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            THE STORY SO FAR

          

        

      

    

    
      KEY CONCEPTS

      Agatos – A large city at the mouth of the Erastes River, looking out onto the Erastes Bay and the Yttradian Sea beyond. Agatos is a trading city situated at the beginning of the Lidharan Highway, which carries most trade to the cities of the north. The city is theoretically ruled by the Senate, but the city’s high mages and the Ash Guard also hold significant power and influence.

      The Gods – Many gods, alive, dead, and of indeterminate status, are worshipped in Agatos, although they rarely bother lending their power to their worshippers. You can find a list of the gods mentioned in the Mennik Thorn books in Appendix 2.

      Magic – When gods die, their mortal remains begin to rot. The effluent from this permeates the air, the water, and the earth anywhere they were worshipped, being particularly intense where their remains are found. This effluent is the raw magic that mages draw on to shape into spells. They try not to talk about the origin of their power too often.

      The Ash Guard – A martial order who use the ashes of the dead sun god, Sharshak, to neutralise all forms of magic and even the power of most gods. They rigorously police the actions of mages, supernatural entities, and gods that step out of line.

      MAIN CHARACTERS

      Mennik (Nik) Thorn, our protagonist – A minor mage who has set himself up as a freelance operator in the poorer parts of Agatos, having walked away from the machinations and corruption of the high mages, particularly those of the Countess, his estranged mother.

      Benyon (Benny) Field – Nik’s best friend since childhood, although they have recently fallen out over Nik putting Benny’s daughter, Sereh, in danger. Benny is an unapologetic thief governed by a complicated and unbreakable code of favours and debts.

      Sereh Field – Benny’s daughter. A terrifying 11-year-old far too competent and dangerous with a knife and with the apparent ability to move undetected through shadows. Nik thinks she is probably one of the most dangerous people in the city, although Benny sees her as vulnerable and in need of protection.

      Mica Coldrock, formerly Mica Thorn – Nik’s younger half-sister, a powerful mage who has maintained a relationship with their mother.

      Jettuk Kehsereen – A scholar from the city of Khorasan now living in Agatos. He and Nik worked together to rescue Kehsereen’s nephew from the god of nightmares, Enabgal. Now Kehsereen’s nephew is in the protective care of the Ash Guard, whose Ash suppresses the boy’s out-of-control natural magical abilities.

      Captain Meroi Gale – A captain of the Ash Guard. Nik has an unrequited crush on Captain Gale and works casually for her as an informant. He has yet to gather the courage to ask her out on a date.

      Elosyn and Holera Brook – Two of Nik’s most tolerant friends. A married couple. Elosyn works as a baker at Nuil’s Coffee House, and Holera is a chef at her own restaurant. Both have been known to feed Nik when his business is doing particularly badly and patch him up when he’s been injured. Which happens far more often than it should.

      The Countess, Senator Anatase Coldrock formerly Solone Thorn – Nik’s estranged mother. A high mage controlling much of the Senate.

      The Wren – A high mage controlling crime in the lower parts of Agatos.

      Melecho Kael – The Wren’s bodyguard / enforcer / assistant / gardener.

      Squint – An information broker working for the Wren out of Dumonoc’s bar.

      Dumonoc – The world’s must unwelcoming barman.

      Scholar Longstream – a scholar at Agatos University to whom Nik turned for help in SHADOW OF A DEAD GOD, but who refused all assistance unless Nik would raise the body of the founder of Agatos, Agate Blackspear, known as the Godkiller, the city’s first high mage. Nik refused, as a point of principle.

      RECENT EVENTS

      In SHADOW OF A DEAD GOD, Nik Thorn is a second-rate mage, just about getting by, keeping his head down, drinking at Dumonoc’s bar, and taking on small jobs that require magic, such as breaking curses, spying on cheating spouses, finding lost pets, and hunting ghosts. That all changes when he agrees to help Benny steal a ledger from the high mage, Carnelian Silkstar, and they find themselves framed for a brutal, magical murder they didn’t commit.

      As Nik desperately tries to prove their innocence, more murders seem to follow him around, each of them apparently committed by an impossible ghost-beast.

      Eventually, Nik tracks the origin of these attacks to a powerful mage, Enne Lowriver, who supposedly works for the Countess, but who is in fact the secret leader of a cult of the dead beast god, Ah’té. Nik, Benny, and Sereh manage to disrupt Lowriver’s attempted resurrection of the beast god and injure Lowriver, who is eventually killed by Captain Gale. In the process, Benny swallows the relic that summoned the ghost of the beast god, a claw. Nik, meanwhile, has incurred a debt to the criminal high mage, the Wren.

      In NECTAR FOR THE GOD, Nik’s attempts to dodge the debt he owes to the Wren finally fail and he is forced to infiltrate his mother’s court to obtain information the Wren can use against the Countess in their ongoing feud. At the same time, he is employed by a widower, Mr. Mirian, whose wife murdered a stranger in public and then killed herself. Mr. Mirian wants Nik to prove that his wife was under magical influence.

      As Nik follows the clues, he finds the murder victim’s closest friends all being killed, too, by a force that seems to have command of astonishing magical power and the ability to take over bystanders. During his investigation, he encounters a scholar, Jettuk Kehsereen, who is searching for his nephew who went missing weeks earlier and who appears to have a link to the murder victims.

      Nik and Kehsereen discover that the victims have been feeding natural mages to the until-now lost god of nightmares in exchange for success. But those victims made a mistake by trying to feed the god a natural high mage whose power is too great to contain and who, in his madness, has been lashing out and killing them. Nik rescues the boy – Kehsereen’s nephew – from the god and turns the god over to the Ash Guard.

      The other half of his quest hasn’t gone so well, though. Nik was traumatised by his experience growing up with his mother’s impossibly high standards and her obvious contempt for him. When he puts off his job for the Wren too long, Benny and Sereh’s lives are put at risk, leading to a rift between them. Benny has been Nik’s best friend since child, but now he wants nothing to do with him. The loss hits Nik hard, and he knows it’s his fault.

