

[image: Cover: City of Last Chances by Adrian Tchaikovsky.]



City Of Last Chances




ALSO BY ADRIAN TCHAIKOVSKY

shadows of the apt

Empire in Black and Gold

Dragonfly Falling

Blood of the Mantis

Salute the Dark

The Scarab Path

The Sea Watch

Heirs of the Blade

The Air War

War Master’s Gate

Seal of the Worm

tales of the apt

Spoils of War

A Time for Grief

For Love of Distant Shores

The Scent of Tears (with Frances Hardinge et al.)

echoes of the fall

The Tiger and the Wolf

The Bear and the Serpent

The Hyena and the Hawk

children of time

Children of Time

Children of Ruin

Children of Memory

dogs of war

Dogs of War

Bear Head

other fiction

Guns of the Dawn

Spiderlight

Ironclads

Cage of Souls

Firewalkers

The Doors of Eden

Feast and Famine (collection)



City Of Last Chances

Adrian Tchaikovsky


[image: Logo: Head of Zeus.] 
 www.headofzeus.com



Contents


	Also by Adrian Tchaikovsky

	Title Page

	Factions

	Dramatis Personae

	Map of Ilmar

	Yasnic’s Relationship with God

	The Final Moments of Sage-Archivist Ochelby

	A Game of Chaq

	Ruslav in Love Again

	Blackmane’s New Collar

	The Old Songs

	Parliament of Fowls

	Maestro in Durance

	Mother Guame’s Interrogation

	Mosaic: City of Last Chances

	The Reproach of Statlos Shrievsby

	The Pawnbroker

	The Face of Perfection

	Ruslav’s Master’s Voice

	Jem’s Reasons for Leaving

	Unleashing Hell

	Mosaic: The Hospitality of the Varatsins

	Ruslav in the Teeth

	Nihilostes Loses a Convert

	Going Home

	Chains

	Not Venom but Eggs

	Conversations About God

	Breaking Things

	The Second Murder

	Dancing on Air

	Through the Bottom of a Bottle

	Orvechin’s Boots

	The Price of Rope

	Evidence

	The Day Gets Only Worse

	Mosaic: Wings

	Drinking Alone

	The Bitter Sisters

	Past the Threshold

	Blackmane’s Reckoning

	Mosaic: The Spark

	Fire

	Mosaic: The Dousing

	Higher Powers

	The Apostate

	Hellgram’s War

	The Fine Print

	Unity and Division

	Port to Nowhere

	A Single Piece of Bronze

	Mosaic: Resurrections

	Mentioned in Reports

	Another Round

	Acknowledgements

	About the Author

	An Invitation from the Publisher

	eCopyright






Factions of the City of Ilmar


	Allorwen – from the nation of Allor


	Armigers – the aristocratic families of Ilmar


	Divinati – from the nation of the Divinates


	Gownhall – the Ilmari university


	Herons – resistance faction of the riverfolk


	Indwellers – the people of the Anchorwood


	Lodges – criminal gangs


	Loruthi – from the nation of Lor


	Ravens – resistance faction of the Armiger families


	Shrikes – murderers for the resistance


	Siblingries – workers’ organisations


	Vultures – resistance faction of the Ilmar streets




Factions OF the Palleseen occupation


	Temporary Commission of Ends and Means – the ruling body of Pallesand


	Palleseen Sway – the occupied territories as a whole


	Perfecture – an individual occupied territory


	School of Correct Erudition (Archivists) – responsible for learning and magic


	School of Correct Appreciation (Invigilators) – responsible for art and the judiciary


	School of Correct Exchange (Brokers) – responsible for trade


	School of Correct Conduct (Monitors) – responsible for military and enforcement


	School of Correct Speech (Inquirers) – responsible for religion, language and espionage





