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Those Persons Involved


Csorwe


A swordswoman of Oshaar, who grew up among the cult of the Unspoken One at the House of Silence. After escaping her fate as the Chosen Bride, she trained as the right hand of the wizard Belthandros Sethennai, but left his service two years ago to find a new life with Shuthmili. 


Qanwa Shuthmili 


A renegade scholar-mage from the Empire of Qarsazh. Shuthmili was brought up in the School of Aptitude, and was ordered to surrender herself to one of the military hive-minds of the Imperial Quincuriate. Instead, she fled her homeland with Csorwe at her side. 


Talasseres Charossa


Csorwe’s ex-colleague and rival, a young nobleman from the city of Tlaanthothe, where he is best known as a family disappointment and writer of unpleasant notes. He broke off a brief affair with Belthandros Sethennai two years ago, and truly believes he is over it. 


Oranna 


The former librarian of the House of Silence. Once romantically involved with Belthandros Sethennai, now single-minded in religious fervour, she has abandoned the cult to follow her devotion to the Unspoken wherever it may lead. An unreliable friend to some and an inconstant enemy to most. 


Belthandros Sethennai, also known as Pentravesse 


Chancellor of Tlaanthothe. Csorwe and Tal’s former employer. An immortal wizard of exceeding power and, as it turned out, a living incarnation of the serpent goddess Iriskavaal. He carved out his own heart and now keeps it in an ornate reliquary as part of his bargain with her. 


Atharaisse 


A giant serpent who befriended Csorwe during their imprisonment by the warlord General Psamag. A scion of the fallen serpent empire of Echentyr. 


ZINANDOUR, Dragon of Qarsazh, the Traitor 


goddess of things hidden and things decaying, the flame that devours 


Shuthmili’s patron divinity, imprisoned in the void for millennia as punishment for ancient atrocities. It is said that she seeks a mortal vessel through whom she can return. 


THE UNSPOKEN ONE 


who knows all that is dead, and all that is dust, and all that is to come 


Oranna’s patron divinity, sleeping within its shrine in the mountains above the House of Silence. Reputed to demand the sacrifice of a Chosen Bride every fourteen years. 


IRISKAVAAL, Lady of the Thousand Eyes 


sovereign of all space and time, she who withered Echentyr 


Sethennai’s patron divinity, who once ruled over the serpent empire of Echentyr as God-Empress. Her being was splintered into many fragments when her own people rose against her. She laid waste to her entire territory, surviving the carnage through her incarnation as Belthandros Sethennai. 


ALSO 


DR. ILVER TVELUJAN, a historian 


CHERENTHISSE, an officer of the Thousand Eyes


NIRANTHOS CHAROSSA, Tal’s older brother 


NIRANTHE CHAROSSA, Tal’s mother 


CWEREN, Prioress of the House of Silence 


KELEIROS LENARAI, a secretary and intelligencer 


TSEREG, a fugitive 









Pronunciation Guide


Oshaarun


CSORWE: ksor-way 


CWEREN: cweh-ren 


ORANNA: o-ran-uh 


TSEREG: tseh-reg 


Echentyri


IRISKAVAAL: ih-riss-kuh-vahl 


ATHARAISSE: ath-uh-rai-seh 


CHERENTHISSE: che-ren-tiss-eh


THALARISSE: tha-la-riss-eh 


PENTRAVESSE: pen-tra-vess-eh 


Tlaanthothei


TALASSERES CHAROSSA: tal-uh-seh-rez cha-ross-uh 


NIRANTHOS: nee-ran-thos 


NIRANTHE: nee-ran-thee 


BELTHANDROS SETHENNAI: bel-than-dros seh-then-ai 


KELEIROS LENARAI: kel-ey-ros leh-nar-ai 


Qarsazhi 


QANWA SHUTHMILI: kan-wuh shuth-mee-lee 


THURYA MISHARI: thur-yuh mee-shah-ree 


ZINANDOUR: zin-and-or 











I


The Mantle of Divinity


The forest is dust, the river is dust, 


	for their ruination has come. 


The gardens are dust, the orchards are dust, 


	for the day of ruination has come. 


In the shining city the weepers fall silent,


	 for ruination is upon us. 


“Lament for the Fall of Echentyr,” from The Record of Isjesse 
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The Hatchery


IN ANCIENT DAYS, all this world was veiled by a green wood. Now tree trunks scatter the land like bones and dead cities fall to ruin beneath a dull unseeing sky. 


Someday even they will be gone. But dust is not the only thing that lingers here. Along a certain mountain ridge, the stumps of forgotten beacons trace a path for ships to follow, up to the belly of a volcanic crater which rests among the mountains like a kettle among coals. Resting in that crater is the last bright thing that remains in this world, a shining mineral eye among the debris: the great tiled dome of an Echentyri hatchery complex. 


The serpent conquerors built this place long ago, to incubate their successors. Now, amid the desolation of their empire, the hatchery tiles still gleam, scattering the sun’s glare into a thousand dancing points. 


The hatchery is still and quiet but not altogether empty. The past sleeps soundly in these halls, and may yet wake. 


The first person to set eyes upon the hatchery in three thousand years was one Qanwa Shuthmili, sitting in the cockpit of a little hired ship as it soared above the ridge. 


The corpse of a world should have been a sad and terrible thing to see, but Shuthmili clung to the rail of the cutter and laughed in triumph. Her unbraided hair streamed behind her like a black pennant, and she bared her teeth against the wind as if she might take a bite of it. 


She hugged her knees in triumph and turned to Csorwe, beside her in the pilot’s seat. 


“There!” she said. “My goodness, it’s really all still there, the dome and everything, the whole complex!” 


“You’ve got a whole complex,” said Tal, who had his feet propped up on the back of Csorwe’s seat despite her regular objections. Even he sounded pleased, and so he should, because their business depended on success, and even if you didn’t care about ancient history, the fact that the hatchery complex really was here meant they were probably going to get paid. 


Csorwe took them in, landing the cutter with a bump. The crater was every bit as deserted as it seemed, a shallow bowl of dull stone sheltering the complex. The hatchery was even bigger than it had looked from the air, a cathedral of white marble and blue tile. The blue dome looked more like the sky than the actual sky overhead, which was a streaky yellow-grey. 


The people of lost Echentyr had been giant serpents, and their buildings were all on a scale to match. The arch in the wall of the complex was fifty feet high. Beyond its cool shadow, sunlight pooled in a courtyard just as enormous. 


“Even the Survey Office didn’t know this place existed,” said Shuthmili. “We might be the first people to walk here since the fall of Echentyr.” 


“That never gets old for you, does it?” said Csorwe with affection, as she shouldered her backpack. 


“I can’t believe nobody’s looted this place,” said Tal, running his fingertips over the tiled wall. The tiles were a brilliant sea-blue, minutely patterned with a design of interlocking spirals. “Even these would sell,” he added, tapping one. “People would love it. Do up your dining room with some genuine snake rubbish.” 


Tal was Csorwe’s oldest friend and oldest enemy. Next to each other they made a perfect contrast: Csorwe was only just taller than Shuthmili, square and compact; Tal was a tall, stringy Tlaanthothei with twitchy petal-shaped ears. 


“We aren’t looters, we’re surveyors,” said Shuthmili. She had shed a lot of scruples, but some of them really stuck. “We sell maps.” 


“To looters,” said Tal. “It’s not our fault looting is all we know.” 


“It’s not—they’re scholars—oh, put a lid on it, Talasseres,” she said, seeing that Tal was grinning at her. “It’s not my fault you have a lack of transferable skills.” 


She consoled herself that the ruined Echentyri colony worlds were famously sparse pickings for looters anyway: acres of dust and damage, with usually nothing to show for it but a few clay cylinders and a scattering of serpent bones. 


“People don’t like stealing from Echentyri worlds, anyway,” said Csorwe, flicking Tal in the shoulder as she passed him. “You heard them back on Cricket Station. We’re courting a horrible snake curse just visiting here.” 


“Don’t let the professor hear you,” said Tal. 


“I am fairly certain Professor Tvelujan would think a horrible snake curse was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her,” said Shuthmili. 


“Speak of the devil,” muttered Tal, as Professor Tvelujan’s 	minuscule cutter landed beside theirs. The engine puttered out, engulfed by the immense, encompassing silence of the dead world. 


Tvelujan was their client, an elderly historian from a university in distant Tarasen. She wore a hat with a translucent veil to shield her bone-white hair and skin from the sun. As she approached them, she walked with the slow swimming gait of one enchanted, and the veil billowed behind her like the mantle of a jellyfish. 


“All right, Professor? Need a hand?” said Csorwe, who generally treated Tvelujan with the patient, resigned cheerfulness one might use on a fragile relative. 


“No assistance needed,” said Tvelujan, in her small quiet voice. It was odd for a client to want to join them—their job was to chart the place and squash any obvious threats, to make way for the researchers who would follow—but Tvelujan’s devotion to her subject came before all else. “The most wonderful. An intact hatchery. Never have I imagined it.” Her Tarasene accent became more marked when she was emotional, though she still spoke in little more than a whisper. 


Shuthmili checked through her notebooks, while Tal and Csorwe counted off their provisions. They always carried more than they needed, since there was nothing growing and no running water in the dead world. 


