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Dramatis Personae

IN THE CITY

Abellaime, ‘the Widow’ – Allorwen conjurer and bawd

Aeriff ea Llannach – senior conjurer of the Helaseach

Arduin oa Galeaff – minor nephew of Hamriddy

Conn Leachan – ancient champion of Eres Ffenegh

Devil Jack – familiar and apprentice of the Widow Abellaime

Ffen – long-dead crab god the city is built on

Guillen oa Pedrig – old poet

Hamriddy oa Galeaff – grandee of the Osseach of Defiance, a leading citizen

Kaele – one of the girls at the Pandaemonium

Kiffel ea Leachan – current champion of Eres Ffenegh

Mellister – the leader of the Hospitallers in Eres Ffenegh

Niev ea Galeaff – niece and aide to Hamriddy

The Mouth of the Sea – herald of the Pope of Tides

The Pope of Tides – head of the Fisher King cult

Reddaen – chief enforcer of the Pope of Tides

Usrach – demon bouncer of the Pandaemonium

Valkazar – demon majordomo of the Pandaemonium

Varinecthes (‘Varney’) – powerful and long-lived magician

Vestry – a Pal, former votary, now working at the Pandaemonium

THE BESIEGERS

Cohort-Monitor Aspel – artillerist

Sage-Monitor Brandery – Commanding officer of Resolute Battalion

Fellow-Archivist Dantell, ‘the Stoat’ – Brandery’s Second

Professor-Inquirer Fowlett, ‘Old Cause’ – Inquisitor General

Cohort-Broker Istreddy – logistical Diviner and Lycanthropist

Kebler – administrative clerk

Cohort-Monitor Lovern – Left-Eye Brigade breacher

Companion-Invigilator Quellery – Demonist

Fellow-Archivist Tlemitch – Counter-curser

OTHERS

Caeleen – Devil Jack’s demon lover, lost to the Realms Below

The Dead Emperor – heir to the Moeribandi Empire

Erd Mannet – long-dead hero

Ettek Scerlen – long-dead hero

Fellow-Monitor Fessel – ghost officer of the Dead Companies

The Fisher King – former sea god of the Pals

Ghastron – demon concubine of Varinecthes

God – Maric healing deity, now the heart of a proscribed cult

Ib, Pib, Pob, Flob and Flab – Quellery’s imps

The Kings Below – rulers of Hell, purveyors of demon service

The Lich Queen – consort of the Dead Emperor

Otal Kimbree – long-dead hero

The Wave Knife – pirate captain of the sea cult


Locations

Above – the material world, as distinct from the demonic Realms Below

Allor – a nation noted for conjuration, conquered by the Palleseen

The Archipelago – term for Pallesand used by Palleseen abroad

Eres Ffenegh – the City on the Back of a Crab

Gaelensreach – the wall separating Right-city from Left-city

Godsgift Square – plaza before the Gaelensreach

Ilmar – a city in the occupied nation of Telmark

Left-city – the lower Wards of Eres Ffenegh

Lighthouse – in Eres Ffenegh; both practical warning to shipping and sea cult ritual site

Lor – a powerful mercantile nation, recently defeated by the Palleseen

Pallesand – a powerful ideological and military nation

The Palleseen Sway – that part of the world directly under Pal perfection

The Pandaemonium – a house of conjuration, a brothel, a meeting place, run by Abellaime

The Realms Below – the lands of Hell, ruled over by the Kings Below

Right-city – the upper Wards of Eres Ffenegh

The Rosetarn – a major road through Eres Ffenegh

The Taela – a tea house on Godsgift Square

The Varinaen – the moving tower of Varinecthes, when docked in Eres Ffenegh


Terminology

Carcer – Pal term for the Os-Fferegh

Culling Lists – lists of unacceptable individuals and practices circulated by Correct Speech

Dead Companies – necromantic units used by the Palleseen

Defenestration – traditional Os-Fferegh means of disposing of tyrants

Erenism – extinct religion once attaching to the crab god Ffen

Fegg – vulgar Pal term for the Os-Fferegh

Gaeledh – constructs animated out of ritually prepared stones

Helaseach – the siblingry of Os-Fferegh conjurers

Hellieur – Allorwen term for a professional demonist

Heretics – informal name for Quellery’s coterie of Specialists

Hospitallers – pacifist healer cult grown within the Pal army

Moeribandi – ancient necromantic empire, now long passed

The Old Knife – the winter wind off the sea at Eres Ffenegh

Oslamn – honour bestowed on the chief poet of Eres Ffenegh

Os-Fferegh – the people of Eres Ffenegh

Os – the language of the Os-Fferegh

Osseach – the ruling council of Eres Ffenegh

Osseach of Collaboration – the council that allowed the Loruthi de facto control of the city

Osseach of Defiance – the council that resisted first the Loruthi and now the Pals

Osseach of Stars – the ancient council overseeing Eres Ffenegh’s magical golden age

Pal – slang for Palleseen

Pel – the Palleseen language

Perfector – Palleseen governor of a territory brought into the Sway

Resolute Battalion – the force besieging Eres Ffenegh

The Schools of Correct Thought – the five branches of Palleseen doctrine

Specialists – formal Pal term for military personnel relying on magical means

Successor Steppes – the inland region formerly claimed by the Moeribandi

Tevits – a card game

Unnaturals – informal Pal term for any military force composed of or relying heavily on magical troops

The Wave Knife – pirate vessel of the sea cult


Elements of the Palleseen Sway

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

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

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

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 and compliance


Map
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The Great Sorcerer

After the war, in which he’d played a trivial part owing to certain ancient agreements, it had been time for a break. That had been the idea. Steering his infamous flying tower back to its most common mooring point: the City on the Back of a Crab. Except, when you are the greatest sorcerer in the world, just turning up somewhere becomes a political statement. In this case, that he extended his protection over the city, which then felt confident in rising up against its occupiers and throwing them out.

This is how it started, the first blow struck. Seven months ago; that’s how long the siege has been on for. Districts ruined, artillery loosed, deaths by magic and weapon, cold and sickness, but this is how it started.

When you were the oldest man in the world, you woke slowly, often, at random intervals. There were spells for an ageing bladder but you had to remember to cast them. There were spells for an ageing memory; the problem was the same. And probably he wasn’t the oldest man in the world. It’s not as though he’d taken a census of the entire population. There was probably some divine yogi in the depths of a cave somewhere who had a few years on him. It wasn’t a competition. One of the things that being maybe the oldest man in the world taught you was that being old wasn’t a prize worth contending for.

He woke, knowing something was wrong. You developed certain senses, if you lasted that many years in his profession. Alert to the balance of magic as a fish is to water. Beside him, the bed was empty. He spoke a name, but not loud. It was a big tower, and if Ghastron was up and about, unlikely he’d be within earshot. And, again, there were spells. There were spells for every damn thing, but then you had to actually corkscrew your mind through the various contortions any individual act of magic required. You had to find where the power was, and then force it into the exact right shape, through those extra spaces and directions that such forces operated in, all about as natural as trying to nail soup to the wall. So often it was just easier to go and do, physically, like any pig farmer or thug of a soldier, rather than make the magic happen.

And Ghastron didn’t sleep, of course. Ghastron consented to lie in this bed beside him and at least do a decent impression of it, but sleep wasn’t native to where he was from. And so once his – not master, not any more; his lover, say the word – was dozing, the dread lord of Hell got up and pottered about the tower, entirely normal. That wasn’t what was wrong.

The old man – maybe oldest, certainly he felt it right then – sat up. Felt the chill even though spring was weeks into its reign. The local week, pleasantly long so you could really relax into it, take that half day of rest in the middle which he’d always found so civilized. Supposed to be warm, therefore, but the problem with living in a big stone tower constructed several hundred years before anyone really thought of insulation was that it was always cold. And again, there were spells. There was a whole actual elemental monster of fire that he – a younger he – had defeated and captured and bound into the place, just so he could have heated floors and hot water for the bath. Except the monster was old, too, and needed a bit of a prod on a morning, to start railing and roaring in its elemental prison and thereby bring even a glimmer of warmth to the place.

Something was definitely wrong. Even as he tried to feel out the problem – please don’t say the bloody sixth floor has ceased to exist again; that’s where I keep my stuff – he heard a sound; a voice, maybe, from a few floors down. An exclamation, cut off. And perhaps it was Ghastron spilling some tea, and biting off a demon’s curse so as not to wake his love, but it hadn’t sounded like that.

For the first time in several human lifetimes, the old man had a sense that he wasn’t alone. Meaning that he and Ghastron weren’t the only free presences in the tower. A very long time ago, the lack of distinction between ‘he’ and ‘he and Ghastron’ was because he was the great sorcerer, and Ghastron just the servant he had conjured. These days it was because he couldn’t imagine a life without his wicked demon lover. Wicked? Well, Ghastron was old now, too, and mostly the wickedness had transmuted into catty humours and a little sly nose-tweaking, but wicked once. We were all wicked once, the old man thought. Like the magic, these days wickedness seemed a lot of effort, and he’d rather just shuffle about his tower and drink tea.

He got out of bed, feet groping about for those good slippers they picked up in Magnelei during the war. He called his lover’s name.

Descending the first set of stairs down from the bedchamber, he heard some scuffling down below. Ghastron, it must be. All the wards were in place. You didn’t just walk into a wizard’s tower, most certainly not this wizard’s. Didn’t they know who he was?

They did, as it happened, know who he was. That was why they were here.

After the second stairs, he came out into their favourite sitting room, his and Ghastron’s, and there he saw them. Eight of them, because the means they used to get in here were chancy, and two of the squad hadn’t made it through. He registered the uniforms: charcoal-grey. Palleseen. And yes, he had been employed on the other side, in that big war the Pals had against the Loruthi. And yes, his arrival here had resulted in the Pals being kicked out of this city, because everyone had thought he was taking sides when he was just coming home. But despite all of that he hadn’t thought the bastards were really his business.

He stared at them. They stared at him, in the manner of burglars caught in the act of breaking into a house, which seemed to be exactly what they were. And they’d got in without breaking a single barrier or triggering a ward, and there was some magic sniff about them that was rather other. In different circumstances he’d have been fascinated. He’d be asking questions. He’d offer them tea and they could sit down and have a proper chat, professional to professional. Not often someone pulled off a piece of magery to catch him off guard, after all. Except there was the gap.

It wasn’t a body. Some things didn’t leave bodies. It was a gap. An absence made tangible by the way the eight of them were standing. A hole where the body had fallen before it fell out of the world and back Below.

Below, the capitalised. Where they came from, where they went. The torment-grounds of Hell from where, long ago, he had fished up a servant – no mere imp but a grandee of the infernal, as befitted his status as the greatest of conjurers. From which smoking halls he had drawn the infinitely cruel and wicked creature, the deceiver, the tempter, who had been his bosom companion for more centuries than he could recall.

A lie. He could give you the exact years, and not a one of them that hadn’t been the sweeter for Ghastron’s company.

A sound came out of him. Some of the Pal soldiers tried to shoot him, then, but the element of surprise was gone. Had been wasted on a servant, when these hard men and women – thugs of soldiers, save there was that magic about them – had intended to spend it on him, the master. The magic of their batons fizzled and spat but he put a finger on the scales and it slid away into a hole somewhere, in some unnamed direction, and failed to trouble him. He was still waking up, honestly. Both in the literal sense, and waking up to a realisation of what he’d lost.

A sound came from him. It was like a logic problem really. Because, yes, his lover had just been shot, and that was one level of it, but there was no body. There was no body, of course there wasn’t, and that meant his lover was gone. Gone in a way that mere human grief and loss couldn’t even begin to imagine; gone beyond the dreams of necromancers; gone.

The soldiers were shouting – at him, at each other, he really wasn’t interested in anything they had to say. There was a lot of power in the spaces around them. It was waking to his demands. The roaring furnace monster was slipping its bonds. Stone ground against stone as the tower felt the horror and despair its master’s aged frame couldn’t contain.

More shooting; irrelevant really. One of them, seeing how the magic of their batons was just pissing into the storm, went for him with an actual knife. Cold iron, inscribed with sigils, a proper wizard-killing piece of work. The wizard turned the knife into a thought and the man into an exploded anatomical diagram. That was how they knew they’d failed.