Dramatis Personae


	Aullaime – Allorwen conjurer with the Siblingries


	Benno – Vulture thug


	Blackmane – Allorwen pawnbroker


	Fellow-Monitor Brockelsby – Correct Conduct


	Carelia – one half of the Bitter Sisters, Vulture leader


	Cheryn – Vulture thug


	Sage-Invigilator Culvern – Perfector of Ilmar, Correct Appreciation


	Dorae – Allorwen antiques dealer


	Dostritsyn – ruin-diver


	Mother Ellaime – Allorwen landlady


	Emlar – student


	Ergice – Vulture thug


	Companion-Monitor Estern – Correct Conduct


	Evene – the other half of the Bitter Sisters, Vulture leader


	Fleance – Heron gambler


	Fyon – Shrike murderer


	Archivist Gadders – Correct Erudition


	God – divine entity


	Maestra Gowdi – Gownhall master


	Grymme – ruin-diver


	Mother Guame – Allorwen brothel-keeper


	Fellow-Inquirer Hegelsy – Correct Speech


	Hellgram – bouncer at the Anchorage, foreigner


	Hervenya – student


	Hoyst – hangman


	Jem – Divinati bartender at the Anchorage


	Kosha – priest, Yasnic’s master, dead


	Langrice – keeper of the Anchorage


	Lemya – student


	Petric Lesselkin – Siblingry scrapherd


	Meraqui – ruin-diver


	Companion-Archivist Nasely – Correct Erudition


	Nihilostes – priestess of the divine scorpionfly


	Fellow-Broker Nisbet – Correct Exchange


	Sage-Archivist Ochelby – Correct Erudition


	Father Orvechin – Siblingry leader


	Orvost, the Divine Bull – divine entity


	Maestro Ivarn Ostravar – Gownhall master


	Maestro Porvilleau – Allorwen Gownhall master


	Archivist Riechy – Correct Erudition


	Ruslav – Vulture thug


	Statlos Shrievsby – officer, Correct Conduct


	Sachemel Sirovar – former head of the family, dead


	Shantrov Sirovar – Armiger and student


	Vidsya Sirovar – Armiger and Raven


	Fellow-Invigilator Temsel – Correct Appreciation


	Tobriant – Allorwen furniture maker


	Johanger Tulmueric – Loruthi merchant


	Maestro Vorkovin – Gownhall master


	Yasnic – priest


	Zenotheus, Scorpionfly God of Chaos – divine entity





Map of Ilmar

[image: A black-and-white illustration of the City of Ilmar, features a detailed layout. Starting from the north, an ornate compass points north, accompanied by a decorative emblem. Armigine Hill is located northeast, surrounded by dense city structures. To the east, the Donjon is bordered by residential areas, leading to the Ducal Palace situated southeast. The southern section contains the Mahanic Temple and Hammer Districts. Portbridge is central, connecting to Gutter Districts via Mirror Altor. Gunnhall Square is slightly northwest, adjacent to Rathbridge. The Anchorage lies to the west, near The Reproach. A scale bar is included in the southwest corner, showing Scale 0 100 200 yrds. Decorative panels on the sides depict The Reproach, The Anchorage, Gutter Districts, Armigine Hill, Donjon, Ducal Palace, and Mahanic Temple, each with intricate illustrations.]



Yasnic’s Relationship with God


Yasnic the priest. Thin and not young, though not quite old. Half lost in clothes tailored for a larger man in the voluminous Ilmari style. Face hollow, hair greying before it should, thinning, creeping back from his temples like an army that, seeing its opposition is time, no longer has the will to fight…


That morning, God was complaining again. Yasnic lay crunched up in bed, knees almost to his chin and his feet twined together. Trying to tell from the way the light filtered in through the filthy window whether the frost was just on the outside, or on the inside again. He could have put a hand out to touch the panes and check. He could have put a foot out and kicked out at God. Or the far wall. It was, he decided, a blessing. A small room held his body heat longer. If he’d been able to afford anything larger, then he’d have needed a hearth and to buy wood or coal, or even magical tablethi, to heat the place.

“It’s cold,” God said. “It’s so cold.” The divine presence was curled up on His shelf like an emaciated cat, and about the same size. He had shrunk since the night before, and perhaps that, too, was a blessing. Sometimes Yasnic could do with a little less God in his life, and here he was this morning, and God was smaller by at least a quarter. He gave thanks, his knee-jerk reaction ingrained from long years of good upbringing from Kosha, the previous priest of God. Back when Ilmar had been a more tolerant place, and old Kosha and Yasnic and God had lived in three rooms above a tanner’s and had meat at least once a twelveday.

Not a twelveday, he reminded himself. The School of Correct Exchange was levying fines and making arrests for people using the old calendar, he’d heard. He had to start thinking in terms of a seven-day week, except then he couldn’t look back on the way things had been and quantify the time properly. How often had they had meat, back when he’d been a boy learning at Kosha’s knee? What was seven into twelve or twelve into seven or however it might work? His mathematics weren’t good enough to work it out. And so, obscurely, it felt as though a swathe of his memories was locked away by the new ordnances. Also, he’d just given thanks to God that he had less God in his life, and God, the recipient of those thanks, was right there and staring at him accusingly.

“I need a blanket,” said God. “It’s only the beginning of winter, and it’s so cold.”

God looked all skin and bones. He wore rags. It was only a season since Yasnic had sacrificed a good shirt to God, but the diminished state of the faith – meaning Yasnic – tended to mean anything God got His hands on didn’t last. A blanket would go the same way.

“I only have one blanket,” Yasnic told God.

“Get another one.” God stared at His sole priest from His place on the shelf up by the low ceiling. His spidery hands were gripping the edge, His nose and wisps of beard projecting over them. His skin was wrinkled and greyish, hollowed until the shape of His bones could be seen quite clearly. “In the old days I had robes of fur and velvet, and my acolytes burned sandalwood—”

“Yes, yes, I know.” Yasnic cut God off. “I only have this blanket.” He lifted the threadbare covering and regretted it instantly, the chill of the morning taking up residence in a bed with room only for one. “I suppose I’m getting up now,” he added pettily.

