a slow, resentful nod. The banquet to celebrate the conquest of distant Qersal – at last bringing all of Khalad under Caradan Diar’s singular rule – would fill Overspire and Undertown alike with confusion. There’d never be another opportunity like it.


“I incurred no small expense acquiring my part of the trade.” Marida’s gaze lingered on Azra. She ran her tongue lazily across her lower lip. “You’ll settle that debt before you leave.”


Azra’s throat bobbed. “Kat?”


In a way, Kat was grateful to have the decision made for her. She’d always been better at dealing with what was than what could be. She held out Javar’s communion ring. “Have it your way.”


Marida hesitated, eking out her small triumph. “Magali? Give them what they came for.”


With a nod of her grey head, Magali retreated from the throne room. With a last glance at Marida’s saccharine, insincere smile, Kat followed.


The tip-tap of Magali’s walking stick led yet deeper into the Thornless Rose, down a spiral stair and into a rough-hewn cellar, once a state room of the long-buried manse that had become the tavern’s foundation. Beneath flickering candlelight – here, at least, there were no ifrîti to spy for their mistress – his copper flesh not yet mottled with blue-greys, waited a corpse in the high-collared, silver-trimmed robe of an Alabastran archon.


“Will he serve?” asked Magali.


Kat peeled back the black silks of the corpse’s sleeve and peered at a tattoo vastly more complex than that worn by the guard at Javar’s mansion. Unbuttoning the robe, she found another looped across collarbones and shoulder blades. Hundreds of lines. Scores of soul-glyphs woven across his dead skin.


“He’ll do,” she murmured. “But I’ll need privacy.”


The corner of Magali’s mouth twitched. “My mistress would dearly love to know how it is done.”


“She’ll have to live with her disappointment.”


Magali nodded, the answer as expected as the question had been inevitable. “I’ll be in the passageway should you need me.”


Azra waited a full ten-count after Magali closed the door. “This is it, darling.”


Kat’s pulse quickened with the challenge to come. “Watch the door.”


Rolling back her left sleeve, she set to work.










Four



Direct sunlight rarely made it so deep into Tyzanta, where Undertown’s battered adobe streets gave way to the Gutterfields’ shanties. The spire-cast shadow joined that of the aqueduct carrying precious water from the distant Zaruan Mountains to the heart of the city.


The Zaruan were holy, for when Nyssa grew sick with the world’s sinfulness, it was from their snow-capped peaks that she sent crawling flame from the Stars Below to hasten the wicked to judgement. History recorded no pattern to these Ages of Fire – a score of generations could pass untroubled, or merely a handful – but agreed that no more than a dozen had raged in the centuries since the Eternity King’s ascension to the throne immortal. Alabastra taught that the worthy prospered anew as each Age of Fire cooled, but ever since coming to live in the shadow of the Zaruan Mountains, Kat slept poorly when the ground shook, and tried to forget that the current age had lasted some two hundred years, and that the lowest levels of Tyzanta’s foundations were thick with volcanic slag.


Then again, she often slept poorly, and seldom through fault of her own. Already heavy from a long, stressful night, her heart sank a notch further at the chorus of bellows and shrieks that greeted her across the overgrown, rubble-strewn gardens of her current home.


Azra propped her back against the remains of the gatepost. “Someone’s in a good mood.”


Kat sighed. “Just another day on Kedvir Street.” Tellwind Manse had long since been carved into a maze of squalid rooms for the poor or desperate. The argument raging back and forth in a fluid combination of Daric, which Kat spoke fluently, and Qersi, which she barely recognised, originated in the tenement directly above her own. “Every day since they moved in.”


Something shattered a palm-sized glass pane and swished away into tangled grasses. Azra winced. “Come back to mine.”


Tempting, but for all that Azra’s tiny garret was fractionally less squalid, a leaking roof meant it forever stank of damp. Distracting at the best of times – and they’d shared plenty of good times there, despite the confines and the broken-springed bed – but disastrous when Kat needed every scrap of sleep. “They can’t keep this up for ever.”


“Maybe you’ll get lucky and one of them will kill the other.”


“Could be.” Passing days had marked steady escalation. The woman Kat had glimpsed in the shared corridors – the girl really – was half her partner’s size and scurried about with the timidity of a scrab-rat.


Kat chased away a scowl. Not her problem.


“That reminds me.” Azra dipped a hand into her pocket and held out a corked vial of shimmering white vapour. “To take the edge off.”


Kat pushed it aside. “I don’t need it.”


“You can’t go marching into Xanathros Alabastra looking like you’ve been dragged from beneath spirefall rubble.”


