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Azhkan Soubir, the Sorcerers of Soubrál

Japhet, sometimes called Kenvroelus (‘the Gleeful’)

Sabananica, the Azhkan Vankrait

Elelasla

Oren

Pharendamay

Sotielefan

Tescen La Eila

Topeilap El Xecalidal

Meddressahn

The Council: 

DAREA

Donet

Ezciel

Lochan

Massedd

Monod

Tamas

Tolara 

And initiates:

FURIL

Lasya

Najonir Niyel

Tonnen Vida

At the Havlsburg

FAMILY OF AKREB: TIBOR, his brother Czaba, his sister Navis

Family of Brureg: Captain Taber

Family of Guredd: Ohrid, his father Captain Istvan

Family of Kudei: Captain Adorjan, nephew Arpad

Family of Lolledan: Lajos

Family of Milad: Kolstav

Family of Nenquist: Lisbet

Family of Nuinne: Tol, his father Redlig

Family of Vamours: Captain Basil, his son Falk

Family of Venk: Xemle

Family of Vernud: Captain Laszlo, his brother Baron, his daughter Rosine, his son Vidor

Josren Tarbrend, Master of Sword

Markel Mokritor, the Kulahn Ambassador 

Myles, Psiarch of the Havlsburg’s chapel

Et al.

ALARY LEMARN, A WOMAN soon to be married

Anoush, a renegade diviner

Aunt Cedra and Uncle Dolen, two sane and sensible people

Breyidd Vamours, a frightening enigma

Calas, a journeyman cartographer

Covler, a character of dubious helpfulness

Delal, a friendly Qral

Dobbin, the surliest bartender in all Halurál

Elegar Egan, a helpful witch

Ephrem of Eukrate a/k/a ‘The Defiant’

Erit, a boy with a gap-toothed grin

Gardy, a very unpleasant young man

Karstra Zigira, a Hidthrath woman with a tarnished name

Koreed, an even more peculiar scholar than previously believed

Mavys, a Qral witch

Monesaspas, a druda

Pinchlin son of Poler, a somewhat less good boy 

Tenast, Artachs of Liath-Tamren

The Yananettole

HAG UD AG, THE BETRAYAL of Trust

Mondenag, the Depthless Bog [stagnation]

Velananc, the Three Faces of Dissatisfaction [envy, jealousy, bitterness]

Wee Wosh, the Eclipse [fear of the unknown]
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IN THE DARKNESS OF THE DEEP CELLS beneath the Havlsburg, 

Ohrid listened to the voice. Last night had been a time for questions and pain. This morning, the voice had come. And it made promises.

Night and morning had no real meaning here, a place that belonged to the darkness. He had no sense how much time had passed. Time was compassed by the period of pain and the period of blankness. The voice was new; it frightened him. He could almost feel it, wrapped about him like a serpent, invisible only because, like the cells, it too was made of darkness. 

You should not fear. You do not belong here, either.

He tried to ignore it. He did belong here. He was a failure. 

This is not true. These are the lies your enemies tell you, because they envy your greatness.

Greatness. This was almost enough to make him laugh. His failures had been great.

The voice offered him power. The voice offered him vengeance. It offered him freedom, riches, dominance. He only wanted to be left alone, to rot and die.

Truly? You would leave behind no loose ends? No unfinished business?

If only the voice knew. Who had killed his King? Where had the Queen vanished to? Who had left Kemrun Venk dead with Ohrid’s knife in his back? 

And what had become of Breyidd Vamours?

So many questions unanswered. Oh, if only the voice knew.

You cannot find the answers to your questions if you remain here. Allow me to free you. Together we will seek the truth. 

Was the voice real? Or the delusion of a mind unhinged by pain? 

I can be real, we can be real, as can all that I promise become real. You need only accept me.

***
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JAPHET DREAMED HE SAT INSIDE a monstrous drum, bouncing and shuddering to each beat as some complete bastard hammered with the mallets. He opened his eyes. He lay in semidarkness on a soft surface that cradled his abused body like a bed of nails. The pounding continued. It felt as if someone had been pounding him.

The flesh of his skull was tender to the touch. Nausea tickled the back of his throat. He lay fully clothed atop the blankets of what appeared to be his bed, in his room, in the inn where he was staying. This ruled out a whole range of potential horrors, but did nothing to—

He thought to worry about the boy, and it loosened the stubborn clog in his memory. Images flooded back: the boy on a ship’s deck, face set stoically, waving farewell. The bruised, swollen face of that girl in the Havlsburg’s deep cells. Pauluk, possessed, screaming. The Fah Disan kneeling, knife in hand. Velananc.  

He groaned, attempted to move and groaned again. The persistent thumping finally stopped. He sighed in relief for small mercies and considered going back to sleep. Or going to sleep; the blank abyss into which he had sunk after the Fah Disan helped him back to his inn bore little resemblance to repose.

He ought to be glad to be alive, although he would withhold judgment until he found out whether this headache receded. To have faced down one of the Yananettole even for so long as he had was a significant accomplishment. He remembered deciding to answer the Fah Disan’s stupid call in case he needed the man’s help later. Ha!

A horrible thought struck him: he was going to have to report this to Sabananica. 

The door opened. Japhet thought he could perhaps see a head peering into his room from his periphery, but even attempting to twist his eyes in their sockets made them throb. Whimpering, he subsided. Hopefully whoever it was didn’t mean to attack him: he wasn’t putting up a fight. 

A body followed the head into his room. Two more, and the last closed the door. He didn’t need to be able to see them to identify them as sorcerers. Were they here to pick a fight? Grunting his resignation, he closed his eyes.

Just in time: one of the intruders threw his curtains wide. Even with his eyes closed, the sudden brilliance burned venous patterns across his vision. Whatever the reason for their appearance in his room, these people weren’t making any friends around here.

“You are the Azhkan Soubir?” 

“Japhet,” he supplied as distinctly as possible. They didn’t seem to hear him.

“Everything I’d heard and more,” another man muttered, his voice a nasal whine that scraped like a file across Japhet’s throbbing brain. “Too good to even look at us.”

Briefly, he considered bluffing, playing on his cabal’s reputation to chase the intruders away. He did not, he decided, have the energy. 