“Please,” said God. Yasnic stopped halfway through forcing numb feet into his overtrousers. God looked in a bad way, he had to admit. It was easy just to think that God was being selfish. God had, after all, been very used to people doing what He said and giving Him all good things, back in the day. Back in a day long before Yasnic, last priest of God, had come along. Their religion had been dying for over a century, ever since the big Mahanic Temple had been raised. And yes, Mahanism had actively spoken against other religions, but more, they’d just… expanded to fill all the available faith. People went where the social capital was. And now, under the Occupation, there really were people purging religions. Making arrests for Incorrect Speech. Just as well it’s only me and God, Yasnic thought. Easier to go unnoticed.

“Ask the woman,” God said. “Ask her for another blanket. I’m cold.”

“Mother Ellaime will not give us another blanket,” Yasnic said. In fact, their landlady would more likely want to ask about last twelved—last week’s rent. And that was another thing, of course. Since the Occupation, everything had to be paid sooner, because of the weeks. And he couldn’t quite make the maths work, but it seemed he was paying more each day of the seven than he had each day of the twelve. And it wasn’t as though being the sole surviving holy man of God actually brought in much. There were few perks and no regular take-home wage. And, under the Occupation, begging meant risking arrest for Incorrect Exchange.

“I’ll see what I can do.” Clothes on, he shambled out of the room and went down for tea. One thing Mother Ellaime did provide her boarders with was a constantly churning samovar by the fire, and both fire and tea were just about enough to set up Yasnic for a day’s scrounging.

God hadn’t been with him on the stairs but was sitting beside the samovar down in the common room. Yasnic took down a cup from its hook and filled it with dark green, steaming liquid. He wanted to avoid Mother Ellaime’s notice as he jostled elbows with his fellow boarders to get space at the single table. God was there, though. God was hunched cross-legged on the tin plate Yasnic’s neighbour had eaten porridge off.

“Ask her,” God insisted.

“I won’t do it,” murmured Yasnic. His neighbour, the big man named Ruslav who never seemed to have a job but always seemed to have money, stared at him. He couldn’t see God sitting in the remains of his porridge. He probably thought Yasnic wanted to lick his plate clean. Jealously, he pulled it closer to himself, making God scrabble for balance. Yasnic winced, aware that everyone was looking at him now, even the student girl who’d turned up a tw—two weeks ago, and whom he dreaded talking to. She was very clever, and Gownhall people loved to argue metaphysics. He was afraid he’d listen to her tortuous logic too much and then look around for God, only to find God wasn’t there anymore. And he was afraid of what he might feel, if that were ever the case.

“Ask,” God insisted peevishly. “I command it.”

“Mother,” Yasnic said. “I don’t suppose I could beg another blanket from you?” Loud enough to carry to the old woman. Aware that his quiet words were expanding to fill the room. Feeling the student’s judging eyes on him. Feeling ashamed. And it wasn’t even a useful shame, the sort that earned you credit with God or, in this case, got you a blanket, because Mother Ellaime was already shaking her head. And if there was a little more money, there might be another blanket. And likely that would mean someone at the table, who had a little less money, would be missing a blanket, because it was a closed blanket economy here at Mother Ellaime’s boarding house. And if it had just been Yasnic, he would have accepted the lack of a blanket and known that he was making someone else’s life better, and tried to warm himself with that. But it was God, and God was old and petty and selfish, but God was also cold, and Yasnic had given himself into God’s service. And so he begged Mother Ellaime, with the whole table listening archly to every word. With Ruslav, who probably had two blankets or even three, snickering in his ear. God was cold, and God didn’t have anyone else. And it was all for nothing because there wasn’t another blanket to be had, not without money he didn’t possess.



When darkness and the cold at last drove him back to the boarding house that night, he still didn’t possess the money. He’d tried to find work, because he could translate two dead languages, he could teach, he could sing, and even though he was a priest, he could also lift and carry and scrub. Nobody wanted him to do any of those things, or at least not if it meant giving him any money. He mostly begged, but nobody wanted to give him money for that, either.

The common room seemed swelteringly hot as he came in, the fire banked profligately high, so that he was loosening his collars immediately and shrugging out of his shapeless, too-big coat. God was waiting for him by the samovar. Even smaller, of a size to fit into the teacup Yasnic reached down. He found barely half a cup left in the urn. The discovery felt like a blow. It had never happened before. Mother Ellaime treated her tea-making responsibilities with considerably more fervour than he treated his duty to God, and that was with God actually sharing a room with him.

“Ah…” Hearing his own voice, thin and cracked.

The room was oddly quiet. He hadn’t actually registered its contents, save for God – whom he could always see clearly – and the samovar, which he had found by long familiarity and the smell of roasting tea. He had the sense of more people than usual present, and a peculiarly pregnant silence as of all of them staring at him. He rubbed at his eyes and squinted, mole-like.

The front room of Mother Ellaime’s boarding house was filled with Palleseen soldiers. Or, if not filled, they had all the seats around the single table, and they had all the tea.

The old woman herself was waiting on them. She’d pulled her shawl close around her to hide the little beaded choker she had about her neck. Not because they might steal it – though they might, glossing the act with the word ‘confiscate’. But because it would tell them she wasn’t native Ilmari, and though the Occupiers weren’t exactly kind towards the locals, they could be a great deal worse if you were from over the border in Allor.

