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THE
SHADOW
SAINT

As she walks towards the train station, she examines Sinter’s gift. It’s a fragment of burned metal. The hilt of a broken sword, she realises, blasted by fire, pitted by sorcery, stained by the ichor of a million dead worms. A piece, a relic, of Saint Aleena of the Sacred Flame. She remembers Aleena saving her from Jermas Thay’s clutches, remembers the blessed fire. Imagines, for a moment, Aleena’s rough hand holding the sword hilt. Eladora only knew Aleena briefly, but cherishes the memory of her stalwart presence, her unnerving, unyielding determination. Her knack for stabbing evil things with a fiery sword.

She tries to think why Sinter would give her such a valuable relic, but her head just spins in circles. A message? A gift? A threat, reminding her of the power of the Kept Gods? A clue about his intentions?

“Fucking fuckers are trying fuck us,” whispers Eladora, recalling Aleena’s most heartfelt prayer.
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PROLOGUE

The spy climbs a stair of fire to get to heaven. The foot of the stair is in a battlefield, where the honoured dead lie mingled with the bodies of their foes. Below, tiny black dots move across the field. Bone-picker priests sort the corpses, matching disembodied limbs and heads to torsos before sending them for the funerary rites. The bodies of the enemy dead will be divided among the pantheon of the victorious – these days, all gods are carrion eaters. Old taboos no longer hold, not when every fragment of soul-stuff is needed for the war effort.

According to the tradition of the Sacred Realm of Ishmere, the souls of the honoured dead must struggle up this stair to get to heaven. Each step burns away some sin, some weakness, until they are pure enough to enter the sanctum of the goddess. This rule, too, no longer holds currency – the stair whirls across the battlefield, greedily sucking up every soul offered to the goddess.

Idly, the spy touches one step. The fires are cool as stone, and do not burn him.

Here, suspended in the sky, the spy can survey the whole battlefield. Over there is where the forces of Ishmere landed, bringing the sea with them, a fleet of mighty warships landing ten miles inland. And directly below is where the hosts of Mattaur made their stand, on the slopes of a sacred hill.

The hill offered a threefold advantage. It was a spiritual stronghold of the gods of Mattaur, where the eyeless priestesses gathered to venerate their Stygian deity. It was a high ground, safe from the miraculous floodwaters brought by the pantheon of Ishmere. And most important of all – the spy can make out the wreckage of an artillery emplacement. Alchemical cannons, bought at great expense from the foundries of Guerdon. During the battle, those guns nearly – well, turned the tide is the wrong metaphor to use in a battle where one side long ago conquered the sea, but the alchemical weapons inflicted terrible casualties on the armies of Ishmere. Saints dying in agony, their bones transmuted to lead, their lungs seared by poisonous gas. Phlogiston fires that cannot be quenched still burn on the battlefield.

The cannons might have won the battle, were it not for divine intervention. From this vantage, too, the spy sees three huge parallel rents in the hillside, furrows each half a mile long and fifty feet deep, devastation in the heart of Mattaur. That is where the lion-headed goddess reached down and slashed her enemies with her claws.

The spy reaches the top of the stairs, and steps into heaven.

Mortals and gods mingle here. The navy has set up a command post and pitched tents in the middle of the Courtyard of Heroes. Young, smartly uniformed officers rush to and fro, ignoring the fabled champions in their midst. Two armoured demigods – one with the head of a serpent, the other a bird – block the spy’s path. These are Sammeth and Cruel Urid, the guardians who watch the gates of heaven. Sammeth’s blade drips with poison so potent one drop can kill a hundred men; Urid’s spear can pierce a dozen elephants in one throw.

A young officer with a clipboard spots the spy and shoos the two demigods away. Confused, they wander back to a nearby tent and slump down.

“I’ve an appointment to see General Tala,” says the spy.

“General Tala is dead,” replies the young officer. “You’ll be meeting with Captain Isigi of the intelligence corps.” There’s an undertone of anger in the young man’s voice, a note of jealousy. The spy notes it, files it away.

“Follow me,” says the officer. “Stay close.” He leads the spy across the Courtyard of Heroes. They’ve painted lines on the ground, different coloured trails leading off in different directions. The officer keeps his eyes fixed on the paint, so he doesn’t get distracted by the glories around him. They follow a black line across the shining stones of heaven’s shore.

Glancing back, the spy sees Sammeth polishing his spear, even though the blade is already more brilliant than the sun. Cruel Urid sulks in his tent, trying to get his beak around the mouth of a scavenged hip flask.

The spy is brought to another, larger tent. The darkness inside is welcome, easier on the eye than the radiance outside. There, sitting behind a trestle table, is another young officer, a woman. In front of her is a file folder, and a wooden bowl piled high with human hearts, stacked like red apples.

“It’s General Tala’s eleven o’clock, ma’am,” announces the male officer.

“Thank you, lieutenant,” Isigi replies. Her face might once have been beautiful, but now it’s covered in fresh scars that zigzag across her skin. “I’ll be handling this briefing in the General’s place.” She starts to unbutton her shirt. “You may go, lieutenant.”

The spy notes the way the lieutenant’s hand clenches the fabric of the tent. There was definitely something between these two officers. So young to have attained such rank, too – the Godswar has made soldiers of children. The flap closes. The tent is almost completely dark, but the spy can still see Captain Isigi as she folds her shirt and lays it with the rest of her uniform on a stool. Then, shaking slightly with anticipation, she takes a heart from the bowl and bites into it.

And then they are no longer alone in the tent.

There is a timeless moment, when the spy isn’t conscious of anything other than the goddess’s overwhelming presence. He is with her on every battlefield, from the charnel field below to every other war across the world, and from the present all the way back to the first time someone picked up a rock and used it to bash an enemy’s brains out. He is with her across the world, wherever the fleets of Ishmere sail. He is with her across the heavens, as she gathers the honoured dead to her banner and consumes their power so she can work further miracles, win further victories. Conquest without end, every victory adding to her power and her hunger.

But it’s blind hunger, undirected power. The goddess knows nothing except endless destruction, conflict eternal. It takes a human element to lend purpose and structure to that holy wrath. In the tent, Captain Isigi is like a seed crystal, a framework around which the goddess can accrete.

Golden fur suddenly covers Isigi’s brown skin, fur that blazes with its own divine radiance. A jewelled breastplate appears on her chest; a skirt of leather straps manifests around her waist, a skull threaded through each strap. Her own skull cracks and reshapes. Huge fangs sprout from her jaws as her head becomes that of a lioness.

The goddess Pesh, Lion Queen, war-goddess of the Ishmeric pantheon – or rather her avatar, made from Captain Isigi – purrs in satisfaction and settles back onto her seat. The spy notes without alarm that the simple wooden chair is now a throne of skulls, that the trestle table has become a blood-soaked altar. The hearts begin to beat again, squirting jets of crimson across the floor.