      Nik finally hands over the information the Wren wanted, only to discover that, without his knowledge, he has been used by his mother, once again, as no more than a tool in her own schemes.

      In STRANGE CARGO, Nik finds himself confronted and captured by a gang of smugglers he came up against in Nectar for the God. Under threat, he agrees to help them smuggle an illegal magical cargo into the city, while plotting with Captain Gale to intercept them.

      He also takes on a job for his barman nemesis, Dumonoc. Someone or something has been souring the drinks in Dumonoc’s bar, making them even more undrinkable than usual. Nik diagnoses a kind of magical infection, although he can’t find the origin. He attempts to track down the perpetrator without much luck. However, he does notice that levels of raw magic in one of the city’s nearby temples have grown enormously. This leads him to discover that the disruption is being caused by a parasitical magical creature called a Jaunt’s Ghost that feeds on high levels of raw magic and consumes everything around it. To trap the creature, Nik needs a valuable gem, which he steals from the temple of Gwillan-Whose-Light-Falls-on-the-Few-Not-the-Many, accidentally burning down the temple in the process.

      At the last moment, the smugglers change plans, leaving Nik without his expected back-up from the Ash Guard. He discovers they are smuggling in a powerful magical relic, the foot of a dead god, which is feeding the levels of raw magic in the city. Escaping the smugglers, he captures the Jaunt’s Ghost – half destroying Dumonoc’s bar in the process and getting himself banned – and brings it to the smugglers’ ship, where he releases it. Its voracious magical appetite in the presence of the power of the relic destroys not only the smugglers’ ship and crew, but also a large portion of the docks, and it leaves him finally free of the gang’s influence.

      Now read on…
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      I had opinions on religion.

      Depths, given the chance, I had opinions on most things. It was one of my most endearing qualities. But when it came to religion, I had plenty, and they could be summed up fairly neatly:

      Gods were complete bastards, and only an idiot would get involved with them.

      The priest sitting opposite me would probably have been the first to agree. Ironically, his people had built an entire religion on how much they hated their god. I could empathise, but if I’d had any sense at all, I would have told him to fuck right off out the door and keep fucking off out of my city, into the ocean.

      Unfortunately, he’d caught me off guard. I’d just taken a long lunch at a coffee house close to where my former best friend, Benny, lived. It had become a bit of a habit recently. I could tell myself it was because the coffee was good, the food was cheap, and the waitress seemed to like me, against all logic. But that was only part of it.

      I’d started coming here in the hope of running into Benny. But either he’d known I was here, or I had bad luck. Now, I just liked it. And if Benny wandered by, well, that was hardly my fault.

      I’d chatted for a while with the waitress, Ileoni Silver, about her brother’s latest doomed attempt to make his fortune. Being able to talk to someone who wasn’t a client, a crook, or a mage was a nice change, and sometimes, I forgot that I’d missed Benny again. Today, I’d returned home feeling more satisfied and content than I had for a while, and that feeling had lasted all the way until I reached my small office and apartment on Corrastar Street and saw the Brythanii priest waiting patiently for me.

      It was almost enough to send me running in the opposite direction. But I was in a good mood, and so I only had myself to blame.

      The Brythanii people had arrived in Agatos and several other cities around the Yttradian Sea a few centuries back, refugees from some disaster far to the south. They were easy to spot with their near-white skin, hair the colour of old paper, and eyes a pale, washed-out blue.

      Agatos was a city where people mixed, arriving by ship or caravan, some settling, others moving through. My own father, I had always assumed, had come on a ship from Tor or Secellia, although I had never met the man, and my mother, the blessed Countess, refused to speak of him. The Brythanii mixed less than others. I had known a few kids with Brythanii blood growing up in the Warrens, but they had been as much of Agatos as I was, and our ancestry mattered far less than being Warrens kids. Nonetheless, there was a tight-knit and closed Brythanii community in the Middle City, the Grey City, and the Stacks. They kept to themselves, and my position was that if people didn’t bother me, I wouldn’t bother them.

      This guy had decided to bother me.

      I didn’t have anything against the Brythanii, but I did have something against priests, and the long robes, religious symbols, and the scars where his little fingers had been severed were a dead giveaway.

      I should never have let him in the door. What can I say? I was terrible at saying no. I ushered him in and took my own seat behind my desk. “What can I do for you, Mr.…?”

      “Cursed Ethemattian.”

      Don’t ask. “Cursed? Is that a name or a title?”

      “My title. Cursed Ard Ethemattian.”

      I was already regretting this. “So, what can I do for you, er, Cursed Ethemattian?” There was no way I was calling him that every time.

      He straightened, pale hands crossing on my desk. “Someone is trying to kill me.”

      Never let it be said that I was culturally insensitive or intolerant of other people’s customs, but I had to ask. “Um. Isn’t that kind of the point?”

      The pale eyes didn’t blink. “What do you know about our religion, Mr. Thorn?”

      “I know you like beating your priests to death.” Each year, in the last week of the month of Enetha, the Brythanii gathered in the temple and kicked and punched one of their priests until he or she was no more than a bloody stain on the flagstones. It had been going on for as long as there had been Brythanii in Agatos, and probably for a lot longer. Every now and then, the Senate, the City Watch, or some other self-appointed busybodies attempted to stop the practice, but it happened anyway, and in the end, it was apparently consensual. Trying to get in the way of people’s religious practices lifted too many rocks that other religions didn’t want anyone to look under. “I know they call your god the Hated God.”

      “You are right. But we have our reasons.”

      I held up my hands. “None of my business. Some religions it’s all incense and gold, others it’s weird sex, and some it’s goats’ blood all over the place. If you guys want to kill your priests, that’s up to you. I’m just not sure why you’re telling me.”

      “The priests who die are volunteers.”

      It looked like we were going to talk about it anyway. I settled back in my chair. “Yeah. That’s the bit I have trouble with. You want me to believe people actually volunteer to die? That they’re not forced into it? Because I’ve seen the way some people get volunteered, and there’s not a whole lot of volunteering in it.” I knew people did crazy shit for their religion, but this was extreme.