Tvelujan, meanwhile, had her own rituals to conduct. Before they entered the hatchery proper, she knelt on the stones of the courtyard and poured out an offering of scented oil, murmuring prayers in the sibilant language of Echentyr. 


Shuthmili knew the serpent language well enough to understand most of it: Blessed Lady Iriskavaal, forgive us our boldness, we come to you as supplicants. 


“Wouldn’t want to miss an opportunity to suck up to our old friend the snake goddess,” muttered Tal. 


They were all somewhat superstitious about saying the name of Iriskavaal out loud. By now they had visited countless Echentyri relic worlds. They had even found their way back to the homeworld, where the dry bones of innumerable serpents lay curled in dust. They had searched in the dead city, in the Royal Library and the ancient palaces. All the same, you never forgot who had ruled in these places, and who had laid them waste. 


Three thousand years ago, the serpent goddess had destroyed her own territories in vengeance for a grand betrayal, and died. It was her curse which had blighted this world and dozens of others. 


For most of her life, Shuthmili had believed that was the whole story. Iriskavaal was an extinct goddess. Her throne had been shattered, and she had faded from history along with the whole empire of Echentyr. 


Two years ago, all three of them had learned better. Iriskavaal had cheated death, and taken a mortal vessel. Belthandros Sethennai still ruled over his city, far from here. As far as they had heard, he was still perfectly contented playing at being Chancellor of Tlaanthothe. If any of the Tlaanthothei had figured out what he really was, nobody was talking about it. 


Shuthmili put it out of her mind. In every way that mattered, he had no part in their lives now. It had been two years since the others had left his employment. The past—Csorwe’s and Tal’s lives as Belthandros’ sword-hands, Shuthmili’s service to the Church of Qarsazh—felt less real day by day. 


Tvelujan finished her prayers and drifted on across the courtyard to the door of the main hatchery building. It was circular, almost as big as a maze-gate, and composed of many interlocking metal plates, shining like a second sun. It was almost hard to look at directly, not that that stopped Tvelujan, who gazed up at it with dizzy reverence in her large grey eyes. 


Shuthmili rolled up her sleeves. She could almost see the power that flowed within the door, the great sigils and countersigils which formed its mechanism. She had taught herself to read the Echentyri language as well as almost anyone, but their magic was still alien, always more of a challenge than it needed to be. Working on their devices made her feel like an ant exploring the interior of a clock. The trouble was that there were no Echentyri mages left—except Sethennai, maybe, and she could hardly ask him. 


She retrieved her gauntlets from inside her jacket and pulled them on, reflecting, not for the first time, that they fit her better than ever. Csorwe had taken the gauntlets from Belthandros Sethennai, as a layer of protection to shield her from magic’s corrosive effects. When she had first put them on, they had been too big, uncomfortably reminiscent of the man who made them. Now, two years later, they were a second skin. 


She positioned herself opposite the door, too careful to actually touch the surface. It was never the obvious trap that got you, after all. By now they had encountered enough doors which belched fire or seeped poison that it would be tremendously embarrassing to be caught out in front of Tal. 


She closed her eyes and let her perception sink into the mechanism of the door. She floated through it, watching how one part of the great lock fit with the next. 


People are like locks, her aunt had used to say. But locks were also like people. Sometimes they just needed a little coaxing. 


As she rummaged around looking for the control sigil, she felt the familiar creeping shadow, and her goddess spoke to her. 


THERE YOU ARE, SHUTHMILI, said the lady Zinandour. Her voice was as soft and intrusive as someone lightly touching the back of Shuthmili’s head. 


Not now, said Shuthmili, swallowing her unease, I’m busy. Now was not the time. This was going to be a good day. There was a moment of reluctance, then Shuthmili gathered her focus and Zinandour’s presence dispersed like petals on the wind. 


There was the sigil she’d been looking for, the axle holding the rest together. She erased it, and the echoes of its dissolution rippled out through the rest of the mechanism. The door opened as sweetly as if it were welcoming them inside, without even a wisp of smoke. 


“All good?” said Csorwe, unable to hide the faint shadow of concern. Csorwe knew the risks of magic almost as well as Shuthmili did herself. Channelling the power of a divinity damaged the mortal mind and body in infinite small ways—usually minor, but occasionally not—and Shuthmili’s goddess was not a gentle one. 


“I think I’ll live,” said Shuthmili. “And it worked, didn’t it?” 


The metal plates of the door had slid away into the frame, revealing an immense chamber beyond. Much of it was occupied by a tiled pool the size of a small lake, now dry, with raw pitted stone at the bottom. The apex of the dome overhead had been glass-paned once, and now it was a lattice open to the sky, casting a fishnet shadow across the empty pool. Colonnades ran along the edges of the chamber, with more corridors branching off from them. It all reminded Shuthmili a little of a bathhouse. 


“Extraordinary,” breathed Tvelujan, clasping her pale hands in front of her. “Never was there another empire like it. Not even your people.” 


Shuthmili slightly resented this—she was no part of Qarsazh’s imperial ambitions these days—but it would have been unkind to squash Tvelujan in her state of rapture. 


The four of them approached the edge of the pool. Tvelujan moved slowly, as though this was a sacred place. Tal slouched along behind them, although Shuthmili knew him well enough by now to recognise that all that indifference was to cover up the fact he was watching their backs. Tal had run into Csorwe and Shuthmili the year before last, when all three of them were on Cricket Station looking for work. The decision to go into business together had been an idea born of one too many algae beers in the canteen, and Shuthmili was amazed that the partnership had held together as well as it did. 


“A hot spring, here,” said Tvelujan, gesturing at the bottom of the pool. “To keep eggs warm. Before rank allocation.” 


Csorwe raised an eyebrow. 


“The Echentyri sorted their eggs by caste and rank before they hatched. They would have loved it back in Qarsazh,” said Shuthmili, feeling she should apologise either for Echentyr or for her homeland. How would it have been, to hatch from an egg and have your whole destiny unroll before you, written out before you ever opened your eyes? Actually, Shuthmili thought she could imagine it very well. 


“Very efficient system,” said Tvelujan softly. “Never were their warriors matched in all the Maze of Echoes. In seven days only, the Lady of the Thousand Eyes subdued Oshaar. Some things in this world you have to respect.” 


Csorwe, clearly marked as Oshaaru by her grey skin and her tusks, rolled her eyes. 


“I thought that was a myth,” said Tal, all innocence. “I mean, how would a big snake even hold a sword? Makes you think.” 


Tvelujan did not deign to answer, but Csorwe grinned behind her back. It was one of the continued marvels of Shuthmili’s life that Csorwe and Tal got along all right these days, at least when they were out on a job. When they got back to the apartment, it would be right back to whether it was Tal’s turn to wash the dishes and whether Csorwe had been poaching from Tal’s liquor cabinet, but when they were working, a fragile ceasefire held. 


They left the main chamber and began charting the smaller corridors. The place was a labyrinth, coiled in on itself. The sunlight lay like bolts of white silk across the tiles, and a soft breeze blew in through open windows. Tvelujan was in her element, drifting from one inscription to another and occasionally murmuring about old Echentyri victories. 


Most of the furniture and equipment in the hatchery had long ago turned to dust, and what was left didn’t mean much: metal and ceramic vessels, inscribed tablets and cylinders which would take several days to decipher. Shuthmili glanced over them, trying to figure out which might be worth translating. Later on, Tvelujan’s team would return to gather up any that looked promising, but Shuthmili suspected they would just be accounts and inventories. 


The only unexpected thing was the decoration. Most of the Echentyri ruins Shuthmili had seen were covered with friezes, ancient triumphs and ceremonies in fresco or bas-relief. The hatchery was no different, except in its subject matter. Instead of serpent queens and heroes, the walls of the hatchery were blazoned with curious hybrids: women with the heads or tails of snakes, crowned snakes with five-fingered hands grasping weapons. Which answered Tal’s question, but raised several in its place. 


“Have you seen anything like this before? Do you know who they are?” said Shuthmili to Tvelujan. It struck her as odd, eerie even. Back in the day, the Echentyri had not really believed in other worlds or foreign peoples—there were only Echentyri worlds which had not yet been conquered and vassals awaiting subjugation. Most of the friezes depicted the serpents’ two-legged vassals as tiny stick figures, anonymous background swarms at work on the latest royal mausoleum. The halfway creatures in the friezes would surely have been a strange blasphemy—and yet some of them wore the mantles and garlands of Echentyri nobility. 


Tvelujan frowned. “The Thousand Eyes, perhaps.” 


“You mean—er, Iriskavaal?” said Shuthmili, not wanting to wound Tvelujan’s religious sensibilities but unsure how else to put it. She had always assumed Iriskavaal’s title was just a reference to the way she was always sculpted, with eyes running down her body like gems. 


“No,” said Tvelujan, brushing her fingertips over one of the friezes, “though they were named for her, I believe. The splendid honour guard of the Lady of the Thousand Eyes. But this is strange, to show them like this. Yes, certainly it is curious.” 


“You know what else is strange?” said Tal, kicking at a heap of potsherds in a way that made Shuthmili’s archaeological training cry out for justice. “The weird lack of skeletons in here. Normally you can’t move for old snake bones.” 