The file folder, though, is still a file folder. Isigi – or is the overlapping entity in front of him more Pesh than Isigi now? – picks it up, extends a claw and slices through the metal seal holding it shut. The spy shudders at the grace of the movement, knowing that those selfsame claws recently tore a half-mile rent in the hillside below. Isigi removes the papers, reviews them in silence. The tent reverberates with her divine breath, which smells of meat and sandalwood.

Everything comes down to this.

To avoid thinking about what’s going to happen, the spy wonders how many times Isigi has channelled the goddess already. Not many, he guesses – the scars are too fresh. Gods are hard on their war-saints. One day, there won’t be enough of Isigi left to return to her mortal form. He feels almost sorry for the young officer who bought him here. The boy has lost his lover to the embrace of a goddess, and from that union there is no easy path back.

“X84?” says the saint. It’s his newly assigned code number in the files of the intelligence corps. It’s the first name that’s really his, and he finds himself unexpectedly fond of it. He nods.

“Sanhada Baradhin,” reads Isigi. That’s the name the Ishmere Intelligence Corps knows him by. “Of Severast. Profession: merchant.” She glances at him with glowing yellow eyes. “ ‘Merchant’,” she echoes, sarcastically.

“I bought and I sold,” offers X84. “What I bought wasn’t always legal and what I sold wasn’t always mine to sell.”

“A criminal,” she growls. The spy can tell that some balance has been tipped, that the gestalt entity he’s talking to is now a little more Lion Queen than Isigi.

“Tell you what,” says the spy to the goddess, “I’ll count up everyone I hurt in Severast, and you count up everyone you killed there, and we’ll see how the scales balance.”

“War is holy,” replies the goddess automatically. And here, in this heaven for warriors, that’s true.

He shrugs. “You knew who I was before you called me.”

“No surviving family is listed here,” says the goddess, tapping a line in the file. “Do you have friends in the camps? Lovers?” All of Severast is an internment camp now, the survivors of the Ishmeric conquest held until they convert or are sacrificed to the victorious pantheon. Mattaur was the last of Severast’s neighbours to hold out.

“No.”

“Why, then, do you wish to serve the Sacred Realm of Ishmere?” asks the goddess.

“You’re winning,” says the spy, “and you’ll pay.”

Imperceptibly, the balance falls back, and it’s Isigi who turns a page in the folder. “You imported weapons from Guerdon’s alchemists.”

“Yes.”

“Do you still have contacts there?”

“I honestly don’t know. I did. I can make more. I know the city.”

“The city has changed,” warns the captain, “and may change again, very quickly. Do not think of it as a safe refuge from the war.”

“I was in Severast when your armies conquered it, captain. I know what safe means, these days.”

Isigi ignores him, and flips through the rest of the folder in silence. The only noises in the tent are the shuffling of paper, the bellows-breath of the goddess and the soft clinking of the skulls in her skirt as when she moves in her chair. X84 idly toys with one of the beating hearts in the bowl.

“Leave that alone,” growls the goddess.

“Sorry.”

She reviews the last page, then – faster than the eye can follow – grabs his hand and slashes it with her claw. Blood wells up from the wound. She inclines her lioness-head towards the spy’s palm to lap up the blood, but he snatches his hand back and cradles it in the crook of his other arm. “What the hell?”

Pesh growls. “We have no reason to trust you, Baradhin. So I will taste your blood and know you. If you serve us well, you will be rewarded. If you betray us, I will personally hunt you down and punish you. Give me your blood.”

The spy nods, then extends a shaking, blood-stained finger. She gives it a perfunctory lick, then signs the last page of the folder, seals it with a divine word of command, closes it. As she does so, she recites: “You will make the arrangements for passage to Guerdon. You will accompany another of our agents on the voyage, and ensure he is delivered safely.”

“Who’s this agent?”

“My brother’s saint. Chosen of the Fate Spider.”

He feigns irritation. Blusters professionally. “God-touched? It’ll be a hell of a lot harder to smuggle your spy into the city if he’s got eight legs or whatever.”

“The child is . . . ” Does the goddess pause there, almost imperceptibly? As if she’s tasted something bitter? “ . . . still human. After that, we may have further tasks for you.”

“Wait!” says the spy, “What about my payment?”

“Gold coins, one per—”

“Not gold. The price of gold has plummeted since your Blessed Bol started turning his enemies into big golden statues. No, I want to be paid in Guerdon silver.” The spy doesn’t give a damn about the money, but it keeps the goddess’s mind off the taste of the blood.

“You will be paid in gold,” she says. “Unless you prove especially useful to us.”

“What do you need?”

The goddess withdraws, and her final answer is strangely doubled.

“You’ll be contacted when you arrive,” says Isigi, and in the same moment, with the same mouth:

“War,” says the goddess. “War is holy.”

And with that, Pesh departs, and only Isigi is left. The captain staggers as her body shrinks back to mortal proportions, as her face shatters and retakes human form. She reaches blindly for a bloodstained towel she keeps behind the desk and presses it to the open wounds on her face. “Get out of here, Baradhin,” she orders without looking at him. “The lieutenant will see you back down the stair.”

The tent flap opens, and the lieutenant sidles in. He gasps as he sees the wounds on Isigi’s face, the sweat and blood on her bare skin. He hurries to her side.

“It’s all right,” mutters the spy, “I’ll see myself out.”

Before either Ishmeric officer can argue, he slips out and hurries along the line of black paint, head bowed, dismissed from the camp of the conquerors. The line leads him back to the edge of heaven, and he descends the stair of fire that leads back to the mortal world.

Halfway down he takes the stolen heart he palmed from the bowl out from his shirt and drops it into the ocean, far below. He wipes his bloody hand clean, then uses a strip of his shirt as an impromptu bandage.

The goddess wounded him, but she did not taste his blood.

She doesn’t know him.


CHAPTER 1

If Sanhada Baradhin had a son, then the boy’s bones lay probably somewhere in the ruins of Severast. Perhaps he was turned to screaming gold by the weaponised wealth-curse of Blessed Bol, or speared on a shaft of moonlight. Even if he lived through the invasion, he was likely killed in the orgiastic rampage of sacrifice, when gangs of war-priests culled the city streets, murdering entire districts in accordance with the funeral rites of their respective gods. The spy saw priests pushing ornamented saltwater tanks, blood and water slopping out of the overflowing basins as they drowned worshippers to the Kraken. Mass graves marked with coins for Blessed Bol. Cannibal rites of the Lion Queen. Even the Fate Spider’s slow embalmment could be hastened; mummification takes too long, but alchemical preservatives imported from Guerdon can do in minutes what used to take long years in the Paper Tombs.

If Sanhada Baradhin had a son, the boy is dead.

But while the spy is not Sanhada Baradhin, and the boy in the cabin with him is not his son, for the duration of this voyage from the southlands to Guerdon he is Baradhin and the boy is Emlin. Eleven or twelve years old, maybe, but sometimes something far older looks out from his eyes.