      Ethemattian wasn’t a big man. His shoulders were narrow, his body slight under his robes, but his pale eyes held the intensity I usually only saw in fanatics, lunatics, and the terminally ambitious. With a priest, it could be any of those, or all three. His gaze seemed to pursue me across the desk. “Only one priest must die each year, the one vessel for the god, but many put their names forward. It is the only way to progress from Cursed to Most Cursed.”

      Aha! I reckoned I had a handle on this now. Religion wasn’t so different to politics or business or magic. It was about power.

      “So, let me get this straight. No one is actually trying to murder you. You wanted a promotion. You took a gamble against becoming the vessel for your god. You lost, and now you’re regretting it.” What a waste of my time. “That’s between you and your religion. I have a rule about not getting involved in religion.”

      “You misunderstand me. I was chosen, it is true, but I did not put my name forward. I did not volunteer. Someone is trying to have me killed. I want you to find out who, and I want you to stop them.”

      I bet he did. “Tell whoever’s in charge. Tell them there’s been a mistake.”

      He was shaking his head before I finished speaking. “I already have. It is too late. The choosing is our most sacred rite.” From the first time since I had let him in, his features twisted into a bitter expression. It looked at home on his face. “In five days, a couple of hours before midnight, I will be beaten to death in my own temple by our own congregation. Help me.”

      And there it was. The sob story. It was always the sob story that got me. This man had been set up for a brutal death. The same thing had happened to me and Benny not so long ago, and I’d only just got us cleared of a murder we hadn’t committed. So, how could I say no? How could I let a man be killed when I might be able to save him, even if he was a priest?

      Me and religion didn’t mix. Not if I could help it. It looked like I was about to break that rule.

      I knew I was going to regret it.
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        * * *

      

      One thing you could say about priests was that they were never short of money.

      People would blow a fortune if they thought it would get them on the right side of their god. Not that the gods would lift a metaphorical finger, claw, or tentacle to help.

      I named an outrageous price, and the priest didn’t even blink.

      “So.” I leant back and eyed him. “Who have you pissed off?”

      Outrage crossed his face before he mastered it. “I beg your pardon?”

      “If someone goes to all that effort to kill you, you’ve pissed someone off, even if you didn’t mean to.” Or you were just an unfortunate patsy, a convenient scapegoat, in the wrong place at the wrong time. But I couldn’t do anything with that. “Who did you piss off?”

      His eyes went distant for a moment, then he nodded. “My brother, Retha, I suppose. He was … jealous when I became a priest. He had wanted to dedicate his life to the temple. Unfortunately, I was accepted instead of him. But he would have no access to the choosing. Only a priest could reach the Sanctum.” I wouldn’t be so sure of that, but I didn’t interrupt. “Anyway, it’s been years. He has a life, a family, and the family business. There are some other priests I’ve had disagreements with. None would take it this far.”

      “Anyone stand out?”

      “Menatha Keffen, most recently. A week ago.” He spread his hands. “It was merely a theological difference, but we argued furiously for a while.”

      Did priests take that kind of thing to heart? How personal were those disagreements? I knew mages who hated each other over minor differences in magical theory, and here there was a god involved, which made everything more exciting.

      “Did this Menatha Keffen put her name forward for your, um,” – getting beaten to death – “ritual?”

      “The Choosing. She did.”

      The Choosing. “I bet you spell that with a capital C, don’t you?”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      A double motive. Fixing the selection so that she wouldn’t be the bloody sacrifice and getting back at a rival. Of course, that ‘avoiding death’ motive would fit everyone who had volunteered, and perhaps people just didn’t like this guy.

      In any case, in my experience, if you thought someone was pissed off at you, there was always someone else holding a bigger grudge. Often that person was me. But I had to start somewhere.

      “All right.” I pushed back my chair. “I’ll look into it. I need you to leave your brother’s address and the details of everyone else who entered this Choosing of yours.”

      I pushed over a sheet of paper and pencil and waited for him to make his list. When he was done, Cursed Ethemattian stood. “You have five days, Mr. Thorn. Then I will be dead. I am relying on you.”
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        * * *

      

      I waited until he’d closed the door behind him, then I buried my head in my arms on the desk. “What in all the cursed Depths are you doing, Nik Thorn?”

      Religion and gods were bad news. Inserting myself into the middle of the Brythanii’s most sacred rite was like reaching down a shark’s throat to grab its balls. If sharks even had balls, which I had no intention of finding out.

      And that was exactly the point here. I had no idea what kind of teeth this religion had, nor what kind of balls it was hiding in its dark belly. (Yeah, the analogy was getting away from me.) But everyone was hiding something. The bigger and more established the religion, the bigger and darker their secrets. These guys were happy to see their own priests ritualistically murdered. I doubted they would take kindly to a stray mage poking around their business.

      The obvious move would be to ask Ethemattian for the dirt on his religion. But I didn’t trust a priest to tell me – or even know – the truth, even if his life depended on it. Maybe even more so when his life depended on it. The greater the stakes, the more people retrenched. It didn’t make any sense, but people rarely did.

      That left me in a dilemma. Charging in without knowing the Brythanii’s secrets could be a good way to get myself fucked over, but I couldn’t trust my client to tell me the truth.

      So, where else could I find out what I needed?

      The University and its library, as well as the city’s museum and various private collections, would have material. But how accurate would their sources really be? If I’d been a head priest with secrets to hide, I would have dribbled out a lot of misinformation and goat shit over the years. I doubted the city’s scholars had done the work to separate the truth from the sewage.

      I did know one scholar I’d learned to rely on. I wouldn’t find him at Agatos University, though. Jettuk Kehsereen had stayed in Agatos after I’d helped rescue his nephew from Enabgal, the god of dark dreams. That kind of thing bought you a lot of credit. His nephew, an untrained high mage, was recovering in the care of the Ash Guard, and I doubted he would ever leave. Kehsereen had made it his job to look out for the boy.