“Maybe this place was out of commission,” said Csorwe. 


“We’re pretty far from Echentyr and the central worlds,” said Shuthmili, putting aside the friezes for the moment. “The curse spread outwards from the capitol world. If they had some warning here, they could have evacuated.” 


She could imagine the scene. Hundreds of Echentyri rushing for their ships, trying to outrun the end of their world. Surely they would have made sure the eggs were loaded first. And how would it have felt, to know that their goddess had turned on them? She almost preferred to think they had been vaporised without realising it. 


At the end of one corridor, they found a small staircase descending, which was unusual, both because the Echentyri had favoured smooth inclines and because it was so narrow that the four of them had to go in single file. The corridor at the bottom was similarly small, and lined with small doors. 


“What is this, some kind of maintenance duct?” said Csorwe. 


“Ah . . .” said Shuthmili. “No. I don’t think so.” She peered round the nearest door, confirming her suspicions. The room beyond was long and low-ceilinged, windowless, with walls of bare stone. Most of the furniture had collapsed, but they could make out the rough outline of what was probably a line of cots. 


“The servants’ quarters,” said Tvelujan, with undiminished excitement. “Many hatchlings. Many servants.” 


Not much light filtered down from above, so it was hard to see detail, but there were curled shadows on some of the cots. 


“If they evacuated, I guess they didn’t take the staff,” said Tal, with a grimace. 


Shuthmili shivered and drew back. The Echentyri had conquered countless worlds in their ascendancy, and made vassals of their people. And now these crescents of pale residue were all that was left of them. Her earlier buoyant mood faded, and she reminded herself why she did this work: not only to know the past but to memorialise it. Nobody else had borne witness to these dead. 


Csorwe was very quiet. Head down, shoulders squared. 


“Tvelujan?” Shuthmili said, hanging back with her. 


Csorwe laughed, trying to play it off. “Always gives me a look when she talks about the conquest of Oshaar. I haven’t lived in Oshaar since I was fourteen. It’s weird.” 


Shuthmili reached for her hand and squeezed it, knowing how rare it was that Csorwe would admit to anything upsetting her. 


“There are people like that in Qarsazh,” said Shuthmili. “Glorious Precursor heritage and so on. All the kind of people who make me glad that you and Tal have taught me the useful vocabulary word shitlord.” 


“Tvelujan’s not that bad. It’s just . . . some things in this world you have to respect?” said Csorwe, curling her lip. 


“Yes, well, I can tell you about some of them later, if you like,” said Shuthmili, raising an eyebrow. It suddenly felt imperative to make Csorwe laugh, and flirting usually worked. 


“Wow,” said Csorwe, but she grinned. 


“Do you not respect me, Csorwe?” said Shuthmili, lifting her chin and schooling her features. “That’s very disappointing—” 


Csorwe was clearly trying hard not to laugh. “Shh, you are asking for a horrible snake curse—” 


Csorwe broke off as Tal came up the stairs. Shuthmili wondered whether Tvelujan had been getting to him too, although Tal was practically immune to insult. He certainly looked tense, but it was a vigilant tension. His ears had pricked up like those of a cat that hears something behind the wainscot. 


“You hear that?” he said—to Csorwe, not to Shuthmili, one of those occasional reminders that these two had been working together, or at least in proximity, for years before Shuthmili had ever come onto the scene. 


Csorwe nodded, looking past Shuthmili to a round archway that opened onto another corridor. She had gone tense in a different way, tightly coiled as the spring of a bolt-thrower. 


Now Shuthmili heard it too. In the distance was the sound of water. A pleasant gurgling sound, like a stream or a spring, rippling through the halls. It took Shuthmili a moment to realise what was worrying about that. There shouldn’t have been running water left anywhere on the surface of this world. 


They fetched Tvelujan, who listened with her head cocked for half a minute, frowning. 


“Perhaps the oracle pool,” she said suddenly. Her eyes widened, and she strode briskly off toward the direction of the sound. 


Csorwe made a choked noise and ran after her. Tal and Shuthmili followed. 


The archway that led to the chapel was ornately carved with a pattern of interlocking coils. The room beyond was immense but windowless, as dim as the rest of the hatchery was airy and bright. As they stepped inside, there was a moment when Shuthmili was convinced there was someone else inside, as though she felt the breath of some huge creature on her bare skin—and then there was a kind of release, and the room lit up. 


Wardlights gleamed into life, like rivers seen from the air on a clear night, silvery-pale and meandering. They coiled around columns which reached from floor to high ceiling up and down the length of the chapel. On the wall was a frieze of Iriskavaal herself, depicted in light: a hooded snake with many eyes, crowned in stars. Even here the goddess was surrounded by the strange snake-tailed people. They were carved with the same delicacy as the goddess herself, plaited hair and finely muscled shoulders, smooth scales and forked tongues all as one. 


Tal muttered uneasily. The misty light turned his dark skin to a ghostly opal as he stalked into the room, hand on the hilt of his sword. 


Shuthmili tried to get Tvelujan’s attention to ask her about the friezes, but she—along with Csorwe—was staring at the platform in the centre of the chapel. 


It was surrounded by a deep channel. The channel ran with clear water that glowed from within, illuminated by wardlights set into its base. On the platform itself was a great pale coiled object, white and translucent as fine parchment. 


Even if Shuthmili hadn’t been to the ruins of Echentyr, she would have known what she was seeing: the shed skin of a snake the size of a cart-horse. 


Lying among the coils of dry skin was a naked woman. 


“I was right. One of the Thousand Eyes,” said Tvelujan, breaking their silence. She took off her sun hat and clasped it respectfully before her. Shuthmili could have laughed if not for the strangeness of the moment. 


The woman in the circle was sparely muscled and tall, curled into a tight crescent, with long pale hair hiding her face. She was covered in a layer of dust that made her look as though she might have been carved from stone. She must have been here for years. Hundreds of years, perhaps. 


Despite all this, Shuthmili could see her ribs rise and fall slightly. She was alive. 


Shuthmili reached out with her magic, trying to figure out how this had happened. 


There was a binding circle in the water, wrought with the usual complicated Echentyri logic. It was maddeningly readable, like a page of text seen through steamed glass. It itched at her. She wanted to wipe it clean, to properly understand how it worked. 


She channelled a spark of power, and there was Zinandour, as usual— 


SHUTHMILI, LISTEN TO ME— 


Not now, she thought, in irritation more than alarm. 


The circle described an area of stillness. A holding place. It was astonishing that it had lasted so long. It was featherlight, no more substantial than a ring of dust on a window ledge. 


Careful, she told herself, and then Tal’s voice shattered the silence: 


“What the fuck, Professor!” 


Tvelujan had stepped onto the platform. She knelt beside the sleeping woman and touched her shoulder. 


“Wait, no!” said Shuthmili, understanding too late. The binding circle trembled and collapsed, dispersing in the water with a fading glimmer of light. 


The strange woman was awake and on her feet before any of them could blink. In another instant, she had Tvelujan by the throat. 


“Wait—” said Shuthmili, but there was a horrible crack of bone snapping and Tvelujan slid limply to the ground. 


Csorwe and Tal drew their swords. 


The stranger stood up very straight, trembling and wild-eyed. Her skin was a faded gold, a shade lighter than Shuthmili’s own olive-brown complexion. Her eyes were pale grey, and a red spark burnt within them, like an ember half buried in ash. 


Her hands clawed, clenched, loosened in front of her face, and she looked down at them with her head to one side as if they were alien things. When she spoke, it was in a voice like the hiss of wind on sand. 


“Prey-servants,” she said. “You are not of the hatchery. What are you doing here? Where are your uniforms? Is the evacuation complete? I must make contact with my superiors.” 


Shuthmili’s breath caught. She must be imagining it. It couldn’t be—but then, Csorwe had once met a serpent who said she had come from Echentyr. Perhaps it was possible. Echentyr had possessed many strange magics which had been forgotten. If another living Echentyri citizen had been preserved, somehow— 


Shuthmili had sometimes wondered what she might say if it ever happened that she encountered some ancient being from the former world. She had not imagined that it would be “Pardon me?” 


“You killed Tvelujan,” said Csorwe, who understood what was happening just as quickly, albeit from a different angle. “Why shouldn’t we kill you?” 


The stranger’s jaw worked. “I believed she meant to attack me.” 


The softness of her voice was willed, not natural. “I require assistance. One of you, go now and fetch your master. Whose servants are you?” 


“Nobody’s,” Tal started to say. 


“By the grace of the Empress, if none of you can talk sense, where is the nearest of my own kind?” 


“What are you talking about?” said Tal. 


But Shuthmili thought she was starting to understand. “Those friezes . . .” she said. Tal and Csorwe didn’t take their eyes off the stranger, but she could sense Tal rolling his eyes. “They must have been meant to show some kind of transformation . . .” 


The stranger blinked and blinked again, her mouth opening and closing as if in unconscious imitation of a serpent’s flickering tongue. “You,” she said. “Practitioner. Of what school are you?” 


Oh, Mother of Cities, she thought. Of course. If she is from Echentyr, she doesn’t know what’s happened. 


“Ma’am, I am an Adept of Qarsazh,” said Shuthmili, and stalled. This would mean nothing to an Echentyri, and it wasn’t even true anymore. 