The boy didn’t have a name when he was presented to the spy. They took his name away in the Paper Tombs.

Sanhada named him Emlin. It means ‘pilgrim’ in the tongue of Severast.

Taking on the roles of refugees from the Godswar was easy for both of them. Walk like you’re hollow. Keep your voice low, as though speaking too loud might attract the attention of some mad deity. Shudder when the weather changes, when light breaks through the clouds, when certain noises are too loud, too charged with significance. Flinch at portents. The man whose name is not Sanhada Baradhin and the boy who didn’t have a name arrived on board the steamer a week ago with bowed heads, shuffling up the gangplank with a crowd of other survivors. Sanhada’s contacts and god-wrought gold earned the pair a private cabin.

Taking on the roles of father and son is harder. Sanhada has no official standing in the Ishmere Intelligence Corps; nor is he a priest of Fate Spider. Nor, for that matter, was the spy ever a father before.

“I am chosen of the Fate Spider,” said Emlin on the first night at sea, when they were alone in the cabin. “Your fate has been woven for you. X84. The thread of your life is in my hands, and you shall obey me.” His adolescent voice broke as he recited the words they taught him in the temples. The boy’s small for his age. Dark hair, dark eyes, the pallor of years spent in the lightless Paper Tombs. He stood straight, with the pride of one who knew he’d been chosen by a god.

Sanhada had bowed his head solemnly, and said, “My life in your hands, little master – but outside this cabin, I am Sanhada Baradhin, and you’re my son. And I’ll thrash you if you speak out of turn.”

The boy frowned, his face flushed with anger, but before he could speak the spy added, “Live your cover, little master. It is pleasing to Fate Spider to keep secret that which is shadowed. No one outside this cabin shall know the truth, save you and I.”

And after that the spy saw secret pride in the boy’s face when he pretended to be Sanhada’s son.

Emlin, the spy hears, grew up in a monastery in Ishmere, although he’s not Ishmerian by birth. His family were killed in the Godswar; like many other war orphans, he was taken in by the church. In the morning, he tells the spy things he could not possibly know himself; the Fate Spider has been whispering in his ear as he slept, carrying intelligence reports from far away. No doubt there is another boy, or a blind old woman, or a young blade, or some other soul unlucky enough to be congruent with the deity, crouched in a prayer cell in the Paper Tombs, communing intelligence across the aether.

These reports are about the progress of the war, about advances and defeats. The Ishmeric armada has turned north.

Towards the land of Haith, Ishmere’s great rival, perhaps its last true danger. Towards Lyrix, the dragon-isle.

Guerdon, too, is in the north. Although Emlin never speaks of it directly, the spy infers that the gods of Ishmere are wary of challenging Guerdon directly. They fear the weapons that Guerdon birthed in the alchemists’ foundries, and worry that such god-killing tools might be wielded by other enemies, too.

In the privacy of their cramped cabin, the spy and the boy endlessly rehash their plans for reaching the city undetected, and what they will do when they get there. Neither of them has any knowledge of the intelligence corps’ plans for them once they arrive in the city, beyond making contact with the Ishmeric agents already in place. Emlin guesses that his role will be to relay information back to the fleet. For now, the spy is just a courier, tasked only with getting Emlin past Guerdon’s religious inspections. Foreign saints are forbidden in the city.

Sometime they eavesdrop on the conversations that filter down from the deck above. The spy paid extra to ensure he and Emlin have a private cabin, paid even more to ensure they’d be asked no questions. The pair remain mostly overlooked and forgotten.

Over breakfast on the fourth day out of Mattaur, Emlin asks him about Severast.

“Did you ever visit the temple of the Fate Spider there?” he says around a mouthful of fruit. He is always ravenous on waking.

The spy knows that Sanhada Baradhin visited that temple many times. The man was a smuggler, and the Spider is patron deity of thieves and liars as well as spies. Baradhin would visit the gaudy temple of the Many-Handed Goddess, the Severastian goddess of trade, and then stroll across the plaza and through the maze of alleyways in the medina, brushing past dancing girls, fire-eaters, smoke-seers, street vendors selling all manner of delights. The Spider’s temple in Severast was underground, hidden from view, connected to the surface by dozens of narrow winding staircases. Only one of these stairways was open at a time; to reach the temple, Sanhada Baradhin had to know which little shop in the medina was a front for the Fate Spider on a particular day. He bribed beggars to learn the secret of the streets.

“Once or twice,” admits the spy.

“It must have been glorious,” says Emlin, “before it became a den of thieves.”

“Thieves were always holy to the Spider in Severast.”

“Not in Ishmere,” declares Emlin emphatically. Reciting what he’s been taught.

No, thinks the spy. Not in Ishmere. The Fate Spider was worshipped in both lands, but in different ways. In Severast, he was a deity of the underworld, worshipped by the lost and the poor, the desperate and the disenfranchised. In Ishmere, in mad, cruel Ishmere, the Fate Spider was part of their militant pantheon, put into harness for the war effort. There, the Spider is a god of secrets, of prophecy and stratagems. God of endings, Fate-eater, poisoner of hope.

“The temple was beautiful,” admits the spy. “It was all veiled in shadow, each altar and shrine revealing itself only by touch. I—”

“I don’t see shadows,” interrupts Emlin. “All darkness is light to me.” His eyes gleam, and the spy realises he has never seen the boy stumble in the dim cabin. The fanatics of Fate Spider have robbed him of the beautiful gradations of shadow, of the softness of the dark, of the capacity for doubt.

That night, while the boy sleeps, the spy stays awake and remembers the fires of Severast. How the burning medina crashed and collapsed into the temple caverns below, the pale seers howling as the sunlight caught them. How all the delicious ambiguity of the temple was laid bare by the certainty of destruction. That night, while the boy sleeps, the spy watches him in the darkness and dreams of revenge.

*

Sanhada Baradhin is too long a name for the hasty Guerdonese, so the crew call him San. The ship’s name is Dolphin, and the spy can think of few names less fitting. Angry Metal Hippo or Ugly Floating Tub would be more appropriate. Driven by her roaring, stinking alchemical engines, she wallows with great enthusiasm through the waves, smashing her way across the ocean.

X84 is not the only passenger on the Dolphin; two dozen other people huddle on the deck, and there are more in the holds below. Most come from Severast; some from Mattaur or the Caliphates, or more distant lands. Some mutter prayers to defeated gods. Others are silent, hollow-eyed, looking to the empty horizon for meaning.

Ostensibly, Dolphin’s a freighter, not a passenger liner; when she left the docks of Guerdon, her hold was full of alchemical weapons. The ship is double-hulled with reinforced steel, warding runes half occluded by rust and barnacles, to ensure that her cargo of death was safe until it arrived. The spy wonders if that’s wholly necessary. The way the Godswar is going, the whole world will be consumed sooner or later, every living soul devoured in the hungers of the mad deities. If that’s the case, then what does it matter where the bombs go off? The only difference between a battlefield in Mattaur and some marketplace in Guerdon is a matter of time.