      If anyone knew the unfiltered truth about the Brythanii religion, it would be Kehsereen, or at least he would know how to discover it. By this point, he probably didn’t owe me any favours, but he always seemed willing. I pulled on my heavy, black mage’s cloak – still too warm for the late summer – and headed out.

      The worst of summer had broken a couple of weeks back, at the beginning of the month of Enetha. The cool wind had cleared the last of the brutal heat from the stone of the city, and heavy, broken clouds ran fast across the sky. The smell of rain haunted the air. Winter wouldn’t come for months yet, but I always thought there was something ominous about this time of year, like a shadow where one shouldn’t be.

      Kehsereen had found himself a small apartment further up in the Middle City, just to the south and west of Horn Hill. It was a better part of town than I lived in, and his apartment was nicer, too. I still didn’t know how a scholar could afford it, but even if I had been rich enough, I wouldn’t have lived here. My business worked best when my clients thought I wasn’t part of the same privileged, uncaring society as the city’s other mages. Oddly, this worked both for my poorer clients, who felt I understood them, and my occasional richer clients, who thought they must be getting one over on me.

      I turned left out of my door, but I hadn’t gone more than a few steps before a frantic barking and a rush of knee-high, mottled fur sent me stumbling.

      I recognised the dog immediately. He belonged to one of my regular clients, Mr. Inles. I had spent much of the summer returning this dog when Mr. Inles managed to lose him. I hadn’t seen either of them in the last month, and I’d thought Mr. Inles had finally figured out how to keep his dog safe. Or he had run out of money to pay me. Not that I’d charged him the last few times. Maybe that had been what had stopped him coming. The poorer people were, the less comfortable they were with receiving charity, and Mr. Inles had been very poor.

      I knelt beside the dog and scratched behind his ears. “Let’s get you back home.” Unusually, he didn’t try to escape from me. For some reason, that disturbed me more than the many times I had chased him up and down the streets, trying to get a hand on his collar. Instead, he wagged enthusiastically.

      I grabbed a length of string from my office, looped it through his collar, and headed for Mr. Inles’s little house near the edge of the Warrens. The blustering wind whipped my cloak around my legs as I walked, bringing the stench of the harbour in sudden, unexpected gusts. Sweat prickled on my skin under my cloak.

      Mr Inles’s home was out of my way, but only a little, and as it was still the afternoon, Kehsereen would probably be out. The houses were tighter here, smaller, their whitewash thin and faded, the streets narrower. Pass through an alley, over another street, and I would find myself in the maze of shacks and half-decayed homes that made up the Warrens. The gravity of the place seemed to tug on these liminal streets, as though it would let its people stray this far and no further, a steepening slope down which the unfortunate would tumble, too slippery and sheer to clamber back up.

      “You’re being overdramatic,” I muttered. The dog looked up at me. “Not you.”

      Even so, I could feel the pull of the place I had grown up in.

      I knocked on Mr. Inles’s door.

      No answer. It looked like Kehsereen wasn’t the only one out. A fair number of people hurried along the street – now the summer had broken, most business had shifted to the daytime again – but no sign of Mr. Inles.

      I looked down at the dog. He wagged hopefully up at me.

      “You can wait inside. I’m sure he won’t be long.”

      I released the lock with a quick spell then pushed the old door open. I hadn’t been inside before. There were only two rooms, the living room with a kitchen and wash area at the back, bucket sitting half empty, and narrow, steep stairs leading up to what must be a bedroom. The air smelled slightly stale and dusty. Old, like the house.

      “Hello?” I shouted. “Mr. Inles?”

      Still no reply.

      The living room was simple but tidy. The walls were bare, plastered, and whitewashed not too long back. A single small portrait hung in the centre of the left wall. I recognised the man in the portrait as a younger Mr. Inles. The woman must have been Mrs. Inles. She looked young, fashionable. Not wealthy, but not poor. A shop worker in a Middle City business, perhaps. All I knew of her was that she had died a long time ago.

      A couple of chairs and a rug occupied this end of the room, a couple more and a table the kitchen area. That was it. Little enough for a long life, but more than I could boast.

      I let the dog off his makeshift leash. He bounded up the stairs in a clatter of claws.

      “What are you up to?” I demanded. Did Mr. Inles even let his dog upstairs? If it pissed on the bed, I wasn’t going to be popular. Did dogs do that? I had no idea.

      Sighing, I followed.

      The smell grew worse as I climbed, changing from musty and old to something fouler. A waste bucket that hadn’t been emptied for too long. It couldn’t be easy for Mr. Inles to haul it up and down these stairs. Maybe I could empty it in the street drain before I left.

      Fuck it, Nik, he’s not your responsibility. But he was, in a way. He didn’t have anyone else, and I was sure that most of the time he’d paid me to find his dog was just because he wanted human contact. That he had been reduced to talking to me was a fucking tragedy. The way my life was going, if I survived, his life was my future, but without the loved one as a memory on my wall.

      I stuck my head through the opening. “Hello?”

      The dog answered with a burst of barking.

      I climbed through.

      Mr. Inles hadn’t gone out. In fact, I didn’t think he’d gone anywhere for a while. He was lying motionless on his bed, empty eyes staring at the ceiling.

      “Lady of the Grove,” I muttered.

      The dog wagged at me.

      There were no wounds or injuries on Mr. Inles that I could see, no blood on the sheets or contusions on his skin. His face looked peaceful.

      He had just died, that was all. He had been old, frail, alone. Perhaps he had gone to sleep and not woken. A couple of days ago, I reckoned. If it had been longer, this room would have smelled worse than the unemptied bucket.

      Poor old bastard.

      The dog barked at me again.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “There’s nothing I can do about it.”

      That wasn’t wholly true. A well-trained mage could raise the dead, and while I lacked power, I didn’t lack training. But the dead came back wrong, and things only got worse from there. It never ended well. I didn’t have many lines I refused to cross in this job. That was one of them.

      What a fucking day.

      “Come on, boy.”