In fact, they hadn’t failed. They’d achieved everything they set out to, save actually killing the wizard. A tactical failure but a strategic victory. Right then, at that rather tense moment, nobody realised this.

He began killing them. The fire came up from its kennel below and ravened through the room, turning charcoal-grey uniforms crispy black. He himself, the wizard, the great sorcerer, just stood there keening, far more of him consumed by loss than seeking vengeance. But even five per cent of a vengeful archmage wasn’t something you wanted to stand in front of.

The soldiers fled, meaning they exited the tower by the ineffable means they’d used to enter it, the one he hadn’t known to guard against because the Pals did occasionally come up with something really novel. Some of them got away, others didn’t. He didn’t really care at that point. On his knees in the inferno, beating his gnarled old fists on the floor where the corpse wasn’t, where Ghastron wasn’t, and would never be again.


The Great Warrior

Conn Leachan (‘Lee’an’, not the bastardisation the Pals made of it) was the greatest warrior of his age. The champion of the Os-Fferegh, the man who founded the City on the Back of a Crab. Slayer of giants and monsters, winner of those old-style duels that took place before the eyes of armies and decided wars. Master of the sling and the spear, but most of all the sword. Never was there a greater. And he lived a long time ago, of course, back when that sort of thing was comme il faut, but when he died, he bequeathed his sword to his descendants and, in his sword, himself. The ghost of the great hero, dedicated to defending his family and his people and his city. So it was, down through the ages, that whenever Eres Ffenegh was threatened, the current holder of the blade would call upon their exalted ancestor and become the greatest warrior, the unbeatable sword-wielder. They’d don the Crabshell mail and sally forth and Conn Leachan would live again through them, and the city would be saved.

By modern standards it wasn’t really the best sword. She wasn’t entirely convinced it had been Conn Leachan’s actual blade, rather than some rather fancy thing the original had been reforged into. Had swords back then really been quite that elaborate and impractical? Kiffel ea Leachan wasn’t historian enough to know.

Fancy it certainly was, though. She almost felt embarrassed for it, in present company. Something straight and sharp and simple would probably have been more appropriate. Having this outlandish piece of gilded ironmongery brought out felt like inviting a clown to a funeral.

The quillons were braided into a scale pattern and set with heads that had little gems for eyes – serpentine heads, though Kiff knew they were supposed to be eels. And eels were in plentiful supply in the bay out of Eres Ffenegh, and she was just the latest of her line to wonder how someone had apparently sourced an artisan who’d never seen one to make the blade’s furnishing.

The blade itself was straight for the first two-thirds of its length, the cutting edge actually spiked with five tooth-like points rather than just being decently straight and keen. The end third was a backwards-swept sickle-curve, honed on both edges. In short, even if she had been naturally inclined to sword-drill, it would have been a fiendishly difficult thing to learn to use effectively. And Kiff, last scion of the line of Conn Leachan, had not spent much time on martial pursuits. Had rather assumed, in her childhood, that she’d basically get the stipend and the invitations, then hopefully pass the honour on to some son or daughter. Wear the sword on festival days and otherwise not really have to engage with the great warrior heritage of her line in any way.

And then the war had come – the one between the Palleseen and the Loruthi. Then the war had come to Eres Ffenegh, first against the incumbent Loruthi administration, later against the Pals when it turned out they hadn’t been trying to liberate the city out of the kindness of their hearts. She’d taken up the sword, and Conn Leachan had shown her how to use it. She’d become the greatest warrior in the world. The family chronicles had spoken of it as his hands guiding his descendants, but it hadn’t been like that. He had inhabited her every muscle, made them strong and graceful as his had been. Not the rather slack tone of her actual body, the softness of her, but his iron and sinew. And it ached, afterwards, spending a day being the greatest hero in the world, but it was a rush. If she’d only known, she’d have been out with the sword every day and probably cultivated a physique closer to that of a hero. But, all unearned save for the die-roll of heredity, she’d been the greatest swordswoman of the age, the champion of Eres Ffenegh, wearer of the Crabshell mail. How they’d cheered her.

She watched that sword, now. Its ridiculous contours and curves and spikes, the gilding, the inaccurate eels. The ghost, Conn Leachan, inhabiting every line of it. Her hands ached for it, to sit within her grasp like a lover. To gift her with a prowess she had no right to but had revelled in. Such a rush it had been, to be the Leachan, and be cheered for it.

The woman holding the sword now was not infused with the ghost’s power. Not of the blood, obviously. Not even of Eres Ffenegh, as could be seen by the uniform she wore. The Os-Fferegh militia wore grey-blue like the sea, with a colourful fly-sash. The besiegers’ charcoal-greys were dowdy in comparison, grim and practical and mass-produced. The sort of people who had no business handling something as overwrought as the sword of Conn Leachan.

The Pal officer glanced up, sensing Kiff’s eyes on her. She wasn’t the chief Pal here, just some subordinate in a very particular department. She’d set up here in what had once been the Customs House, and then been the ruins of the Customs House following the first exchange of artillery, and was now part of the Left-city held by the Pals. Through one gaping window Kiff could see the sea. The far wall, half-tumbled, gave onto the ruinous maze of the occupied Left-city.

The Pal – the one from that very specific department – looked like a weasel, Kiff decided. A face that fell into sly lines even in rest, suggesting slyness was going on behind those narrow eyes as a matter of course. A body that seemed weirdly crooked, as though her spine had more joints, and the joints more freedom, than was human standard. A woman who’d never said a straight sentence or answered an honest question. And yes, given their relative circumstances, Kiff wasn’t inclined to be generous in her assessment, but there really was something inherently evasive about the woman.

The sword gleamed in her hands, a ray of seaborne sun touching it with a last garnish of glory. The sea of Conn Leachan, that rose against the city of Conn Leachan. That was about to say farewell to Conn Leachan.

There was quite the apparatus there. Several racks of leaden metal lozenges which the weaselly Pal woman was now connecting to the sword with wire. In the steel, in those outlandish contours, the ghost flared and raged. Kiffel couldn’t actually see it; she never had. Couldn’t feel it in her bones, though surely she should have been able to. Just had to imagine the great man, the swordsman, the hero, furious within his prison as his enemies enacted this last indignity on him.

They’d brought her in to watch. That was cruelty, because her presence wasn’t contributing anything else. They’d sat her down here, stripped of the Crabshell mail, just her arming jacket and breeches to keep out the cold. Her wrists were shackled together, but if she’d been able to leap forwards and grasp the hilt of the sword that wouldn’t have mattered. The ghost would enter into her and she’d kill every last one of them and be triumphant and she’d go back to the city and they’d cheer and cheer and…

She was just herself, though. The ten feet of distance between her and the sword was a gap her weakness and heaviness couldn’t cross. One Pal soldier had a hand on her shoulder, pinning her down to the folding stool they’d sat her on, and that was more than enough. He was a big, bluff man, and his one hand felt like more weight than her entire body could shift.

The weasel made a satisfied little noise and then it happened, so swiftly that Kiff actually didn’t realise it was done until it was already something in the past. And, true, Conn Leachan was something in the past. A man who’d lived a thousand years ago and done great things and then bequeathed his greatness to every generation to come. To be used to defend his home against all comers and keep his people free. Generation after generation of his descendants had borne that blade and embodied his greatness and saved the city. And then had come Kiffel ea Leachan, scion of heroes, to fuck it all up.

The sword had lost its lustre. Something of grace had gone out of it, so that it was just a weirdly-shaped piece of metal with cutting edges in inconvenient places. The gold of the quillons was brassy and dull and one of the fake eels’ eyes fell out, no longer a gem but just a stone. On the racks, all those dull lozenges were bright gold, each one marked with a word in Pel that would unleash the power now stored in them. The power that had, a moment before, been in the sword. The power that had, until that fractured moment, been Conn Leachan, the hero, his ghost.

She felt something clench inside her like a barbed fist. The weasel was looking at her, waiting for a reaction. And she wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction, of course. Stoicism, like a hero, like Conn Leachan, that was the way. Or, when she found she wasn’t the stoic type, a speech, defiance, contempt for the invader. Standing up despite that heavy hand, looking with disdain on this crooked stoat of a creature. A proper blistering lampoon such as a warrior poet of old might give, that would show these creatures their inner failings and rip the hearts from them. Words that would run through the besiegers’ camp and melt their courage into slag, so that even without the sword in her hands she would save her city and be the hero and, and…

And never again. Never again with the spirit of greatness moving in her. Never to be cheered, never to be a hero, or anything, ever again.

The weasel watched her until the tears came. Until Kiff crumpled in her seat, under the weight of that hand. Losing all dignity, all composure, weeping for an ancestor who’d died a millennium ago but hadn’t left the world until just now. Transmuted into a few hundred tablethi that would be used to kill the people of his city and add it to the Palleseen Sway. Just one more piece of imperfection erased from the world, the way the Pals always did.

When she looked up and wiped her streaming eyes the weasel was gone. Hadn’t even stuck around to see the full depths of Kiff’s misery, had other important desecrations to be getting on with. Because, with the ghost gone, what value did Kiffel ea Leachan have to anyone, exactly? Just some awkward girl who’d been brought into the world purely to fill big shoes. The weasel had gone with all the gleaming charged tablethi the ghost had been made into. Just her and the big soldier, his hand no longer pinning her down. Extended, in fact, to help her up. Because with the ghost gone, it must be her turn.

She wondered how they’d do it. A tableth to the back of the neck and a single word to discharge its power, that was the Pals’ way with their own. Fitting, perhaps, to use one of the rack that had just been charged up, a last poetic justice to the line of Leachan. Except that would be wasteful and why not just shove a knife into her and save the tableth?

She took the hand and it raised her to her feet effortlessly. The strength of the man – he was broad-shouldered and honestly had a touch of the hero himself. The proper warrior proportions, a strong chin, fair hair in curls. For a monster, an executioner, a brute invader, actually absurdly good-looking, except for the eye. His left eye, a gold orb, and some neat scarring where it had been put in. Not battlefield souvenirs but surgeon’s work, those scars. The metal eye had minuscule, intricate sigils on it. Perhaps he had a ghost too, that lent him his heroism.

She was crying again before she could fortify herself against it. And then even worse, not only crying but actually crying into his broad heroic chest. The one in the charcoal-grey tunic, uniform of the enemy, but she couldn’t stop the tears and the ugly, wracking sobs. The howling for all she’d lost, and all she’d wasted, and how everyone would think of her: the last Leachan, and the worst. Best they killed her now, however it would happen, because how could she ever look her people in the face again? And, then, awkwardly, his strong heroic arm about her shoulders. Actually patting her on the back.

When he ushered her out of the half-ruined Customs House, she went meekly. No hero she, after all. They’d taken that away from her. The cold wind hit her instantly. Three days before, when they’d taken her, the sea had just been drawing its breath. The Pals, knowing the seasons around this coast, had been making one last furious attempt to claim another few Wards, maybe even push as far as the Gaelensreach, driving a wedge all the way through the Left-city. Now the fierce cold was coming in off the water, that she’d known every winter of her life. For a given value of ‘known’, given she’d lived up in the sheltered Right-city as befitted Conn Leachan’s scion. Lived with better walls and better clothes and a more profligate attitude to firewood. Winters were fierce for everyone in these parts, though. Poets called that wind the Old Knife. As much a part of the city as her sainted ancestor, and not banished so easily. The moment she was outside the Customs House she felt it through her clothes and flesh, filleting at her bones.

His hand found her shoulder again, trying to impart motion to her. Of course they had places for her to be. One final journey. Conn Leachan’s heir should have some defiance in her, but Kiffel had none and she went where he guided. He walked her through the Pal camp, that had been streets and then rubble and was now stamped flat because the Pals didn’t want to keep tripping over all that they’d ruined. She wouldn’t meet the gaze of all the Pals’ forward forces, that were holding these handful of blasted streets and torn-down Wards. They came to her through her ears, and other than the language – who didn’t speak Pel, who had any kind of education? – it sounded absurdly like ordinary people. The clatter of pots and pans, someone shouting, someone whistling, a tinker’s little hammer going at some stubborn piece of metal, a remarkably inventive tirade about the quartermasters running out of some food item she didn’t recognise. Surely every eye should be on her, as they fortified and fixed and cemented their hold on this gnawed mouthful of her poor city. Except most likely they didn’t look, didn’t care, didn’t even know who she was. She, who’d been someone right up until their weasel of a Decanter had extinguished the ghost in the sword.