Kat scowled. Xanathros Alabastra was the highest of high temples in Tyzanta. Even the humblest pilgrim made some effort to look presentable when entering its halls. It wouldn’t do to stand out. Not tonight. “Make-up will cover the worst of it.”


Azra made a moue and fluttered her eyelashes. “Oh yes. Nothing but powdered courtesans up there. You’ll fit right in.” Voice and expression turned serious. “Please. It wasn’t easily come by.”


Kat reluctantly took the vial. “I’ll think about it.”


“Good.” Azra’s smile returned. “See you tonight.”


Kat nodded. “Eight bells, beneath Lorrima Tower.”


“I’ll look in on Darravon,” said Azra. “Make sure he’s not had a change of heart.”


Without Darravon, the night ended before it began. If he’d had second thoughts? Kat shook her head. There were problems enough in the coming hours without borrowing more. “Take care.”


Azra’s smile broadened. “Always, darling. Always.”


A brief embrace, and she slipped out into the street, climbing the crowded, mud-rutted cobbles until she was lost to sight.


The rising pitch of the quarrel awoke regret as Kat reached the heavy oaken door. As ever, the hinges shrieked like a dying ifrît. Maybe the smell of damp wouldn’t have been that bad. She started across the atrium for what had once been the servants’ passageways and froze as a door whispered open behind her.


“Rent’s overdue, Six.”


She offered the sweetest smile she could muster. “Diﬃcult week. Day after tomorrow and it’s yours.”


Chritor glowered and grasped the lapels of his robe. An imperious gesture in one less overweight and more clean-shaven, but then the manse’s landlord was a good fit for his property. Both had their glory years long behind, and however handsome they might have been in that storied past, ill-maintenance had taken ruinous toll. “See that it is.”


Kat nodded wearily. “Twenty-One are screaming at each other again.” No one in Tellwind Manse used names. A name made someone a person. Worse, if anyone knew yours, they might wonder why you were hiding. That you were hiding was a given, otherwise you’d be living somewhere else. “And I could really use some sleep.”


Chritor rolled his eyes. “Now do I go digging into your private affairs, Six?”


In other words, why should he get involved with whatever was going on at Twenty-One? One part discretion to four parts laziness. Azra would have flattered his ego and flashed a smile that offered promise without actual commitment. Kat had energy for neither. “Thanks a lot.”


He turned away, upraised finger circling idly beside his ear. “See that you’re paid up by Satasdir. We don’t want any trouble. Do we, Qori Arvish?”


Chritor had his door closed before Kat’s brain stumbled past the unwelcome familiarity – qori was the Daric pet term for a daughter – to that the fact that he’d used her family name. Her spine and shoulders locked rigid. He knew who she was, and if he knew that, what else did he know?


“Kiasta,” she breathed, giving rare life to her father’s favourite curse.


She swallowed hard. No. Chritor only knew her name, not why that name mattered, otherwise Alabastran bailiffs would already have taken her and he’d be counting the bounty. A threat and a warning, that was all.


Kiasta indeed.


As a small mercy, the argument in Twenty-One had faded by the time Kat navigated the detritus of the servants’ corridor and reached the door with the jagged, uneven “6”. After a careful fifteen-count, ears straining for possible intruders, she busied herself with the locks at waist and shoulder height, and slipped inside. No bailiffs in sight, thank the Stars Below. Just a cracked ceiling, moth-eaten drapes drawn across a circular window, and an empty lumani prism that hadn’t seen wisp or weft of an ifrît for long generations.


Tossing Azra’s vial onto the sagging dresser, Kat sank onto the bed and tugged off boots and coat. Questing fingers found the loose floorboard and retrieved the coin purse from the musty space between the joists. She emptied a spill of copper coins and the last of her stashed tessence crystals into her palm.


Scarcely thirty dinars, and most were Undertown counterfeits that might or might not pass muster in the Gutterfields’ souks, and certainly wouldn’t deceive stallholders in the spireward bazaars. Nor Chritor, for that matter, whose slovenliness in no way extended to matters of coin. Maybe enough to book passage on a railrunner out across the plains to Nassos or Ophrid if things went badly. If things went well? Even after Marida’s cut, she’d have hundreds of thousands of dinars. Most would go to paying her father’s debt to Alabastra, but even so . . .


Kat shook the coins back into the purse and took the tessence crystal between finger and thumb, shaking it to shimmer the grey ifrît residue within. A hair more pressure cracked the crystal. The dust turned to heatless, liquid flame as the air hit, dribbling through her fingers and across her outstretched forearm. A hint of indigo raced through the labyrinthine soul-glyphs. Not enough to be useful, not yet, but a good night’s sleep would set that right.