Time and money. The master of the ship makes great profit by selling bombs that explode on the battlefield, and would be greatly irritated if a bomb went off in a marketplace in Guerdon. It strikes the spy that the master is uniquely suited to his ship – both are singularly ugly, both approach the world as something to be smashed through, and both are wrapped in iron hulls to keep something toxic locked away. The master is named Dredger; at all times he wears a protective suit, a thing of valves and filters and tubes, so that not an inch of skin is exposed. His hands are heavy stubby-fingered gauntlets; his face is a mask of lenses, ports and wheezing bellows. The story among the crew is that Dredger has been exposed to so many alchemical weapons over the years that his flesh is thoroughly permeated by toxins, that he’d explode into a cloud of poisonous gas if he ever removed his containment suit.

Having observed Dredger for the last few days on the journey north to Guerdon, the spy has another theory – that there’s nothing wrong with Dredger at all, that the armour is a marketing gimmick. Certainly, it’s helped Dredger protect his niche of alchemical salvage, reusing the unthinkable weapons brewed up by the guilds of Guerdon. Who would want to get into a business when the cost is writ in the tormented flesh of the market leader?

Sanhada Baradhin did plenty of business with Dredger over the years, but the two never met. They corresponded by letter and courier, and the spy’s agents intercepted and read all those letters over the years. He feels as though he knows Dredger as well as Sanhada Baradhin did, that he has just as much claim to the man’s friendship. In Dredger’s eyes – lens-masked and hidden – the spy is Sanhada Baradhin, and that assumption is reality enough.

Dredger leans on the railing next to the spy. Some valve on his back hisses and spits steam as his pose relaxes a little.

“San,” he says, “have you given any thought to what you’re going to do when you get to Guerdon? I could probably find something for you, if you want.”

“What sort of work?”

“Nothing in the yards. Got Stone Men for that shit. No, I’m thinking maybe . . . sales? You must have contacts down south that ain’t dead, and if they ain’t dead, they’re buying, right?”

The spy considers the offer, weighing it, testing its balance like a fencer tests a sword. On the one hand, it’s a plausible next move for Sanhada Baradhin, and would provide him with a base of operations. On the other hand, he wants to get a feel for the city, and tying himself down to the first offer that comes his way is the wrong move. Racing straight towards his goal means sprinting into a minefield. He must approach obliquely.

“I’ve got some, ah, outstanding business to take care of first, my friend. And I was able to bring a little money out of Severast, so I’ll be all right for a few weeks. But thank you, and I might well take you up on it if the offer’s still open in a while.”

“Not like the war’s ending anytime soon.”

“Will there be a problem bringing money into the city?”

“Depends on whether or not you catch the eye of the customs inspectors. You’re not a man of faith, are you?”

“Not especially.”

Dredger points to another refugee, a middle-aged woman who has carried a number of small clay idols out of the sacked city. Bracing herself against the churning motion of the boat, she prays to them. Dancer and Kraken, Blessed Bol and Fate Spider. “They watch for foreign saints. They don’t much care in Guerdon which gods you pray to, so long as those gods don’t answer back,” says Dredger. “ ‘Specially not the gods of Ishmere.”

“The gods of Ishmere were the gods of Severast,” says the spy. “There were temples in Severast to the Lion Queen, too, and they did the rites just as faithfully there.”

A lens in Dredger’s helmet clicks and swivels, refocusing on the spy. “So what happened? Why’d the gods turn on Severast?”

“I’m not sure they did. There were saints of the Lion Queen on both sides, for a while. Those who say the gods are mad are right, I think, and mad people sometimes argue with themselves.” There’s a cloud in the distance that catches the spy’s attention. It’s moving against the wind. “And you can’t blame everything on the gods. If a runaway chariot runs over a child in the street, do you blame the charioteer or the horses?”

“I blame the parents,” mutters Dredger.

“Speaking of which,” says the spy, “the boy’s . . . a little god-touched. Your city watch – can they be bribed?”

There’s a gurgling sound from inside Dredger’s helmet, like he’s contemplatively suckling on the end of some tube. “Tricky, these days. Tricky.” He shakes his head. “And in my position, San, I can’t afford to piss off the watch by sneaking you into the city.”

He’s interrupted by one of the crew. “Master, there’s another ship off to the west. It’s a Haithi warship.” The sailor hands Dredger a telescope, and he inspects the distant ship.

“Keep on. We’ve no quarrel with them. And nothing worth confiscating on the return trip, eh?”

“See anything in that cloud?” asks the spy. Dredger swings the telescope around, peers at the dark smudge on the horizon.

“Not a thing. Why?”

“Just a feeling.”

The sound of praying voices grows louder. Several of the other refugees on deck gather around the woman with the clay icons. One of the icons is moving now, clay transmuting into scaly flesh. The tentacles of the Kraken break free of their earthy prison and thrash about on the deck. A collateral miracle.

“Dredger!”

“I see it! Turn! Turn!”

They’re too late. The cloud’s racing towards the Haithi warship now, and they’re caught right between the two belligerents. The Dolphin’s engines roar and belch smoke as they’re thrown to full power, but the blades can’t find purchase in the suddenly glassy water. A miracle has seized the waves, stealing them and claiming them for a hostile god. The water becomes unnaturally calm and clear for a mile in every direction, an icy track running from the stormcloud to the Haithi warship. Looking through the impossibly clear water, the spy can see all the way to the seabed a thousand fathoms below.

Tremendous tentacles writhe there, like the ones on the little clay icon but ten thousand times bigger.

“TURN!” roars Dredger. In a fury he snatches up the woman’s icons and hurls them overboard. They land on the surface of the sea and do not sink.

Emlin emerges onto the deck. “Go back down!” shouts the spy. “Stay below!” The boy retreats, half closing the door. Staring out at the transformed sea in wonder.

The Haithi warship is aware of the danger. She’s an older ship, a sailing frigate refitted as best they could for the perils of the Godswar. Rune-scored armour, proof against lesser miracles. Phlogiston shells loaded in her cannon. No doubt key crew members are Vigilant, their souls bound to their bodies, so they can fight on despite death and dismemberment. She turns to bring her guns broadside-on to the threat.

The storm crashes over and past the Dolphin. The glassy water is whipped into razor waves that scour the deck, shredding anyone caught in their path to red ribbons. The old woman was at the railing, reaching for her lost idols. She falls back, keening, her hands ruined and bloody. The wind laughs in his ears, and he glimpses a shape flitting through the sky overhead.