She kept walking, that big hero of a Pal beside her, until she couldn’t believe how far their place of execution was. Looking up, she found they were past the ruined walls, standing before the first intact streets where her compatriots still held out. Discovering that the Pals had gained nothing in their last great push before the Old Knife came howling with its promises of snow. The lines hadn’t even moved. And she’d been taken early enough in the day that she could claim no credit for it, so what had her sacrifice even been for?

She stood there before the wall, with the Pal and a dozen of his compatriots. And there, in a straggle behind her, were perhaps three dozen of her own people. Uniformed but disarmed, dejected and a few of them bandaged up, one of them short a leg and propped on her fellows.

Ahead, there was a barricade of rubble and furniture, a border where there had once just been a street crossing. She saw people gathered there behind it, with no sense that anyone would stir themselves for a rescue. Witnesses only. She understood. Why shoot her in some deserted place where nobody would see? Kill her here before the eyes of her kin. One last use for her flesh and bones. The Pals were efficient butchers, after all. They didn’t like waste.

“This is it then,” said the big Pal, stepping back from her. She supposed it was. He glanced up at the intact walls warily. Just dead stones, but probably the Pals didn’t know how to tell those from the livelier sort that the locals had unleashed on them in the early days of the siege.

The big man looked awkward. Perhaps she should apologise for putting him to the trouble. She just stood there, though. Not really her job to make these last moments easier for him. He gestured, and one of the other Pals came forwards, carrying a leather sack. Big, and for a moment she thought it must be some bizarre death machine they’d have to set up, to drag this business out even longer. It scraped and rattled, though, and the man dropped it in front of her. It was her armour, she realised. Or, rather, the Crabshell mail of the Leachans. That glorious, ridiculous piece of mummery that she’d loved wearing, when there was a hero in her to carry the weight and the bulk of it; that was now just hollowed-out tat.

She looked the big man in the face, unsure where this last piece of nastiness was going. “You want me,” she asked him, “to put it on?” Some final piece of theatre, here where everyone could see?

He shook his head. “Look, are you… going to be all right?” Spoken low, so it wouldn’t carry to his fellows. So inexplicable that Kiff just goggled at him.

“Going to be,” she echoed his Pel words, “all right?”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “What they did to you. I wanted you to have it back. Probably I shouldn’t. And there’s this.” Halting, awkward, not hero-speech at all. No bold declamations from him. Just a man uncomfortable with the clothes they put him in. And the this… he had brought out a hideous piece of ironwork, an absurd parody of a weapon. Really, honestly, who had ever thought it was a good shape for a sword? Except when she’d been wielding it, with the ghost in her, it had been the greatest weapon in the world.

She didn’t want it, but he was holding it out to her and she’d been brought up to be polite, so she took it. And he really did seem to be sorry. And he wasn’t going to kill her. There were some Pals coming out past the barricade now. She still couldn’t quite get the puzzle together even though all the pieces were right there before her.

He put a hand to her shoulder, a sudden, unwanted expression of sympathy that almost had her weeping like a child again. “I’m sorry,” he said again, and she looked into that open, decent face and decided that yes, he was actually sorry. He was probably a perfectly nice man, and if they’d met in the Taela then they could have shared one of those little honeycakes and made pleasant conversation. Probably found they had all sorts in common, got married, had children and grown old together. An idyllic life for Kiff and her Pal thug, rendered impossible by the small matter of his people laying siege to her city and extinguishing her ancestor and ruining her life.

What horrified her most, in that moment, was the politeness in her, the way she’d been brought up as a nice girl from the Right-city Families. The way the words welled up like oil between stones, to say, “Oh yes I’ll be fine, please don’t worry about me, thank you very much for your concern.” Because he was worried about her, and she should Set Him At His Ease, the way one did.

“If you have any sway with your people,” he said, “get them to see sense over the winter. We have reinforcements on the way. We’ll take the city. It’s not going to be pretty if we have to do it the hard way. Please.” And he really did seem to care, because that was a hero’s work too, and he was plainly the one hero left standing right then.

There were only a score or so at the barricade, to watch her drag her sack of armour and hideous sword into the free city, but it felt like everyone in the world.


Debts

The Osseach, ‘our coming-together’ in Os, was the council governing Eres Ffenegh since time immemorial. They’d never had truck with kings, and historically those who’d tried to change that had fared poorly. When the city had been within the sway of the Loruthi, the Osseach had persisted, albeit with distinct limits around precisely what laws it could enact, and to what extent they applied to Lor merchants. Seeing this, the Pals had assumed they could relegate the council to an entirely ceremonial function when they installed their own Perfector after the war. In the brief spring of independence between the city changing hands, though, the people of Eres Ffenegh had remembered how good it was to be free.

Well that’s Kiffel ea Leachan all over, Niev decided. Can’t even get herself killed properly.

No need to inquire as to what had happened, truly. It was written in every line of the woman, there at the head of that sad little rabble of exchanged prisoners. The lot of them, limping out of the Left-city into the open space of Godsgift Square, where the hospital was, the hospital and soup kitchen and a throng of tents and lean-tos; the displaced, whose homes had been overrun by the Pals, or else ruined by their own people in the defence.

Some of them had people come to greet them. Niev let the tearful reunions slant off her, because she was working for the Osseach these days and had put all those soft parts of her away in a box, under the bed, get it out later like an old diary so she could see the person she used to be. So: the Pals had released a handful of prisoners they probably didn’t want to waste food or space on, now winter was here, nor the tablethi required for a proper execution. And the Osseach had a score of Pal injured they didn’t want to keep for similar reasons. Why not exchange their burden for our burden? Good for morale, even, to get a few sons and daughters of Eres Ffenegh back. Good for policy, to have the sharp eyes of Niev ea Galeaff to make sure everyone coming back into the fold actually was a citizen. Honestly, other than the Pals being mostly darker of hair, you’d not pick them out of a line. Her uncle – not really her uncle but he did insist – had felt they might try to sneak someone in, as though they didn’t have more civilized ways of spying on their enemies. She didn’t see anyone there who might have a secret Pal rank badge in their pocket, but what she did see was Kiff.

Niev hadn’t grown up with Kiff, because Kiff’s family rattled about in a big old house in the Right-city, and Niev’s branch of the Galeaff was mostly in warehousing with a house overlooking the docks and Great Bay. Because Niev’s father had been angling for her to get the notice of clan leadership, though, she’d ended up dancing attendance at a great many places where Kiff might be found. She’d formed a very definite opinion of the girl: privileged, soft, silver spoon. The solitary daughter of the Leachans, that grand old name. Niev, who’d fought off a dozen cousins and sisters to get on ‘Uncle’s’ staff, remembered her from all those parties and gatherings where Niev was present on sufferance and best behaviour. Kiff: with hair never neat and clothes awry. The broad freckled face of her, the snub nose, the look of Oh it’s all too much effort and Do I really have to? Because Kiff never did have to. She was who she was. And here she was, now she wasn’t that any more. A heavyset, slope-shouldered girl whose sloped shoulders had finally found a responsibility that would stick to them. Her copper-dark hair drooping slack about her shoulders like seaweed, her filthy clothes, the padded under-armour stuff, torn and misbuttoned. Like someone caught halfway through dressing up for a play. Soft, inoffensive and fundamentally useless Kiff, whose toes Niev always had to ensure she didn’t tread on, because Kiff was de facto important. Niev would only be anything by constantly proving herself. Despite which – and mostly because Niev couldn’t ever refuse her company when the girl imposed – Kiff had always seemed to think Niev was her friend.

Then the war had come. Or the succession of wars. The Pals against the Loruthi, and then the Os-Fferegh against the Loruthi, with Pal backing. And then, a remarkably short time later, the Os-Fferegh against the Pals. Which defenestrations had led to their current circumstances and the siege. Niev had discovered that she had worked just hard enough to become the person Uncle trusted to do the difficult and dirty jobs more elevated Galeaff scions wouldn’t touch. While Kiff had just picked up that damn sword and become the glorious hero of the city, and everyone had cheered.

Nobody was cheering now. Niev understood exactly what had happened. Bad, very bad. Bad for the city. Ruinous for Kiff. The Niev who’d had to endure so much of the girl’s self-indulgent uselessness felt as though she should go over to ensure Kiff was absolutely aware of just how bad things were, because that Niev wasn’t very nice, honestly. The Niev-of-now wasn’t necessarily nicer but she was sure as hell busier. Putting the knife into soft, complacent Kiff wasn’t a luxury she could allow herself. Besides, she could see that Kiff was absolutely aware of how she’d screwed up – screwed the city, screwed herself, royally fucked up to a magnitude Niev could barely imagine. There probably wasn’t much Niev could do to make the girl feel worse.

Those ex-prisoners who hadn’t been bustled away by family were standing about looking a bit lost. Probably there should have been some formal delegation to come thank them for their service, welcome them back, heroes all. Honestly, though, they’d got themselves captured, and the whole prisoner exchange thing had been a bit ad hoc, and so nobody had really made the arrangements. Just Uncle tapping his several-times-removed-niece Niev on the shoulder and asking her to go see if there were any worms in this nice basket of apples the Pals were so keen to gift them. For once it seemed it was all on the up, really was just as simple as it looked. Except for Kiff, and probably sending her back with that hollowed-out sword was intended to knock morale. Nothing Niev could do about that.

There was someone coming out of the hospice now. Interesting to see the flinch in the prisoners. The Hospitallers didn’t all wear the uniforms still, but this one still had the charcoal-grey jacket over her shoulders. Another awkward little wrinkle in what could have been a nice clean siege: that there were a remarkable number of Pals inside the walls already. This lot running the soup kitchen and the hospital; the other lot over at the Lighthouse, who weren’t so philanthropic.

Niev found she’d stood up. She’d been at this nice table under the sheltering awning of the Taela. She’d had mulled cider and cover from the wind, and a good view of what was going on that didn’t make her a part of it. Just how a good agent was supposed to set herself up – the observer untouched by what she sees. And here she was ruining it all by standing up, about to march over and say something to old not-really-friend Kiff. To extend a hand, and would it be in sympathy or to slap the girl’s face? She didn’t even know. Oh God, Kiff, how could you fuck up so badly? You literally had one job.

She took a step away from her table. At the Taela’s door, her bodyguard pushed himself off from the wall. Arduin was another cousin, because Uncle always used family when he could. Because he doesn’t have to pay us. Arduin was a proper Right-city lad, though, another from the big houses. He felt that playing knife to Niev was beneath him and made sure she knew it. She waved him back, but he stood there practically vibrating with a desire to push someone around.

The Hospitaller approaching Kiff, the woman in half of a Pal uniform, was offering the girl… what? A place in the world, that thing Kiff no longer really had? Niev paused, waiting. Kiff would go into the big tent, maybe. Sit with the other dispossessed – perfect word for someone who’d just been rid of a ghost! Niev would find a seat beside her. They’d talk. Perhaps there’d be some use Niev could put the woman to, or that Uncle might have for her. A flag to wave. Look what they did to our hero!

Not that, of course. She just wanted to make Kiff miserable to make up for all those parties where Niev had been one step up from serving the drinks. The Niev-of-now was a war veteran at the age of twenty-two and had done terrible things and seen worse and she desperately wanted to just make this girl unhappy because it would be like revisiting the past.

Kiff shook her head at whatever the Hospitaller said, recoiled from the hand proffered to her. A woman already making herself so unhappy that Niev’s efforts wouldn’t raise a ripple. She sat back down.

The Taela had always been one of those interstitial places. Sitting just off Godsgift Square, at the very gates of the Right-city but not within it; a taverna with a reputation for good food, good drink, good company. Small wonder that, any given evening, there would be a respectable selection of the well-heeled from all parts of the city, frittering their money and time away there. Nearby had been the Divine Masque, back then, so that all the pretty dancers and actors and musicians would wander over to see which well-moneyed patron might stand them a drink. And, as the hours grew later, well, on the far side of the square was that other place the moneyed went, when they came downtown. The Taela had always been a good staging post, before embarking on a night of forbidden things.

The Divine Masque had demonstrated the very far reach of Pal artillery, shooting uphill against the difficult air as the besiegers were. So much for theatre. The other place was still very much in business. Never more so than now, in fact, given the enhanced range of services its madame had made available. But the Taela was where someone like Niev could wear her uncle’s colours and still meet someone like this; where they could share a cup of something palatable and do business within the shadow of the big houses.