She trained blinking eyes on the still-unfamiliar sight of her aetherios tattoo’s new configuration. Two wearying hours it had taken to copy the custodian’s tattoo, with another to painstakingly check the details after the work was done. All the while with Magali Zyn an impatient, brooding presence in the corridor. Kat had barely completed it to her satisfaction before the last of the tattoo’s fires had slipped away, leaving it cold and dark against her skin, indistinguishable from common ink.


Even inert, it was by far and away the most intricate and impressive forgery she’d ever attempted. With so many glyphs etched into the design, even a single line out of place could have annulled something vital. If such mistakes had invited bitter consequences at Javar’s mansion, they’d assure nothing short of disaster at Xanathros Alabastra.


Her heart warmed with pride. A regular tattooist would have needed days to copy the design. Days in which the archon’s disappearance would be noticed, even if his body was never found. As it was, they’d maybe thirty-six hours before he was missed and small changes inked into his comrades’ tattoos. Until then, almost every ifrît in Xanathros Alabastra – from the mightiest koilos to the most dissolute lumani – was Kat’s to command. It was the fulcrum about which the entire plan turned.


She wished her father could have seen it.


She’d never forget the smell of the library’s dusty antechamber. The mingling of dust and the cold copper of blood turned stale, her father’s soul fled to the spirit world so long before her arrival that the shriversmen found no trace clinging to his corpse. Terrion Arvish’s skills and his secrets were gone for ever, leaving his only daughter as the canvas for his great unfinished work.


He’d lain down the foundations of the aetherios tattoo in her twelfth year, bribing her to stillness with sweet cinnamon cakes. Kat supposed it must have hurt as her father’s thin artist’s fingers had guided the needle in those deft, swooping curves, but she mostly remembered how pleased she’d been that she could make the lines move if she thought just so.


Each month had brought more lines, the pigment always black but its recipe in flux as her father’s research progressed at Zariqaz’s Great Library. He spoke of it often enough, eager for Kat to comprehend that the undertaking needed a child’s malleability to properly take root, though she’d been more interested in the treats he’d offered than the reason that he bestowed them.


Even later, when the tattoo was complex enough that Kat could shape the lines into whatever pattern took her fancy, she’d understood little. His tales of veilkin cuneiform and withered scrolls from Khalad’s dawning – all laid down in dog-eared notebooks carefully shelved beside the intricate snow globe Kat had loved so much for its tiny, perfect buildings whose people surely lived equally tiny, perfect lives – were as jumbled as only obsession could make. He’d been so erratic by that point that when Kat discovered that the tattoo allowed her to touch the spirit world – could even command ifrîti, if she figured out the proper glyph – she’d not told him, fearful he’d command her to stop . . . or even attempt to remove the tattoo.


Through it all, he’d bidden her to keep it secret – even from the rare visitors to their house who aided him with his research. He remained certain that someone would pay a princeps’ ransom for the secret of a tattoo that could be altered according to the wearer’s desire and prevailing fashion. He’d seen it as a lifeline out of rising debt caused by attempts to stave off his beloved wife’s descent into omen rot and his own gambling.


And perhaps it might have been, had some skelder not cut his throat. Just another victim of a pointless crime. Hardly remarkable – even in Zariqaz – but enough to destroy Kat’s whole world.


The Rashaces had made great show of mourning the man whose brush had gifted them a palace filled with incomparable frescos; the countess more stricken than her husband, but then her relationship with Kat’s father had been a singular and necessarily clandestine one.


But over time, talk of bringing the killer to justice faded. The cottage that had been Kat’s home her whole life had been relet to her father’s successor. Offered a modest stipend by the grieving countess, she’d taken up rooms in the lower spire’s Shriza district. Respectable, but not respectable enough that friends who’d once treated her as a fireblood by association for being schooled alongside them could bring themselves to visit. When the countess’ stipend became erratic, then ceased altogether, Kat took altogether more squalid lodgings in Zariqaz’s Undertown, where a housebreaker who’d stolen what few of her father’s notebooks she’d managed to keep hold of had also smashed the beloved snow globe, leaving her with only memories. By the time Alabastra acquainted her with the dizzying scale of her father’s debts – and what she’d forfeit if they weren’t paid – she was wholly alone. There was no profit to be made from the aetherios tattoo the way her father had intended, as the pigment’s secret had died with him.


So she’d run, and put his work to other purpose.


Kat dropped the purse back into its hiding place and swung her feet onto the bed. She closed her eyes, and willed sleep to take her.


Thoughts chased round and round in the darkness. The close calls of the night before. Fears for the night to come. Again and again she told herself that she’d prepared as best she could. That the plan was the plan, and she couldn’t do anything more to hone it. Yes, no one had ever stolen from a xanathros before. Yes, every skelder she’d met swore it was impossible. But something was only impossible until it was done for the first time. Be the first, and wouldn’t that show everyone?