“Nonsense, Tonnen, the man is unwell.” The third speaker was female and very welcome: authority and sense were a winning combination. “I hardly think he intends his pain as a judgment. Sir, may I offer you assistance?”

Eyes still tightly closed, Japhet managed a grunt and a nod. One cool fingertip traced across each temple. It felt like brands. Then the agony began to leech out through the contact, out and away. 

Finally the pain had become no more than a dull ache behind his eyes. The hands withdrew from alongside his head, but he lay motionless for several moments more, gasping in release. He felt as if a weight had been lifted off him. Slowly, he opened his eyes. Even more gingerly, he raised himself up on his elbows and turned his head to look at the three people now standing in a row alongside his bed.

“Thank you,” he rasped. 

“Of course,” the female sorcerer replied. An unremarkable face in its middle years, he saw, with the same dark hair and dark complexion of most women in this city. Most Liathm women, however, did not casually wear trousers, and even fewer would be standing in the bedroom of a supine Azhkan Soubir, arms folded patiently. 

He noted the woad crescent tattooed on her temple, found one on each of her companions. So. Meddressahn. He would have expected this, had he been conscious since his clash with the demon. It could have been, oh, ever so much worse. 

“Do you need something?” he asked when it became clear none of the people attempting to loom over him would open the conversation. 

The men both reared back as if he’d brandished his fist, but the woman smiled slightly. “You’re Azhkan Soubir?” 

“Japhet. Sometimes called Kenvroelus.” He hated the so-cute nickname Fah Disanid had given him, but people in other countries told legends about him and they would do well to remember it.

The woman hadn’t faltered. “Massedd Lonoch. A pleasure. I’m aware that you’re grievously ill, sir, and I don’t wish to harass you. My order is quite troubled by events on the Promenade last night, however. I wonder if you might humor me with a brief explanation?”

“It was only yesterday?” His voice was as whispery-dry as wind running through prairie grasses. 

“Roughly twelve hours ago.” 

Japhet noted that the other two hadn’t been introduced and decided to ignore them moving forward. “I’ll tell you what I can. Why don’t you make yourselves comfortable? I’m not ready to sit up, let alone stand.” He still had his boots on, he realized. They would need to be polished before he was fit to be seen, another task to add to the growing list. 

Her flunkies went to retrieve the two wingback chairs from around the window. The woman herself went to the door and hailed someone passing in the hall. She shut the door behind her and returned, settling herself comfortably in the chair nearer the head of the bed. The two men stared at each other, a contest of will or status, before one of them shrugged with bad grace and took up a position leaning against the wall by the door. The winner sat down beside their leader, only slightly smug. 

Someone tapped gently at the door and Japhet was pleased to find that, although the knocking remained a trifle loud, it didn’t make his skull vibrate. The sorcerer by the door opened it a foot or so. He spoke a few words, although his back concealed any sight of the person to whom he spoke. When he turned back, kicking the door closed behind him, he bore a tray comically overburdened with pitchers and bottles.

The cautious way the man moved suggested it was heavy. His compatriot went to the window, where he grabbed the small table. He set this near the head of the bed and the tray was lowered carefully onto it, concealing the table’s top entirely. Japhet stared at the array of beverages, feeling bemused. 

“It seems the employees of your inn are concerned for your health.” When Japhet’s questioning eyes rose to hers, she smiled. “I told the maid you were unwell and required a drink. They chose to err on the side of caution.”

The seatless man muttered something as he returned to his post by the door. Mumbling was always hard to understand, and Gashule wasn’t his native language. The woman tutted. “You know as well as I do, Furil, that if that were the case they would let the man molder until he died, not leap to his comfort.” 

Guessing the gist from context, Japhet contradicted her. “I’m certain they are afraid of me, actually.”

“Of course they are,” the woman agreed, most of her attention on the tray. “And so they should be. We seem to have several choices of hard alcohol, tea,” she sniffed at a small bottle cautiously, “bitters. Water, and two kinds of fruit juice. What will you take?”

“Juice.” Whatever could best clear the foul taste from his tongue. By shoving pillows up behind him and scooting himself toward the head of the bed, Japhet managed to elevate his torso enough that he was almost sitting. 

While she poured bright red juice into a glass, the woman continued, “If they hated you, I promise, they would be skirting the uttermost bounds of duty, seeking some means by which to drive you away without actually being blasted into fragments. You have made quite an impression.” She gave the man who had spoken a pointed look. “If you haven’t learned it yet, I will warn you: the people of the Cities are proud, as proud as people come.”

“So I have been told,” he muttered, taking the glass from her. The Meddressahn settled herself back in her chair while he sipped the foreign juice, letting each mouthful soak into the parched tissues of his mouth gratefully before swallowing. 

Now that the worst of his discomfort had receded, he began to feel very sleepy. “I fought a demon.” It was an effort to gather his scattered thoughts through a haze of exhaustion. “Do you know anything at all of my people?”

“Very little.” Her voice became didactic as though reading from a manual. “Azhkan Soubir: ancient cabal, geographically centered, masters—Halurál’s only masters—of seward, few in number, said to be extraordinarily long-lived, ideologically centered rather than mercenary, religious overtones, reputation for ruthlessness. Helped Penshaw secure Malisaat primacy over all Soubrál, leading some to believe that the cabal is political in nature.

“Easily recognized by the orange-sapphire piercings around their left ears and their black-on-black eyes, of course. Known members? Few indeed. Sabananica, the cabal’s leader, known as the Azhkan Vankrait. Orenenas, the Refulgent, so called because he burned the city of Tsuedh to the ground. Xecalidal, whom legend credits with drawing the salt out of the Bilib, making it a freshwater lake. Tescen La Eila, who killed the Taikol den Dezural in plain view of fully half the cabal, and, as the Taikol tell it, made an offensive jest about their uniforms, then vanished from before their very eyes.

“Most infamous, the man who assassinated two Kula Ze Ahn Emperors, stole the golden egg of the Papetas world eagle to earn Doulats vog, sank an entire island into the Soub, and wrestled Tchitado’s patron god into submission six throws out of eleven, thereby forcing the god to spare the city from a plague of locusts. The one known as Japhet.” The distraction fell away and she looked right into his eyes. “That’s really you?”