      I headed down and to the front door. The street was still busy, but no one was looking this way. Keep out of other people’s business, that was the Agatos motto, particularly in the lower city.

      I flagged down a passing messenger girl. “Go to the City Watch. Tell them the man who lives here has died.” Mr. Inles had no family. The city would take care of his burial, and no doubt claim his property in payment.

      The girl gave me a cynical look and held out her hand. With a sigh, I passed her a round – a copper coin. “You can claim the reporting reward, too. That’ll bring you another shield.”

      I watched her dart off into the crowd. I hadn’t known Mr. Inles well, but I still felt a heavy loss. This city wasn’t kind, and he had been alone. I knew what that was like.

      I looked down at Mr. Inles’s dog. “I guess you’re coming with me.” I looped the string back around his collar. I had absolutely no idea what to do with a dog.
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      Kehsereen’s apartment was situated in a generous building halfway up Sester Avenue. A high, iron gate opened to a small front courtyard shaded by fig, lemon, and orange trees and featuring a small, cheerful fountain. A guard sat in a small hut just inside the gate, but he recognized me and waved me through, only sparing a brief glance for my new dog.

      I was going to have to come up with a name for this dog if I was keeping it, and I didn’t know anyone who would be happy to have a dog dumped on them. Kehsereen wasn’t the type. Benny wasn’t talking to me. Elosyn and Holera were far too busy, what with Elosyn being a chef at Nuil’s coffee house and Holera running her own restaurant. Captain Gale … well, I didn’t need the withering sarcasm that would result if I tried to offer her a dog.

      “Looks like you’re stuck with me,” I told the dog. “So, what did Mr. Inles call you?” He had told me at some point, but I had quickly realised that the damned creature wasn’t going to come just because I shouted its name, and I had forgotten. Something starting with a B, perhaps. Or an S. The dog panted. “Yeah, no point asking you, is there?” At least when people caught me talking to myself, they would think I was talking to this mutt. Score one for having a dog.

      I pushed through the polished wooden door into the marble lobby of the building. Just being there made me feel ragged and filthy, even though I was wearing my newest, cleanest outfit and it had been months since I had been attacked, dropped in a sewer, or blown up in a ship. The poor dog didn’t look any better. His head hung, as though he knew he shouldn’t be here.

      “We’re a right pair, aren’t we?”

      The dog didn’t answer. I sighed. “Come on.”

      The apartment was up two flights of pristine stairs, past walls elaborately painted in murals showing scenes of Agatos – well, an Agatos that was distinctly cleaner and more elegant than the views out the windows. The fashion for murals on walls had fallen out of favour a few decades back, and although these were well-maintained, it was the only sign that this house was in the Middle City, not the Upper City.

      We had just reached the bottom of the second flight of stairs when a figure appeared at the top and descended towards us. She was tall, with a long blue robe and hood, which she had pulled up. Beneath it, I caught a glimpse of dark, loosely-curled hair and the olive-brown skin of an Agatos native, but I couldn’t get a full view of her features. As she passed us, she turned her head away and pulled her hood tighter.

      At that moment, I was bit by an absolute certainty that something had happened to Kehsereen. Call it intuition, instinct, call it the run of bad luck that hit anyone who knew me, but I was sure that this woman had done something to him. Why else hide her face and turn away?

      I pulled in raw magic, shaped it, and tossed a thread onto her. If I was right, if she had done something, I would be able to find her now. Then I was up the stairs, taking three steps at a time. The dog chased up after me.

      You’re paranoid, Nik.

      Yeah? Better to be paranoid than caught out.

      I hammered on the door, then without waiting, shaped a spell to pop the lock.

      I didn’t have time to use it. The door opened immediately to reveal a short Khorasani man with light brown skin and straight black hair cut unevenly above his eyes.

      “Fuck.” Kehsereen. I slumped.

      Idiot. Why in all the dark Depths would anything have happened to him?

      If he was surprised by my greeting, he didn’t show it. “Nik. Good.” He stepped back and ushered me in.

      Since settling here, Kehsereen had adopted the typical Agatos dress of shirt, loose trousers, and light jacket, but underneath the sleeves I saw the bandages he wore tightly wrapped around his limbs. I had seen the skin under the bandages once, and it was red and raw, as though partly eaten away by a corrosive liquid. He’d never volunteered an explanation, and I had never asked. None of my business.

      “Did you pass a woman on the stairs?” he asked.

      “Yeah. What’s going on?”

      “She’s a priest of the cult of Sharshak. We need to follow her.”

      Great. Another Cepra-damned god. I was cursed by them. “There’s a cult of Sharshak?”

      Sharshak had been a sun god, until he’d died thousands of years ago. The story went that Sharshak’s presence had neutralised the powers of other gods, leading undoubtedly to a lot of muttering and cold shoulders at god parties. That was how I interpreted it, anyway. But, popular or unpopular, Sharshak had died, so make of that what you will.

      The story continued that Sharshak’s burning body had crashed to earth somewhere in the region of Agatos, where it continued to smoulder in a deep pit. The ashes of his body were then used as Ash by the Ash Guard, and those ashes could themselves neutralise magic. With raw magic being the rotting remains of other dead gods, there was a certain logic to that, which immediately made me suspicious. A story that was too neat was almost certainly at least part bollocks.

      “There are cults and religions of all gods if you look hard enough,” Kehsereen said.

      “I thought the Ash Guard had the whole Sharshak thing sewed up.” But then I couldn’t imagine Captain Gale and her people worshipping any god. Fucking them up if they stepped out of line, yes. Worshipping, no.

      “The cult considers the Guard profane in their use of Sharshak’s body. They’re dedicated to ending the Ash Guard.”

      “How’s that working out for them?”

      As always, Kehsereen seemed jittery and unable to settle, but I had known him long enough to realise that, unless he was engrossed in research, he was always like this.

      “I really don’t want to lose track of her,” he said.