There was a man idling on a nearby table, wearing a soldier’s coat, but not the rest of the uniform. Just three or four layers of civilian clothes that looked like they’d been stitched together into one labyrinthine garment. He was long-boned and lanky, and it looked awfully as though someone had tried to saw his left hand off at some point, given the mess of scars about the wrist. The jagged zig-zag down his cheek was where someone had put a fish-hook in, and then hauled it out the hard way, a dockside method of expressing your measured displeasure. Niev knew him, his clan and character. The streets he lived on were a good deal closer to her own birthplace than Kiff’s big house was. He was Fisher’s Guild with a variety of relatives who could bring goods into the city without troubling a Pal blockade or the Os-Fferegh authorities, because Uncle had expensive tastes and expensive friends whose continued support both he and the war effort were reliant on. Niev met his eyes, signalled for another mug to be brought over. The prim young girl of a year ago would have shuddered to share a table with such a patchwork man. Right now she was looking forward to some straightforward company who’d knife her in the front.

He’d actually lifted off his seat, about to slouch over, when who should drop right into the chair Niev had prepared but Kiffel ea Leachan herself. The champion, the golden girl, the failure.

Niev stared at her. The idea that Kiff would want to come and sit with her hadn’t even occurred. I am not your shoulder to cry on any more. I’m doing my uncle’s work. You can’t just… She opened and shut her mouth a few times, utterly off her brief. On the next table her contact sat back down, watching. At the doorway, Arduin, her bloody bodyguard, still lounged, when she could really have used his overzealous intervention right now.

“Kiff,” she said. The sinking feeling in her stomach could have been a lot of things, but right then there was such an aura of misery about the other woman that Niev would have believed some magical transfer of emotions.

“I’ve messed up,” Kiff said, in a whisper. And, presumably, was about to go into the whole sordid story of it, but Niev nodded, brisk, businesslike. Yes, how can I help you, only very busy, you know?

“Niev, please…” Kiff tried to grab her arm, the further to smear her misery over the one girl who could never just walk away from her. Niev instead steepled her fingers under her chin, removing any part of her from clutch-range. She found that she was actually smiling, not at the other woman’s discomfort but a horrible, false, bright expression, as though she was about to politely refuse a request for money.

There isn’t enough money in the world, Kiff. Certainly not in Eres Ffenegh, where even Uncle was having to take in his belt and search his pockets when the bills came due.

“What am I going to do?” Kiff asked her. She’d lost their hero. The Osseach might order her arrest at their next meeting, maybe a public execution. Or Kiff could run, go live in the Left-city with people who used fish-hooks as a means of discipline. A life which her previous life of privilege and destiny would, of course, have prepared her. What, then, was she going to do? Niev had no answer, but Kiff was staring imploringly at her as though there was some magic wand Niev’s family had held onto and somehow never mentioned. Because in her twenty-odd years of life, Kiff had never met a problem that hadn’t been someone else’s to sort out. Until now.

Niev’s horrible brittle smile just grew and grew, infinitely fake, infinitely polite, infinitely inappropriate. She could almost feel the corners of her mouth tear. Oh God of the Sea, what am I going to say? Any second now, sheer propriety was going to draw some absolutely impossible pledge out of her, how she’d make everything all right, how Uncle would somehow smooth over the catastrophic fuckup that was Kiff’s entire reason for existing. And once the words were out, it would be her problem, and Kiff would have won again.

Unfair, she knew. Kiff had only lost, but she would be dragging Niev down with her at that point. Arduin, come over. Be menacing. Drive this anchor away before the rope goes around my neck. The way the old religion had offered criminals to the justice of Ffen, the Crab.

A shadow fell across them. Niev looked up, waiting for the rush of relief. Arduin, you…

It wasn’t Arduin or the man with the fish-hook scar. The clientele of the Taela had gone very quiet.

The man there wasn’t Os-Fferegh or Pal. A slight, pale figure bundled in a long dark coat, his face as lively as a drowned corpse’s. He had a cloak, the clasps of which were wizened little monkey faces worked in bronze, whose ruby eyes watched her, full of malign intent. At his belt, where anyone else would wear a knife, he had an amulet she couldn’t look quite at. The eyes watered, the light twisted. You couldn’t see the designs on it.

“Mistress ea Galeaff,” he said softly, like he said everything. Three years in the city and he still had that foreign lilt to his voice, even if he could manage Os-Fferegh names now.

Niev salvaged what she could of that bright, pleasant smile and held it up to him. “Ah,” she managed. And it was broad daylight and his domain was all the way across the square. That other establishment.

“This is not the place,” she said, into that sudden and absolute quiet.

“Ah, well,” he told her with the slightest smile, no more genuine than hers and a lot less polite. “Your uncle has of late been avoiding more proper places where we might discuss his tab.” To her horror he hooked a chair over. A chair which had been occupied a moment before, the tenant of which had suddenly decided they felt like standing, preferably several streets away.

Arduin actually came over then, because apparently his modus operandi was to make the wrong call in every possible circumstance. Muscled over, with his hand to his knife and his other hand to the slender, dark-clad man’s shoulder, turning him round, pushing him back, telling him, “Friend,” just like the Left-city toughs did. Nobody ever got stabbed in the lower city without someone calling them Friend right beforehand, that was what they said. And Arduin wasn’t a thug from the Left-city but he plainly felt he could pull off the act. And, not being from the Left-city, didn’t know who he was dealing with.

The small man met Arduin’s eyes. Had to look up quite a bit, in fact, because Arduin was a head taller. That very slight twist to his bloodless lips – not even a smile, really, just a dent like an invisible thumb was hooked in there – didn’t change.

“Your pardon,” said the little man in his accent, that was almost musical. He reached partway up to where Arduin’s hand was and the man withdrew it suddenly. It had been covering one of the little monkey-face clasps, and Niev looked for blood on the tiny brass teeth.

“You—” Arduin did have a knife where people normally hung one, and he had it out now, even as Niev opened her mouth to tell him not.

The little man looked at him. Hands empty, head tilted quizzically. The silence in the Taela changed from just an absence of sound in a crowded room to the long undisturbed echo of a buried tomb. Of vast spaces the world could not contain. Of chasms Below, where that ‘Below’ was a proper noun.

“Oh aye?” the little man asked Arduin, and Arduin took one step back, and then another, like something else was moving his legs. Fell over a chair, upset a table, mugs smashing on the floor. Elbowed and heeled his way back, spasmodically, one wrenching movement after another. His knife gleaming on the ground at the little man’s feet until it was plucked up by those pale fingers.

All of which had, at least, given Niev some thinking time, and a chance to quell her own heart. Standing, smiling, utterly unflustered, the consummate professional, her uncle’s trusted right hand. “My uncle is busy with the war,” she told the little man, “but he has never failed to settle a debt.” Putting off debts was different, of course. “He’s aware of what he owes your mistress, only his work on the Osseach and for the defence robs him of his time.”

The little man turned his crooked look on her. She felt just the edge of what Arduin had, that yawning abyss within him. The locked door that his twisty amulet was key to. The gates of Hell.

“Your uncle knows what the Widow has done, for the defence,” he remarked. “The courtesies she, a foreigner, has extended for the Osseach. But these debts are personal matters, not to be confused with the civic responsibility of our establishment, Mistress. And so, this friendly reminder to you and yours, that matters are past due.”

“Of course,” she told him, and despite everything – despite Kiff and Arduin and this man with the abyss in his smile – she was inordinately proud that she faced up to him and didn’t flinch or let her own expression slip an iota. “And please convey Uncle’s compliments to your mistress. I’m sure he’ll bring a full accounting when he visits next.”

“As he is known for his wisdom, I’m certain he shall,” the man told her. He made a short bow, and perhaps she read there just the slightest acknowledgement of her composure. Then he was striding away, seemingly heedless of the way everyone pulled their chairs well out of his path, or just put a table’s width between them, until he was gone.

She went over to Arduin then, hauling him up, hearing his bluster start up as he tried to explain to the world how he’d been so utterly outmatched.

“The feck,” he demanded, “the feck was that? The feck, exactly?” Swearing like the Left-city tough he pretended to be.

She wanted to slap him, honestly, right across the face, a really satisfying clap of sound and maybe a loose tooth. But people were watching so she just tugged his collar and sash into place as though he was a surly child.

“That was the Widow’s apprentice, you absolute turd,” she told him, low enough that only his ears caught it. And, to his mulish face, “That was Devil Jack.”

She looked around for her other problem, but Kiff wasn’t at the table any more. Was at the doorway of the Taela, in fact, dragging that stupid sack and sword after her, obviously understanding that her old lackey wasn’t going to be able to bail her out of this one. Kiff, or the leftover part of her after her destiny had been cored out, standing in Godsgift Square staring at the dark-clad back of Devil Jack as the man ran his diabolical mistress’s errands.

Ceasing, therefore, to be Niev’s problem. And her contact was still waiting, thankfully, and if his boat-having relatives had really come through then maybe some fraction of Uncle’s debts could be paid off and he’d have enough left to secure the fervour of his more wavering allies in the city, and nobody would start talking about surrendering to the Pals.


On the Cards

The war with the Loruthi had been the greatest test the nation of Pallesand had encountered. Like the classroom bully facing off against their opposite number from the neighbouring school, rather than just the small kids with no friends. A test it wasn’t entirely clear that the Pals would endure, even with Lor beaten. The cost, in men and women thrown into the meat grinder, in resources, especially magic, had been astronomical. In the aftermath of that, a nation has two choices: contract and economise; or blow the bugle, beat the drum and expand in the hope that each new conquest will bring in a return without further cost. Back home, the comfortable people of the Archipelago who’d been living high off the spoils of empire were having to do without. Across the Sway, various liberated nations were presented with a whole new post facto bill for their Pal-prescribed freedoms.

It was more than that, of course. Pallesand was a nation built on the ideology of perfection, a commodity it was most keen to export to the rest of the world. The war had been fraught enough, victory uncertain enough, that the Pals had resorted to a great many less-than-perfect measures. Things had been done that, in retrospect, were impolitic. Things imposed on the army by those above; things that crept into the army through the marching boots of those at the bottom. After the war, in its straitened circumstances, the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means decided that today’s failings were because yesterday had dropped the shiny ball of perfection. What was needed were scapegoats.

Cohort-Monitor Lovern stepped out from Stores and the wind hit him almost immediately. Not his first Eres Ffenegh winter, for sure, but last time he’d been inside the city proper, one of the triumphant liberators who’d saved the place from the Loruthi.

The main camp of Resolute Battalion was on the shore, which was quite the worst place now that bloody sea-wind had struck up, which wouldn’t stop before spring. All around him the whole camp was trying to pivot every piece of canvas and cover to shield against the bone-cutting keen of it. In pulling a new cloak about his shoulders Lovern almost lost the other three he’d commandeered for the rest of the Heretics. Did, in fact, lose one and had to chase it down the line of tents until it whipped itself about a guy rope and he could reclaim it, to the desultory cheers of the troopers. He grinned around at them, slung the feisty garment over his shoulder, and made his way uphill towards the forward camp. A mixed blessing, the forward. Closer to any sudden sally the defenders might try, but nominally within the walls. Those four razed districts the Pals had taken over during the months of the siege, eating the city a bite at a time. Not much to show, honestly, for the blood and magic spent on the assault, but the progress of your average siege didn’t draw out as a straight line on a graph, no matter how Aspel would prefer it that way. The Pals would bite and bite, press the defenders, eat another wall or two, and then something would suddenly give and it would all be over very quickly. Either some clever gambit of the attackers or some faultline of the defenders – a piece of magic that carried the fight to the fancy houses, a faction within the walls who decided they’d rather come out on top now and open the gates. Lovern had done sieges. Lovern was, in fact, a piece of magic who’d carried the fight on his own two shoulders in the past. His Speciality had already won them as much of the city as they’d taken. Without him and his people, Resolute Battalion would probably be on ships back to the Archipelago in disgrace.

He tried to feel good about that, as he trekked into the forward camp, but he’d paid a savage price for his early deeds in the cause of perfection. Most of his squad hadn’t come back from it, and he almost felt he’d returned to the wrong camp. As though all he’d given to the cause had been twisted through some distorting lens into something bad.