“Yes, of course,” he answered without thinking. “What did you think, there was a whole cadre of us using the same name?” Then he winced, reminded of all the things he had done that might have spawned stories he didn’t particularly want to be connected to, not while he couldn’t defend himself. 

The Meddressahn shrugged, expression rueful. “Personal curiosity, sir, nothing more. Forgive me. You asked what the Meddressahn know of your cabal, and I have told you. Precious little, in light of how long the cabal has been extant.”

And nothing of their actual purpose, Japhet noted. Ideologically centered, religious overtones. He had asked what they knew of his people and couldn’t help but wonder that she had assumed this meant his cabal, not his race. So far as he could discern, a rather more accurate answer to his question would have been: nothing. 

“Malisaat priests in Liath-Tamren have been tampering with sorcery, investigating nol entant. Are you aware of the Yananettole?” When they shook their heads, he shut his eyes, struggling to focus on the conversation. “Very bad demons. Four in number. Enough experience in the material world to give them some grasp of human motivations. Aspected in the most unpleasant manner imaginable. Ardents, alas. The one I encountered, Velananc, is known to my people as the Three Faces of Dissatisfaction: envy, jealousy, bitterness. Tripartite elemental. The least among them, for what comfort that may be. 

“You probably know as well as me how damnably dicey summonings are, particularly with ardents. Well, now he does, too. Ha! The summoner botched the exercise, the incompetent fool, and levered it out of nol entant into himself.”

“You killed it?”

“No,” he admitted. “The body it had possessed was killed. It is free. Summoned into our world but no longer restrained within a body. It could be anywhere, but it makes sense that it would remain in the city.” He could feel their consternation and added, “A body will increase its vulnerability, but will make it easier to hide. You will know most spirits hate being summoned and wish only to return to their proper place. The Yananettole are absolutely the opposite, fascinated by people, drawn to them. It will be seeking another suitable vessel for possession. This city is overflowing with human life, it may have found one already.”

“I suspect we don’t know nearly as much as you assume,” the woman said slowly. “We have little to do with demons, as a matter of course.”

Japhet opened his eyes and stared at her. By all accounts, the Meddressahn were competent. “But the Taikol...” 

Massedd coughed into her hand. “Took most of the demonology with them, I’m afraid. The Gash conception of good and evil, the relation between man and primal urges, is more symbolic. Mythology to the tribesmen is more a fanciful retelling on epic scale of the inner moral struggles of their ancestors. Perhaps they believe their ancestors did truly face demons and monsters, but this is why they’re called heroes and venerated. There’s no place in their worldview for the intercession of supernatural powers in daily life. The same could be said for Rehaddeism.”

“Huh.” 

“Can you explain why this occurred in the Cities, rather than... closer to home? You said it was one of your people’s priests who summoned this demon.” 

Japhet considered his answer carefully. The Meddressahn insisted that, unlike their Taikol forebears, they were in no way a mechanism of government. They remained a vital civil authority nonetheless. People listened to them, valued their opinions. Feared their ire. They were as much a part of the structure of the city as the Mayor.  

He felt reluctant to approach too near the truth. Pauluk had come here chasing a Custodian. The three remaining Custodians would be Malisaat or Penpedoci. This city had a huge population of immigrants. He had watched mobs of frightened fools assaulting anyone who looked foreign not long ago on the streets for much less reason.

“Liath-Tamren is the nexus of Halurál. For the time being, everything important that can happen will happen here.” He managed to shrug. 

He couldn’t tell from the woman’s expression whether she accepted his words at face value. In the ordinary course, he would have attempted to find out, but right now, he was as ready to dance a jig as delve into someone’s mind. He would just have to hope she had no interest in starting a pogrom. “If you believe this... Velananc?” 

He nodded. 

“If Velananc is likely to remain within Liath-Tamren and also likely to continue hunting, we must take action. Do you have any idea how we are to hunt it? Any particular type of person it would be drawn to?”

“As for the latter, I can give you a solid answer, but it in no way furthers the cause. The demon will be drawn to those akin to it, as aspected spirits always are. This isn’t helpful,” he repeated when Massedd opened her mouth eagerly. “You might find a bitter, resentful personality as readily in a high priest as a greengrocer. It’s not specific enough to use. Now it’s been loosed from the body of the one who summoned it, it will have to bargain to invade someone else—it can’t just pounce on them—but it will come bearing promises. Anyone vulnerable could be a target.”

“And the former?”

Japhet hesitated. He wanted to tell them not to bother, he would take care of it. ‘Keep a low profile,’ Sabananica had told him. ‘Do not draw unnecessary attention to yourself. For once.’ The demon had put paid to any possibility of remaining inconspicuous, though. He rather suspected the Meddressahn had already noted him, and simply hoped that, if they ignored him, he would go away without doing too much damage. Their presence at his bedside showed that this happy compromise had ended.

He didn’t want their interference. They didn’t know what they were doing. But if he could fend the Meddressahn off with one hand, the civil authorities with the other, this left him no hands for dealing with any of his actual problems. 

The Meddressahn had watched him while the silence stretched. “We may lack in experience, but we have numbers. Resources. We could be useful in finding this demon before it does more harm.” She didn’t add that those numbers and resources could as easily be employed to hassle the ever-living hell out of him, but he heard the threat. 

“I’m too tired to deal with this now. After I’ve slept, I’ll contact my order to determine whether they have any additional information that might help.”

“We don’t have time for you to travel hundreds of miles—” one of the men began.

The other spoke on top of him, addressing Massedd, “This is just an excuse to leave the Cities and dump this foreign problem in our laps!”

“It won’t take any time,” Japhet corrected shortly. “I won’t have to leave my room to do it. But it requires energy I do not currently have, damn your hide.”

Thankfully, the woman accepted this. She stood, nodded gravely as if accepting a solemn oath, then herded the men toward the door.

Japhet was asleep before it closed behind them. 

He awoke once, briefly, to a human presence in the room. A maid had come to retrieve the over-burdened tray. She came back with a different one, walking on tip-toe so as not to disturb him. The savory odor of chicken broth filled the room after her departure. It struck him how funny this was as he drank the bowl down gratefully. He had fallen deep into sleep again before he recollected why. 