      I waved a hand. “Don’t worry. I tagged her.” As long as she didn’t get too far ahead, I would be able to follow. She was out on the street now, heading south, not hurrying exactly, but not hanging around. Far enough away that if she looked back, she wouldn’t see us trailing her. “Let’s get going.” I started down the stairs. “And while we’re at it, you can tell me why we’re following a cultist of a dead god.”

      Kehsereen waited until we were on the street and following the cultist’s trail before he dropped his voice. “I have been undertaking a study of Ash.”

      I almost tripped over a cobble. “Are you crazy? If you’re bored of life, there are easier means of suicide.” The Ash Guard were notoriously protective of Ash, and understandably. In a city in the shadow of high mages, Ash was the only true guarantee of peace. Even possessing Ash without being a member of the Guard was an immediate death sentence.

      Kehsereen shook his head. “We know very little about Ash. We don’t know if it truly comes from dead Sharshak. We don’t know if instead the Guard manufacture it nor, if so, how. We don’t even know the range or its effect nor how that is related to the concentration of Ash.”

      I couldn’t deny I had been curious, but despite evidence to the contrary, I did have some sense of self-preservation. “Is this about your nephew?”

      “Asarian.”

      “Yeah. Him.” Kehsereen had told me before, but I was bad with names, as my new dog could attest. My sister, Mica, said it was because I didn’t really pay attention to other people, and I didn’t know the kid. When we had rescued him from Enabgal, he had been unconscious and half dead, and since then he had been kept deep in the Ash Guard fortress. His powers as a natural, untrained high mage would have been a threat in the best of circumstances, but Asarian had been tormented for months by the madness of the god of nightmares. The Ash baked into the walls of the fortress prevented his powers from breaking loose.

      “It is likely that Asarian will need Ash for the rest of his life. I must consider his future. I cannot think that the Guard are the best people to help him recover, and I cannot feed him ulu-aru forever.” Kehsereen had used ulu-aru on me, once. It was a drug, and it had confused my mind so I couldn’t access my magic. Maybe it would keep Asarian’s powers suppressed, too, but I wouldn’t have wanted to live in that state forever. “The Guard’s focus is ever the safety of Agatos. I do not doubt they would sacrifice one child to that aim.”

      I wanted to argue. I wanted to say that Captain Gale was a better person than that. But I knew he was right. I couldn’t even say the Guard were wrong.

      “You think this cult might have Ash? That they might sell you some?”

      “No. As I said, they consider Ash profane. Like all cults and religions of dead gods, they long for the return of their god.”

      Some hope of that. Dead was dead, even for a god. At least, I hoped so. “So, what do you want from them?”

      “Information about Sharshak. The god’s powers and aspects. Maybe even how he died and where his body fell.”

      “You think they have that?”

      “Maybe. Religions often have secret archives – cults, too. Separating the truth from faith, myth, and dogma is the hard part.”

      “And so we’re following her because…?”

      “Because cults are secretive. I wish to find their place of worship and observe their reaction to my proposal of exchanging information.”

      We were deep in the Middle City, now, not far from Long Step Avenue, which cut east to west, all the way from the Grey City to the Warrens. The cultist took a left before she could reach it, down a street that was lined with well-appointed shops, restaurants, and coffee houses. The smell of frying spices and roasting coffee made my stomach rumble. Trees, their leaves dark green with end-of-summer age, stirred and ruffled in the wind. The awnings jutting from coffee houses flapped and snapped like poorly trimmed sails. A few more weeks, and those awnings would be furled for the autumn and winter.

      We kept our distance, well out of sight, as we followed the cultist, relying on the thread of magic I had attached to her to guide us. It was a reliable method provided I didn’t let my quarry get too far ahead, I wasn’t trying to follow a mage, and I didn’t have the bad luck to run into a Guard patrol carrying Ash and have my spell fucked up. But now I got the feeling she was approaching her destination – she sped up, her movements becoming more nervous and erratic – and I wanted to see what exactly she was up to.

      I caught a glimpse of the blue robe stepping out of the way of an ox cart and hurried to close the gap.

      With one last look around – where she entirely failed to spot Kehsereen or me, the amateur – she ducked into a shoemaker’s halfway down Tarragon Street. Of course, cultists were as likely to need new shoes as anyone. More so with the mess of entrails, blood, and other bodily fluids that accompanied some of the more enthusiastic acts of worship. But the trail of magic showed that she kept going through to the back of the shop and then headed down, into some cellar, I supposed, or, worse, to the sewers or ruins and collapsed tunnels beneath the modern city.

      “Why does it always have to be down?” I muttered. Sharshak had been a sun god. Surely the cult should head for the highest spot, to open ground, where they could bask in the glory of what their god used to be. But no. They went into the dark. If that wasn’t an admission they were up to no good, I didn’t know what was.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Just talking to the dog.”

      He glanced down. “I was going to ask about the dog…”

      I perked up. “You don’t want a dog, do you?”

      “No.”

      “Never mind.” The dog was giving me a resentful look, I thought. “Just you and me, eh?” I glanced at Kehsereen. “What do you want to do now?”

      “Can you tell what she’s doing?”

      “She’s gone down into a cellar. That’s all I know.”

      “Can you listen in?”

      “Not from this far, and I’m not going to be able to hold my spell for much longer.” I could feel it weakening. Either something was interfering with it, or my grip was starting to slip. Interference wasn’t impossible. When I unfocused my eyes, I could see the flow of magic beneath the street leading to the morgue-lamps that would illuminate this street at night. A couple of weak natural mages strolled through the crowd, drawing in raw power and shedding half-formed magic around them, almost certainly unawares. At the back of the shoemaker’s, and in several other shops, were what I guessed to be warded safes. Magic could get pretty crowded sometimes, and I was using a delicate spell. I looked down at my feet. “Maybe it’s time to get some new shoes.”

      The shoemaker’s shop was clean and well-lit, with shelves displaying the latest styles. Heels appeared to be in this season, a fashion I would definitely not be following as I was already taller than most people and running for my life had become a regular part of my day recently. I couldn’t see a single pair of good, solid boots suitable for kicking someone in the nuts. A counter blocked passage to the back of the shop, and a curtain cut off the view. A couple of comfortable chairs flanked a small table in the centre of the room.