The serpent-stranger shook her head, as if she should have known this was a futile line of enquiry. “Very well. I am Cherenthisse of the Thousand Eyes. I require your immediate assistance, in the name of the blessed God-Empress.” 


Cherenthisse stepped down from the platform, a little unsteady on her feet. Csorwe and Tal moved to block her path. 


“Wait—” said Shuthmili. “We should talk to her.” 


“Don’t see why,” said Tal, very indignant for someone who hadn’t liked Tvelujan all that much. 


Cherenthisse looked down at the crumpled body on the platform. Tvelujan’s veiled sun hat had fallen into the channel, and the water turned the light straw the colour of earth. 


“A mistake,” said Cherenthisse. “She ought not to have touched me.” 


“Does she look like she’s about to attack us?” said Shuthmili. Csorwe lowered her sword a fraction, and after a pause, Tal did the same. 


Cherenthisse nodded and strode past them before Shuthmili could stop her. 


She emerged from the chamber into the huge empty corridor, where cracked pottery lay in pieces and a vacant window looked out on the wounded sky. 


Cherenthisse stopped abruptly, staring at the ruin of the hatchery. “Explain,” she said. 


In the silence they could hear the wind blowing outside. Despite the bright sunlight, it was a desolate sound. 


“Answer me!” said Cherenthisse. “What became of the evacuation ship? How long was I held in the circle?” 


Shuthmili swallowed, and said: 


“More than three thousand years.” 


Cherenthisse bore Shuthmili’s explanation in unbending silence. When Shuthmili finished speaking, she bowed her head, and the silence went on for several excruciating seconds. 


“I see,” said Cherenthisse at last. “All is lost, then. We have been punished for our ingratitude.” Her voice was strained, crackling and snapping like burning twigs. She fell to her knees, as if she had reached the limit of her endurance, and then listed to one side and lay on the floor, curled up like a weeping child. 


“I suppose we should give her a moment,” said Shuthmili, drawing Csorwe and Tal aside into an alcove. 


“I don’t like this,” said Csorwe. Which was an understatement if you asked Shuthmili, but coming from Csorwe it meant I think this is dangerous and we should get out of here. 


“What, you mean just leave her?” said Shuthmili. “We can’t!” 


“I don’t think she’s a friend,” said Csorwe. 


“I’m pretty sure she’s one of them—an Echentyri, I mean—” said Shuthmili. “Some kind of shape-changer. I didn’t know that was even possible.” 


“Oh, great, that makes me feel a lot better,” said Tal. “You know, I was worried about how she just snapped Tvelujan’s neck like it was nothing, but if she’s an ancient shape-changing serpent, let’s let bygones be bygones—” 


“Hate to say it, but I think I’m with Tal on this one,” said Csorwe. 


“I thought Atharaisse was friendly to you, back in Psamag’s fortress,” said Shuthmili. 


“Yeah, but—” said Csorwe. 


“I was there too, you know, and she definitely also ate people,” said Tal. His expression twisted. Shuthmili still didn’t know exactly what had happened to either of them in the fortress. They didn’t talk about it; it seemed to be one of the few topics that was considered off-limits. 


“But think of what she could tell us! Time does nothing but take from us,” said Shuthmili, struggling to explain how it had been, working on endless Precursor ruins, how ancient things flowed through your hands like water. “I thought it was all lost—so much of it is lost—and it’s never going to come again, but if one of the Echentyri has survived all this time—it is a gift.” 


If this Cherenthisse had lived out the dust of her world and the ruin of her cities, it would be more than a gift. It would be an instant of unmerited and unimagined grace. 


“What about the university?” said Tal. “Could we just send her back instead of Tvelujan?” 


“What, you think they won’t notice?” said Csorwe, her lip curling. 


“No, you dolt, I was thinking they might be into it,” said Tal. “If they’re big snake fans like Tvelujan was.” 


“I’ll think of something to do with her,” said Shuthmili. She really didn’t look forward to telling the university department what had happened to their professor, right under Shuthmili’s nose. She would be lucky if all it did was wreck her professional reputation. If she was really unlucky, they might tip off the Qarsazhi Inquisitorate that their rogue Adept was apparently out and about in company with an ancient shape-changing serpent. “Maybe there’s a way to help her.” 


“You want to just . . . take her back to Cricket Station?” said Csorwe. 


“I tell you what, she’s not staying in my room—” said Tal. 


“I don’t see what else we can do,” said Shuthmili. “If we leave her here, she’ll die. She’s completely alone. I think we have a responsibility.” 


This swayed Csorwe as nothing else had. She nodded. 


“Well, shit,” said Tal. “I guess this means we’re not going to get paid.” 










2


Midsummer’s Eve


THE EVE OF the Feast of Midsummer was shaping up as one of the worst parties of Tal Charossa’s life, even before the School of Transcendence exploded. 


A week had passed since their doomed hatchery trip, and Tal was back in Tlaanthothe for one reason only, which was that Professor Tvelujan’s university had refused to pay them, and they badly needed money. 


The enormous roof garden of his mother’s mansion was rammed with crowds of Charossai, cousins and second cousins all talking over one another. You could tell who was a blood relation because all Tal’s family were alike, thin and sharp like an especially self-satisfied box of pencils. The ones who were there by marriage looked bleak and puzzled. 


From the garden you could see out over the whole city of Tlaanthothe. All the marble townhouses overflowed with flowers, and between them the wide streets were already crowded with festival stalls. In the squares, the priesthood of the Siren were arranging the city’s offerings for tomorrow’s festivities. On all sides there was no getting away from it. 


Before he found his mother, he almost tripped over someone he recognised as the particularly horrible cousin Essanthi. 


“Well, well, Talasseres,” said Essanthi, trampling through the awkward silence with relish. “Very rare to see you these days,” they added, with the suggestion that Tal was an unusual infectious disease, a puzzle to medicine. 


“Yeah, it’s been a while,” he said. Tal would have had no intention of attending, but his mother had written to invite him to her Midsummer’s Eve party, and his brother Niranthos had followed up with a more strongly worded letter to the effect that Tal had better attend if he ever hoped to draw his allowance from the Charossa treasury again. 


“Still working for Chancellor Sethennai?” said Essanthi. Tal had known someone would ask him at some point, but he hadn’t thought it would come up immediately. Three years ago he had spent the festival working security up at the Chancellor’s Palace, in his former life as Chancellor Sethennai’s bodyguard. Two years ago he’d missed the festival because he’d spent several months dead drunk on a beach after quitting Sethennai’s employment. 


“Not so much,” he said. 


“That’s the trouble with the city these days,” said Essanthi, who always sounded as though they were about one hundred years old despite being the same age as Tal. “All our promising young people, wasting their talents. So what are you doing with yourself?” 


Tal had some ideas of what Essanthi could do with themselves, but he was trying to behave, so he bit his tongue and managed, “Travelling a bit.” 


“Ha,” said Essanthi. Their ears gave a brisk little flick of disdain. “Is that what they’re calling it these days? My brothers travelled after university too. A year drinking themselves silly in foreign wineshops, I don’t doubt. But you didn’t go to university, did you?” 


“No,” said Tal, with a flare of temper, because of course everyone knew he’d been expelled from school at sixteen and was famously the family dud. “Didn’t bother applying. Prefer wasting my talents.” 


Essanthi gave a slow blink, like a tortoise, and turned to their neighbour as if Tal had made an embarrassing scene, although really on his usual scale of embarrassing scenes, this didn’t even register. Tal rolled his eyes and went on to look for his mother. 


The skyline of Tlaanthothe skewered all the humiliating events of Tal’s existence like bits of steak awaiting the grill. There were the turrets of the Tlaanthothei Academy for Boys. There, crouching in the wall, was the Gate-fortress where he had spent seven months as a hostage. Here, quite close by, was the spire of the Chancellor’s Palace, of which the less said the better. 


In the far distance, beyond the city wall, was the fading expanse of the desert known as the Speechless Sea, black sand bleached to rust under the unforgiving sun of his homeworld. Tal fixed his eyes on that dead margin and reflected that he would soon be out of here. 


He supposed he ought to make conversation to show willing, or something, but he could hear the cousins’ talk bubbling away on all sides, and from what he could catch, it sounded like you had a choice between art or politics. Tal would rather jam a cake fork into the back of his hand than try to have an opinion on either, especially in front of his family. 


“. . . heard he might not even appear tomorrow,” someone was saying. 


“Well, that’s almost an implied abdication, don’t you think? By default . . .” 


Tal slunk along behind them, his ears twitching. Abdication could only refer to one person. But the conversation had moved on, and he found himself trapped between a group of dull uncles and the fountain dais where the Charossa family offering had been made ready. 


Tlaanthothe’s tutelary goddess, the Siren of the Speechless Sea, was honoured with honey and salt water. The salt-water fountain was a permanent fixture, large and deep enough for Tal to swim lengths without touching the bottom. For the festival it was garlanded with grapevines, artfully arranged to leave space for golden dishes of honeycomb. Something broke the surface of the water, and Tal glimpsed the pale edge of a fin. 


Before he had time to work out what that was about, someone tapped him on the shoulder. Tal swung round, fists clenched and shoulders squared, and realised with a start that he’d been ready to punch someone in the face. 