Of course. Somewhere up there is an Ishmeric saint, a locus of divine attention. Kraken and Cloud Mother are vast as the sea and the sky; the gods choose mortals as channels for their energies in the mortal realm. Dredger staggers across the deck, shouting at the helmsman. The storm’s passed them by, so if they can limp out of the afflicted patch of ocean, maybe they can get away intact. The Dolphin’s engines scream as the ship struggles in the water that is no longer water. A miracle of the Kraken. Still, they’re making a little progress—

—And then the Haithi ship is right on top of them, less than a spear’s throw away. The storm twists back on itself, pushing the Dolphin even closer to the warship. Cannons bark, and the spy throws himself to the deck as gunshots ring out over his head. To the credit of the Haithi gunners, not a single shot hits the Dolphin. Phlogiston shells burst in the storm clouds overhead, trailing blazing streamers as the alchemical substance burns mist and seawater and empty air alike.

The kraken rises, but there isn’t space for it to surface between the Dolphin and the Haithi warship. By closing the gap between the two vessels, the Haithi sailors have constrained their gigantic enemy, closing off one line of attack. They’re using Dredger’s ship as cover.

Gigantic tentacles rise out of the glass-smooth ocean on the far side of the Haithi ship, and the cannons on the other side answer in unison.

The Kraken-saint screams. One blazing tentacle sweeps across the Haithi deck, knocking sailors and cannons and anything else it can scrape off into the ocean. It leaves a slimy trail of burning phlogiston behind it. Haithi sailors rush to dump buckets of fire-quelling foam on the greenish flames, fighting alchemy with alchemy. Then the storm engulfs the two ships again, plunging them both into a laughing lightning-riven darkness and the spy can’t see the Haithi ship any more. There’s the occasional flicker of fire, but he can’t tell if that’s the ship catching fire or the muzzle flash of cannon.

The spy whispers into the wind: “I’m an Ishmeric spy. I’m on your side, you idiot. Back off!”

There’s no answer. He didn’t think there would be. His conscience, he decides, is clear.

Another tentacle explodes out of the ocean and swipes blindly for the Haithi warship. It finds the Dolphin instead and paws at the side of the ship, tearing a yard-wide hole just above the waterline. A cannon blast sprays burning liquid into the air. The spy’s lungs start to burn, and he coughs at the acrid smoke.

He stumbles across the deck in the direction that Dredger went. Climbs over the bodies of the other refugees – he can’t tell if they’re dead, clinging to the hull to avoid being thrown overboard, or just prostrate with divine terror. A short ladder leads up to a higher deck. He hears Dredger shouting orders, but there’s no time to explain himself. He sees a rifle in a rack and grabs it. Chambers a round, a little ampoule of alchemical blasting-power and lead.

Somewhere up there is the saint. The spy points his gun towards the heavens, looking for the heart of the storm.

There.

His shot strikes true. A human figure, held suspended by the clouds like an elemental trapeze, suddenly visible, suddenly twisted in agony. The figure tumbles, clutching at its side. The spy reloads, fires again, misses, reloads.

Mists thicken around the figure, slowing its descent, cradling it. The cloud reddens like a giant’s bandage as blood seeps into it, and as the cloud seeps into the saint’s body. A miracle of transmutation – the man will become more and more cloud, just as Captain Isigi is becoming more and more Lion Queen. That injury would be lethal to a mortal man, but a saint is more than mortal. It takes more than that to kill the earthly avatar of a god.

It takes, for example, a whole platoon of Haithi marksmen. Remorselessly accurate rifle fire targets the now exposed saint, shot after shot striking home. The Haithi gunners are Vigilant. Fear is only a memory to them. Undead limbs don’t tremble, and undead eye sockets don’t blink.

And then the saint falls. The storm breaks, unravelling with impossible speed as the natural order reasserts itself. The sea, too, is suddenly itself again as the Kraken-saint sinks away, releasing the waters from the grasp of its miracle. The Dolphin lurches forward, going from supernaturally becalmed to full acceleration in an instant. Even if they wanted to, it would be hard to circle back to the damaged Haithi warship, to the wounded but still dangerous kraken.

The Dolphin, after all, flies the flag of Guerdon, and Guerdon is neutral in this war.

Emlin cheers. The spy breathes again. He hands the weapon back to Dredger.

The armoured man takes the gun, methodically unchambers the last round, checks the barrel, weighs the odds. Then says:

“I’ll get your boy across safe, San. And then we’re square.”


CHAPTER 2

“Just think of it,” says Dr Ramegos, “as building a bridge. Opening a door.”

Eladora Duttin nods, bites her lip to keep from stammering, then chants the spell Ramegos taught her. It’s not like opening a door, she thinks, it’s like pulling an anvil down on your head.

Eladora’s unprepared for this lesson in sorcery, but that’s true of this entire impromptu apprenticeship. She cannot quite recall when she first met Ramegos – sometime in the painful, chaotic haze after the Crisis. The days after that horror are lost in fog – Eladora vaguely remembers stumbling down from the Thay family tomb on Gravehill, body and soul wounded by her dead grandfather’s blasphemous sorceries. After that, there were weeks spent in a hospital bed, the metallic taste of the painkillers, and a succession of half-remembered grey figures who questioned her, over and over. Men from the city watch, from the church, the alchemists’ guild, from the emergency committee, all trying to piece together the events that had remade Guerdon. To take the broken, reeling city and give it an account of itself that made sense.

One of those figures never left Eladora’s side, and, over the weeks, resolved itself into a bright-eyed woman, too energetic to be as old as her wrinkled dark skin suggested. The endless interrogations and debriefings slowly became conversations and one-sided confessionals, and along the way Ramegos declared that she was going to teach Eladora sorcery.

Eladora extends her hand, feels the power flow along her arm. Feels the pain, anyway, and she assumes that means she’s channelling something. She clenches her fist, slowly, imagining the spell paralysing a target, holding them in unseen chains of sorcery – but then she loses control, the magic slipping through her fingers. For a moment, her hand feels like she’s thrust it into an open fire, the unseen chains suddenly turned to molten metal, her skin blistering. A spell gone awry can discharge unpredictably – if she swallows the power she’s drawn down, she can ground it inside her body, risking internal damage. If she lets it go, she might ignite something, and this cramped backroom in the IndLib’s parliamentary office is crammed with papers and books.

She holds her hand in the fire, trapped in indecision, until Ramegos leans forward and brushes away the errant spell as if it’s a cobweb clinging to her skin. The older woman’s casual use of power is impressive.

“That was a good attempt,” says Ramegos, “but sloppy. You’ve been neglecting your practice.”

“I-It’s been hard to find time. Mr Kelkin—”

“Kelkin will work us both to death if we let him.” Ramegos tosses a damp cloth at Eladora, who wraps it around her hand. “Not everything has to happen according to his schedule.”

It’s not his schedule, Eladora wants to protest, I’m working to fix Guerdon, and you’re . . . doing whatever a Special Thaumaturge does. But she doesn’t want to have that argument again. Ramegos may know, intellectually, what happened to this city, but she’s not from Guerdon. She doesn’t feel the same fierce urgency to save it that Eladora does.