It was something bad. He was aware of it. And the jokey name he and his fellows at the officer’s mess had given their little coterie was looking to be in very poor taste about now. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t serve. It didn’t mean he couldn’t do the right thing. Even though he’d done wrong things in the past.

The sentries at the old wall – or the line of rubble that marked Eres Ffenegh’s original landward boundary – greeted him cheerily enough, stamping and holding their hands near their tableth-charged heater. He flashed white teeth at them, gave their names like a good officer should. Everyone liked Lovern. He had one of those faces, those reputations. Oh, he’d get you killed like any officer would, but he’d be beside you when he did, rather than behind.

Cohort-Monitor Lovern: Cohort, for the lowest scholar’s rank in the army; Monitor for the School of Correct Thought that claimed him – in this case Correct Conduct, whose study was the application of force on a personal and global level. The backbone of the army, therefore; straight lines rather than the twisty arcs described by the other Schools. And, at the same time, a Heretic. Which was a foreign religious term for someone whose irrational beliefs were different from your irrational beliefs, and it had seemed good fun to claim the name for their little club when they were thrown together during the war.

They’d set up somewhere with three intact walls and half a roof. Artillery damage, meaning technically they could all blame Aspel for the poor lodgings. The missing architectural elements, not being requisitionable from Stores, had been remedied by a combination of debris and triple layers of thick war-grade canvas, and actually kept the wind out more than you’d think – also Aspel’s work. Other parts of forward camp were completely levelled beyond the dreams of siege weaponry: the defenders wrecking their own city trying to keep the Pals out.

“Cloaks!” Lovern called, as he ducked in. Aspel had a heater and a lamp rigged to the same tableth, making the interior almost cheery. Lovern slung his acquisitions at them, then shrugged out of his own and found a nail to hang it off. “You’ll be glad of them,” he told the others. “Bloody bitter out there, let me tell you. What?” Because they were all looking at him like he’d grown an extra head. Or done something stupid, which was usually the case.

Quellery – Companion-Invigilator Quellery, ranking officer of the Heretics – peered at Lovern through his little dark-lensed spectacles, one of his more annoying mannerisms. It was a very mannered little piece of theatre when Quellery wanted to be snarky about you. Quellery was a snide man; pale, weak-looking, the lines of his face blurred slightly with more good living than an officer of his rank should really be enjoying. He got through life on being good company, and a really solid grasp of the theoreticals of conjuration.

Lovern rolled his eyes – or his eye, anyway. The right one that he still possessed. “What?” he repeated.

The other two wouldn’t meet his gaze, either half of it. Aspel – never the best at eye contact – shoved her nose so deep in her book he wondered she didn’t break the spine. Istreddy – whose face Quellery had once described as ‘like scarred knuckles’ – bent over his deck of cards and shuffled them ferociously, the lamplight tracing the white puckers across his high forehead.

“You gave her the armour back,” Quellery drawled. With one hand he poured out four measures of whatever he had in his little flask today, that steamed slightly when it hit the tin cups. “The armour, that crab stuff. There was still potence in it. The Stoat’s doing her nut about it.”

Ah, that. Lovern felt his face fall into what Quellery would call ‘mule refusing the reins’, because Quellery would never use one word when he could rattle off four. It should have been a terrible trait, in a man whose line of work was contracts, but maybe the demons were impressed with his eloquence.

“It was—” he said, and every damn one of them trod on his words with “—the right thing to do.” Which of course had been exactly what he was going to say.

“Send her back to hit morale, yes,” Quellery said, passing a cup to him and indicating the one vacant camp stool. “Give them the sword now it’s just tin-tack and salvage, sure. But the Stoat wasn’t done with the rest.”

Lovern stuck out chin and lip, a stubborn child who won’t repeat the lesson for teacher. “Screw the Stoat.”

“The Stoat is Inquisition,” Istreddy told his cards in that singsong voice he did.

“The Stoat is Decanting,” Lovern said. “I mean, I saw that. Got a good harvest from the sword.”

The ‘Stoat’ was the Battalion’s second-in-command, who’d pitched up halfway through the siege and effortlessly inserted herself into the ranks right below Sage-Monitor Brandery. Which unpopular start she’d only built on by being far too concerned with anyone who had a Speciality, meaning those odd little branches of the service that had arisen to or gained prominence during the war. Meaning the Heretics, most of all. Since the Stoat had arrived, they’d all felt her breathing down the back of their necks. Nobody had been hauled off for a sharp talk about the limits of perfection yet, but everyone reckoned the Stoat was compiling her dossiers. Except Lovern, who was adamant the woman was just a Decanter from Correct Erudition who liked to put the wind up people because that was how she got her jollies.

“Lovern, Lovey,” Quellery said expansively, “we do not need the attention. You do not need the attention. Izzy most certainly doesn’t need the attention.”

“I do not,” Istreddy confirmed to his cards.

“Izzy is useful. They rely on him. His Speciality,” Lovern said. “You and I are useful. Aspel—”

“Don’t make me a part of this.” A brief glance up from her book. “Nothing unsound about artillery.”

“The way you do it,” Quellery pointed out. Aspel looked daggers at him but returned to her reading, or at least pretended to.

“This siege will be won by technique, by strategy, by us,” Lovern insisted. “The army doesn’t throw away useful things. This business will pass. It’s just… hysteria. The cults, you know. The…” A nod towards the main city, meaning not the Carcers – the locals themselves – but those they’d given sanctuary to. Five Wards past the lines, overlooking the sea, was a lighthouse and an abomination. “It’ll pass,” he said again. He sipped; Quellery had sourced some good brandy from somewhere. It barely tasted of damnation at all.

They were all still looking at him doubtfully. Or rather, Quellery was looking at him and the other two were pointedly not looking at him in a way that was worse. “Oh, just deal the damn things, if we’re playing,” he said.

They had three barrel-tops as their table, and Istreddy’s thin fingers flicked out the pasteboard cards – three for each player, face down, then the spread in the centre face-up. Like a lot of games soldiers picked up, Tevits originated outside the Archipelago. Like a surprising number, it had sacred origins. Being pawed over by the coarse hands of a thousand troopers had seemed a fitting piece of secularisation to the Schools of yesteryear, but Lovern was grimly sure that any day now the word would come down from above that games like this were imperfect. Doubtless yoked to some approved substitute as tedious as homework.

Lovern played these games like the straight line he was. He didn’t bluff and he didn’t back down. Mostly he lost. Aspel played with a fierce frown, lips moving as she worked the odds, while Istreddy constantly held back, folding on hands he could have won just so he didn’t risk the big loss. Quellery played as though none of it mattered, talked about everything – the weather, the winter, the Stoat, that smooth new statlos in Stores he’d taken a shine to, the promised reinforcements nobody thought they’d see before spring. Not seeming to pay any attention to the game at all, but he mostly won and, if they’d actually had their pay through, he’d have made the lot of them paupers. A while ago they’d tried playing for seashells and Quellery had ended up owning the entire strand of Eres Ffenegh. Lovern had no idea how he did it but Istreddy recorded each result in his book. When the siege was over there would be a tally of debt fearsome enough to break the Heretics wide open. For now, they might as well admit that Quellery, the trader of souls, basically owned them.

“Well look at that,” the conjurer said, at the conclusion of the hand. He laid his cards down with that rather surprised look he put on when he’d absolutely reamed the rest of them.

Aspel made her frustrated noise, because she had diligently counted cards and done maths and made absolutely the best plays at every turn, pivoting her strategy about the shift of the face-up fates in the centre of the table and the way they changed the rules. And lost, lost as gloriously as any of them, but she’d tried harder to win, so she was allowed to be frustrated.

“Huh,” said Istreddy. His eyes flicked from his cards to the fates, to Quellery’s revealed hand. His scar-crossed face spasmed like ants were running under the skin. The temperature in their little hovel dropped to chilly even though the heater was still going.

“Don’t,” Quellery said.

“Huh,” Istreddy repeated, chewing at his lip where the scar cut across it.

“Izzy…”

“Um.” Istreddy stood up suddenly. Because, yes, this much trodden-over practice had been holy before it had been made profane by the wagers of soldiers. Holy and divinatory, Izzy’s second and current Speciality.

“Izzy?” Lovern reached out to him but the man jerked from his touch.

“I’d,” he said. “Better…” Stumbling towards where the flaps of canvas overlapped. “I should. Tell Higher Orders.”

“Tell us,” Quellery said, standing too now, then they were all on their feet. Istreddy’s hands convulsed, and the half-deck of cards he’d been holding sprayed across them like shrapnel. Of all the imprecise arts the army had shamefacedly taken up during the war, divination was the woolliest, but if you spent too long measuring the strands of the future sometimes you couldn’t stop. Sometimes everything was an omen.

Istreddy bolted outside. Lovern swore, grabbed up the cloak he’d found for the man, and followed him out. The wind was like a knife in the throat, out there, and these were only the first few days of winter. It was going to be a miserable season hunkered down in front of the city, and the only thing that would make that worse would be if Higher Orders decided to recommence the actual assaults before spring. For example, if prompted by some cock-eyed divination.

“Izzy, wait!” he called, running after the man, waving with the cloak. Istreddy was hustling, though, already back out of the forward camp, downslope towards the shore and the Sage-Monitor’s own big tent. And Izzy did this – the fit came on him and he had to get the predictions out before they flitted from his head like butterflies. It didn’t make him popular with his superiors, and what if the Stoat was Inquisition, hunting for imperfection within the ranks…?

This time, though, it wouldn’t be him trying to bundle Istreddy to the ground within sight of Higher Orders. Even before they reached the big tent, someone was sounding the bugle. Lovern counted the blasts, long and short. Not an alarm, not an attack. Izzy had at least skidded to a halt at the sound, so he could catch up.

“What?” the scarred man asked blankly. “What now?” Then someone ran past, that quartermaster’s clerk Quellery had set his eye on.

“It’s the reinforcements!” the man called. “At last!”

At last would have been a whole season earlier, by Lovern’s reckoning, but a new influx of troops was going to shift the balance of the siege significantly. A cold winter of hot work, therefore, rather than skulking in tents, but worth the price of returning the City on the Back of a Crab to the Palleseen Sway.

And then, even as he and Izzy exchanged looks, another blast of the bugle, sound strangled. An alarm, an alert, a call to arms. Not reinforcements, not at all.


The Widow

She was known by more than a few names, though the one she answered to was Abellaime. When people referred to her they most often said ‘The Widow’ and everyone knew who was meant. Not that chance, time and the war hadn’t made plenty of widows, but it was the way the word was said. Since the fighting started, a surprising number of people seemed to think she’d been driven from her original home when the Pals invaded it, but in truth the occupation of Allor was barely a decade and a half old and she’d been in Eres Ffenegh twice that. An exile, they said. A woman whose conjurations had gone beyond the pale even for that demon-happy people. She had come to the City on the Back of a Crab sniffing after its old heritage of magic, walked its streets until she stood before the sealed temple nobody had been able to enter for four hundred years. Drawn her sigils, made signs in the air and walked right in. Since when the place had gone from haunted death-trap to clandestine destination for whoever had the funds to pay for the Widow’s services.

The building, extensive, sprawling, just off Godsgift Square, had been a temple once. The Temple, in fact, here hard against the wall that separated Right from Left. Back in the day people had flocked here to sacrifice and pray to the Crab, that enigmatic divinity they’d literally founded their city on. Because, when you came off the sea to a deserted bay and found such a prodigy, well, you would, wouldn’t you? Or do something, anyway, to mark the discovery, and the ancestors of the Os-Fferegh had been of a settler’s mindset.

Allegedly the crab had still been alive back then, but Pal decanting wasn’t the only way a god could die. Abellaime reckoned it had always been a lie: that what they’d discovered back then had just been a dead crab of unusual proportions. A god, surely, but one of some ancient proto-people who had passed from the world and left only the stranded carcase of their deity. Whatever the true history, Ffen the crab had been dead a long time, but being dead didn’t rob a god of power, only the will to use it. Building your city on a dead god was better than two silver mines and a good stand of timber.

The temple had outlived the god a long time, but people weren’t stupid. Abellaime hoped they’d worked out the priests were rooking them, and there’d been some grand showdown between clergy and congregation. Most likely interest had just waned, though, until the effort of devotion, the cost of sacrifice, hadn’t been worth the candle. At which point the last priest of Ffen had done… something. Something spiteful and savage and bitter about the end of their way of life, because the stone guardians of the building had turned any hopeful new tenant or skulking intruder into jam for several centuries.