On the far side of the room, the student girl was holding her cup to her chin in both hands, staring at its contents furiously, as though she was divining an angry future there. Mother Ellaime’s other lodgers had already made themselves scarce.

With the exception of the student, everyone was staring at him. The soldiers had definitely made the place their own. There were boots up on the table beside the peaked caps they’d taken off. Their long batons were propped carelessly against table-edge and chair-back. One had slid off onto the floor, utterly unregarded. The gold of its tableth gleamed, drawing the eye. Death, it said. I bring death. The crooked characters of sorcery glittered on its little face: the whispered word that would have it discharge its burden of magic with lethal effect.

The soldiers’ uniforms were familiar from every street corner since the war ended and the Occupation began: the boots, the brass buttons, the uncomfortably close cut of everything, like the Palleseen preferred. Half were in the charcoal of the Occupiers. The rest wore paler grey. Locals. Because there weren’t many walks of life prospering in Ilmar right now, but ‘collaborator’ certainly was. The Palleseen wanted the Ilmari to police themselves, they said, under Correct principles of law and thought. Three years under the boot and it was already working very well. And perhaps a few of those men in the pale grey were shifty about meeting Yasnic’s gaze, but he knew any residual shame in them would curdle soon enough. An extra kick at a beggar, another neighbour reported to the Schools. Once you wore that uniform, it was easier to embrace it than to live a life divided against itself.

“I just wanted tea,” he told them.

One of them stood, their officer, the Statlos. His face was bleak. “Again, please,” he said. Except he said the words in Pel.

“Forgive me, Statlos,” Yasnic said quietly, in the same tongue. “Tea. Just tea.” And it was easy, Pel. It had been designed that way by all the clever men over on the Pallesand Archipelago. A new language, new thought, new correctness. Forward to perfection! Except somehow, an Ilmari speaking Pel always sounded different to the Occupiers. Cruder, subservient, no matter how they worked on the words.

“You heard your honoured guest,” said their Statlos to Mother Ellaime. “Get the man some tea.”

The look the old woman shot Yasnic as she hunched over to the samovar told him just how little she’d needed her day to get any worse. He tried to help her bring fresh water over, but she wouldn’t let him.

“Why are they here?” he whispered.

“Something at the Anchorwood. In case of trouble,” she said. Speaking Maric, her Allorwen accent came and went.

The student girl was sidling close. Yasnic winced and tried to find a smile from somewhere. “Good evening, my child,” he tried. She was perhaps eight years younger than he was, though he felt there was at least twenty years between them in ground-down experience and misery. She looked fresh-minted and sharp-edged.

“Excuse me, rasophore.” She eyed him. “You are a priest, Mother said?”

Yasnic grimaced. “I’m not of the Temple.” Aware that he had just admitted something that would get him arrested if any of the soldiers had heard. “No ‘robe-bearer’, I’m sorry.”

“I no longer go to Temple,” she said. The hushed words came out hard as spat stones. The Mahanic Temple, spiritual guide of Ilmar and the rest of occupied Telmark, had survived the Occupation despite the Palleseen’s well-known loathing of religion. The established priesthood had made accommodations. Their sermons echoed the Occupiers’ Correct Thought. It hadn’t sat well with a lot of people, but to Yasnic – constantly strung between the tenets of his faith and his hungry belly – it was forgivable. Perhaps not to this girl though.

“Will you bless an endeavour?” she asked him flatly.

Yasnic exchanged glances with God. In that moment, the girl seemed to have enough fire in her to go and murder half the Occupiers’ Perfecture. “I… don’t really…”

“Tonight is very important,” she told him. “To me and to a friend. A friend who can buy me another blanket, after I give you mine.”

He coloured. She had been listening that morning, then. And here he was, known as a priest who couldn’t afford bedclothes. “I…” He sought out God, standing indignantly by the samovar.

“She’s not of the faith,” God told him. “I won’t.” Little fists on hips, beard stuck out pugnaciously.

“If you could perhaps… make an allowance this once. Because it is so cold and will only get colder.” Aware that the girl was looking where he was looking and seeing nothing.

“It doesn’t work like that.” There was a whining tone to God’s voice, as though He too was bitter at the strictures of the universe. “Bring me the faithful, priest. Or convert her here and now. But to unbelievers, nothing. You know how it is.”

And Yasnic, last believer in God, did know. And God’s commandments also forbade a priest helping himself, because that would be selfishness and not virtue. And so God’s power, whatever that was actually worth, ventured forth not at all, and the girl would get no blessing, and he would get no blanket.

Unless I lie. And he lifted a hand, three fingers together for benediction, the fourth crooked so he could flick away evil. And there should be holy water, but the last of that had gone to the Occupiers and their insatiable thirst for anything with power in it. And the girl straightened, her facing lighting up. She didn’t believe in God, but she believed in him.

“I can’t, I’m sorry,” he told her. “For myself, Yasnic, I give you every blessing I can in your endeavour. But for God, I cannot give you His blessing. He is… particular.”