***
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GRASPING HER COURAGE IN BOTH HANDS, Anoush knocked on the double doors before her. Then she waited, feeling dreadfully conspicuous. She had removed her scarlet surplice so she wouldn’t be such an easy target for the Matrons who must know of her escape by now. Her hair was scarcely less obvious a sign, but she couldn’t do anything about that. She was totally exposed here, without even a crowd to hide in.

She had never been into this part of the Cities. It was shockingly silent and had none of the bustle, the sense of eager energy, that flowed like heart’s blood through the more crowded districts. Here, there were no shops, no shouting cabbies, no Pundits, no barrow wives; none of the myriad peoples scrabbling to get by. She saw a few mounted parties and fine carriages, but that was it. 

She glanced up and down the street. Grand homes, old trees, stillness and quiet. The stately building on whose stoop she stood could have been another home, domicile of merchant princes or minor nobility. Directly behind it, rising above the trees of a small, encircling park, the walls of Tamren rose like an apocalyptic wave. She wondered how long you had to live here before its proximity became anything other than an ominous weight.

Still the doors hadn’t opened. She could stand here all day, growing increasingly sweaty and nervous. The longer she did, the greater chance the Matrons discovered her presence. Taking a deep breath, she grasped the handle and entered.

The room beyond was unoccupied. As the tumultuous thundering of her heart slowed, Anoush saw it was a large vestibule, almost empty beneath its vaulted ceiling. Tiles of grey slate gave off a pleasant chill after the heat outdoors; fronds and boughs of unknown plants filled a white-and-green porcelain vase as tall as a child standing in the room’s center, their scent green, slightly minty, and very calming. Benches lay along three walls, elaborate with marquetry. Two closed doors stood in the rear wall. 

A waiting room: a profoundly foreign idea. She had heard hints from the Matrons that the Cities’ sorcerers sold their services to the masses like just another business, but she hadn’t entirely credited it. Everything about the space spoke of tranquility. Everything will be fine now you’re here. Relax. We will solve your problem, whatever it may be.

The door opened behind her and a person made to enter. He checked, because Anoush blocked the doorway where she hovered. Grimacing, and now seriously contemplating flight, she moved further into the room. He entered and shut the door behind him.

Anoush watched him from the corners of her eyes, hoping for a cue. He wasn’t a sorcerer. His dark, plain clothing looked well-made, but was shabby from years of wear. A local by his coloring and features, his dark hair was grown long, pulled into a short tail at the nape of his neck. With no word to her, he went to the bench against the far wall and sat down. For all the stillness of his face, she noticed how tightly he clasped his hands together in his lap. So. No more certain of himself than she was, and not likely to be helpful.

One of the interior doors opened. This man was a sorcerer. Her age and unremarkable beyond the astonishingly smug expression on his face. He was dressed like a gentleman, which made her conscious of her rumpled, travel-strained dress and the burlap sack she had slung over her shoulder. 

The sorcerer turned first to the man sitting on the bench, but he shook his head and pointed at Anoush. The sorcerer came to her instead, giving her a neutral smile. She saw his gaze flick briefly across her dishevelment, but his face remained blank: they catered to all sorts here.

“You are come to consult with the Meddressahn?” 

Anoush didn’t trust her voice and nodded. He gestured her to follow and they passed through the door from which he had first emerged into a small office. This room held a desk, two comfortable-looking chairs drawn up before it. The door behind the desk might lead into the guildhall proper or a closet.

She sat in one of the chairs, dropping the bundle that contained all her worldly possessions onto the floor beside her. While the man seated himself behind the desk, she fidgeted. He gave her a politely inquiring look, and all the words she had rehearsed so carefully on the long road back to the Cities turned to clouds in her mind and disintegrated.

“What can the Meddressahn do for you, miss?”

“I am... uh... I belonged to the Brethren of Kel,” she finished in a rush. 

He leaned back, his polite mask replaced by a deeply dubious expression. “You’re an initiate?”

She nodded. She didn’t want to explain, not to someone her own age. Not with the wary way he was looking at her.

“And you seek from us?” When she remained silent, he added with a hint of bite, “You must tell me what you want. I can’t decide who can help you until I know what it is you need.”

“I thought maybe the Meddressahn might have use for a diviner,” she told him, trying to sound confident.

This erased the last of his assurance. He goggled at her for fully a minute before blurting out, “I must consult the Council.” He exited hastily through the rear door, almost running.

It was hardly heartening. Anoush pictured herself being pitched bodily into the street by stone-faced guards. She wanted to run, but her reasons for being here hadn’t changed. The Crone was out for her blood. She wasn’t about to submit to whatever grim future the Brethren had waiting for her. 

To have any hope of keeping clear of her masters, she needed a sanctuary. Because she was already in the Cities and had no means to get elsewhere, the Meddressahn were her best bet: the Matrons at the guildhall here would find out sooner or later where she was, but they wouldn’t dare tangle with other sorcerers, not on their own turf. 

A middle-aged woman entered from the rear door and made a shallow curtsey. “You’re the sorcerer? Please to follow.”

Anoush picked up her sack and trailed after what appeared to be a servant into the guild. Down a long, windowless, well-lit corridor, up one flight of stairs. Into what Anoush realized was yet another waiting room. 

Before she left, the servant told her, “The Council pleads your patience while they assemble. Refresh yourself while you wait.” Then she had gone, closing the door quietly behind her.

This room held several more comfortable chairs. A small, elegant table with a round marble top sat between them, a pitcher beaded with condensation and several glasses on a chased-silver tray. The only other furnishing was a stand against one wall bearing a bowl, a stack of fleecy towels, soap, and a steaming pottery pitcher. Anoush dropped her sack again and washed the worst of the grime from her hands and face. 

Once she had cleaned herself off as best she could, she ran her own comb through her hair, working out the worst of the tangles. There was nothing she could do about the state of her clothes. She couldn’t settle in a chair, too nervous to sit still. 

The Council. She had no idea how the Meddressahn arranged their governance or their cabal generally, but that sounded official. She tried to tell herself she was relieved to be taken so seriously. The possibility existed that what they seriously intended to do was hand her right back to the Matrons, though.