She picks another conversational tack. “Whereas you intend to kill me at your leisure.”

“Sorcery,” says Ramegos, “is a perfectly healthy mental exercise, with only a small chance of self-immolation. If all you want out of life is wealth, power and sanity, go be an alchemist.” In the last century, Guerdon’s alchemical revolution has transformed the city – and the trade in alchemical weapons brought vast wealth in from overseas, as the Godswar consumes half the world.

I don’t want to be an alchemist. Or a politician’s adviser. Or . . .

“Now, again. But try not blowing yourself up this time.”

Eladora groans and tries to clear her mind, or at least brush aside a few of her more urgent worries. She lifts her hand again, envisages the twisting, impossible shapes—

And there’s a hammering at the door. Perik’s annoying voice shouting. “The chairman’s on his way! He’s called—”

He’s cut off abruptly. Eladora opens the door to reveal Perik’s stand there, frozen by the spell in the act of knocking. Ramegos snorts in amusement, dispels the paralysis with a wave of her hand. Perik’s standing there in confusion, caught in the action of knocking.

“—the committee,” finishes Perik. He glares at Eladora and would glare at Ramegos if he dared. The sorceress ignores him, picks up her heavy grimoire and hurries off, floating through the uproar of the outer office.

“Remember to practise your Khebeshi,” she instructs Eladora as she leaves. “You won’t get far as a sorcerer if your Khebeshi is poor.” Ramegos would say that – she’s from the distant city of Khebesh – and mastering the obscure and difficult tongue is very, very far down Eladora’s list of priorities.

Perik waits until Ramegos is gone before speaking. “Chairman Kelkin sent an aethergraph message an hour ago,” says Perik venomously, “he wants your report. I didn’t want to interrupt your time with the Special Thaumaturge.”

Eladora curses under her breath. She squeezes past Perik and hurries over to her desk in the outer office. A dozen other assistants to the emergency committee glance up at her, then return to their work, every one of them scribbling frantically like it’s the last minute of a final exam. The distant chatter of an aethergraph in another room; the hubbub of voices in the corridor, like a gathering wave. Kelkin’s nearly here.

She piles papers into her worn satchel, praying to no gods they’re in the right order. In her mind’s eye she can see Kelkin – her boss, everybody’s boss, chair of the emergency committee and de facto ruler of Guerdon – stomping up from Venture Square like a little puffing steam engine, dragging behind him a huge crowd of supplicants and clerks, beggars and bodyguards, lunatics and journalists, and heaven knows what else. When Kelkin appears in public these days, it’s always one breath away from a riot. Normally, Eladora’s nervous that something will happen when Effro Kelkin’s out and about in the city he temporarily rules. Today, she almost wants something to happen.

Anything to slow him down.

She’s not ready.

Eladora briefly wishes she’d been practising something more painful than a paralysis formula. Instead, all she can think to do is ask Perik for a favour. “Can you, ah, stall him? I just need five minutes.”

In truth, she needs five months.

Maybe five years.

The gigantic report on her desk is an inquiry into the origins, demographics, structure and status of the New City. Ten months ago, at the height of what some call the Crisis and others the Gutter Miracle, a new city exploded into being within Guerdon. A warren of streets and tunnels, palaces and tower blocks, all made from pearly white stone, erupted from the corpse of a criminal named Spar and engulfed the south-east quadrant of Guerdon, inflicting untold damage on the Alchemists’ Quarter and the docks. Since then the New City has been colonised at speed. Refugees, mostly, but anyone brave enough could go down there and stake a claim to one of the empty palaces in the gleaming, silent arcades.

Guerdon was already reeling from a series of attacks; the city watch overstretched. There was no way to take control of the New City when it formed. The newspapers ran riot with lurid tales of depravity and crime. Anything’s possible there; even reality isn’t quite nailed down in the New City – her report is crammed with accounts of miracles and magic that she cannot attribute to any known god. There are cries and editorials demanding the New City be tamed, be purged, be quarantined or demolished or dispelled, but no one can agree on what should be done or how to do it.

Eladora’s impossible task was to understand the New City, to map it and take stock of it. Others on the Industrial Liberal staff were to build on her work, as part of the great security bill that Kelkin demanded. He was once the great reformer, but his reputation of the last twenty years was built on law and order, and he was determined to bring order to the New City.

Eladora glances at one page, which is entirely blank apart from the heading “Proposed Solutions”.

She’s really not ready.

“Can I stall him?” echoes Perik incredulously. “He’s already sent word to assemble the emergency committee. No, I can’t stall him. If you won’t take it, I will!”

Perik used to work for Mr Droupe of the alchemist-backed Hawkers, the main rivals to Kelkin’s Industrial Liberals. The Hawkers are, officially, the City Forward party, but everyone still quotes a joke Kelkin made twenty years ago about how their only policy was selling weapons in the market, hence Hawkers.

Technically, Perik still works for Droupe, just like Droupe is still technically the head of parliament. But that parliament hasn’t sat in ten months, and won’t ever assemble again in its old form. During the Crisis Kelkin took control of the old Committee for Public Safety, declared a city-wide emergency and assumed special powers. Eladora has read enough history to know how fragile order can be, how easily the order of the world can be broken. Kelkin held law and order together through sheer determination and force of personality in those dark days, and for that she’s profoundly grateful.

And as if to ensure that Droupe was forever routed and ruined, a scandal came to light three months after the Crisis. A forgettable affair involving bribery and corruption, but it was enough to make sure that he couldn’t return to Guerdon and claim the chair of the emergency committee. Eladora is quite sure that it was Kelkin who leaked the scandal to the press, and wonders how long the old man has been holding that in reserve. Effro Kelkin is sometimes an idealist and sometimes a vicious opportunist; his biographers are already digging in for trench warfare.

“It’s my work,” snaps Eladora, pushing past Perik. His face reddens with anger, but she ignores him and calls for her assistant. Rhiado extricates himself from a knot of aides and hurries over to her. He folds his lanky frame in an approximation of a bow – Rhiado’s only a year or two younger than Eladora, but he treats her like some elder stateswoman, when she’s only an assistant, too. He’s assistant to an assistant – an awkward title, but everything about the emergency committee is improvised. The city was gutted last year by the Crisis, and they’re holding its civic organs together like a pustulent bandage.

“I’m heading down to meet the chairman. What’s on my schedule afterwards?”

“You’ve got the reception at the Haithi embassy this evening. That’s it.”

“Thank you,” says Eladora. She steps around Perik and weaves through the maze of desks in the outer office.

“Oh,” calls Rhiado, “your mother wants to see you. She’s in the city.”