It was his older brother, Niranthos, who was a shipping lawyer, or something else equally depressing. Tal could still picture Niranthos as a schoolboy, smilingly saying something like oh, Talasseres, do you really think the word equilibrium has a K in it? He wasn’t smiling now. Niranthos’ hair was tied back in neat braids and he was wearing shiny white formal robes. He looked afflicted by Tal’s presence, by his clipped curls and the creases in his shitty old party clothes. 


“What’s that thing in the fountain?” said Tal, by way of greeting. It wasn’t exactly a fish, despite the fronded tail which occasionally flicked up over the water’s surface. Tal had caught sight of a long horse-like muzzle. Perhaps it was a dolphin. 


Niranthos’ expression lapsed from aggravation to disgust. “Someone thought it would be cute to import a real life hippocamp as part of the offering.” The sea-horse was part of the city’s crest, supposedly dating from ancient days when the Speechless Sea was a true ocean. Tal had never seen one before. It explained the strong seaweedy smell rising from the fountain. 


“Those things kick like real horses. I assume it must be heavily sedated,” Niranthos added. 


“Yeah?” said Tal. “Lucky for some.” 


The look on Niranthos’ face didn’t change. Tal thought, Hey, you wanted me here, fucker, now you have to make conversation with me. 


“So how’s it going?” said Tal. “How are boats?” 


Niranthos only got stonier. He might actually be hating this more than Tal was, which was one bright spot. 


“Why am I here, then?” said Tal. “You were pretty clear I didn’t have a choice. Where’s Mother?” 


Niranthos gave a kind of snort of displeasure and dragged Tal to one side of the fountain dais, behind a potted lemon tree. 


Their mother, Niranthe Charossa, was sitting there under a trellis of flowering jasmine. She too was in full formal dress, and her braids were wound up to support a cup-shaped headdress full of summer flowers. Her deep brown skin had been burnished to a high gloss and her eyes were delicately outlined in gold. She looked—of course—like the model Tlaanthothei hostess, except that she was hiding in a dark corner. Her face had gained new lines of anxiety since Tal had last seen her. Niranthos’, too. 


There was something going on here. Some Charossa bullshit manoeuvre. That was the problem with his family. Get enough of them in one room at one time, and someone would start nudging and winking about whether this could be the dynastic moment. Always poised for the main chance, that was the family trait. 


It’s fine, he told himself. Calm down. He only had to make it through today, and somehow find a way to bring his mother round to the question of hard cash, and then he was going home to Cricket Station. Whatever it was they were up to, he wasn’t going to get drawn in. 


“Ah. You came,” said his mother. 


He wouldn’t have said her eyes lit up at the sight of him or anything, but she seemed reasonably pleased to see him at first. Then she fell silent, apparently at a loss what to say to him after that. Tal didn’t know what to say either. He realised with a squirm of shame that she hadn’t at all expected him to turn up. He swallowed, sticking his hands in the pockets of the robe he had dug out for the occasion in a halfhearted attempt to look smart. 


“Yeah,” said Tal, inadequately. He and Niranthos sat at the table. 


From here, beyond the trellis, the dome of the School of Transcendence was visible—green dome and white marble colonnade, floating above the noise and ornament of the city like a cloud. The Siren’s earthly mansion and most sacred temple was garlanded with olive branches for the Feast of Midsummer. It was empty now, but Sethennai would go there tomorrow for the ceremony and would enter the Inner Chapel alone to receive the goddess’ blessing on the city. 


Tal had seen the inside of the Inner Chapel himself, and seen the true form of the Siren: she was a broken stone obelisk, just one of the many scattered pieces of Sethennai’s stupid snake goddess. Presumably that made her just another one of his lackeys. 


“When was the last time you heard from the Chancellor?” said Niranthos. For once there was no condescension, no attempt to cloak the fact that Tal might know something Niranthos did not. This was such a surprise that it took Tal a second to understand what he was being asked. 


“I don’t know, never?” said Tal. He felt the warning flash, the sense that the ground was unsteady beneath his feet. 


“Exalted Sages, Tal,” said Niranthos. “You don’t have to be stupid on purpose.” 


“We only wondered—” said his mother. “You’ve really heard nothing from Chancellor Sethennai?” 


“Er—no,” said Tal. 


“What on earth have you been doing, all this time, anyway?” said Niranthos. He was angry with Tal, still, for some reason, as though Tal had done all this specifically to spite him, and it was drawing him away from the point. 


“He’s taking some time to find himself,” said his mother smoothly. Tal wondered how she knew this, since they’d certainly never discussed it. Her letter had been polite, but both she and Niranthos had made it clear how the family felt about his current lifestyle, the fact that Talasseres had given up a position on the Chancellor’s staff for the worst possible company a backwater like Cricket Station had to offer. Tal couldn’t tell if she was defending him or just trying to put a more palatable gloss on his situation. 


“No letters? Nothing?” said Niranthos. 


“Why would he write to me? I quit,” said Tal. 


To be fair to them, there were some facts they didn’t know about Tal’s relationship with his old boss. Tal had done a really good job so far that day of not thinking about the fact that it had been on the Feast of Midsummer that Sethennai had kissed him the first time, five years ago. 


A possibility dropped into his hands, sharp and bright as a shard of glass. “What, did he mention me?” 


The public festivities had been a struggle, a punishingly hot day with a dust storm threatening beyond the city walls. Sethennai had looked so tired. Tal had ended up in the study after Csorwe and the others had all gone, and the night had been full of almost unbearable possibility, and— 


Tal thought again, hard, about stabbing himself with a fork. It was over. 


“No,” said Niranthos. If he noticed the break in Tal’s composure, he didn’t say anything. His ears were drawn up close against his skull, and Tal thought he must be making an effort to stop them twitching. “No, he didn’t mention anything, because he hasn’t been seen in public for over a month.” 


Tal shook this off. None of his business. “I don’t see what that has to do with me.” 


“You knew him better than anyone,” said Niranthos. He managed to put a nasty shine on it that made Tal worry for a second that his brother had figured it out, but on balance it was probably just Niranthos being Niranthos. “And you’re still in contact with that girl.” 


“Do you mean Csorwe?” said Tal, who was still coming to terms with the fact that he and Csorwe were apparently stuck with each other, as if she was some kind of disfiguring freckle he’d been born with. She and Shuthmili were still on Cricket Station, looking after Cherenthisse, who was taking things hard. At the point Tal had left, Cherenthisse had divided her time between sleeping, refusing to wear clothes, and demanding that somebody duel her to the death. 


“Doubt Csorwe’s heard anything. She . . . left him, same as me.” Tal couldn’t quite make himself form the word betrayed. 


“Yes, and the only reason she isn’t being pursued for theft and treason is that Sethennai declined to open a prosecution,” said Niranthos. 


“He’s changed in the past two years, since the two of you left,” said Tal’s mother. 


“Oh, and you two know him so well?” said Tal. They had to be wrong. Tal had never even let himself fantasise about the idea that Sethennai might be really sad and different now. Sethennai’s indifference was one of those constants you had to remember, or you could really take a wrong turn. 


“Not well,” said his mother. “But I’ve known him for many years, and well enough to see a difference.” 


“Changed how?” said Tal. 


“Colder. More distant,” said his mother. 


“Very distant,” said Niranthos, as if wanting to prove that he also knew the Chancellor quite well. “Doesn’t seem to hear anything you say. I’m on the Logistics Committee now, and he hasn’t attended a meeting for two months. We’ve tried contacting his staff at the Palace, but they’re stonewalling me.” 


“Wow,” said Tal in his flattest drawl. “If he’s missing meetings of the Logistics Committee, something really must be wrong. Everyone loves those meetings.” 


“My god, Talasseres, you really are incapable of behaving like an adult,” said Niranthos. “Would you listen to what I’m saying? The Chancellor is missing, he’s been behaving strangely for months, his staff won’t admit there’s a problem, but I don’t think they know anything more than we do—” 


“Yeah! Great! Sounds bad!” said Tal. “This shit is why I left. I have my own life.” 


“On Cricket Station, Tal? With your friends? Do you know what it’s doing to—” Niranthos shut his mouth, lips tightly pressed, and glanced at their mother with a significance so clunky it was almost audible. “Half of Tlaanthothe says you’ve become a drug runner or something,” he added. 


Tal snorted. “Hey, tell me the name of one drug you know—” 


“This is not the point,” said their mother sharply. “Tal, you are needed here. If something is about to happen—for instance, if Belthandros Sethennai fails to show up for the Feast tomorrow and pay his respects to the Siren—then we need every Charossa.” 


Elsewhere in the garden, the conversation simmered on. There was a glop as the hippocamp turned drearily over in the fountain. 


“Right,” said Tal, as the whole grim tableau fell into place. “You think someone’s going to challenge for the city. Or—no—you think it’s going to be a big free-for-all.” 


“Look, it only takes one idiot,” said Niranthos. “One Lenarai or Kathoira to decide it’s their chance to make a play for Chancellor before anyone else does.” 


“Yeah, it’s almost like duelling is stupid,” said Tal. “As if you want some random dickhead with a sword in charge.” 