The wait seemed interminable, but of course, when someone finally came for her, she realized that she wasn’t ready. They led her to a much larger room almost filled by a single table. Down one side, eight chairs sat, seven of them occupied. One lone, ladder-backed chair, as spare and rigid as a skeleton’s throne, sat at the center of the other long side, facing them.

Anoush looked down the line as she entered. These were all older people, the youngest of them at least two decades her senior, all sorcerers bearing the woad crescent. Three women and four men. Their expressions remained still, but they kept their gazes fixed on her in a way that suggested curiosity. 

One woman at the near end of the room gestured her toward that unwelcoming chair, and she had no choice but to settle herself onto its hard seat. She looked down, discomfited by their stares, and arranged her dust-stained skirts. Then she took a deep breath, told herself to stop being a coward, and raised her chin. 

“The Brethren, you say?” The woman across from her wasn’t looking at her face but at her scarlet hair.

“I was,” she replied evenly. This got their eyes back on her face. She wished it hadn’t.

“And you come to us...?” A middle-aged man, somber now but with a genial twinkle in his eye.

“I... transgressed one of the rules of my order. The penalty wasn’t something I was willing to face.”

A pinch-faced fellow further down the table scoffed. “We have enough rebellious acolytes. Why in Halurál should we want another?”

“Because I can do something no one in your cabal can,” she told him.

“Are you offering to put your training at our disposal?” 

“I am,” Anoush agreed, meeting the eyes of the woman who had asked. 

Silence greeted this statement. She saw them exchanging glances up and down the table, faces expressionless; they knew one another well enough to read each other’s thoughts. 

Finally, the woman who had last spoken asked, “What was it you did, and what punishment did your action incur, that you were unwilling to face it?” If she felt the impertinence of the questions, she made no sign of it.

“I answered a Query for a sorcerer not of our cabal.” She would have liked to glare them out of countenance, but it wasn’t going to happen. Even if she had the strength of will to stare down seven sorcerers, the youngest of them twice her age, she had come here seeking asylum. She needed them in a way they didn’t need her, and everyone in this room knew it. 

“This is forbidden,” she continued, the admission bitter. “As forbidden as anything can be. As for the punishment, I didn’t wait to find out. Already they called me anathema, so I... I suspect,” she had to draw a deep breath to continue, “they would have cut out my tongue and made me stay as a slave the rest of my life as a warning.”

The door opened. Anoush could feel their attention drop her like an old scarf, forgotten. Whatever the newcomer had to say, it was more interesting than a renegade diviner.

The newcomer shut the door behind her before turning back. An unremarkable woman, calm competence in her face, just into her middle years. She shrugged, turning her hands palms-up. “Positive, all things considered.”

“You actually spoke to him?” 

“I did. He was far more forthcoming than I feared, it felt to me like a genuine gesture of good faith.”

“And?” several of the sorcerers asked at once.

“A demon. Very powerful. Loose in the Cities. Its name is Velananc. One of four, but he made no mention of the others. He described it as ‘elemental,’ also ‘ardent’ and ‘aspected,’ but I understood none of this terminology. I gather it must be banished. Also, that it will be difficult to find.” 

“Did he bring it here? Is that why he knows so much about it?”

The woman at the door hesitated, as if searching for words. “He seemed to believe the Cities themselves drew the thing. He called Liath-Tamren a nexus. Of what, I’m not certain.”

“And they drew it like they drew him?” one of the elders grumbled. “Why is he here? It’s all been funny since he showed up.” 

A profoundly awkward silence greeted this statement. Anoush looked along the row of important people, saw the way they trained their gaze on the ceiling, their fingernails, the tabletop, eyes wide, faces taut. It took her a moment to figure out why: they were frightened and it embarrassed them.

It was the newcomer who found her voice. “I think he means to assist us in order to track the thing down.”

“‘Assist us’? Why are we to be satisfied with nothing more?” 

An old man further along the table leaned forward to say acerbically, “I should think we’ll be satisfied with whatever he gives us, Darea.” 

“We need his knowledge,” someone else offered. 

“We need someone’s knowledge, I grant you,” one particularly haughty man countered sourly, “since we have no proper demonology of our own. Must it be his? It’s bad enough having their damned Kulahn spies lurking about our Cities, at least they aren’t sorcerers. Having him here gives me the horrors.”

“And go to whom instead? The Medicon lex? Or shall we send abroad for assistance? You know, if the Taikol get a foothold back in the Cities, we won’t ever be rid of them!”

“What of the Baudelarii? The Hidthrath are already crucial to trade, and we’ve never let their sorcerers in in any numbers. If we offered them space for a guildhall—”

“I still say we should drive him out,” the haughty man muttered. “This demon won’t be the last of it, cooperation or no. What will he get up to, given time? Who is it?” 

Anoush had the distinct impression that she took great delight in answering: “Japhet.”

Everyone at the table gasped. Anoush felt the shock of it run through them. The dignity of their positions prevented them going into actual hysterics, but they came as close to it as they could, babbling over one another, voices raised. 

“Why is he here?” 

“What does he want of us? If he knows of this demon, why doesn’t he just destroy it and go away?”

“These are our Cities, Tamas!” a middle-aged woman retorted indignantly. “Do you propose we go hide beneath our beds while this foreigner does our job for us? I would die of shame!”

“If you want to be rid of him, it will only be on the far side of our shared problem,” the woman at the door commented. “I don’t believe he will leave while it remains.” 

“Can’t he just tell us what to do and go away, take his foreign intrigues with him?”

The latecomer scoffed. “He fought the thing alone, but only managed to hold it off, and he was a sight, I tell you. Anyway, Lochan, you felt that battle just like me. This is not something we can do without him.” 

She paused to let them consider it. “He told me—and I believed him—that he would sleep until rested. Contact his cabal to discuss the matter. Then come to us. Note that he’s willing to come here, he isn’t asking us to run at his beck and call. It’s in my mind that he will lend us his expertise in the most generous way we could possibly wish, if only we show good faith in return. Good faith to him will mean respect: for him, for his assistance, for his autonomy.”

Protests rose like a storm. Even those who wanted to cooperate cried foul at the idea. Autonomy? Respect? Autonomy? Some of them wanted to storm his inn and attack him while he slept. Others wished to drive him from the Cities. Everyone agreed he must be brought to heel, forced into some kind of covenant that might control him. The ill-favored man kept insisting that the demon was his problem, not theirs. 