When doubts finally receded, the night’s injuries made themselves known, the ache from where the koilos had sought to squeeze off her head most of all. The more Kat strove to ignore it, the more insistent it became. As she rolled onto her side, a chink of light through the imperfect drapes glinted off the vial of last breath. Admitting defeat, she swung her legs round and grabbed blearily at the vial. Whitish vapour danced about the rim as she slid the stopper free. Bracing herself against the inevitable nausea, she inhaled.


Dizzy, she sank back onto the bed. She pinched her eyes shut, fighting the sudden feeling of distance from the world. That only gave free rein to sonorous whispers muttering in the darkness. Little by little the disorientation faded, the whispers alongside. They took with them the leaden ache from her neck, the twinge from an ankle jolted during her escape, and a dozen lesser pains.


Gasping, she opened her eyes.


A glance in the dresser’s warped mirror showed neither scratches nor scars upon brow and cheeks. So too had the koilos’ handiwork faded almost to nothing.


She grimaced away the last of her nausea. The first and rarest part of the soul to escape with death, last breath offered a transfusion of vigour no physical balm could contest. Even without the childhood memories of her mother slipping away beneath its vapours, the partaking was too reminiscent of those who indulged in talent wisps. The tessence she used to replenish her tattoo was merely the last scrapings of dissipated ifrît, but last breath still held a spark of mortal soul. It was too easy to imagine closing her eyes and someone else looking out when they opened.


Last breath commanded a high price. In Undertown it was rare to the point of non-existence. There was no way Azra could have afforded it, which meant she’d stolen it.


Because of course she had.


Lying back, Kat closed her eyes. This time, sleep took her almost at once.


The light from the window was greying to twilight when fresh shouts and the thump of floorboards woke her. Half-remembered dreams of indigo flame retreating into blackness, she glared blearily up at the ceiling.


“Blessed Nyssa, do you never give it a rest?” she shouted.


An indecipherable bellow and the crash of breaking pottery were her only replies.


Sighing to the tips of her toes, she rolled over and screamed into her pillow. It felt good. So good, she did it again. Only then did she half climb, half fall out of bed in search of food. Fortunately, the Katija of the day before had possessed the foresight to leave a little bread, two figs, a chunk of spicy komestri sausage – even a little thin wine. The Katija of the present attacked them with gusto, and silently allowed that her counterpart could occasionally be trusted to handle events without making a hash of them. What the Katija of tomorrow thought was as yet unknown, but Kat was sure she’d make her scathing opinion known when the time came.


To her delight, the communal washroom was empty and as close as it ever came to clean, sparing mould older than Kat herself. Nose wrinkling at the sour fragrance of soap sprung from uncertain provenance and one heel wedged against the door to prevent unwanted interruption – both lock and door handle had long since departed – she hurried through her ablutions and returned to her room noticeably cleaner and fractionally more awake.


Argument still raging above her head, she pulled on her coat and brushed it into some sort of shape. The purse and its thin bounty went into a pocket. She then spent five minutes searching for her dagger before remembering that the Katija of yesterday had lost it during the scuﬄe with the koilos.


Typical of the flighty trallock.


She cast her eye around the cramped room. It wasn’t much. It was barely anything. But it had been home. One way or the other, it wasn’t any longer. If the night went to plan, she could afford something better. If it didn’t, somewhere to sleep would be the least of her problems.


She hesitated in the doorway, trying to dredge up attachment. As little as two years ago, the thought of leaving the familiar behind and casting herself adrift in the city would have terrified her. Now, it felt like freedom.


Maybe Azra was right. You found your place before one was found for you. Sometimes that meant leaving and never coming back, bridges ablaze behind.


A muﬄed thud sent dust trickling from the ceiling’s cracked plaster. A woman’s scream sounded above Kat’s head. Not angry. Afraid. Just another morning in Tellwind Manse.


Kat suppressed a flash of guilt and supposed a better person would have done something. She liked to think she might have, had there been less at stake. But interfering risked injury – or worse, drawing the attention of custodians, and the Alabastran bailiffs soon after. She could afford neither. Not today of all days. Besides, the woman in Twenty-One had made her choices. Sometimes that meant living with them.


Lorrima Tower was waiting.


Without so much as a backwards glance, Kat went to meet it.










Five



The citizens of Tyzanta might not have cared for Countess Bascari or even their distant king, but they loved a party. Fires blazed beneath the lumani lamp posts of the palace square, the hot waft of charcoal and honey-roasted meat driving out the humble earthiness of Kat’s neighbours in the crowd. Hymns vied with bawdy tavern songs, brazen trumpets and the thump of drums. Black-uniformed custodians walked the seething mass in twos and threes, their impassive silver masks – representations of the androgynous vahla spirits who in legend escorted the unwilling to Nyssa’s judgement – as much a deterrent as their scimitars. Beyond the leaping flames, the coiled domes and fluted minarets of the Bascari palace shone white and silver against the southern skies.