“Well, actually, in former ages, martial prowess was considered an essential part of—” 


“It’s cleaner than civil war,” said their mother, before Tal could tell Niranthos what he thought of his martial prowess. “And in any case, the people accept it, so it hardly matters whether it’s sensible or not.” 


“And I’m not a sword-fighter,” said Niranthos, “and Mother’s duelling days are obviously behind her, so . . .” 


“Oh, my god,” said Tal, suppressing the urge to pour scorn on sword-fighter. “You want me to do it.” 


“My concern is that if someone does not take control early on, there will be a bloodbath,” said his mother. 


“Ha ha, bullshit,” said Tal. “You two want to get a Charossa in first, that’s all. Sethennai wouldn’t give up the city, I was there when he fought Olthaaros for it. You think he’s just going to let it go? It’s not going to happen.” 


“Sometimes one needs to plan for a contingency,” said his mother. “In any case, Sethennai could be unwell, or—” 


This tweaked at Tal’s heartstrings for a moment. He’d only ever known Sethennai to catch a mild cold, which meant nothing worse than wearing a dressing gown and sipping ginger tea. Anyway, Tal didn’t think Sethennai could get seriously ill, given that he was immortal, and— 


Oh, of course. If they were right that there had been some change in Sethennai, it was nothing to do with Tal. Not even anything to do with Csorwe, except that both of them had been involved in retrieving the Reliquary. Two years ago, Belthandros Sethennai had opened the Reliquary of Pentravesse and learned what he truly was. No wonder he was different now. 


Tal hadn’t told anyone about it. He hadn’t known how to express it, and he didn’t have the energy to persuade anyone of something they wouldn’t want to believe. Well, it made things simpler. It was just as he’d always known, really. Sethennai had never cared for him. And he would never get anything from his family without getting himself dragged into some scheme against his will. 


He could leave now. Wait for a quiet moment and slip out. He could be on a ship back toward Cricket Station before next morning. He’d just have to tell the others there’d been no luck getting money from his family. They had another month’s rent saved on their apartment, so they wouldn’t be kicked out right away, and maybe the others would come up with something good. There would have to be another way. He wasn’t signing up for this. 


Niranthos took his distraction for contempt. “Dear gods, Tal, you could at least think of your duty to Tlaanthothe—” 


“Fuck Tlaanthothe, and fuck you,” said Tal. “I’m not getting involved.” 


Niranthos began to growl some response. Their mother just looked at Tal, her brow creased. She looked tired and unhappy, not angry. 


“Tal—” she said, and then the School of Transcendence blew up. 


Or at least, that was how Tal tried to describe it, later on. In fact there was no explosion. An explosion would have left a crater in the centre of Tlaanthothe, flung chunks of ancient marble through the walls of nearby palaces, opened up the dome like a seedpod popping. None of this happened. 


What happened was a burst of concussive force centred on the School, a shudder so violent that Tal’s teeth rattled in their sockets. It felt as though someone had ripped the stitches from the fabric of reality. 


Tal’s mortal brain didn’t understand it as it happened. All he could do was reconstruct it later. There was a flash of darkness, an annihilation. When his vision returned, he smelled hot metal and a wave of ozone, like the end of a thunderstorm, and tasted blood on the roof of his mouth. Something hot was running down his face. 


At first he couldn’t hear anything at all, only a slow, echoing boom. When he remembered he had hands, he reached automatically for his sword—which wasn’t there, because he’d left it with his luggage—and he realised he’d been thrown backward out of his chair and flung into the trellis. 


Gradually his vision cleared. His mother was clinging to the lemon tree, upright somehow, mopping at her face with her sleeve. Niranthos was still on the ground. Everyone in view was bleeding from the nose or mouth or both, clinging to each other, wailing. 


“The School must have been struck by lightning!” someone was saying, although the sky was a cloudless blue and the School of Transcendence was, somehow, intact, shimmering and whole. Someone else was screaming about how the city was under attack. 


“Everyone be careful, there may be aftershocks,” said Niranthos, on his feet and ready for the people to listen to him again. He and some of the other cousins began shepherding people inside. Perhaps it seemed safer under cover, but Tal knew, somehow, that there was no safety from this, that everyone in the city must have felt it, down to the deepest cellars. 


“Mother?” he said, picking himself up. 


“No bones broken yet,” she said. She began to follow Niranthos and the others toward the stairs. “Tch. My mistake for thinking we had another day.” She rubbed her face, loose petals cascading from her headdress. “It will start now, you understand. You are too young to remember the beginning of Olthaaros’ usurpation—the chaos, the uncertainty, the stupid violence—the wretched scrabbling . . .” 


“What do you mean?” said Tal, then followed her gaze. 


Above the School of Transcendence, the blue sky swirled and darkened, writhing with knots and ribbons of cloud. Within the clouds a green light flashed—sometimes like lightning, sometimes like eyes gliding in the deep sea. 


“Belthandros has done something he cannot take back,” said Niranthe. “Get downstairs, Talasseres. We need to consider our next move.” 


Tal was still collecting his wits, about to say that he wanted no part of the next move, whatever it was, that he hadn’t changed his mind just because Sethennai had done something awful. Then, out of the general noise of Charossai retreating, there came a piercing scream, rising and falling with abject horror. A child, Tal thought. He stumbled in the direction of the noise. It was coming from the fountain dais. 


The fountain was now dry, thickly encrusted with white drifts of salt. Lying among the soft, spiky crystals was the dead body of the hippocamp, withered almost to mummification. The creature’s strange skeleton was visible through the dry skin, already sloughing away. One of the little cousins was staring down at it, her mouth open in an unending wail. 


“Yeah, you and me both,” Tal muttered. 


Dragging his eyes from the grisly corpse of the hippocamp, Tal saw that the wreaths of grapes had withered black. The golden dishes were flecked with patches of grey-green encrustation as though infected. The wedges of honeycomb were dark and crumbling. 


His mother seemed not to have noticed. She scooped the little girl up over her shoulder and followed the others inside. Reluctantly, Tal went after her. 


Perhaps to Niranthos’ disappointment, there were no aftershocks. Dozens of Charossai gathered in the grand parlour of the mansion and talked loudly at each other, their panic already filming over with theories. Tal loitered at the edge, thinking about how to slip away and get to the docks without being harassed. 


For a second his treacherous brain started trying to imagine what Sethennai could have done, but as soon as he caught himself, he banished the thought. Not his problem anymore. 


“Some of us ought to go up to the School and find out what we can about what’s happened,” said Tal’s mother. She had a way of making herself heard in a crowded room without raising her voice. 


“Agreed,” said Niranthos. “In these circumstances the city looks to the great families to show leadership. Talasseres and I will be happy to go.” 


The crowd parted, encircling Tal, and they all peered at him, most only just registering that he was here. Tal saw exactly what Niranthos was doing, and it made him furious. Even an emergency could be made to serve the grand plan. This was just another step toward the ultimate goal of forcing Tal to fight a duel. 


If Niranthos had smirked at him, it would almost have been bearable, but his expression was bland. He hadn’t even considered the idea that, when it came to it, Tal might do something other than exactly what he was told. 


“Actually, nah,” said Tal. 


“Sorry?” said Niranthos. The crowd started up talking again, and Tal raised his voice, making sure they all heard. 


“No, thanks,” said Tal. “Sure, you’ll have a great time playing Niranthos Charossa Shows Leadership, maybe they’ll put up a fucking statue of you with your head up your arse, but this is not my problem. Maybe you weren’t listening before. I’m not getting involved.” 


He didn’t wait to see his mother’s face or hear his brother’s response. He turned and elbowed his way out of the room as the noise rose around him. 


It had been a mistake to come back, Tal thought, throwing his bag over his shoulder. He should have left earlier. God, and if his mother was right and Sethennai was at the School of Transcendence, Tal would rather die. He never wanted to see him again. 


He strapped his sword belt back on and strode out of the mansion. The streets were empty, but they hummed with a restless silence, the sudden absence of hundreds of people. Abandoned festival stalls listed, shedding their canopies. The swags of flowers hanging from facade to facade had sagged and given way. A heavy fall of rotten petals had splattered on the paving stones. The plant matter left clinging to the twine was slimy and unrecognisable. 


The wind dried the sweat on the back of Tal’s neck. He shivered, but pressed on. He didn’t look back at the School of Transcendence, at the angry swirl of cloud massing above the dome. 


He kept his head down, not wanting to be recognised. For so long he’d been the knife in the Chancellor’s hand. There were plenty of people who would know his face. He needn’t have worried. All the way down to the docklands, the city was quiet. Those he passed hurried on without looking at him. 


Halfway there he passed a priest of the Siren wandering in the opposite direction. The man’s face was buried in his hands, the breeze whipping his robe of office around his ankles. Tal thought he might have been sobbing, but it could have been the wind. 


At last he saw the quays from above. Cutters waited like pigeons on a wire, and great ships rested in their mooring cradles. Beyond them, the city wall and the Gate-fortress and the Gate itself, looming like the memory of a bad dream. The fortress in particular was a reminder of what happened to you if you let yourself get drawn into your family’s stupid infighting. Locked away with two hundred mercenaries and General Psamag. 


He dragged his eyes away. He’d got himself out of the fortress, and he’d learned his lesson since. 