“You cannot survive without him!” She had been trying to interject a word politely for a period of minutes before she just gave in and shouted it. She didn’t really want the undivided attention of all these strangers on her, but she felt like she had to speak up. Not simply because she knew more than them: because she lived in this world and did not want for it to end. 

She had to draw a breath to steady her nerves and she was kind of surprised they gave her the time to do it; most of them looked quite offended, and they might easily have chased her away without giving her the chance to have her say. “The man Japhet is central to the fate of Halurál, I’ve seen it. I know it doesn’t really feel like anything is going wrong, but it’s on the horizon. Something very bad, relatively soon.”

“This is the person you performed your forbidden augury for?” one of the elders asked. Ezciel, unless she was mistaken. 

“It is.” 

“No wonder they kicked you out.” This from a woman called Darea who could easily be mistaken for a matron less the red hair. 

“Who is this, anyway?” The woman by the door was as exercised as the others, and the words came out impatient, although she seemed to be on Anoush’s side.

“I belonged to the Brethren, I’m here to offer my services to your cabal. I did a Query for this sorcerer... at least... he’s Azhkan Soubir? I did a Query for him, at his request.”

“And?” half the people in the room spoke simultaneously.

“The fate of the world lies in his hands.”

The haughty man, whose name might be Lochan, muttered, “All the more reason to drive him away. What you say, what you saw, it only underscores the danger.”

“Once he’s rid us of this demon,” added the pinch-faced, quarrelsome man, Tamas. Anoush had already decided she hated him. 

She felt a bit more herself now her craft was in question and not her crimes. “Disaster is on the way and it will start in Liath-Tamren. I understand why letting this man roam free in your Cities offends, but how can I say this? It may be for the best.”

“Can you not give us any more detail?” 

“The privacy of a Query is sacrosanct.” 

“So this is the loyalty we can expect from you,” the old man mused. “You ask us for protection, but your allegiance lies elsewhere.”

“Not at all. I’ll practice my art as you ask, when you ask, on any subject you ask. Including him. This is a different thing. A private Query on a subject’s personal future... it wouldn’t be ...” 

“It’s an ethical consideration that prevents you from speaking,” the woman by the door supplied. “Not a matter of personal preference.”

Anoush nodded gratefully. Eyes thoughtful, the woman finally made her way around the long table to take the final, vacant seat. Anoush had already guessed she must be the missing member of their council. “This young woman would be a treasure at any time. Now, she’s a pearl beyond price. If so much trouble lies in our future, we could stand to see that future clearer.”

“How much time do we actually have before we need a plan in place?”

The question had been addressed to the newcomer, not to Anoush, by which she gathered they were asking about the more immediate disaster that was an Azhkan Soubir showing up in their guildhall. The woman who had interviewed him shrugged. “I think he’s probably going to sleep a while, he was not well. He said he was going to contact his cabal, too, but as for how much time that takes, your guess is as good as mine.”

“How will he do it?” The genial man, Monod, seemed torn between discomfort and curiosity. 

The newcomer shrugged. “I’ve heard it mentioned, that they can converse with one another over great distances, but you better believe he didn’t explain himself to me.” She grinned. “You can ask him when he gets here.”

Anoush felt her heart skip. She had heard the woman mention this, but not grasped the significance. 

The man laughed. “Not likely.”

“You should have come with me. It wasn’t nearly so terrifying talking with him when his spooky eyes were closed.”

“Are they really—” the sorcerer named Tolara began.

“If we keep her,” one of the elders cut in with a dismissive jerk of the chin, “what is her status? A student? A guest?”

The man with the round face and friendly eyes shook his head. “You know what the Matrons are like, Donet. We must grant her the attal, so that it’s inescapable she is within the Meddressahn aegis.”

Several of the councilmembers frowned but no one disputed it. Evidently they did know what the Matrons were like. Anoush suppressed a shiver, wishing she didn’t. She had no idea what the attal might be, but would eagerly embrace anything that kept the Brethren away from her.

“Do it now or do it later. The important thing is that we put her to work.” The sorcerer who had gone to visit the Azkhan Soubir rose from her seat. “I’ll get her settled. Someone should begin searching for any information we do possess on demons.” 

“And seward,” one of the others added pointedly. The woman seemed to brush that off as she beckoned to Anoush.

Once the door was closed behind them, she ventured, “May I ask you a question—I don’t know what to call you.”

“My name is Massedd.” She took in Anoush’s expression and smiled. “We aren’t overly formal here. And we just decided to initiate you into the cabal as a full member. We won’t make you endure a second apprenticeship. Your name was?”

“Anoush. I wondered why you shrugged off the idea of learning more seward. I’ve found it to be very useful.”  

Massedd led her down the corridor and up a flight of stairs. They entered a cozy, lived-in space full of old, slightly decrepit furniture. A number of chairs and settees had been arranged into smaller conversational circles around tables. Anoush saw evidence of the people who must use this room: an embroidery hoop, a jigsaw puzzle half-finished on one table, books with bookmarks in them lying on end tables or seat-cushions. On one couch, a rotund tabby was asleep on its back with its legs splayed. 

The Meddressahn yanked on a tasseled cord that emerged from one wall before gesturing that she take a seat. She dropped into an armchair, eyes directed elsewhere and a frown on her face. Occasionally, she shook her head, and it was a length of minutes before she finally answered. “We want to believe they use seward, because it’s the only sorcery we know that can influence other people. Some of the things I’ve heard, though...” She clicked her tongue. “This ability to communicate from afar, for example. What of rumors that their sorcery uses no props, no rituals, no sigils, none of the normal paraphernalia? We shall soon see firsthand whether that’s true, at least. As for that battle last night...” 

When the woman glanced at her, Anoush shook her head. “I was miles away. I felt something startling, like the earth shifting underneath me. It woke me up, I was asleep. I never imagined it came from the Cities.”

“The earth shifting. I like that: a force beyond human control or comprehension.”

“Um, he’s definitely human. My ritual only works on people.”

“Oh, I don’t disagree: the man I just spoke to was dirty and in pain, very visibly mortal. I’m certain that isn’t remotely all he is. I wonder if our ignorance doesn’t extend past their cabal to the sorcerers themselves. What of their eyes? The effect is so deeply disturbing, it’s hard to imagine the cause is not equally...” She trailed off.