She’d come and studied the way the place was put together, and then she’d done her work, shown them what a true scholar of the Allorwen tradition could do. They’d been grateful, back then. After which they’d been grudgingly accepting, when it was plain she wasn’t just going to donate the place back to the city. After which they’d been horrified, at the uses she put it to. After which, venal human nature being what it was, they’d come with coin and favours, and made her just one more part of the way their city worked.

She rose late; a privilege of rank. Valkazar brought her tea and honey, which he hated doing. The honey they got from the sea here, with a faint fishy aftertaste she’d become rather partial to. A lingering taste of divinity. Valkazar was careful not to get a fleck of it on him. It would, she suspected, still sting a bit, no matter how long the god in question had been dead.

Fish honey, she thought, sitting up in bed and spreading the stuff on bread still warm from the oven. Fish honey from crab bees. Fucking ridiculous place.

The Widow Abellaime – yes, actually a widow, not just a nickname, though nobody here could name her husband – was a woman of stature. Taller than most men and as broad as two, there was something of the galleon to her, once she was laced and whaleboned into all her lustrous finery. Majestic under sail, formidable in her momentum and yet to find the rocks in life that might impede her progress. Her hair fell in waves past the small of her back, midnight dark save for a single long streak of white that was absolutely an affectation. She had Valkazar bind it into the intricate and interleaving patterns that were, themselves, magic, because the Allorwen knew what they were about, when it came to getting up in the morning. And because Valkazar hated having to do it, hated attending on her, hated her. She could feel the smoulder of his resentment as he stowed each lock into its ritually-potent place. She fed on it as much as the fish-tasting honey. As majordomo of the establishment, he seemed mostly human. Tall, slender, pale; sharp-toothed, sharp-eared. Eyes like blank copper marbles and horns of twisted haematite, because it didn’t do to forget your maître d’ was conjured out of Hell. His fingers had pointed metal nails that could have gouged her eyes and stripped the skin from her face. She let him fuss with her hair. Even though he hated it, he was a devil with an eye for the details. Given a task, he could only complete it to the last jot. Once, she’d punished him by scattering a jar of rice across all the city and having him collect every grain. It had taken him a year and a day.

He had worn drab black when he came in with the tea and the honey. When he’d finished with her hair, his feigning included a fur-trimmed robe in the old Allorwen style. One of her late husband’s, the exact colour and style. He would have his little jabs at her.

She drained the last of the tea; not of the finest but at least she’d found a source in the city which the Os-Fferegh hadn’t made taste of fish. Valkazar retreated then, and two of the girls came in to dress her, an activity that she felt owed as much to engineering as to costumery. And which Valkazar could not under any circumstances assist with, because there were three witch-hunters’-worth of wards in those garments and she had no intention of letting her demon majordomo into that sort of confidence.

That was when the screaming started. Not the good kind, that meant some patron with particular kinks was getting what they’d paid for, but real panic. The Widow Abellaime sighed, rolled her eyes and strode from her chambers to overlook the Upper Parlour of the Pandaemonium.

Too early for clients, and what should have been happening was the girls and boys readying themselves for the night’s work – she called them that no matter how old they were, because they were all younger than she was. Some were the traditional sort of hostess; others of Abellaime’s profession, mostly locals with a knack for the trade and no more respectable place in the world. Since the war, there had been a steady stream of applicants knocking at her door, stripped of prospects; empty bellies, ruined homes. Doors kicked in by Loruthi thugs or roofs staved in by Pal artillery. Mostly she threw them out but, when someone pitched up with a little talent, she gave them a chance.

Her newest acquisition wasn’t working out, hence the screaming.

Those other staff who were up had retreated to one end of the hall, and the wisest of them was drawing some wards with charcoal on the white stone of the floor. It was Kaele, the Widow saw, a regular working girl whose quick study had earned her a promotion. The other end of the room – past the couches and the cushions and all that other overstuffed tat she’d hauled in or called up – was where the private rooms were. Out of one of which the new girl was retreating. She was trying to draw a protective sign in the air, but her hands were shaking so it was all just finger-waving and nonsense. It was the Pal girl, of course, Vestry. The one who’d given the slip to the Lighthouse mob. Come begging at the Widow’s door because religion wasn’t working out for her. Abellaime had taken her in, partly because she had a little talent, but mostly to see whether the Lighthouse would push back. Which it hadn’t, as yet, so maybe the girl wasn’t amusing enough to keep around. Certainly it seemed as though that talent wasn’t really manifesting itself.

What had manifested was a demon, which now slunk out of the private room, eyes fixed on the girl. Abellaime wasn’t immediately sure what Vestry had been intending, honestly. It had four taloned hands, four blazing eyes in its goat’s head, spines down its back, and a scorpion tail, which excess suggested it had been meant as a pointed message to someone. She had the depressing hunch that Vestry had been abusing her hospitality – her ostensible neutrality – by trying to conjure up something to send against her former co-religionists. Abellaime had no problem with tweaking the nose of the Pope of Tides by stealing one of his adherents, but if actual demon assassins started issuing from the Pandaemonium then there would be a throwdown that she didn’t feel she wanted just yet. After all, the man might call himself Pope, but that didn’t mean he didn’t tip the girls well when he came calling.

Whatever mess Vestry was trying to throw up between her and the demon collapsed into thaumaturgical soap bubbles, and the fiend kept coming. The Pal girl looked up at Abellaime, up on her balcony. “Mother, please!” Finding the correct term of address for a senior Allorwen conjurer – and increasingly for an Allorwen bawd, in these degenerate days.

“You called it up,” the Widow shot down to her. “You show me you can put it down.” Because if there was one basic skill her girls needed in that side of the business, it was the ability to put the lid back onto the box.

But Vestry had lost every bit of her craft now and the demon was stalking her across the floor, six limbs but its progress was a kind of liquid flowing. Wherever it touched glistened with something venomous. You really did over-engineer this damned thing, didn’t you, Vestry. And she’d get Valkazar to clean up, both because he’d hate it and because he’d do a meticulous job. But right now, the continued presence of the demon was the main problem. It was being held here in the World Above by whatever conjuration Vestry had just botched, and that meant the girl’s death would send it back. Maybe that was the simplest solution, honestly. She’d have thought the thing would hare off into the city and guard Vestry with its life, for a little more time out of Hell, but it was amazing how so many of these screw-up summonings just wanted to make their caller pay. You got clever demons, Valkazar as prime example, but you surely got stupid ones too.

Having one of her girls torn apart before the eyes of the others was probably bad form. Word would get out, and the last thing she needed was losing the more squeamish of her clientele. Abellaime drew in a breath deep enough to creak the whalebone and strode for the stairs, ready to descend majestically to the shop floor and teach this idiot fiend just what it meant to cross the line in her establishment. Which was when Jack came back from running his errands. Her apprentice, the Maric, the one with that surprising affinity for the trade.

“Just in time, as usual,” she called to him. He’d stopped in the doorway and Vestry backed past him, still uselessly trying to make a decent ward in the air. The loose demon kept on advancing. Jack’s eyes found hers. What now? they demanded. That game they played, where she patiently explored all the boundaries of just what she could make him do, in return for what she could teach him.

“Be a dear and put this one back, will you?” she asked him, in her most pleasant voice. And he’d learned the trade remarkably quickly over the past two years, but she’d not seen him tackle a truly rogue demon yet, mostly because having rogue demons about the place represented a breach of professionalism she generally didn’t countenance. But given Vestry had screwed up so badly, why not put her apprentice through his paces? Jack had come to her with very specific goals, limits and competences. It was always interesting to see how each new test would see them all bend and deform.

The demon made another lunge towards Vestry but Jack stepped in the way and it hung back, examining him with two eyes at a time. A voice issued from it – not from the goat’s jaws but another mouth that opened up, red and wet, in its throat. What a nasty little imagination you have, Vestry! Such a waste!

“I taste,” the demon said, “a weakness in you.”

“Do you now?” Jack said, in that crooked accent of his.

The demon chuckled like thick liquid and went for him, six limbs skittering on the marble. Jack planted his back foot like a duellist and made three passes through the air. Good, basic wards that drew on the fabric of the Pandaemonium around him. They flashed in the air when the demon hit them and it veered off, but its chuckle was just as delighted.

“Will you,” it wheezed out, “hold me off forever. Man of peace?”

“Go, now,” Jack told it softly. “Or I will make you.”

The demon cackled, a sound like torment. “You cannot!” it spat. “You cannot! Man of peace! I see you! I—”

Jack stepped forwards and made a small, brutal sign in the air. The demon’s voice stopped, its second mouth sewn up. It tried to fall back but spun frantically in place instead. Abellaime could – at a squint – see the line Jack had made, like thread of broken glass, pinning it in place.

“You are not wanted here,” Jack said, face utterly without expression. “Go back, now.”

The demon keened. Its voice came out muted, fighting past the sealed skin of its throat. “It hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts.”

The Widow watched Jack’s face closely, at that. Waiting for the flinch, the sickness, all those flaws of compassion she’d fought to cure him of. His expression might as well be shaped from porcelain for all that it betrayed.

Good.

Jack raised a hand again, not completing a sigil, but just in warning. The demon gave out a sound like a kettle. “She’s mine,” came its muffled voice. “My contract—”

“If your contract was complete she’d be in your hands already, no?” Jack remarked. And he was right, of course. Vestry had created some cack-handed thing that left the demon loose but bound nobody to anything, the idiot girl.

It went for him one more time, tore itself off the fixing angle he’d created, just its claws and teeth against his fragile human skin.

It burned, and not the sort of fire that demons revelled in. Fell back from him with its badly-made body fraying, peeling back, bubbling away from what he was. And it asked him. She just heard the question, in its babbling and keening. And Jack, soft as always, told it why.

It let go of the half-made contract, that was just enough to keep it in the world but not enough to enforce its stay. It fell away, as though the floor below was a distant landscape, smaller and smaller as it tumbled until Abellaime felt it leave her domain entirely.

“Good enough,” she said, descending the stairs from the balcony. “Valkazar, be a dear and clean up, would you.”

Her majordomo made a grinding sound – not his sharp bronze teeth, but the very cogs of his bitter nature. But he’d do it, and do a good job. Why else keep such a recalcitrant creature around?

Jack’s own look at her was almost as resentful. She put a hand on his shoulder and kissed the top of his head, their respective heights being what they were.

“Oh, I shall make a wicked thing of you yet,” she told him.

“That ship sailed months back, Auntie. Sailed and sank,” he told her.

“Don’t be sullen, child. It’s unattractive.” She tilted his chin up. She could feel the quality in him that the demon had discovered, which made him so dangerous and useful, and which she was day by day sharpening into a weapon fit for her hand. He had come to her to learn, but each piece of conjuration she fit into him must overlay or replace some other part of his nature. She would make a monster of him.

As I do with everything. She turned away from him. The little flame of melancholy was hidden deep within her breast, but if it leaped as high as her eyes she didn’t want him to see it. This hadn’t been what she’d wanted, back in the day. It was just all that was left to her.

To drive the weak thoughts back down she glowered around at her staff. “Doors open soon enough. Who’s dressed? Who has their circle drawn?” Her whores and her conjurers, and more than a few who’d do either or combine the two. “Take this as a salutary lesson to be sure you have a hold of what you call up. I don’t want some Families heir getting his dick bitten off because you didn’t close the wards properly.”

A nervous ripple of laughter at the image. Then it was Vestry stepping forwards, of course, wringing her hands.

“Mother,” the girl said, “I won’t—”

“ ‘Do it again’?” Abellaime finished for her. “For certain you won’t, girl. You’re going back to the Lighthouse to make your peace with god.”

Vestry’s eyes went wide, rebellious. Abellaime waited for her to explode into a babble of pleas and desperation, but maybe the rebellion wasn’t aimed at her.

“Not for the shoddy craft, though that would be enough,” she said, “but because you would have me and the Pope at each other’s throats, had your misbegotten thing got as far as his door. You think I don’t have enough tops to keep spinning without some idiot child’s personal revenge in the mix? You go back, and then what happens is between you and him and the sea. Jack?”

Devil Jack’s reproachful gaze flicked to her. She fed off it.