Eladora walks straight into a desk. She stumbles, skinning her knee on the sharp edge. She loses her grip on the satchel, and papers spill across the floor. She can feel her cheeks burning as she bends down to pick them up, can hear Perik’s exasperated mutterings.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” she insists and brushes Rhiado aside when he tries to help. It’s not his fault – he doesn’t know Silva Duttin.

Eladora has not spoken to her mother in more than three years. There are moon-shaped scars on her forearms that bear testament to that last encounter – she remembers sitting in the restaurant, digging her fingernails into her skin to stop herself screaming insults at the woman. In the Crisis, Eladora saw monsters and gods, but the thought of meeting her mother is still a knife in her stomach.

No time for that now. She forces herself to stand, brushes herself off. Perik’s still glaring at her, but she has to ignore it. Kelkin needs her.

Eladora hurries out of the door. Parliament is a labyrinth of tunnels, halls, offices and archives, but she’s learned to navigate it without thinking. It’s mostly empty, anyway. With the great parliamentary chamber upstairs vacant for nine months, the place can run with a much smaller staff. She ducks down a spiral staircase and cuts across an assembly room to get to the main corridor.

She’s just in time to fall in alongside Effro Kelkin as he marches towards the council chamber at the head of his entourage. He puffs as he walks and she can see sweat on his balding pate.

“Have section five to hand,” he orders her. Eladora nods and hopes that section five wasn’t left scattered across the office floor upstairs. Her heart’s pounding, and it’s not just the threat of her mother. She’s worked for Kelkin since the Crisis, but this is only the third time she’s accompanied him into the council chamber.

Briefly, during the Crisis, Eladora channelled the power of the nightmarish Black Iron Gods. Proximity to political power is a pale shadow of that divine glory, but it’s closer than anything else.

Admiral Vermeil holds the door to the council chamber open for her. She ducks around the bulk of the older man. Vermeil has his own, much slimmer report in hand, in a red folder. Eladora dreads what might be hidden inside.

The admiral is Kelkin’s security adviser. The contents of that red folder contain Vermeil’s possible solution to the problem of the lawless New City. Ten months ago, at the height of the Crisis, the government bombarded parts of the city with rockets. Nothing’s unthinkable any more, nothing’s off the table.

The admiral bows his head and mutters a greeting as Eladora passes by, as if he’s holding the door for her at a dinner party.

She takes one of the stools crammed around the walls of the little chamber. The emergency council consists of eight members and a few clerks, so the room gets uncomfortable at a dozen people. Today, it’s more like thirty, and there are more crowding in the door. Eladora’s stomach sinks at the thought of presenting her draft report to such an audience. Ramegos is on the other side of the room, deep in conversation with one of Vermeil’s staff, and can offer no reassurance. Eladora catches sight of Perik’s pinched face, scowling at being shut out of the council room again, but then Kelkin raps the gavel, the door closes, and they’re on.

“I call the, ah, what’s the count?”

“Ninety-four,” whispers Eladora.

“Ninety-fourth meeting of the emergency committee to order. We’ll dispense with a reading of the minutes. Jarrit, let’s start with you.”

Jarrit – an elegant, grey-haired woman from Maredon, largest of the outlying towns – rises and launches into roughly the same speech that’s been made at the last seventy committee meetings. She eloquently argues that the immediate crisis has passed, and that it is time to call a new parliament and give rule of the city back to the citizens.

By which she means the alchemists’ guild and their wealthy allies. Jarrit’s a Hawker through and through. Without mentioning him by name, Jarrit insinuates that Kelkin has subverted democracy and six hundred years of parliamentary tradition. (Eladora, still a history student in her battered soul, can’t help adding mental footnotes: the rotten parliaments when the institution was a room full of hostages to the king; the fifty-year gap when Guerdon was dominated by the monstrous Black Iron Gods; the blessed parliaments where the Church of the Keepers filled nine-tenths of the seats.)

No sooner has Jarrit sat down than another speaker springs up. Another Hawker, castigating the emergency committee for its lackadaisical and half-hearted response to the security problem facing Guerdon. No one knows what to do about the city that appeared at the end of the Crisis. It’s flooded with criminals and cultists, the city watch lack the courage to patrol all the alien streets and the committee has refused to authorise the creation of new Tallowmen.

At that, Eladora smiles inwardly. The Tallowmen are monsters made by the alchemists’ guild. At the height of the Crisis, the alchemists were given leave to grab suspected criminals off the streets and render them down in the tallow vats, to make an army of horrors to usurp the city watch. If Kelkin did nothing else, he’d still hold Eladora’s loyalty for keeping those leering candle-man horrors in check. And she wouldn’t be the only one who feels that way; if there’s one thing Guerdon agrees on, it’s that the Tallowmen are monsters.

It’s just that half the city thinks they were necessary monsters, to keep the other half under control.

The chairman listens to the speech without expression. Midway through, he leans back and snaps his fingers at Eladora. She rifles through her satchel, and hands him as much as she can find of section five. He leafs through it, makes a few notes, then he takes Vermeil’s red folder and lays it beside section five on the green baize of the conference table. She wonders if the admiral chose that red deliberately. It looks like a pool of fresh blood that Kelkin’s about to dip his hands into. As he flips through it Eladora tries to read over his shoulder. Catches sight of words like Tallowmen. Like prison ships. Forcible decontamination. Heavy gas.

“Is there anything else before we move on to new business?” asks Kelkin when Abver’s done. He lays his right hand on the red folder. “No?”

A hush descends over the conference room. Heads incline forward. Ramegos is unreadable, unmoving. Vermeil holds his breath. The Hawkers lick their lips. The Keeper priests fan themselves, their scratchy robes uncomfortable in this summer’s dead heat.

“I have no new business,” says Effro Kelkin.

Uproar. Every other member of the committee, and their aides and advisers, all shouting at one. Eladora looks to Vermeil in confusion, wondering what Kelkin’s doing. Is he just taunting his rivals on the committee by dangling Admiral Vermeil and his proposal in front of them, then denying them a vote on it? Did he plan on calling a vote, then decide against it at the last moment, perhaps reading some subtle change in the room? Or – Eladora worries – is this a sign of Kelkin’s ill health? The chairman is more than seventy years old, and was badly wounded during the Crisis. The city won’t survive without a firm hand to guide it.

Now he’s banging the gavel, demanding order.

“Old business,” says Kelkin. “Jarrit’s motion to recall parliament and hold a general election. I believe I postponed a vote on that motion at the last meeting.”

He’s definitely mocking them. That motion was made five months ago; he’s postponed it more than fifty times since then.

“I second the motion,” says Kelkin. “Let us vote on the proposal to hold a general election in the cities and hinterlands to choose a new parliament.”

Dead silence. Jarrit, hesitantly, raises her hand. She has little choice. “Aye.” They go around the table.