A servant entered, and Anoush noticed that she dipped her head instead of curtsying: the lack of formality extended down as well as up. The sorcerer instructed her to air out a room for a full initiate and send for some man named Master Nomir. The servant flicked one brief, inquisitive glance Anoush’s way before going about her business. 

Once she had gone, Anoush took up the conversation where it had been dropped. “I don’t know anything about them, but when I talked to him, I had the feeling more than once that he answered the thoughts in my head, even when I didn’t voice them. He addressed me by my name, which I’m sure I didn’t tell him. I haven’t ever heard of a way to do... that.” She did not say: read minds. The idea made her shudder.

“Yes, you spoke with him.” There was an eager undercurrent in her voice, and Anoush realized she had volunteered hoping to pump her for knowledge. 

“I told the Council—” she began, striving for firmness, but Massedd cut her off. 

“I understand why you won’t tell us in any detail about the fortune you read, but you spoke to him, you spent time in his company. I’d like to hear your impression of him.” Seeing the doubtful expression on her face, she added, “We must and will be working in close proximity, something sorcerers of different cabals don’t do well even under normal circumstances.” 

“I don’t know how much I can tell you that would be useful,” she said slowly, thinking back. “He’s very proud, I think. You were right that he’ll see lack of respect as a lack of cooperation. Still, he was respectful of my knowledge, too. He knew the ceremony for a Query and followed it. Also... you have to understand, people want to know their future all the time, but they’re rarely happy with it. They argue, they protest. Often, they refuse to believe what doesn’t suit them. He just accepted it. It frightened me, a bit.” 

Massedd raised her eyebrows. 

“If I remember anything else, I’ll tell you.”

“I appreciate it. Now, the Council would like to have you working as soon as may be. What manner of supplies will you require?”

“I’m proficient in all common forms of divination: augury, entrails, astrology, spirit-queries. I’m afraid the Brethren’s particular method is...” She trailed off, searching for words.

“Denied you now you’re no longer one of them?” Massedd suggested. 

“No. It’s just, it requires a lot of components, some of them expensive.”

The sorcerer greeted this news calmly. “Money, we have. Is any of it rare or hard to come by?”

“Not necessarily, there’s just a lot of it. Flowers, metals, spices, stones. Oil. Many small decanters, a silver spoon, a silver bowl... It would be best if I could pick everything out myself.”

Again, Massedd took this without a hint of dismay. “In that case, we must secure your attal as soon as may be. Monod was right about that. Once you have it, we can send you out into the Cities with only another sorcerer as guide and feel relatively certain your former compeers won’t set on you.”

“What is an attal, though?” Anoush demanded. It sounded like some kind of armor.

Massedd tapped her own temple with a faint smile. “Ever had a tattoo?”
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PINCHLIN WOKE, FEARFUL, to the sensation of watching eyes. He lurched upright, eyes roving across a narrow space between stained walls of white-washed plaster, a strip of blue sky visible above. A few feet away, a youth his own age sat cross-legged on the rubbish-strewn dirt that was the alley’s floor.

Reminded of the toughs who beat him up, he scuttled backward. He came up against an obstruction but couldn’t tell what. He couldn’t take his eyes off the boy before him even for a second.

The boy grinned, and the smile was friendly, although one of his front teeth was missing. “Hi, I’m Erit. Who’re you?” 

“Pinchlin.”

“That’s a funny name. Where’re you from?” 

“The Cities.”

“How come you look so different? D’all folk in the Cities look like you?”

“Some.” He was glad not to be recognized as a foreigner. In his experience, his people were not popular.

“Why’re you here?”

“I got lost. I’m trying to get back home now.”

“Where’re your parents?” Erit might have been working down a list.

“My mother’s dead. My father’s in the Cities.” This lie wasn’t bitter, and he wasn’t about to go telling people he knew an Azhkan Soubir. Maybe they wouldn’t know what that meant, but maybe they would.

“Why can’t you get back? Ain’t you got any money?”

“No.”

“What’s that?” He pointed at the bundle of clothes Pinchlin had been using as a pillow.

“My clothes.” 

“Huh.” Erit stood up, and Pinchlin jerked back, but his companion only grinned at him again. “I know someone might can help you.” 
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WHEN NEXT JAPHET AWOKE, he felt almost alive again. Not good, exactly, but better, and better would do to be getting on with. He sat up gingerly, waiting to discover whether the headache would return, but his brain remained pain-free. Stuffed with cotton wool and tatters of cloud, but not aching. 

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, noting that he still hadn’t taken off his boots. His stomach ached with hunger. He ran a hand through his hair, which was caked with sweat and masonry dust. His skin writhed beneath the grime. 

He was still sitting there, debating whether to eat or bathe, when someone knocked on his door. The innkeeper let herself in, eying him minutely before allowing herself to smile. He must have been a sight when he made it back from his date with Velananc. 

“I’m glad to see you up and about again, sir,” she told him. “The Meddressahn said you just needed rest, but we were that worried.”

He roused himself to reply, “They were quite right. All I need now is food and a bath, and I will be totally myself again.”

“Well, I know you’ll be wanting to get to that, but I came up to check on you for another reason. There’s some young milord down in the parlor asking after you.” When he looked his confusion, she added, “Maybe ten years younger’n yourself, sir, dressed fancy. If I had to guess, I’d say he just come down the Havlsburg.”

He groaned and rolled his eyes. “I think I know who that is.”

“He was asking after your health. I can tell him you’re still sleeping and get him back out the door if you like.”

“No, no, you’re very gracious, but I might as well see him. I have to go out anyway. Tell him I’ll be down.”

Once the innkeeper had curtsied and grinned and blessed her way back out the door, he got himself off the bed. He needed... He peered around his room as if it were a foreign country. Clothes. Clean clothes. Food or a bath, whichever he chose, he would do them both now. He could drag the Fah Disan along. 

It occurred to him as he pawed through his wardrobe that they had at least kept the man downstairs, giving him some privacy. The fit he pitched about them letting Pauluk up had stuck. The staff had been horrified when they saw Pinchlin’s face, sure enough, and particularly when they learned an abbreviated version of its cause. 