And it was a miserable thing, but somehow, she seemed to take it positively, and she went to her room – one of the ground-floor ones that was bigger and had its own fireplace – and came back with a blanket, a moth-eaten piece with some embroidery still on it, better than his own.

“I haven’t earned this,” he told her. “It wasn’t a proper blessing.” But she thrust it into his hands anyway, with a little smile of pity. And he saw she thought he was mad. Mad but honest. Apparently, that was enough to get you a blanket these days. “Please tell me you’re not going to do something violent.”

She blinked at him. He had the sense that she was actually flattered he’d believed it of her. “It’s an art exhibition,” she said, as though embarrassed it wasn’t slitting the throat of the Perfector.

The Statlos of the soldiers was staring at the pair of them. Yasnic knew the man was about to take the blanket, purely because he could.

Even as he thought it, there came a shrill whistling echoing distantly over the rooftops. The familiar signal of a Palleseen patrol calling for reinforcements. The soldiers were jumping to their feet, batons to hand. Chairs were kicked backwards. Two cups, slapped down carelessly at the table-edge, toppled towards the floor. The student girl caught one, but the other shattered. Mother Ellaime stared at it sadly. The soldiers were gone in a flurry of uniforms, leaving the door flapping on its hinges.

They heard shouting a little later, and the faint rattle of batons being discharged, but Mother Ellaime had barred the door by then, and nobody felt like going to see what it was about.

Instead, Yasnic went out into the little yard at the back of Mother Ellaime’s boarding house. It was where the woman hung washing out, a space small enough he could have lain down and put his head against one fence while the soles of his feet touched the far one. There he made a tiny fire from scrapings of tinder, just enough to catch one corner of the blanket. He’d thought of trading it with his own threadbare covering and burning that instead, but that would be putting himself before God. He let the embroidered blanket burn, thinking of the work skilled hands had put into it, a generation or more back. And here he was, turning it to ash. But that was how you sacrificed to God. And back in the day, it had been great valuables, rich meals, prayers written on fancy paper in gold ink. But now, it was an old blanket because God was cold.

Soon after, the news burned down the street like a wildfire. The Sage-Archivist of the School of Correct Erudition, second most powerful man in the Perfecture’s hierarchy, had been killed in the Anchorwood, just two streets away.




The Final Moments of Sage-Archivist Ochelby


The Sage-Archivist. A dignified old man, prosperous without being fleshy, because the Palleseen valued moderation in all things save ideology. Someone people felt they could confide in, so that when their doors were kicked in and they were taken off for re-education it always came as a surprise. A dagger of ambition in the sheath of a generous uncle with a pocket full of sweets.


Sage-Archivist Ochelby had a kindly face. It crinkled in pleasant, paternal ways when he was conducting the more demanding tasks his position required. Such as deconstructing primitive magical belief systems – a task that often involved deconstructing primitive magicians. He had, in his career, taken action that might be seen as distasteful – certainly to foreigners, perhaps even to some of his fellow Palleseen. Sometimes those acts had been to bring the perfection of Pallesand to the untidiness of the outside world. Sometimes they had more to do with his own career in the School of Correct Erudition, and that was regretful. Personal ambition was imperfect, after all. The hierarchy of talent should admit none of it. And yet, he had undercut rivals, stamped down promising subordinates, denied applications, curried favour and played favourites. And this was, he concluded, simply a sign of how much work there was to do, in bringing perfection. He worked tirelessly for a world in which a flawed vessel such as he could not use such underhand tactics to prosper. But until then…

Back home, the real power was held by the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means. Everyone knew the days of the Commission were numbered. That was, in fact, the first axiom of the Commission, recited whenever it was in session. The same perfectly formulated words had been used when the Commission first convened several centuries ago, affirming its own transient nature and its willingness to disband the moment lasting perfection had been brought to the rest of the world. Until then, the Commission ruled, and Sage-Archivist Ochelby had his eye on a seat there. But those seats were filled by the backsides of ambitious oldsters just like him, and they’d stamp him down, ruining his career just as he’d ruined the careers of all his own underlings who had been just a bit too capable. Ochelby needed a triumph to distinguish himself, and it was that desire which had brought him here to Ilmar. Here, in fact, to this little stand of trees on the outskirts of one of the meanest districts of the city, and the hostelry that stood by them. A placard above the door displayed only the symbol of an anchor. Ochelby tutted. An establishment run according to principles of Correct Exchange would have man-high boards setting out tariffs, regulations, prices and permits, so that any prospective patrons might enter properly informed. And it would be so, in time. Perfection would come to the city of Ilmar. He wasn’t here to enforce ordnances. That was menial work not befitting the second most senior academic of the Ilmari Perfecture. He made a mental note to remind his secretary to send a memo to the Brokers about it. It was always a joy to further the perfection of the world by adding to another School’s workload.