“You’ll make sure our Vestry finds her way safe through the streets, without detour.”

“No need,” said the girl sulkily. “I’ll go.” A flash of venom. “I don’t need this place.” Confidence; perhaps she thought what she’d learned under the Widow’s roof was a knife she could smuggle into the Lighthouse.

“Nonetheless, Jack. A poor girl alone on the streets? Our Vestry needs an escort. You have a familiar among the congregation there, I think? Make sure our girl gets home. Do you think you can do that?” Sounding rhetorical, but she watched him keenly until he’d worked through the logistics of it himself, a thumb thoughtfully testing the skin of his chest; until he nodded.

It was a cruelty in her, to devolve this cruelty to him, but he needed what she could teach. She made sure the learning was doled out a drop at a time, so she had time to see how ruined she could make him. What would he do, if Vestry had second thoughts about going home? Was this enough of a wickedness to finally break something unmendable in him? Abellaime’s lessons were a corrosion, she knew – again, that slight touch of sickness, at how far she had fallen. But if she was going to be in Hell, she’d sure as damnation be queen there.

“I’ll do it, so,” Jack agreed, and took Vestry’s arm, leading her out of the Pandaemonium’s grand hall for the last time.

The first of the patrons came in soon after – not the rich and important pack she was expecting later, just individuals after a good time, infernal or otherwise. Officers off the walls, who’d drawn the lucky lot that let them creep out here with the last of their pay. Family grandees down from the Right-city, pirates and smugglers flush from their shadowed dealings. Below in the Middle Parlour there would be more modest citizens of Eres Ffenegh, soldiers with the last of their pay, smaller purses but not necessarily simpler tastes. Most here to get their wicks dipped one way or another, but a few with special considerations that her most skilled girls – her best conjurers were all girls – would spend all night finessing. And charge for their time, or they’d feel the bite of the Widow’s tongue and nails.

By then, she’d relocated to her customary spot at the bar, and then Valkazar was at her shoulder again. Meaning, given how he loathed her, that something was up.

“A special guest,” he murmured into her ear, “requiring special services.”

The Widow looked towards the entrance, where her demon doorman was indeed letting someone quite unexpected into the Upper Parlour.

“Well now,” said Abellaime, and coasted across the marble with her best smile on to take the hand of Kiffel ea Leachan, until recently the grand and sainted champion of Eres Ffenegh.


New Blood

Fellow-Archivist Dantell was, of course, aware of the unflattering nickname she had in the camp. Amongst her fellow officers and with the troopers. The nickname she’d had, coming up through the ranks; the nickname they’d bestowed on her as a child in the phal, children and teachers both. Wherever she’d been stationed, bestowed on her entirely independently by each new group of peers, superiors and subordinates. Honestly, it wasn’t her fault if there was something of the mustelid about how she went through life. The Stoat, always the Stoat.

Dantell had seen stoats. They were actually quite appealing creatures, not at all deserving of this unpleasant reputation that they and she shared. And yet, in a life spent being posted from the Archipelago to the far reaches of the Sway, she’d never found a culture that liked them.

Well, as the Faraslandi said: if your nets were full of poison devil fish, invite your enemies to a feast. When you turned up to your new post with a hunch and a sinister glower and a secretive manner, rumours would circulate. If you were deft, you could nudge just which rumours. So it was that more than half the camp were convinced she was a Sage-Inquirer in disguise, come to root out the disloyal. It did wonders for the way she was treated by all those people with that nasty little nickname on their lips. Nobody putting vinegar in her drink or burrs on her chair now, not like the phal.

Of course, there was another good reason for making people think she was here hunting imperfection in the ranks. Holding the lantern was the best way to stop it shining in your own face – another Faraslandi motto, because for some reason that otherwise uninspiring people had a real turn of phrase. Dantell had joined the garrison of Eres Ffenegh – just in time to see it kicked out of the city – with more than a few secrets of her own.

Which meant what had just pitched up on their doorstep was going to be a real problem.

Dantell was well aware that Sage-Monitor Brandery had been led to believe Eres Ffenegh was going to be a temporary post, just one more step up the grand staircase of his career. Turn up, take over the garrison, support the Perfector, and within a year the papers would arrive to redeploy him to the Archipelago with a commendation and a medal, ideally as the Senior Strategic Secretary. Which post was traditionally a good halfway house to the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means, which had governed the Palleseen expansion across the world for the last couple of centuries. Why ‘temporary’ then? Because parts of the world remained stubbornly unperfected, ergo the work was not yet done.

Dantell herself had come to Eres Ffenegh from the Archipelago for her own reasons, with a set of orders suggesting that she attach herself to the garrison. Orders she’d acquired at a ruinous cost from the current Senior Strategic Secretary, who was crooked, a good forger and over whom she’d had some serious dirt. Her plan had been to attach herself to some high-riser like Brandery, return home with him in triumph, and hide in his shadow until the current convulsions had settled down. Because, without that kind of privileged obscurity, the halls of power were currently hostile to clever people of Dantell’s bent.

Clever. And stoats were ‘clever’, in all those negative stories people told wherever they were imperfect enough to apply human characteristics to animals. There were a variety of words for being smart, but ‘clever’ was never, in her experience, a positive one. Which was a shame as she considered herself very clever indeed. That exact sort of cleverness that could win wars for you, if only you didn’t look too carefully at how it got its nasty, Stoatish fingers all over your nice clean perfection. Right now, though, Correct Speech was all over the Archipelago with a magnifying glass looking for fingerprints. She had been clever enough to know when to get on the boat.

Eres Ffenegh was supposed to be a plum. It was a city with a history of magical scholarship, built on what was supposed to be a goldmine of magical power. Power in the shape of a crab but, after Decanters like Dantell had got hold of it, it all just looked like tablethi and didn’t smell of crustacean at all. Which would make it, she’d decided on arrival, probably the only thing in Eres Ffenegh that didn’t. A nice lucrative post, where a Decanter could do well for herself, and where a clever Decanter could continue her slightly dodgy researches into pushing the fringes of magic in interesting ways without drawing untoward attention. And the garrison even had some of those slightly dodgy Specialists that were becoming increasingly unpopular back home, but who’d contributed so much to kicking over Loruthi ambitions during the war. Except the damn ungrateful Carcers – the Os-Fferegh as they called themselves – had turned around and thrown them out. After the Pals had nobly swooped in to help liberate them from their Loruthi oppressors! Instead of happily accepting a Perfector and introduction to the Sway, the bastards had sunk their teeth into the hand that fed them in the worst possible way. Uprisings amongst the tragically misled populace of a liberated city were commonplace. That was what Correct Conduct and all its boots and batons were for. Uprisings bolstered by a section of the Pals’ own occupation – liberation – force were another matter. That looked bad in the reports, even though they’d been drafted by Brandery and Dantell after the actual Perfector of Eres Ffenegh had fallen victim to a traditional local prank. The locals had shown their disapproval of Pal rule by throwing her out of a window. As the window had been at the top of a lighthouse, overlooking the cliffs that were the face of the Crab, the experience had not been one the woman had the chance to learn from. All of which convulsions had resulted in the remaining Pal garrison sitting outside the city looking in, a chunk of former Pal garrison inside, rather smugly looking out, and the Carcers themselves declaring independence from Pals, Loruthi and any other outside power.

Dantell’s sources suggested that, left to their own devices, the Carcers would tear themselves apart within a year. Only the presence of a besieging Pal force trying to get back in was holding them together. Solution: walk away, surely? Except both she and Brandery were very heavily invested in delivering the recalcitrant city back into the Sway with their own hands, because that was far better for everyone’s career prospects. Plus there was that chunk of the army that had turned coat, which was going to be a significant black mark on the record. Honestly, given the mortifying circumstances of just what had happened, if the leaders of the traitors weren’t lined up and shot, then Brandery and Dantell would be. Hence the evicted Pal force had turned right back around and started the siege. And if they didn’t quite have the manpower for that kind of effort – the manuals recommended odds on a sliding scale of five- through fifteen-to-one depending on the artillery situation – well, Dantell’s cleverness had to date rather made up for that. Meaning they were at least in control of the near districts of the city. Or the flattened rubble where they had been.

Honestly, she’d knock every damn house down if she had to. There was more than one way of imposing perfection. But between the Pal deserters and their own magical traditions, the Feggs – which was what you called the Carcers when you really didn’t care about being polite – had put up a spirited resistance. Seven months into the siege and the bitter winter just starting; they were nowhere near the upper city and had zero traitorous heads on spikes.

And now this. It seemed to be the motto of Dantell’s life. Every time she thought she’d managed some sort of equilibrium, another damn thing happened. They’d been waiting for reinforcements, after all. Ideally before the winter made serious assaults on the next set of streets even more problematic. Brandery had sent out increasingly urgent requests – to the Archipelago, to the nearest naval outposts under the Sway. Nobody had the inclination or the spare soldiers. Except today something had turned up on their doorstep pretending to be those much-needed reinforcements and they…

Weren’t, honestly. Because trouble wearing the uniform was no less troublesome – just ask all those deserters inside the walls of Eres Ffenegh contributing to the defence. So send them back, turn them away, except the siege really did need more boots to throw at the walls, even if they weren’t quite the regulation sort. And except, what if Brandery told them to go away and they didn’t? What if telling them to go away turned them from a theoretical textbook sort of problem into the practical sort you couldn’t just solve on paper? Dantell, who had a preference for the paper variety, had a terrible feeling there was no good way out of this one.

Right now, though, she was surely trying to find one. She was in Brandery’s command tent, the big one with the decent furnishings and the double layers of canvas to keep the wind out. She was there with the Sage-Monitor himself, and a scar-faced, angular man by the name of Cohort-Broker Istreddy. The three of them were engaged in exactly that sort of thing that people were looking sidelong at, back home, but which hadn’t yet turned up on the Culling Lists as a Practice Not Befitting Perfection.

Istreddy was one of those Specialists whose Specialism hadn’t existed before the war, but beating the Loruthi had called for all sorts of cleverness the army wouldn’t otherwise have permitted. The years of the war had raised up plenty of people like Dantell, quite the golden age of innovation. Istreddy himself had gone through a rather more ragged career in another field entirely for the first two years of the war, before getting his scars and retiring to this current more sedate field. Divinatory magic was an unreliable business, not part of the Pal playbook until very recently and likely to be excised from there in the next communiques from home. While they had it, though, Dantell was surely going to use it.

Dantell understood the theory – grasping the underlying logic of uncanny techniques was basically her thing. There were currents of power that moved through the world and contributed to how events fell out. The same configuration of energies that would lead to the vanguard tripping over its feet in an assault could be detected in any sufficiently randomised practice. It wasn’t gods, although, if there was a god around, its will could also be interpreted via the same method. It wasn’t religion, although plenty of religions engaged in the practice, often via haruspicy or similar messy traditions. There was, in short, no reason for the Commission to get into a twist about divination for military purposes. And yet here was Dantell watching Istreddy deal the cards, feeling the breath of Correct Speech’s Inquisition down her neck.

Cards were a Loruthi innovation. Because you could look at tea leaves or the flight of birds or the guts of whatever animal – or indeed person – you’d just disembowelled, and scratch your head and make some vague guesses, but who really knew what any of that meant? Not scientific, not fit for the School of Correct Erudition Dantell had graduated out of. With a decently calibrated set of cards bearing properly iconic and defined meanings, you could cut through a lot of the universe’s noise. The other practice the Loruthi had come up with was how you dealt them. None of this past-present-and-future and then make a sagacious expression as you tell your mark what they want to hear. Istreddy’s hands were a blur as he laid cards down, shifted their places, covered them up. It was like that thing you could do with drawings – flick through a stack of them, each a slight progression on the last, so it looked like you’d given life to the sketches. Istreddy’s lightning-fast dealing and placing presented an animated future, chance after chance until even a layman had a sense of the odds behind the question Brandery had put to the man.

And then the last card was slapped down. Istreddy, who’d been in something of a trance throughout, started and looked up, exposing that unlovable face. Not good war-scars, those – not blade, shot or shrapnel. His face had been chewed on, and the receding hairline was because his hair didn’t want anything to do with it and was routing in disarray over the top of his head.