      I leant close to Kehsereen. “Don’t say anything. Just listen.”

      I used raw magic to shape a spell. It consisted – in my way of seeing it – of a net of magic that I let sink into and through the floor. When I saw it tremble in response to the vibrations of spoken words, I directed the vibrations into Kehsereen’s ear. He started at the sudden noise.

      This spell was easy enough to cast and maintain, and equally easy to deflect or avoid for a mage. From Kehsereen’s expression of concentration, the people below hadn’t noticed the intrusion.

      The curtain pulled aside, and the proprietor emerged. He looked about as impressed by the sight of me and Kehsereen as I had been by his selection of shoes. A scholar and a second-rate mage probably weren’t his first choice of customers. Neither of us were dressed as though we were wealthy, and a black cloak put off other customers as often as not. But it took a brave man to argue with a mage. I saw his face fall further as he stepped up to the counter and saw my dog-on-a-string.

      I didn’t let him make the wrong decision. I drew myself up. “I require new shoes.”

      His gaze dropped to my boots, and he shuddered. Fucking snob. I would put my boots against his shoes in any contest he chose.

      “Do you have a style in mind, sir?”

      I settled myself into one of the chairs, crossed my legs, and smiled up at him. “Nope. Why don’t you show me what you’ve got?” I tapped the table next to me. “Maybe some tea while we’re waiting? And some water for my dog.”

      If he’d had the balls, he would have told me to fuck off. But everyone knew mages were rich – ha! – and connected, and maybe the potential outweighed my shabby appearance. Either that, or he thought I might pull his spleen out through his eyeball if he refused. He headed back behind the curtain. I pulled Kehsereen down into the chair beside me.

      “I’ll try to drag this out as long as possible.”

      While the shoemaker was out of the room, I unfocused my eyes and followed the thread of magic down through the floor. No one quite knew what magic was. We knew where it came from. We knew that when dead gods rotted, the effluent left behind was what we called raw magic. But that didn’t mean that we really understood what it actually was. Every mage sensed magic, both shaped and raw, differently. Me, I saw it as coloured patterns and shapes when I unfocused my eyes, but others might interpret it as a melody, or broken glass scraping across skin, or, as had been the case with one mage I had heard of, sexual arousal. It was as though our brains lacked the facility to process whatever sense it was that mages possessed and instead flailed about to choose some alternate interpretation. A kind of magical synaesthesia. I couldn’t ‘see’ through the floor, but I could sense the magic beneath. I could see the web of my spell vibrating gently in response to the words being spoken, but there was something else down there, too. Not a god’s power. Sharshak was dead, and in any case, there were distinct differences between the power of a living god, the decay of a dead god, and the magic formed by mages from that decay. But there was magic down there, or an attempt at it.

      This lot wouldn’t be the first cult or religion to use magic to convince their followers of the puissance of their god and the need to leave generous donations. But whatever they were up to, they weren’t having much success. They appeared to be trying something similar to a technique I had used to concentrate raw magic into an opal, but they were getting it all wrong, and I could have scraped up more magic with a teaspoon than they were managing. In fact, they were using more raw magic in forming the spell than they were managing to gather. They just weren’t grabbing for the right stuff. That’s why you go through mage training, boys and girls. This wasn’t for amateurs.

      “Your tea. Sir.” A cup slammed down on the table next to me. I jumped.

      “Good.” I focused my eyes again and tried to ignore the headache that keeping my eyes unfocussed for so long always gave me. “So, what have you got for me?”

      I dragged it out for as long as I could, as I’d promised, pretending to examine each pair carefully before rejecting them and asking for something new. “Maybe something simpler.” “Maybe something more elaborate.” “Darker.” “Lighter.” “With less of a heel.” “More of a heel.” “Perhaps the first pair again.”

      Eventually, the shoemaker mutinied. “That is all I have, sir.”

      I took a last sip of my tea, then set the cup back down. “You know what? I think I’ll stick with my boots.” I tapped Kehsereen on the shoulder. “Come on.”

      The shoemaker shot daggers at me. I smiled sweetly in response. “I think you might have brewed your tea too hot. You might want to see about that.”

      I waited until we were out of sight of the shop, cast around both magically and non-magically to see if we were being followed, then said, “Did you get what you needed?”

      Kehsereen looked thoughtful. “Perhaps. I do not think they will be able to tell me much about Ash, but from what I heard, they do have old records of their god. Whether those contain truth or just hints of it in myth, I won’t be able to tell until I examine them. I may be able to work with the cult. There was also a lot of praying and chanting, but it did not seem relevant.”

      “They were trying to cast a spell. They were making a mess of it.”

      “Strange. Sharshak is always taken to embody the antithesis of magic. It will be interesting to see how their beliefs skirt around this.”

      “Yeah. Sure. Interesting.” I would find watching seaweed rot more enthralling, but each to their own.

      We stopped for a minute while the dog sniffed around the gutter. I was coming to conclusion that going anywhere fast with this dog was a non-starter.

      “I had some questions for you, too, while we’re talking about religion.”

      Kehsereen tilted his head.

      “I’ve got a case involving a Brythanii priest. What can you tell me about their religion?”

      “The betrayer god. They are an insular religion, something of a death cult, it might be fair to say.”

      “The Hated God, they call it here.” The dog cocked his leg and proceeded to piss on the same spot he had been sniffing. I pretended not to notice.

      “Yes. The Brythanii arrived in the Yttradian Sea about three hundred years ago, fleeing a disaster in their homeland. No one knows exactly where their homeland is, other than it is far south of Melaru. I believe they had been fleeing for generations before they reached the Yttradian Sea. Do you know their prayer?”

      I shook my head and managed to tug the dog a few yards further down the street.

      “They say, ‘You did not help us when we needed you.’ They consider their god to have betrayed them, and that is why they hate it. They won’t even say its name. The ritual murder of a priest is designed, I believe, as an insult to the god who is out of reach.”