His secretary was standing with the soldiers, looking at that little stand of trees. She was barely out of the phalanstery. He preferred to surround himself with youth. His preference for assistants and personal staff of twenty years at most had attracted some attempts at censure from those who suspected him of improper use of resources. That kindly, crinkly face of his was exactly the countenance of a man who used his position to sleep with his subordinates. In truth, Ochelby’s tastes were more exotic. He had slaked them earlier, as a little personal celebration before embarking on tonight’s grand voyage of discovery. Another flavour of imperfection in his nature. Another stain of wrongness that he and his peers would eventually steam out of the fabric of the world, leaving it all starched and neatly folded. But until then, he would indulge his little peccadillos. And Ilmar was well-supplied for those of his particular kink. There was a discreet establishment that knew him, whose bawd was a skilled conjurer and knew to keep her mouth shut.

Not lechery, then, but merely caution that meant his secretary was twenty years old and so wide-eyed he wondered the orbs didn’t just pop from her head. A steady parade of disposable youngsters meant he didn’t have to watch his back. He’d trade innocence for capability any day. He’d had quite enough intradepartmental skirmishes to get this far. He wasn’t interested in any underling using him as a rung on their own ladder.

This one was Companion-Archivist Nasely, unless that had been the last one. She was staring at the trees and shaking her head.

“I don’t understand, magister,” she told him. “You can see right through to the other side. There can’t be more than twenty trees there.”

“You don’t understand because it is not wholly understood,” he told her, in his best crinkly-faced kindly tones. “You see through the trees now because the moon isn’t up yet. We have a little time. Let us patronise the establishment.”

There were a good number of patrons already there, but most of them left soon after Ochelby and his escort moved in. Twenty armed Palleseen soldiers took up more room than mere physical presence might suggest, especially in the minds of a conquered people. Ochelby considered detaining and questioning them, just to pass the time. It was more than likely many had something to hide. Winkling it out of them might be an amusing way to wait for moonrise. After all, people came to the Anchorage – came to Ilmar as a whole, in fact – because they thought there was an escape here. And sometimes, if the moon was right, and if they possessed the proper key, a door might be found. Outside these walls, within that little grove.

The Anchorage was an old building, wood-built, predating anything else nearby. It wasn’t in the local style which preferred brick and tile, plain walls with coloured borders. The central taproom rose to a peaked space defined by the slope of the eaves. The visible beams and ceiling had been carved with knotted, irregular vines like grasping hands. Twin rows of pillars in a similar style turned what should have been a pleasantly open space into something secluded and shadowed. The place was full of little tables half hidden from each other, alcoves and cubbyholes, odd little balconies and spyholes. Little brass trinkets, bones and wooden carvings hung in looping strings across the space above without discernible pattern. Undisciplined, Ochelby felt. He’d already seen one unimaginative Fellow-Monitor’s request to tear it down. And eventually, they would tear it down. But first, it would give up its secrets to the School of Correct Erudition. As would the grove beyond. As would what was beyond the grove. To perfect the world, one must first understand it, after all. Should such understanding bring with it personal power and status fit to catapult a humble Sage-Archivist to the Commission, then Ochelby was willing to make the appropriate sacrifices. Perhaps literally. Another advantage of access to a constant train of young secretaries without any important departmental connections.

“Magister.”

The solid-built woman stood at the end of a couple of levelled batons, but if the weapons concerned her, she gave no sign of it. She wore those messily loose Maric clothes: blouse, skirt and apron. Her headscarf was about her throat like a neckerchief. Or perhaps it was just a neckerchief. More uncertainty and imperfection. Her hair was dark, shot with grey, face flat and the colour of tanned leather – like most of the locals. They had met before: she’d been his guest then, a routine interrogation. The proprietor of the Anchorage should have been a mine of lore about the Wood, but she’d proved as dull and ignorant as most of the locals. Langrice, her name was. A sly woman, his notes said. An opportunist.

He gifted her with a smile, nodding permission for his escort to accept the mulled cider that a tall, bony outlander was proffering them. The small woman behind the bar wasn’t local either – one of the Divinati, from the look of her. Native Ilmari wouldn’t work here, Langrice had said.

“Your man there,” he said. “I don’t recognise the look.”

Her eyes flicked to her employee. “He came through the grove, magister.”

It wasn’t often Ochelby was surprised, but there it was. “Not an Indweller, surely?”

“Magister, no. A traveller. Lost. Searching.”

“And what wonders is your man there searching for, that he must serve drinks and mop floors?” Ochelby wrinkled his nose. Undisciplined, all of it. Everything out of its correct place.

“His wife, magister.”

Ochelby had his escort bring the man over. Tall, hollow, a warrior’s height and long bones. Wearing Maric clothes awkwardly, standing awkwardly. Ochelby sniffed. I should take him in. Honestly, he should take up everyone at the Anchorage. Half of them might be magicians ripe for interrogation or decanting, half might be trying to slip out of the Perfecture, if they could only put together the necessaries for safe-conduct. Ochelby patted his satchel at the thought, feeling the reassuring jut of the little bundle. Even a Sage-Archivist could not be lax with his precautions.