“Is it always—” Unable to hear herself, Kat tapped Skerrik on the shoulder and switched to Simah. ||Is it always like this?||


||The king’s footing the bill for tonight.|| His imprecise signs took a moment to parse. For all that Simah had passed into common usage long ago, a gulf separated familiarity and mastery. ||Easier to be generous with other peoples’ coin.||


“I wish you wouldn’t do that,” shouted Azra.


||Do what?|| Skerrik returned her murderous scowl with a grin. “I said it’s a busy night.”


“Every fireblood in the spire will be screaming for protection. The custodians will be run ragged.”


Kat drew her coat tight. Even in the shadows, Tyzanta was seldom cold during the day, but thin clouds and the sun’s retreat made nights bitter. “Let’s hope it’s enough.”


The ornate towers and flying buttresses of Xanathros Alabastra loomed to the north, its spiralling towers overwrought by comparison to the elegant palace. Giant golden statues of Nyssa Iudexas and Nyssa Benevolas flanked the dual coil of its broad stairway. The former wore ceremonial armour, her cold beauty half hidden by the hood’s heavy shadow; the latter a revealing gown and a welcoming smile with arms spread wide.


Picking her way past a small child more interested in mud-flecked skirts than staying out from underfoot, Kat peeled off towards the temple’s colonnaded gardens. Memorial pinwheels dotted ochre foxgloves and waxy-leaved bushes, their black and white sails discoloured and flame-crimped edges frayed with the passing seasons. A few still gleamed, fresh varnish shining with the hope that the goddess would forgive a loved one’s sins and permit an early rebirth.


Ahead, shuﬄing pilgrims climbed towards the temple gate. No matter that Countess Bascari offered a feast not seen in a generation, there’d always be those who chose piety over pleasure. Skerrik joined the queue a little ahead of her, Azra a few paces behind, both of them waving away the attentions of capering young women wearing stylised wooden masks and tattered black robes – festival-goers playing the role of seductive palka daemons, tempting wayward souls to turn their back on Nyssa’s judgement in favour of the oblivion of the Outer Dark.


Within the temple, lumani chandeliers woke polished basalt walls to splendour and the golden lettering of floor-set remembrance stones to fire. Great stained-glass windows recounting parables of old glittered like gemstone. Incense billowed from brass censers set at shoulder height on the flame-graven pillars, and every scrap of wood was polished to a rich sheen.


“You have to admit,” Azra muttered, “they have style.”


“They can afford it,” Kat retorted.


She waited until a custodian’s attention was elsewhere and skirted behind the wooden choir stalls. A suspended tapestry of Nyssa Iudexas rendering judgement onto tiny flame-wreathed figures hid the vestry door from sight. It also concealed Skerrik’s kneeling form as he probed the lock with his charmer’s tools.


A scowling Azra rounded on him. “Didn’t you say this would be easy?”


“It’s not diﬃcult,” he said tautly, without looking up. “But it takes time.”


Kat reached out to the sentry crest above the door. At once, its hestic ifrît uncoiled to taste the glyphs woven about her forearm, its invisible fires probing and prodding.


“You might want to hurry it up,” Azra murmured.


More oﬃcious than its distant cousin at Javar’s mansion, the hestic lingered over each glyph in turn before finally latching onto a bloom of geometric petals halfway between elbow and wrist. Authority confirmed, it gladly accepted Kat’s command for it to sleep.


Kat peered around the edge of the tapestry and ducked back as a pair of custodians emerged from the incense clouds. If they came close enough to hear Skerrik scraping at the lock it was over.


“Nag, nag, nag.” Rising, Skerrik tugged the door open. “It’s all you ever do.”


Azra cuffed him about the head and slipped inside. Kat followed Skerrik through. Pulling the door shut, she found herself face to face with a custodian, his maskless face pale above the gold leaf-embroidery of his high-collared hooded tunic.


“You’re late,” Darravon hissed. “What was I meant to say if the hierarch returned before you got here?”


Azra patted his cheek. “That you’d had warning of a daring heist and were standing guard.”


“Stop worrying, lad,” said Skerrik. “We’re here now, aren’t we?”


Proof that martial clothing did not always make the man, Darravon smoothed a restless hand through bristly chestnut hair. He paced back and forth between desk and the simple hearth where a pyrasti crackled happily among the coals, his tanned cheeks hollow with concern. “Were you seen?”


“By about a thousand people,” said Kat. “But there’s being seen and being noticed. Do you have them?”