The quays were closed, and so were the city gates. A cluster of soldiers and port administrators were directing a crowd of would-be passengers, and a barrier had been constructed to block their way. Tal could see the great round-bellied ships in their cradles, but nobody was getting on or off. Overhead, beyond the mailship quay and above the bulk of the fortress, the Gate gleamed, bright and still and undisturbed as a green glass coin, and patrolled by a military vessel. Nobody would be leaving Tlaanthothe until they had sorted out the disturbance at the School of Transcendence. 


Tal cursed. He couldn’t stay. He had almost no money left—only his return ticket for the mailship. If his mother was right and things were about to go bad, soon everyone would be trying to get out of Tlaanthothe, and Tal intended to be gone before that happened. 


There were no good options. Go back into the city and hide, try to get over the wall without being noticed by the soldiers . . . 


The Gate-fortress loomed over his shoulder again, reminding him that there was at least one other way out of Tlaanthothe. Long ago he’d escaped from the Gate-fortress through the tunnels under the city, and he remembered how to find the entrance, hidden in a park at the bottom of Broad Street. 


The park had been decorated for the festival, with huge cheaply printed banners depicting the Siren as a shapely mermaid riding a hippocamp. Most people did not know what it was that stood alone in the windowless dark of the Inner Chapel, and the mermaids were a Midsummer tradition. The banners flapped in the breeze, discoloured as though eaten up with mildew. A few trestle tables had blown over, their tablecloths looking just as filthy. Another priest was crouched under a tree, his head buried in his arms. This time Tal was sure of what he heard. The man was openly weeping. 


Well, no use wondering about that. Tal made his way down an avenue of cypresses toward the hidden stairway. Csorwe and Sethennai certainly knew about the tunnels, but Tal had never told anyone else. It was his own secret knowledge, won through a series of indignities, to be kept to himself. Inside it was cool and damp, a flight of steps descending through darkness to the catacombs below. Only now it occurred to him that Sethennai might have had the place walled up or filled in, but when he reached the bottom, it was just as it had been, an ancient underground boulevard built through a natural cave system. Maybe it suited Sethennai to have a secret escape route. 


He retrieved his alchemical torch from his bag and let out a long breath. He’d done it. He was almost out. The tunnel let out into the desert. Not ideal but better than being trapped in here with Niranthos and Sethennai and thousands of other people he hated, and he might have better luck finding a cutter. He could go north through the desert to Grey Hook, or to one of the lesser Gates in the south. It would be several days’ journey, but each day would at least take him further from Tlaanthothe and everything that lurked inside it. 


He turned a corner, and the beam of his torch fell on a cloaked figure, inspecting something on the ground. 


It was a woman, wrapped up against the chill of the caves. She leant on her staff as she stood up to face him, and he thought she must be very old. Then she pulled back her hood and Tal recognised her. She couldn’t yet be forty, but her dark hair was shot with grey. There was a malevolent gleam in her pale yellow eyes, and her expression dangled at the exact midpoint between amusement and exasperation. 


“You,” he said. “Aren’t you dead yet?” 


Oranna’s silver-capped tusks glinted. “The grave calls, but it does not yet demand.” 


Oh, fuck off, Tal thought, but all he said was, “What are you doing here?” 


“The same thing you are, I imagine. Leaving a sinking ship.” 


Oranna was the former librarian of the House of Silence. She had been Csorwe’s teacher and Belthandros Sethennai’s lover, and she remained Tal’s least favourite person in the world. She always reminded him of his teachers at the Academy, poised ready to spring when he said something stupid. He ignored her and took a step forward, and she raised a hand. 


“I wouldn’t. The path is sealed.” 


He couldn’t see what she meant at first. Then he spotted the thin silvery line of marks inscribed from wall to wall across the tiled floor. Tal had stumbled blindly into a curse-ward before, and he didn’t care to repeat the experience. 


“For a generally careless man, Belthandros is always so diligent when it’s least convenient,” said Oranna. She knelt again, lowering herself carefully to the ground, and poked at the markings with a small metal pointer. “Nasty piece of work.” 


After a couple of years living next door to Shuthmili, Tal knew what someone sounded like when they were doing a bad job hiding their anxiety. Something had Oranna ruffled. Normally Tal would have enjoyed this, but he didn’t want to imagine what it might be. 


Oranna picked and scratched at the curse-ward on the ground, and after a few minutes straightened up. The curse-ward fizzled away, and she rubbed out the remnants with her foot. “Right. Time to get going.” 


Tal didn’t know what to say to this. Even looking at Oranna filled him with a mute loathing, and the fact that she didn’t seem to hold it against him made it worse. He wanted to come up with something really devastating to say. Tell her to slither back to whatever hole she’d crawled out of. 


“God, piss off,” was all he managed. 


Great. 


Oranna raised an eyebrow at him, and set off down the tunnel ahead of him, moving surprisingly fast. “Things in Tlaanthothe are about to get very bad indeed,” she called back to him. “The Siren is dead, and Belthandros is gone, and I do not like the implications of that. But don’t let me stop you if you really want to stay.” 


“That’s dumb,” said Tal, catching up to her. “Gods can’t die.” He felt very sure as he said it, and then he remembered the shrivelled hippocamp in the fountain, the priests weeping in the streets. “The Siren was a big rock! What happened, did someone break in with a pickaxe?” 


“The obelisk is still in the chamber, an inert chunk of mineral matter,” said Oranna grimly. “But the divinity who dwelt within it is extinguished. As the Unspoken teaches us, all things have their end.” 


“Sethennai wouldn’t leave Tlaanthothe,” said Tal. 


“There is nothing Belthandros Sethennai would not leave behind if it served him. He has a sentimental attachment to the city, but nothing weighs with him more than his own safety,” said Oranna. For once there was no twist of amusement at the corner of her mouth. Whenever she wasn’t smiling there were lines of pain on her face. Under her cloak, her dress was dusty and much mended, and her hands were rough with exposure. Tal noticed without pity that she was missing the little finger of her left hand. “There was no sign of him at the Chancellor’s palace this morning, nor anywhere else in the city,” she went on. 


“What are you doing in Tlaanthothe, anyway?” said Tal. 


“Visiting Belthandros for the Midsummer Festival,” said Oranna. 


“What, did he invite you?” said Tal. He’d only ever worked security. He’d never been a guest. 


“Regardless of who was or was not ‘invited,’ he wasn’t there. I missed him. He’s gone. Probably gone this way, in fact, given the curse-ward here.” 


“His own safety? You think he’s in danger?” said Tal, recalling too late that he didn’t care about Sethennai or the Siren or anything that happened in Tlaanthothe. The idea of Sethennai in trouble, suffering somewhere, out of control, was both unpleasant and interesting, like the itch of a bandaged wound. 


“I do,” said Oranna. “And anything that can threaten him is a problem for all of us.” She shuffled on down the tunnel, her staff tapping on the ancient tiles. Tal thought she relied on the staff more than she would admit. 


“What’s wrong with you?” he said. 


She grinned at him. “You’re not the first to ask. Where to begin? My old friend Cweren once told me I have an offensively instrumental attitude towards others—” 


“I mean—” 


“Yes, I know perfectly well what you mean, and I must say you take rudeness beyond what is charming. I have the mage-blight, and I am dying of it. I watched my teachers at the House of Silence succumb, one after another. Joint and muscle pain, chills, fatigue, fragile bones, incoherence, and death. Much to look forward to.” 


Tal, as usual, recoiled from discussion of mortality. He was twenty-five years old and did not need this. Nor did he know what to say. Even to someone you justifiably loathed, there was probably some way you were supposed to respond to I’m dying that wasn’t good thing you like tombs so much. Luckily for him, Oranna wasn’t finished. 


“If one were a weak talent—someone like my old friend Cweren, for instance—perhaps one could tolerate having the power and not using it. One might live most of a normal span. But whatever else might be wrong with me, I am not mediocre. I have perhaps two years left. Three if I restrain myself, but I do not plan to restrain myself. Nor do I plan to get myself killed by whatever is after Belthandros. There is too much to do.” 


The passage had begun to curve up, and sunlight was filtering down ahead, picking out the striations in the stone in bands of gold. 


“You are still in touch with Qanwa Shuthmili?” said Oranna. “You’d better take me to her.” 


“What?” said Tal. He liked Shuthmili, which was odd since she was exactly the kind of wispy supercilious pedant he’d always hated, but he couldn’t imagine she would be pleased to have Oranna turn up on their doorstep. On the other hand, it might be worth it for the look on Csorwe’s face . . . “Why? Why should I?” 


“Why: when I tell her what happened here, she will help me find Belthandros. Why should you: if I am right, and some ancient power has arisen to rampage in Tlaanthothe, then you would do well to find a powerful mage and stand behind her.” 


“So you are going to find him?” said Tal, trying to ignore that last part. “To help him?” 


He’d meant to sound scornful—Sethennai was beyond helping, and running around after him was pathetic—but it came out plaintive. 


Oranna stepped out of the tunnel and into the afternoon sun. “Find him? Yes. I have business with him,” she said. “Help him? That depends.” 
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The Hope of the Empire


WHEN THE DAY of ruination came, Cherenthisse had been on her way to address the graduating class at the Thousand Eyes hatchery. 