With a change of clothes bundled under his arm, he let himself out into the hallway. He had to go slowly down the stairs, manipulating his own limbs as cautiously as a stilt-walker. He had forgotten, between the headache and the consuming weariness, how battered he was. That demon had pitched him back and forth across the pavement like a dog playing with a rag ball. 

When he finally arrived in the parlor, there were only two people in the room. The angle of the light flooding through the windows fronting the street suggested it was in the midmorning. A maid was tidying up and shooting wide-eyed stares at the room’s other occupant, as though he had descended from the moon. 

He almost might have: his red silk coat had bullion on the sleeves, and a dagger encrusted with gems hung at his waist. Fine clothes were one thing— Japhet dressed as opulently, and with better taste, he privately considered— but what really set this man apart was his braid of curly dark hair, his slanted eyes, his aquiline nose. Only Gash had those features. Only Gash noblemen braided their hair. Gash nobles weren’t a common sight in this part of town.

The Fah Disan looked scarcely less ill-at-ease. He stood in the middle of the room, shifting his feet awkwardly, and visibly flinching every time the maid’s curious eyes touched him. He turned with a profoundly grateful look at Japhet’s entrance. Japhet collected him with a glance and kept hobbling. He saw the man’s nose wrinkle as he scrutinized him and decided on the spot to start with his bath. He wasn’t going to eat while people stared at him like that: it would curdle his stomach. 

“Where are you going?” 

“St. Uncanny,” he answered, then to the unspoken question, “Haven’t been off my bed since.”

“You’ve been asleep this whole time? Should we hail a carriage?” A polite way of complaining about the turtle-slow pace.

Japhet smiled. “I’ve been still too long. I need to work life back into my limbs. And no: not quite the entire time. A pack of Meddressahn paid me a cordial visit yesterday.”

The man tripped over his own boots.

Delighted with this response, he continued, “Yes, it appears we’re all to be the best of friends. They’re determined to do something about Velananc. I would happily leave them to it, but it transpires they know damn-all about demons. So now we all must shift to work together.” 

“You don’t relish the prospect of cooperation?” 

“No.” He could hear the bite in his voice. The younger man took the hint and let the subject drop.

They mounted the great marble steps of St. Uncanny’s baths, supposedly the finest in Liath. It had seemed to Japhet that people in this city had an almost pathological compulsion to brag about the place, but for now, he was prepared to take their word on it. He could scarcely recall ever finding the sight of a building more pleasing. 

In the men’s locker room, he rented a towel and a locker, and purchased a salver of their finest soap. Stripping off his stiff, filthy clothing reminded him why he hadn’t done it previously: the exercise strained his battered muscles almost beyond endurance. His boots and purse, he placed in the locker, laying the clean clothes on top of them. 

He looked at what he had taken off. The shirt was done for, and he tossed it aside, kicking his underpants on top of it. The black quilted silk coat had been his favorite, and he fingered the ground-in dirt dolefully, noted where one sleeve was pulling away from the back. He set it aside, too. His pants made him furious. There was a hole in the knee like the knickers of an urchin. He had walked a mile across the city that way!

He snatched up his towel and soap in one hand, slammed the locker closed, and glared at the ruined pile of rags that had been clothes two days ago. “Here,” the Fah Disan said unexpectedly, bundling it up. “The church keeps a bin in all the baths. They’ll find a use for your cast-offs.” A large wooden box in one corner bore the legend: ‘Clothes for the needy. Aegis of His Holiness Artachs Tenast of Liath-Tamren. Blessed be the charitable within Re.’

Unwilling to admit that this practical system impressed him, Japhet lurched out into the echoing expanse of the bathhouse proper. At the central fountains, he tossed his towel down on a bench. The Fah Disan sat beside it, peering around curiously. Japhet wondered if he was actually taking in anything or simply trying not to stare at him: naked, the damage his encounter with the demon had done was appallingly obvious, a rainbow panoply of bruises and contusions. Over the years he had acquired enough scars to make him altogether a gruesome sight at the moment.

No one seemed particularly interested in him or the fully dressed Gash nobleman with him. Like their Kulahn forebears, the people of the city treated their bath houses as social gathering places. He had wondered before why they insisted on the conceit; it made sense for the Kulahn, whose arid homeland made private bathing prohibitive. In this humid crotch of a city, the problem was staying dry, not finding water. The custom did, at least, make for a clean populace. This city stank enough without the charming note of human sweat added to the fugue.

“What did you want from me?” he asked to take his mind off how painful bending, stretching, and rubbing soap against his skin was.

“Huh? Oh, mostly I just wanted to get out. And see how you fared, of course.”

“I take it you haven’t found your girl?”

“Not for lack of trying. The palace is a madhouse right now, they’ve arrested some other fool and charged him with her disappearance. Possibly collusion in,” here he dropped his voice, “the death.”

“You think he did it?” Japhet asked absently. It was all the same to him.

The Fah Disan scoffed. “Not likely. Based on how cagey they’re being, I’m not sure they believe it either. But someone has to take the fall.”

Japhet didn’t ask how, if the arrest was a secret, this man knew of it. He wouldn’t be much of a spy if he didn’t. “So no rumors that might link me to her disappearance?”

“It looks like he had actually gone to break her out of prison, only minutes after you did it. He had the intent, she’s gone, they see no need to look further.”

“Maybe you should have recruited this man to your cause instead,” Japhet commented pointedly. 

The Fah Disan declined to comment. “The citizens who gathered to witness the fight either don’t recall what they saw or... There’s talk of... well, it all sounds mystical, the rumors going around. The Meddressahn are the only ones, I think, who might make the connection, the only ones who know where you were that night and might possibly wonder why. Thus far, they have not.”

“And how do you know what the Meddressahn are thinking?” 

His question met with a blank stare. 

“So what are you going to do?”

“I haven’t a clue. I wondered if you might have some suggestions.”

“How should I know?” Japhet exclaimed. “This isn’t my home.”

“Yes, well, it isn’t my home, either,” the young nobleman said irritably. “I haven’t been here two months, and I still don’t really know my way around.”

“You truly don’t know the source of the gurlef kain?” The man shook his head. He had expected as much. He
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