Most of the patrons at the Anchorage were probably just the regular sort of criminals; none of these groups was mutually exclusive. He let the rabble cower and fear and sneak away, and judged that his mere presence here was sufficient contribution towards universal discipline and perfection.

Then the Indwellers arrived.

They came masked, faces hidden behind curved plates of wood painted with stripes of white and green, violet and orange. No eyeholes, no mouth, just a jagged blankness. They came robed and cloaked, their bodies strung across with cords from which dangled charms and bird legs and little skulls. They carried staves. They came from the trees, that little stand of trees out there.

Everyone in the taproom went silent the moment they appeared. Here was a superstitious dread that predated Ilmar-the-city, that came from when these lands had merely been river winding through forest at a mountain’s foot. Even Ochelby, who had tried to cut all such foolishness out of his heart decades before, felt it.

The lead Indweller struck his – her? – staff on the sawdust and boards of the floor. Langrice gestured, and a mug of mulled cider made its way hand-to-hand from the small woman at the bar to the lanky wife-hunting foreigner to Langrice’s grasp. She proffered it, and it was accepted, an ancient exchange. When the Indweller pushed that mask half up to drink, Ochelby flinched despite himself.

The mouth and chin beneath were painted with jagged patterns, lightning-bolt puzzle pieces of black and white, red and tan. He still couldn’t see the eyes or discern the gender, or anything about them. His inability to categorise the figure felt like a wound in the world. He was grateful when the Indweller’s mask fell back into place.

“Who goes?” A soft voice, quiet and unknowable. Ochelby sensed a little twitch from two or three across the bar, who would have been leaping up and begging their chance to leave Ilmar this secret way. And perhaps they had the means and protections to let them do it. Or perhaps they were just desperate enough to risk the crossing anyway, reckless enough to doubt the stories.

“I and my retinue shall travel with you,” he announced. “No others.” He faced up to that mask, choosing two white slashes and fixing on them as if they were eyes. Order out of chaos. The chaos regarded him for a moment, and then the thin shoulders beneath the mantle shrugged.

“No others?” The Indweller spread wide arms, lifted the tip of their staff to jangle at the ornaments suspended above that echoed the strings of charms across their own torso. The desperation of the other would-be travellers was like a scent in the air. But there would have to be another time for them. Ochelby would have no fugitives as travelling companions. This was to be a formal embassy from Pallesand to distant lands.

Distant lands. That was the truth that had filtered out of Ilmar and across the sea to the Commission. There are yet realms of power we have no foothold in. Someone must meet with the lords of these places, give them our greetings and spy them out so that we might bring perfection to them. And partly, that was the dream, and partly, it was that any distant place reached through a sometimes-open path through a magical world must surely be magical. Which meant power, to be taken and decanted for a thousand mundane uses, the little learnings that made Pallesand supreme. Ochelby was travelling with fine words and diplomatic credentials; he would be laying the trail for an army.

He and his retinue left the Anchorage with the Indwellers, his soldiers marching along suspiciously, clutching their batons. There will have to be a more regular way to make this crossing, Ochelby knew. Perfection could not be made to rely on this capering band of mummers for every trip. He would take readings and measurements as they travelled, and soon enough, the Indwellers could be done away with, along with all the ridiculous traditions the Ilmari held to. Up to and including Langrice and the Anchorage. The Perfecture would build an austere set of offices here, with a barracks and a properly indexed library, and one more piece of unruliness would yield to order’s crusade.

“Do you see clear through the trees now?” he asked Companion-Archivist Nasely.

She did not. Nobody could. The dark between the trees went on forever.

When the time came to step within that darkness, he waited for the hesitation in himself. That primal fear he’d be ashamed to admit, and that no man of his station and rationality should own to. When it failed to light on him, he was pleased. He had his rituals, in the face of the unknown. He had completed the last of the paperwork on his desk that morning, and then he had gone quietly to Mother Guame’s circle house and stoked his fires by indulging his particular lusts. Those acts that bolstered his sense of control over the cosmos, be it never so wild and mutinous. No more gratifying lover than one bound to your will by pentacle and arcane word, after all. He smiled at the memory and rallied his people.



“Tell me of Scrymisa,” he demanded of one of the Indwellers, once they were within the trees. Once their progress had taken them far enough into that dense and trackless tangle of trunks and canopy that any pretence of occupying the same landscape as Ilmar was gone. Head in this direction from the city, and you’d be halfway up a mountain by now. Their progress had taken them mostly downhill if Ochelby was any judge. Downhill, into warmer climes, too. Not balmy by any means, but he was sweating under the fine robes he’d brought, and the soldiers plainly wanted to doff their half-capes and loosen their collars. It would be undisciplined, he decided. He forbad it. All around them the air hung with moisture, fuzzed to mist between the trees. And so we do need guides, at least for now. Except he had a curious sense of back, the one direction this gloomy wood permitted. He could have turned and walked out. The one thing he wasn’t was lost. He could not account for it, but the idiosyncrasy would yield to appropriate study. One more topic to assign to an underling when he returned.