He nodded tautly at the smaller of the two inner doors. “Through there.”


The three custodian uniforms belonged in the hierarch’s ceremonial wardrobe no more than Kat herself, their knee-length black tunics and woollen trousers drab alongside the overwrought finery of the high priest’s ivory robes. Their silvered masks were stylised, contemplative representations of the ever-vigilant androgynous vahla spirits. The scabbarded jade-pommelled daggers were each a hundred times more valuable than the one Kat had lost the previous night.


Skerrik stripped off his shirt and pulled on the largest of the three tunics. “Would you look at that?” He twisted the buttons closed and tugged brocade cuffs into place. “My mother always said I’d look good in uniform.”


Azra rolled her eyes. “She just wanted to cover that ugly face with a mask.” She reached for the second tunic. “A little privacy?”


“Privacy’s for firebloods.” But he turned his back all the same.


Kat’s new tunic was tighter across the chest than she’d have liked and the trousers a hair too long, but it was a rare custodian who could afford a tailor’s services. Just as well, or Darravon might never have responded to Azra’s overtures. Two decades of plodding at Countess Bascari’s bidding and passed over for a templar’s sponsorship at least twice. Azra had a knack for seeking out the disaffected.


Kat tied the mask’s ribbon beneath her tightly bunned hair. Her nostrils wrinkled at the closeness of her own breath. Already her cheeks and forehead itched.


“Kiasta, I don’t know how you last a shift in these things.” Muﬄed by the mask, her voice sounded hollow. Not a part of her at all.


Darravon pulled on his own mask. “You get used to it.”


Azra, of course, made the simple uniform look glamorous, her inky black hair framing the mask to perfection. “Well, darlings? Shall we?”


Kat bundled her old clothes out of sight. “How do we stand upstairs?”


“My lot won’t look past the uniforms,” said Darravon. “Captain Tazah loves random patrols and spot checks like you wouldn’t believe. You’re sure you can bypass the vault ifrîti?”


“I got us in here, didn’t I?” As an afterthought, Kat nudged the outer door’s hestic awake. Most folk couldn’t tell if a hestic was sleeping or awake until it grew angry, but better not to take the risk. “We keep our heads and it’ll all be fine.”


Skerrik nodded at Azra. “So long as this one stops dancing about like she’s expecting applause.”


Azra blew him a kiss. “You’re just jealous because I make these rags look good.” Hands on hips, she strutted a tight circle. “How do you want to split this, Katija?”


“Once we’re off the elevator, I’ll handle the vault ifrîti,” said Kat, Darravon’s sketches of the temple layout at the forefront of her thoughts. “Azra watches my back. Skerrik and Darravon secure the mooring house. We load the hierarch’s sky-barge with as many tetrams as we can, and sail off to new lives.”


“You make it sound easy.”


“It will be,” she replied, with more confidence than she felt.


The tattoo she’d painstakingly copied wouldn’t cut it in the vault, whose hestics responded only to a closely guarded design borne by the hierarch and his two senior archons. That meant refining her aetherios tattoo on the fly and hoping the ifrîti didn’t get restive – and that she didn’t exhaust her tattoo before she was done. Assuming that all went to plan it’d be easy enough to convince the barge’s helmic to chart a steady course across Undertown. With the bulk of Tyzanta’s custodians concentrated in the Overspire for the banquet, those in Undertown would be spread too thin to stop them abseiling into the shadows and handing off their haul to Marida’s runners.


Darravon scowled. “I couldn’t get the elevator key. Tazah has it, and he’s out in the grounds.”


Skerrik grunted. “Let me worry about the locks, lad.”


“Gladly.” Darravon tugged at his belt, re-siting the shrieker holstered against his left hip. The short, stubby weapon bore fleeting resemblance to a crossbow’s stock, with a brass barrel running where the flight groove should have been, a moulded handgrip sitting perpendicular beneath and an octahedral ifrîti prism set in brass filigree above. A squeeze of the trigger goaded the captive ifrît into spitting a bolt of invisible flame at whatever lay in the wielder’s path. At least, that was what happened if the wielder bore a matched glyph. If not, the ifrît remained at slumber, reducing the shrieker to a useless lump of brass and wood.


“Be careful with that thing,” said Skerrik. “A stray shot hits a stack of tetrams and the custodians won’t have to chase us down . . . they’ll be mopping us up.”


Darravon glared at Skerrik. “I know my business, skelder.”


Kat flirted with the idea of having him leave the shrieker behind. But a good many of the custodians in the upper floors would have their own. If things went wrong, firepower might tilt the odds towards survival.