She had been aboard her war-dart, resting in her true aspect, her proper serpentine body. Her vassal pilot hadn’t needed much direction, leaving her free to try and remember her speech and think about how much she was looking forward to getting this over with. 


Like the other Thousand Eyes, she had spent her infancy and early training at the hatchery. Her memories of it were distant, and not warm. More than half of her hatchmates had died before graduation. There was honour in being hatched for the Thousand, but few of them remembered the place or its discipline with pleasure. Cherenthisse was one hundred and twenty years old, and she had not returned to the hatchery since her own graduation, and she hadn’t seen a Thousand Eye hatchling in years. She was always startled by how tiny they were, how bright and glossy, and tinier still when they began to shed their skins and learn to take on a prey aspect. 


The first Cherenthisse heard of the cataclysm was the pilot’s scream. Then she saw it, a wave of darkness which rippled out through the Gate, burning and draining everything it touched. 


She assumed it was the rebels. The civil war was in full flood, and there were rumours that the revolutionary faction had got hold of a void-weapon, that they might attack the Gates. 


The hatchlings! she had thought, before anything else. 


The pilot was dead. Cherenthisse assumed her prey aspect, took the controls, and accelerated toward the hatchery, the war-dart flying before the devastation like a bird before the storm. 


She meant to supervise the evacuation, to play her part in safeguarding the future of the Thousand Eyes. She had not known the nature of the catastrophe. 


The goddess had punished them all. 


I could have died not knowing that, she thought, and although it was beneath her to feel hatred for prey, she could not help hating the prey creatures who had woken her. 


There were none of her own kind left. Not a single Echentyri infant in existence. Not a single Echentyri but her, and she was trapped in the weak fronded shape of her prey aspect. 


And still the speech she had meant to give kept going through her head. She had written it herself, though oratory was not her strong suit and she hardly remembered who had spoken at her own graduation. In this time of upheaval, it had begun, it is you who must carry forward the hope of the Empire. 


She laughed. It made a dry sound in her throat, and hurt her chest. Three thousand years, and all that was left of Echentyr was her alone. 


The prey who had woken her had brought her to a place called Cricket Station, to quarters so small and cramped she would have been ashamed to provide them to the prey-servants on her own estate in Echentyr. 


Once she was alone, she had tried to return to her true aspect, thinking it might bring some comfort to feel her own strength, something wholesome and familiar amidst this degradation. She couldn’t do it. The unfurling which had once come so naturally refused to take hold, as though something in her had dried up and withered away as the years slipped by. Her useless body shuddered, twitching within its dead wrappers as though trying to shed its skin. This struck Cherenthisse as such a cruel parody that she threw herself against the wall of the cabin, slamming bodily into the timber in rage. It hurt, and the maddening newness of the pain made her angry enough to do it again. 


One of the prey creatures came in. Shuthmili, that was her name. Cherenthisse had known the names of all her own servants. She had taken pride in it. The estate would be ruined now. The park where Cherenthisse had hunted. The temple to the God-Empress where she had made her vows of dedication. The banqueting hall where she and her squadmates had celebrated their victories. There was no safe or comforting place for her thoughts to rest. Everything was gone. 


Cherenthisse bared her blunt and useless teeth, trying to make Shuthmili leave. Shuthmili put her head on one side. 


“I’ve brought you something to eat,” she said. 


There was a deep pit of sickness and anguish in Cherenthisse’s belly. She never wanted to eat again. 


“There is nothing left for me,” said Cherenthisse. “No purpose in nourishing this useless body.” 


“Well,” said Shuthmili. “You killed Professor Tvelujan—may she rest at the Hearth of the Mara. So I’m sorry if I don’t feel particularly sympathetic. She was a strange person, but she did not deserve that.” 


“She ought not to have intruded.” 


Shuthmili’s face crinkled in disgust. 


“You are aggrieved by it. It was an insult to you,” said Cherenthisse, guessing a little. She took Shuthmili for the leader of the group, insofar as prey had leaders. “She was a servant of yours? If so, I apologise for any disrespect.” 


“No,” said Shuthmili. 


Cherenthisse felt a flare of anger. This creature clearly did not realise what an immense concession it was for Cherenthisse to apologise to her. 


“You cannot think it brings me pleasure to be here. To be trapped in this form,” she said coldly. 


Shuthmili did not seem moved by this. 


“Eat. You’ll feel better.” 


“My people are gone,” said Cherenthisse. “My order are all dead. My duty is obsolete. Better to submit to the just punishment of my goddess and die.” 


“There may be another,” said Shuthmili, hesitant. “Csorwe once met a great serpent who said she had come from Echentyr.” 


The moment of hope hurt like someone pulling a knife out of her flesh. “And where is she now? She lives?” 


“We don’t know,” said Shuthmili. “She disappeared. Csorwe tried to find her a few times, but we never got anywhere.” 


Shuthmili went on for a while about the worlds they had searched, but Cherenthisse was overwhelmed by memory. The Thousand Eyes assembled for parade in a courtyard of the God-Empress’ palace. The scent of lily and tuberose, the sound of cool water, the opaline brilliance of Echentyr’s sun gleaming on marble. The others around her, the rest of the Thousand, the knowledge that she was part of something far greater. She would have died for any one of the Thousand Eyes, and how she wished she had been given that opportunity. 


“I’ll leave this here. It’s just porridge,” said Shuthmili. She put a bowl down on the floor beside Cherenthisse’s bunk and left. Cooked food, such as a servant would eat. 


The smell of the cooked grains filled her with a mixture of disdain and wretched hunger. Cherenthisse had always tried to avoid eating in her prey aspect. Its senses were still so alien, and it always wanted to understand things by touching them. 


There was a metal implement for eating with, but Cherenthisse ignored it. She took the bowl in both hands and lowered her face to it for a mouthful of porridge. It tasted so good that she lost herself for a moment in slurping up as much of it as she could. 


She did feel better. She had been hungry; that had been a part of the lurching emptiness. That made her angry all over again. Her world was dead, and with it everyone she had ever known. All her Thousand Eyes were dead. The Maze was overrun with prey, and she had no idea what she was supposed to do now, and yet somehow her prey aspect was so hungry for servants’ gruel that it was enough to blunt the edge of her suffering. 


There is a reason for this, she told herself. The will of Iriskavaal is just. My goddess would not have spared me for nothing. There is no cruelty and no degradation I cannot tolerate if my suffering serves her ends. 


Cricket Station was a little teardrop of timber suspended in the deep Maze, a stopping place for merchant ships and travellers, wanderers and pirates, and people like Csorwe, Shuthmili, and Tal, who were none of the above but had no other home to go to. For the past year they had run their business out of a rented apartment on the station’s upper tier, and while the apartment itself was small, poky, and airless, the place had its compensations. 


The station was far from any world with viable agriculture, so permanent inhabitants could claim gardens on the upmost tier. There weren’t many crop plants which flourished in the dry air and unearthly light of the Maze. Everyone’s gardens were full of small grey potatoes, huge pallid squash, and an unfamiliar vegetable with a pink snappable stalk, which Csorwe called rhubarb. At least fresh vegetables made a change from the algae and mealworms which were the station’s staple foods. 


The gardens were designed for utility rather than beauty, but Shuthmili liked them all the same, especially compared to the cramped interior of the station. Here were dark earth and crisp leaves below, and the ever-shifting Maze above, pieces of sky shimmering from blue to green to purple between the great stone arches. If you sailed through one such arch, and then on, deep into the curlicues of the Maze, you might come eventually to a Gate that would spit you out somewhere else. Travel far enough, and you could reach any corner of the known worlds. One day she and Csorwe would see them all. They’d save enough money to buy their own ship, not the rickety thing they’d been hiring for expeditions, and they’d go. They would walk in the light of foreign suns, and maybe one day they would find a world where they wanted to settle down. 


Until then, the gardens of Cricket Station weren’t bad at all. Now that Cherenthisse seemed resigned to behaving herself, they took her along with them. Back in the apartment, her formless grief filled the three small rooms like a miasma. Shuthmili was trying not to think too hard about what they were going to do with Cherenthisse, long term. They did owe her a responsibility. Csorwe was the one who felt that kind of thing most deeply. Shuthmili wasn’t sure how far their obligation extended: Was it enough to let Cherenthisse stay with them for a week or two? Did they need to teach her how to feed herself and how to get a job? 


After Shuthmili’s flight from the Inquisitorate, Csorwe had patiently taught her about money and laundry and groceries and all the other exciting things which had formed no part of her education in Qarsazh. Cherenthisse was even worse off than she had been, because her knowledge of geography was three thousand years out of date. 


One thing they had discovered was that Cherenthisse liked to have a task and would set to anything you asked her with bitter determination. That was soldiers for you, Shuthmili supposed. Just now she was pulling weeds with Csorwe. 


“Couldn’t you blast all these dandelions and speed this up a bit?” said Csorwe, wrenching out a handful by the roots and tossing them into the bucket of weeds. Shuthmili was wearing her gauntlets already, pouring warmth and encouragement into the roots of their crop plants. 


“If you want the soil and all its produce cursed for a couple of decades,” said Shuthmili dryly, pausing the fertiliser spell to admire how Csorwe looked in a sleeveless jacket. 


“See why they were so scared of you back in Qarsazh, if you’re always cursing vegetables,” said Csorwe. 
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