He’d aimed his question at the Indweller he thought had been talking at the Anchorage. The woman, he decided. She struck him more as a woman and, once he had made that decision, the conclusion seemed so obvious he wondered how he could have questioned it. All things in their properly catalogued place. The perfect world has no room for uncertainties and edge cases.

“I know of no such place,” she said.

“The Ilmari know the name,” he prompted. “A city.”

“The Emerald Shore City? That is one place.” Her mask tilted quizzically. Around them, the other Indwellers stopped. There was a tree here that had lost hold on the earth and was leaning perilously against its neighbours, bound to them by moss-bearded vines and lianas. Messy. The Indwellers – or someone – had chipped a shelf in the slanting trunk, and there was a handful of little objects there – wooden vials and bowls and the like, crawling with insects that they brushed away gently. They burned something ash-like in the bowls, poured something blood-like into the containers. One had a leather pouch of orange-red pigment at their belt and daubed it in random-seeming marks that began to fade almost instantly. Ochelby wrinkled his nose at it all.

“Scrymisa is the name wayfarers give your city, yes. What do you call it?” Dealing with primitive minds called for great patience, but he could be a patient man until he held sufficient leverage to turn the tables.

“It is not our city. We do not go there,” the Indweller told him. Which accorded with at least one theory: these savages were not even connected to the places they could lead one to. Scrymisa, so said those travellers who had returned from it, was a place of wonder and power, dazzling and wealthy, hedonistic and corrupt. And if those last two adjectives marked the place in need of perfection, the first four meant that an expedition to occupy and perfect it would be profoundly beneficial to those commanding the mission. Ochelby licked his lips at the thought.

Scrymisa, the beautiful, might exist in the same world as Ilmar, separated by vast distances that the Anchorwood bridged. Or else, it might be in some otherland, reachable via no other means. Scrymisa and the other places the Wood led to, source of a hundred potent curios, the least of which would make its finder’s fortune. Yes, he knew, we will go there. Now we have Ilmar, we will untangle the laws and axioms behind these woods. We will cut trees and lay trails and do away with the need for these ridiculous guides. We will come to Scrymisa and bring them the gift of perfection. And he, by then, would be on the Temporary Commission and would enjoy his status there for the rest of his days. In his wake, he’d leave the Ilmari’s superstitions severed on the floor. They’d curse him as the destroyer of all they held dear. Their grandchildren would praise his name as the man who brought them reason and order.

Then the beasts came.

This much, at least, he was prepared for. His soldiers shrank back around him, levelling their batons, but he waved them down archly. This, more than needing guides, was why none crossed recklessly into the Anchorwood. Hungry things hunted there.

They were not quite as they’d been described to him, but then, everyone described them slightly differently. They were tall, flattened, a great deal like fish. Great goggling eyes like plates, pale flanks striped with dark bars. Mackerel things walking on lizard legs with jaws enough to gulp down three of his soldiers in a single lunge. Their teeth were not the needles of fish but jagged bone wedges like the interlocking gears of a living machine. Their tails were those of crocodiles. Their glassy gaze was detached and clinical.

He reached into his satchel that he carried with him always. Within it were his papers, that would tell any citizen of Pallesand how senior he was in the hierarchy of the Schools. Within it, also, was that special identification the Anchorwood demanded, if you were to avoid the attention of its ravenous guardians. Ilmar was crammed with fugitives and malcontents seeking escape through the Anchorwood, but most would live out their meagre store of days without stepping into the trees. Because these little bundles of sticks and feathers, carven wood and precious metals, they were so rare. Their manufacture was the skilled work of a dozen artisans and enchanters. Their components were ruinously expensive or hard to find. The shadow-markets of Ilmar swarmed with fakes. He had not been willing to trust anything his agents and servants in the city had tracked down for him. Instead, he had sent the exacting specifications home to the Archipelago, and there, scholars and smiths and a handful of immigrant experts had created proper and rational credentials. A warding bundle without question, fit to turn aside the monsters of the Anchorwood and give the Sage-Archivist, bringer of unasked-for perfection, safe passage.

The nearest beast took a jerky-quick step towards him, that narrow jaw hanging open and then further open again, and nothing but teeth all the way down inside. Ochelby stared down those dead eyes, or tried to. The thing couldn’t even look straight ahead with its weirdly flattened body. He brought out the ward and presented it boldly.

The monster took one more step, its body flexing sidelong down its length, ending with a flail of that armoured, ridge-crowned tail.

“Magister…” Nasely said in a hoarse whisper.

He held in his hand a straw doll. Not a bundle of carefully selected and crafted implements wrapped in ritual declamations denying the beasts of the Anchorwood the right to feast on him and his followers. A straw doll, that had felt just like a warding bundle when he reached for it. Reached for it in the satchel that was never not at his side, and never not securely buckled.

Save for when he’d had breeches about his knees and his robes pooled on the floor behind him, at Mother Guame’s. And there, he realised, he had seen this doll. Just a piece of worthless occult dressing, hung on the wall with the other invocations of magicianly grandeur the tired circle house had so little claim to. On the wall when he entered. In his satchel
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