Of course, that wouldn’t have been a problem had they been stealing modern tetrams. However, the first tetrams hadn’t been minted from gold but prismatic crystal, their value determined not by the metal of their striking but the worth of the unsplintered soul caged within – easily ten thousand dinars where a golden tetram was worth two hundred. But if the crystal cracked, that soul tore free in an explosion more destructive than blasting powder. Not for nothing had prismatic tetrams been retired as currency.


“Enough.” Kat glanced at Azra, seeking and receiving a nod of approval. “If something goes wrong, we split up and get out as best we can.”


Darravon led them out into the passageways, approaching each twist and turn with the certainty of a man who’d spent twenty years in thankless patrol of such places. Kat fell into step alongside, mimicking his unhurried pace. Azra and Skerrik made up the rear, forming a truncated column two bodies wide and two deep.


Two custodians waited at the door to the next hallway, a sentry crest glinting on the archway keystone above their heads. A koilos stood motionless on a low pedestal beside the door, its gloved hands locked about a flamberge’s point-down blade. Unlike the one at Javar’s mansion, this koilos wore the golden robes, black lamellar plating and armoured, flame-etched crown of an ember-saint – Nyssa’s first, deathless apostles who in legend served as scribes and sentinels in her Obsidium Palace in the Stars Below. It wasn’t any such thing, of course, but Alabastran theatricality saw no hypocrisy in dressing the corpses of criminals in saintly finery. Penance was the finest redemption.


Where the hestic in the sentry crest brimmed with curiosity, this koilos was a void of intent, the fires of its indentured soul coldly awaiting the hestic’s cry of alarm. Suppressing a shudder, Kat broke the runed skull’s hollow stare and set the hestic sleeping. The custodians looked her group up and down and waved them through the door without a word.


“Might be we’ll actually pull this off,” Skerrik murmured when the sentries were out of earshot. “They’re so reliant on ifrîti they’ve forgotten how to be watchful.”


Darravon bristled but said nothing.


“I told you before,” Azra replied, just as quietly. “It’s arrogance. They need shaking up.”


Kat nodded. “Not tonight. The last thing we need is a burst of competence.”


No such competence was on display as they passed another checkpoint and entered the scriptorium. At that hour, most of the chandeliers were dark, their lumani sleeping fitfully. Piled ledgers, stubby sticks of sealing wax and ink-stained blotters on the rows of desks gave some clue to the industry of the day. Yet more ledgers lined the shelves, uneven pages arrayed in ranks ceiling to floor – records of offerings made and debts incurred, from the paupers who owed pennies to firebloods whose entire estates lay on the line. Alabastra never forgot a debt.


Skerrik started forward.


Kat grabbed his arm. “Wait.”


The entire room buzzed with watchful ifrîti. Kat probed the nearest, and immediately withdrew from its rising suspicion. Whatever latitude the glyphs of her tattoo granted elsewhere, they were worthless here. And no wonder. The right ledger could make or break the wealthiest of Tyzanta’s firebloods. Even archons couldn’t be trusted with that temptation.


“There are hestics everywhere,” she said. “Walk where I walk. And touch nothing.”


She clung to Skerrik’s arm until she was sure the message had sunk in, then set out into the maze of desks. Tongues of spirit-flame licked at her skin whenever she brushed the outer edge of a hestic’s territory. Each time she withdrew to safety and threaded another route, nausea building beneath the pressure of silent voices. At last reaching the onward door, she braced her palms against the wall and blinked back a wave of dizziness as the others joined her.


Azra laid a concerned hand on her shoulder. “You all right?”


Kat slipped off her mask. Having fresh air against her skin helped. Straightening, she cuffed sweat from her brow. “That was not fun.” She glared at Darravon. “Thanks for the warning.”


“I thought you had this covered.”


She bit back a retort. Darravon had probably never even spoken to one of the shriversmen who bound ifrîti to their prisms. Most such craftsmen burned out young, their essence leeched away by their charges’ instinctive thirst, the bulk of ambition and skill stolen alongside. The aetherios tattoo served as a buffer between Kat’s own soul and those ifrîti she touched. But making contact with so many in so short a time invited risk, all the same. She pulled back her sleeve. Fire glinted along the maze of glyphs. Diminished, but not spent.


Azra stepped between them. “Are we good?”


Kat took a deep breath and straightened. “Let’s get this over with.”










Six



Beyond the door, unadorned walls gave way to portraits of long-dead worthies. Letting Skerrik take her place, Kat slipped to the back of their makeshift column. Azra’s hand found hers and gave a brief, reassuring squeeze.


“Almost there,” murmured Darravon. “One more checkpoint. I hope our lock charmer’s as good as he claims.”


“So do I,” said Skerrik cheerily. “I hear he’s an unreliable cuss.”