Two more ayes, then Abver. He looks at his allies on the council, whispers urgently with an aide, then speaks haltingly. “It’s . . . this council’s very purpose – is to, ah, deal with . . . After all, recalling parliament and holding an election will take weeks. You can’t – I mean, would the chair not agree that it would be exceedingly remiss of this committee to leave the city in such a state, to aggravate the situation by calling a contentious election?”

“The city’s survived for ten months since the Crisis. I think we can muddle through another six weeks. How do you vote, sir?”

Abver stares at Kelkin, incredulously. Kelkin’s entire platform is built on law and order, on stability. Now he’s not only poured phlogistonic oil over that whole platform, he’s handed the Hawkers a match. “I vote aye. If the chair refuses to lead this emergency council in actually tackling the emergency, let’s go back to parliament as soon as we are able. Let the people have their say.”

Next to vote is Ogilvy, Kelkin’s second in the Industrial Liberal party. Ogilvy’s equally staggered by Kelkin’s call for a vote. He looks as though he’s about to vomit up a live fish as he raises his hand. “Aye,” he says weakly.

The last is the young Patros, the head of the church of the Keepers. His features are perfectly composed, his eyes downcast in reverent prayer, but from her seat Eladora can see him nervously tugging at a gold prayer ring on one finger. The church of the Keepers used to be Guerdon’s state religion. For nearly three centuries, the Keepers kept both gods and laws, commanding a huge majority in parliament. Their power has dwindled since then. Kelkin dealt them a crippling blow early in his career when he passed the Free City act, allowing foreign faiths to open temples in the city.

But ever since the alchemists and their Hawkers rose to power, there has been an uncertain alliance of the defeated between the Keepers and the IndLibs. Ten minutes ago, Eladora would have called Ashur one of Kelkin’s closest allies on the committee, but now everything’s uncertain. Finally, he lifts his head. Eladora’s struck by how nervous he looks.

“This is a mistake, Mr Chairman, and the city will rue your decision. We looked to you for stability, and you’ve betrayed us. In the name of the most holy church of the Keepers, I vote nay.”

Kelkin ignores his erstwhile ally. “The chair votes aye. The motion is carried. All other business is suspended until the calling of the one hundredth and fifty-third parliament. This committee shall only meet again if warranted by special circumstance. Until then, the chair thanks you all for your service.”

He slams the gavel down.

There’s a stunned silence for a moment, then it’s like Kelkin just kicked over a beehive, as an incredible deafening buzz of urgent conversation fills the room. The door’s unbarred, and the uproar spreads into the corridor. Eladora catches a brief glimpse of Perik, who’d already huddled in conversation with Abver; apparently his defection from the Hawkers to the IndLibs is already forgotten. Rats are quick to leave a sinking ship, of course.

And there’s Kelkin, the captain who just steered the ship headlong onto the rocks. He turns first to Vermeil and hands back the red folder. “Bury it,” he orders, “and burn any copies.”

He gives Eladora back section five of her report. He’s scrawled some numbers across a mostly blank page. Her estimated population of the New City, divided by the number of citizens per representative in parliament. Everyone else in Guerdon’s ruling elite sees the New City as a threat to public safety, a monstrous aberration that must be excised. Kelkin’s seen it for what it is – enough new votes to topple the balance of power in parliament.

He hasn’t crashed his ship on the rocks. He’s beached it on a virgin shore.


CHAPTER 3

Guerdon’s a neutral city, a city of weaponsmiths, sailors and mercenaries, of rich men and poor – and of spies. Observers to watch the harbour, to spot where ships carrying cargoes of death are going. Eavesdroppers to listen to whispered diplomatic overtures, to hear the bargains and betrayals in the coffee shops along Venture Square. Pickpockets and codebreakers to intercept and decipher messages carried by couriers. Hedge-sorcerers to read the runes and interpret omens. All the pantheons have their agents here. The alleyways of Guerdon are a front in the war, where – for now – battles are fought by mortals, not gods.

That is why a man whose official title is Third Secretary to the Ambassador of Haith leaves the embassy by a concealed door. The embassy of Old Haith is perhaps the grandest of the mansions along Embassy Row, reflecting the long and close relationship between the two nations. The building is sombre, dark leaden windows and grey stone, no decoration other than the sigils of the various Houses whose scions serve as ambassadors to Guerdon over the decades. Many of the sigils are crowned with a bar of iron, which signifies that one ambassador or another inherited the family phylactery on returning to Haith.

The Third Secretary will never see his family crest mounted on the walls of the embassy. He’s not a member of a great House. He’s a Bureau man. He serves the Crown of Haith another way.

He walks past the embassy of Haith’s rival, the conquering Sacred Realm of Ishmere. Statues of the Ishmeric gods watch him as he passes by, and he can feel their hatred like heat from an open furnace. Snarling Lion Queen, the war-goddess of Ishmere. Writhing Kraken, who steals the seas. The mocking face of Blessed Bol, whose touch brings prosperity. Smoke Painter, hidden behind a veil.

There’s no sign of Fate Spider, which worries him. Fate Spider is the Ishmeric god of destiny and secrets. There’s a belief – something between a running joke and an article of faith – among the intelligence staff at the Haithi embassy that Fate Spider’s statue comes to life to eat unwary spies. The Ishmeric pantheon is always in flux, always changing as the gods of one island rise in prominence, or one god metamorphoses through sheer madness into some new aspect. There are staff back at the Office of Foreign Divinities whose job it is to interpret tiny changes in the rituals and decoration of Ishmeric temples, in an attempt to divine shifts in the balance of divine power.

The absence of Fate Spider might indicate that the secretive deity has fallen from favour. Or it might be a feint, to fool the watching spies. The line between madness and divine purpose has long since been erased in Ishmere.

There are still a few lights burning in offices on the upper floor of the Ishmeric embassy. The Third Secretary looks up at them, idly wondering about his counterparts there. They also creep out at night, no doubt, sending vibrations through all the threads and webs of the shadow world. They have spies watching the harbour, and the alchemical warehouses and the mercenary hiring halls. They also have agents and informants; they have cover identities just like him, bland bureaucratic titles that cloak their true purpose, just like his heavy coat conceals the gun he wears.

He wonders if they also call Guerdon home, as he does. He comes from Haith, but he hasn’t returned to that land in decades. His career has been spent in the various outlying colonies and conquered territories. You could trace the long retreat by mapping his assignments. As the years pass, and the borders contract, his postings are closer and closer to Haith.

He has not taken leave in years, because if he took leave he would be expected to return to Old Haith, and he is no longer comfortable there. Haith hasn’t changed, but he has. Of course, he’s not wholly part of this city either; he may appreciate Guerdon’s fierce energy, its animal passion, its sordid ways of survival, but he’s still Haithi. His bones belong to the old Empire.

Glancing back down Embassy Row, he sees a pair of watchmen, patrolling. There was a killing on this very street only a few weeks ago, a rival spy shot dead. A little splash of violence, like the first tentative raindrop before a storm.

His business tonight
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