      I sympathised. I had met a couple of gods, and I wasn’t a fan. One had tried to rip my heart out with its arm-long claws, and the other had tried to drive me insane. Why anyone would choose to worship these manifestations of ego, greed, and brutality was beyond me. I had to say I admired a people who could hold a grudge for hundreds of years. That was proper dedication.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m guessing they’re not terribly welcoming to outsiders.”

      “They hold their resentments tight.”

      Again, fair enough, even if it didn’t make things easier for me. “I need to find a way into their temple to question people, and I need to know about this ritual murder. How does the priest get chosen? Who’s involved in it at all stages? That kind of thing. My client has been selected as the sacrifice, but he didn’t volunteer for their selection. He was set up.”

      “I know some independent scholars whose knowledge of religion is greater than mine. I may be able to find out more.”

      That wasn’t quite what I’d hoped for. Maybe I’d come to rely too heavily on Kehsereen’s expertise, because when he answered, my head drooped in disappointment. My client only had five days left. I didn’t have time to wait for Kehsereen to search out contacts, do research…

      What else are you going to do?

      Why the fuck had I even taken the job?

      Because someone had to.

      I could barge into the temple and start throwing around accusations, which would get me laughed out of the place or arrested, I could ask Cursed Ethemattian, which I’d already ruled out, or I could trust Kehsereen. He’d never let me down before, and a lot could happen in five days.

      I could handle this.

      I still should never have taken the job. No gods or mages, remember? That was supposed to be my rule.

      Except I wouldn’t have to get anywhere near their god, right? The one advantage of working with the Brythanii was that they didn’t want to get any closer to their god than I did. Ah, but fuck it, this afternoon had reminded me why I hated religion.

      Was I really going to let him die?

      He’s not your problem.

      That might have been true before. But I had taken his money. I had agreed to help.

      The dog let out a little bark.

      “You’re probably hungry, aren’t you?” I said. The day was drawing in, although it was still a few hours before dark. “Or thirsty.” Pity! I had a hard enough time keeping myself alive and healthy. This dog had attached itself to the wrong idiot.

      “Thanks,” I told Kehsereen. I glanced back in the direction of the shoemaker’s. “And be careful. Cults are bad news.”

      We parted, and the dog and I headed for my usual restaurant, where I paid double to feed us both. There had to be a better way of doing this.

      That night, I felt the dog leap onto my bed.

      “Fuck off,” I muttered.

      He tucked himself in close to me. At least it was warm, and he didn’t smell as bad as some people who had shared my bed.

      For once, I slept well.
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      When I woke, there was a cold depression beside me in the bed and a vague memory of warmth.

      I flapped a hand behind me, trying to bring back that feeling, before I remembered Mr. Inles’s dog.

      No. My dog now.

      I rolled over, forcing my eyes open and closed repeatedly to clear them. My mouth was dry and my brain tired in that way that I only experienced after an unexpectedly good night’s sleep.

      Where in the Depths had my dog got to?

      Rubbing my eyes, I lurched through the apartment, only to hear barking from my small backyard.

      I pushed open the door and saw the dog waiting.

      “How did you get out here?” My bedroom window was ajar, but only just, and surely too high up. No wonder Mr. Inles had struggled not to lose this creature. “I’m not coming to find you if you fuck off,” I told the dog. He wagged back up at me, as though I was encouraging him. I shook my head. Breakfast for both of us, then I could figure out my day. I had no idea how long it would take Kehsereen to discover what I needed, but I didn’t have to wait for him. Barging into the temple would be a bad idea, but Cursed Ethemattian had mentioned a jealous brother. In my experience, no one could be as pissed off at you nor as vengeful as family. My mother was living proof. But breakfast first, definitely.

      When I stepped into my office, Benny’s daughter, Sereh, was waiting for me, propped up against a wall.

      It was so unexpected that it took me several seconds to react. Emotions tumbled through me like stones churned under a wave on a beach. Fear, yes, but also hope and a suppressed misery.

      Sereh could kill me if she chose. She wouldn’t hesitate, and I wouldn’t be able to stop her. But if she wanted me dead, I would already be dead, and no one would have seen her arrive or leave.

      As the fear leeched away, the other emotions emerged. I had missed her and Benny. When they’d cut me off – fairly, after I had put Sereh’s life at risk in the course of one of my jobs – it had torn away a great chunk of my life. I didn’t often get lonely. But I had been, then. I had squeezed those feelings tight down into a chunk of rock and tried to hide them away.

      “Fuck it! Sereh, I…” I just wanted to… What? Throw my arms around her? Hug her? That really would get me knifed.

      “Dad says you have to come.” The hope that leapt up inside me must have shown, even though I tried not to let it, because she added, “He hasn’t forgiven you. But you have to come anyway. There’s something you need to see.”

      “All right,” I said carefully. I would take it. It was more than I’d had these last couple of months. I wondered for a moment if she was leading me somewhere to kill me. But that wasn’t Sereh’s style.

      It was early as we headed out through the streets of Agatos. The air was warmer than yesterday, cloudy but still, free of blustering winds, the kind of weather that said summer wasn’t quite done with us yet, that autumn needed to wait its turn yet. The smell of the ocean, the trash and sewage in the harbour, and baked goods from the Penitent’s Ear market hung in the air. Waiting, that was what all of this felt like, a city holding its breath, suspended between seasons, paths, choices.

      I left my mage’s cloak behind and brought my light, blue jacket in case the city finally came to a decision and decided to piss down on me.

      Sereh led me through the backstreets and alleys of the Middle City towards the Warrens. I didn’t think she was particularly trying to hide or avoid being noticed. It was just habit. At first, I thought she was taking me to her and Benny’s house, but we passed it and kept going into the tumbledown maze of the Warrens proper.

      Benny and I had grown up here, street kids who had known every alley, courtyard, and passage like ants knew their nest, but the Warrens changed, growing and transforming like mould on damp wood, and
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Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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