To Kat’s dismay, the checkpoint’s custodians stood taller and straighter than those already passed, but their koilos – once again arrayed in an ember-saint’s black and gold glory – was no more aware than its counterparts had been. As she soothed the accompanying hestic, the nearest custodian stepped forward to block the corridor, hand on her holstered shrieker.


“Who goes?”


Darravon gave a slow shake of the head, his voice without a hint of worry. “Easy, Glynin. It’s just me.”


“Thought you were off duty.”


“So did I. First public banquet in years, and Tazah has me walking the corridors? Bloody templars.”


“Don’t let him hear you say that.” Shoulders relaxing, Glynin waved them through.


“Still, stay vigilant,” said Azra as they passed, her voice no longer languorous but a flawless imitation of an imperious fireblood. “I heard there’s a crew of skelders fixing to ransack this place.”


Another custodian grunted. “Yeah. I bet.”


Kat sighed with relief as the door clicked shut behind.


“Have you lost your mind?” hissed Darravon.


Azra offered a dead-eyed stare made easier by her borrowed mask. “It’s called hiding in plain sight. You should try it.”


They passed through the maze of rooms without further incident, the intervening hestics succumbing readily to Kat’s wishes. Adjoining chambers buzzed with the pressure of countless ifrîti. Lumani, pyrasti, a handful of heraldics, waiting to memorise messages too sensitive for fallible mortal couriers. Few were curious, much less aggressive.


At last, the elevator lobby and the gilded railings of its gate came into view. Pulling off his mask, Skerrik knelt beside the lock housing and slipped his pouch of charmer’s tools from beneath his robes. “Hello, beautiful,” he murmured. “Let me take a look at you.”


Kat glanced at their backward trail. Just because Glynin had seemed satisfied with Darravon’s answer didn’t mean she couldn’t change her mind. Or a real patrol couldn’t come marching through.


Seconds creaked by, marked by the scritch and scrape of Skerrik probing the lock. Darravon returned to pacing. “This is taking too long.”


Kat snorted. “You can always take the stairs.” Not a viable option. Level after level of living quarters for wardens, templars and archons – not to mention that the entire floor below the vault was given over to the hierarch’s private suite. Even at that hour, with celebrations raging in the plaza, there’d be folk on the roam, any of whom might become suspicious.


Two custodians rounded the corner from the main stairway.


One started forward, hand going to his shrieker. “What—?”


Azra’s right forearm took him across the throat. Her left hand yanked his wrist into an armlock. Kat broke into a run as the second custodian went for his holster. The brass sights came up, the ifrît prism glinting behind.


She threw herself into a slide, the shrieker’s muzzle still tracking when her booted feet swept the custodian’s legs away. He thudded to the floor beside her. She rolled to her knees and slammed his masked forehead against the floor until his struggles ceased.


Azra’s custodian went limp for lack of air.


Kat glanced back. “Skerrik, we need to go.”


There was every chance the sound of the scuﬄe would draw attention. At least they hadn’t got a shot off.


Skerrik rocked back on his heels and scrambled away from the opening gate. “Shall we?”


Working in pairs, they dragged the unconscious custodians into the elevator. As Darravon pulled the gate closed, Kat reached out to the control prism and the motic ifrît within. It recoiled with a dull growl, heat flickering in its wake.


“Ah!” She grabbed at her tattoo.


“What is it?” asked Azra.


“The glyphs aren’t right.” Kat bent her thoughts on her aetherios tattoo, riding the after-image of the ifrît’s expectations. There. A coil of asymmetric spiderwebs inverted from their correct configuration. “Someone built a flaw into the design to prevent forgeries.”


Azra glanced up from gagging and binding the two custodians with an inventive mix of strips torn from their robes and a slender cord produced from inside her own. “That’s paranoid.”


“I don’t know. We’re here, aren’t we? There are probably different flaws woven into every design.” Kat nodded at the unconscious custodians. “Keeps everyone in their place and protects against the likes of us.”


Darravon scowled. “Then we’re done.”


Kat nudged the lines, correcting the flaws, and laid her hand on the control prism once more. The elevator lurched upwards as counterweights and pulleys whispered into motion. “Have a little faith.”


Her smile didn’t touch her eyes. Resisting the scriptorium hestics had already taken too much. The elevator motic had at least been annoyed, rather than confrontational. But the vault ifrîti would be shaped of sterner stuff. Azra strapped on one of the unconscious custodians’ shrieker belts. She handed the other to Kat. “Don’t worry about those two.”


Kat buckled the belt into place. The shrieker’s ifrît barely noticed her before returning to its slumbers. Not surprising. The archon’s tattoo she’d forged wouldn’t have included a shrieker activation glyph – House Bascari guarded them too jealously for that. But the shriekers at least completed the illusion of the borrowed uniforms.
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