“We can use them,” Dantell concluded, because Brandery was still staring down at the scatter of stacked cards. “With considerable care, and to a point. After which point we will need to have used them up. But we can make them an asset first.” It was not exactly the answer she’d wanted, but if you’d asked her what that answer was, she wouldn’t have been able to say. No good solutions when this sort of thing turned up on your doorstep.

“Dismissed, Cohort-Broker,” Brandery rumbled. Istreddy gratefully gathered his cards, scurried out of the command tent and took his scars with him.

Brandery was a big man. He’d held onto his burliness longer than most senior officers not actively required to run around for a living, but it was starting to show at waist and chin now. What would have been the just rewards of a well-favoured career until the Carcer business. He had a square jaw and a high forehead, a man of thought and action. That jaw was stuck out mulishly right now, though, and the forehead furrowed. “I don’t like it,” he said.

“I don’t know what else we’d exactly do with them. At least this shows we can get a benefit from them, until another option presents itself,” Dantell told him. And he actually nodded, conceding the point, listening to her. Because he was all too aware that she was the Stoat, but sometimes you needed a stoat about, to tell you clever things you might not want to hear, but were true nonetheless. After the defenestration, Dantell had become the only person on his staff with actual ideas. It very much meant they were going to rise or fall together. And what had presented itself at the doors of the camp today was going to be their stairs to promotion or to the gallows.

“All right then,” Brandery agreed unhappily. “You’d better call her in.”

The woman who entered the tent had made an effort, Dantell could see that. Simultaneously, she’d been outside of the Palleseen Sway for a good long while, and her military bearing had frayed accordingly. They’d kept her waiting out in the cold for a good long while too, while Istreddy went through his paces. It didn’t seem to have bothered her, but then she’d supposedly marched here all the way from the Successor Steppes, and Dantell had heard it got pretty damn chilly there too.

She was somewhere between forty or fifty, her natural Palleseen complexion leathered and lined by weather and travail. So: within spit of Brandery’s age, maybe a little older; a decade over Dantell herself. Her hair, iron-coloured, was the neatest thing about her, pulled into that tight regulation bun at the back, secured as though ready to repel its own siege. Her face was hawkish, unamused. The sort who’s a terror to have as your immediate superior; who wins battles, but maybe you don’t want to see the casualty lists.

She had retained the uniform through all her travels. Not just stowed at the bottom of a pack, either, because it was much-darned, patched at the elbows, fraying at the seams. If a regular trooper had turned up for muster wearing something like that, the statlos would have given him three stripes and sent him to the quartermasters. Her boots weren’t regulation, some sort of pointy-toed fur-topped extravagance that was probably all the fashion on the Steppes. Dantell supposed that you could darn your tunic all you wanted, but when your boots went, you could only replace them. And this woman had marched a long, long way, out to the edges of the world. And back, in company.

The cloak she had on, over that shabby uniform, was also not regulation. Was, in fact, an invitation to have the Inquirers put the screws on you. Just being in the same tent as it gave Dantell the jitters. It had a mantle of tarnished scales about the shoulders – bronze-ish but she reckoned not actually bronze – and it was woven into geometric patterns of black and gold, jade and turquoise. The patterns were also writing, and Dantell reckoned she knew the script – if so, it was one that nobody had ever fully translated into Pel. Or maybe, with this prodigy standing before them, that was no longer true. Whatever the actual written words, the message was ritual, religion, gods. Literally the last thing you’d choose to wear when called before the commanding officer of a Pal battalion. Yet here the woman was, and there the cloak was, over her shoulders.

She reached into her tunic and pulled out – well, Dantell was braced for some sort of fetish, some primitive piece of god-fondling, an amulet carved from the bones of the woman’s enemies. It was just papers, though. Papers that had been folded and refolded so many times they were coming apart at every crease. She even brought the heels of those ridiculous boots together as she proffered them, ramrod straight, every bit the parade ground officer and no admission on that raptorial countenance that anything was amiss. And the boots didn’t click like uniform footwear should, but the precision of the woman’s movements almost supplied the sound on its own.

A Sage-Inquirer. The papers matched the tarnished rank badge. Equal in rank to Brandery – potentially superior given Correct Speech tended to assert its pre-eminence, although she was deferring to Brandery’s role as commanding officer. A Sage-Inquirer, just drifting in like a stray off the Steppes with one uniformed aide and… the others.

Brandery looked over the papers, frowning. The woman’s orders, plainly given to her some considerable time ago.

“Says here,” he said, “they sent you off on some sort of fact-finding business to the Steppes, after the war.” He’d passed the documents to Dantell by then, and she noted the dates. Victory over the Loruthi and the Commission’s eyes turning towards home shores and just what was brewing there. Meaning four years in the wilderness for this woman, sent away chasing ghosts and shadows and myths. Dantell tried to work out, from what wasn’t written down, just what the context had been. A full Sage-Inquirer just dispatched to the arse end of legend seeking something that probably didn’t even exist. She met the woman’s eyes and looked away sharply. There was no admission in that steely gaze that she’d been given the Higher Orders version of being sent to the quartermasters for the left-handed tea service. So either she had some serious rivals who were screwing with her, or…

Dangerous. Or she was dangerous.

The Sage-Inquirer had been waiting for Brandery to make something more of it, but he just left the words dangling, commanding officer to visitor, until propriety demanded an answer.

“That is correct, magister.” Giving the man command, not a whiff of usurpation. “It was judged appropriate for one of my Speciality, to secure this asset for Pallesand. Given the state of the war.”

“This… asset,” Brandery said. “This location on the Steppes.” Far beyond the boundaries of the Palleseen Sway, and even if it existed how could it possibly be secured? Like those stories the more credulous troopers told one another, cities of gold and magical pleasure gardens and wishing trees. Except certain evidence outside the tent suggested the Sage-Inquirer had found the fairy tale she’d been sent to look for.

“Magister,” the Sage-Inquirer confirmed. “I was successful in executing the orders of the Commission.” Still with her chin up, still that meticulous decorum, not admitting to any of the rest of it, the cloak, the boots, the others. “After some negotiation with the forces then in command of the site, I was able to secure its allegiance to Pallesand, as per my orders. A force of Accessories was placed at my disposal as a token of our new understanding. After which we set our course towards the boundaries of the Sway.”

Four years. No admission of the elapsed time in that report. No mention of what those negotiations or understanding involved, or just how it had gone, marching this force all the way back out of the Steppes, across how many borders, through how many nations? None of which would have been delighted by the visit, surely, not at the Pal colours nor what followed them.

“And your orders…?” Brandery prompted. He’d taken back the documents, unfolded them, recaptured the ragged-edged pieces that were trying to escape. There was absolutely nothing in them about what happened next. Which unspoken coda meant that nobody had expected this woman to succeed. Or even come back. Dantell had been watching for cracks, as the woman spoke, and they were certainly there. Just as the orders were full of unwritten context, so the report was a thin skin over all manner of unorthodoxy. She’s mad.

Another crack now. “I regret to say,” the Sage-Inquirer reported, “that since being dispatched on this mission, no new orders have come to me. The end of the war, reorganisation, priorities. Matters get overlooked, I am aware.” Not, I have been forgotten, most certainly not, They wanted to be rid of me. “However, during our march we came across communiques indicating that Pal forces here were in need of assistance. Until further direction I propose to place my forces at your disposal.”

“Your forces,” Brandery echoed.

“Indeed,” the woman said again. It seemed to be her word, that assertion of normality, papering over the cracks.

Brandery handed the papers back. Held himself at a precise distance so that the woman could reclaim them without there being any danger of their fingertips touching. “Well,” he said heavily. “Perhaps we should go out and… inspect your troops, Sage-Inquirer.”

*

They were still outside the camp. Even without the other considerations, Dantell’s quick count suggested there were fifteen hundred of them – a count aided by the absolute military precision with which they’d set themselves out, column and row. Set themselves out, and then stood there, still and straight enough to bring a tear to a parade statlos’s eye, if it hadn’t been for the other factors. Of the Sage-Inquirer’s original retinue, only one remained: a solitary figure in a charcoal-grey uniform as out at the seams as her own. Not just patched and tattered but very obviously re-tailored to fit. And while in other circumstances Dantell would assume that the uniform itself was the new addition, in this case she had a creeping worry that uniform and officer were of longer acquaintance than either were with the body.

“Fellow-Monitor Fessel,” the Sage-Inquirer called as the three of them approached the edge of the camp, “present the troops.”

Fessel drew in breath, an operation more literal and visible than Dantell was comfortable with, and then barked an order. The troops, fifteen hundred of them and already to attention, stamped and struck the ground with the butts of their halberds. Halberds. The only elements of the company exempt from the display were those bearing the palanquin. The conveyance was hung with ancient and bejewelled cloth, held together with dust, cobwebs and tarnished gold. Inside, a shadowy figure reclined. The co-commander of the force, Dantell gathered. The local officer who’d come with this generous offer of military aid. She shuddered.

The troops weren’t wearing the ash-pale colours of foreign Accessories under the orders of Pallesand. Unlikely there’d be suitable material and tailoring expertise on the Successor Steppes, after all. The fig leaf of a compromise was a pale sash most of them were sporting, hung over their armour. And nobody wore armour in war, obviously. If you had enough weight of metal to keep out a baton-shot, you’d made yourself a slow-crawling turtle on the field, and even if you could keep your ribs whole you’d never be able to weigh your limbs down with enough steel to protect yourself. The modern soldier had to move swiftly and rely on the field surgeons. Other than the odd ceremonial breastplate for officers, it wasn’t done.

They were each of them armoured, and the armour was in the same colours as the cloak: black, gold, jade, turquoise. Actual jade, actual turquoise, actual gold, and the black was probably jet. You could sell these soldiers for a fortune on the open market, in the unlikely event you found a buyer mad enough. Breastplates and vambraces and greaves, all dusty and scratched and corroded by time, but still remarkably fine museum pieces if they hadn’t been sported by an active fighting force. Halberds with ornamented hafts and green jade blades. Helmets with crests like stylised skulls. Which was, Dantell felt, gilding the lily, because every single man of them was dead. Fifteen hundred withered corpses, kitted out for a war of five centuries ago, up and on their feet and standing to attention. And Fessel, Fellow-Monitor Fessel, on par with Dantell herself, was dead. You could tell from the way his uniform tunic was split open to show the big copper cannister he had instead of most of his thorax. And the thing in the palanquin was deadest of all. The Sage-Inquirer had marched back out of the Successor Steppes, the only survivor of her doomed expedition except, notwithstanding that, she hadn’t had the decency to return alone.

Dantell, looking over this appalling necromantic excess, felt a dreadful clutch in her guts. And it wasn’t even All the horrible dead people. She was a Pal in active service. She’d seen dead people before. It was a more immediate and personal issue. She caught Brandery’s eye – somewhat wild, given what it had just been looking at – and he nodded infinitesimally, the same thought in his mind.

“And these,” he said to the Sage-Inquirer, doing his best at an even and professional tone, “will fight, will they?”

“They are Accessories in the service of Pallesand. Of course they’ll fight, magister,” the woman said – and call her what the soldiers were already calling her. Call her The Lich Queen. Call her Lady of the Dead.

“With… spears and whatnot?” Brandery pressed, admirably cool.

“Unfortunately they have not mastered baton drill.” Withered tongues, mummified chests, words in languages no living lips had spoken in a thousand years. Dantell shuddered again. “Otherwise they are an effective close combat force.”

Brandery looked at the ranks – the desiccated flesh and ancient armour – then cast his eyes across the camp to the city. “Don’t feel the cold, I imagine,” he said vaguely. Because he’d already called a truce with the Carcers, now winter was besieging this entire coast, but these newcomers represented a novel tactical wrinkle that could work to their advantage. And truces were like an unwritten agreement between officers; you kept them until they became inconvenient.

“It’s one of their advantages,” the Sage-Inquirer – the Lich Queen – agreed urbanely.

Dantell tried to catch Brandery’s eye again, but the man had weighed up his chances. Take Eres Ffenegh, and then he could deal with this other problem. Or, more likely, task Dantell with finding a way to deal with it. She was the Stoat, after all, suited to wriggling through crooked spaces.

“Welcome to the siege, Sage-Inquirer,” Brandery said, with a great pretence at joviality. “I… Well, if you’d be willing to billet your troops outside the camp…?”

And the Lich Queen confirmed that another advantage of her retinue was that they didn’t need billeting, or tents, or rations, or any of that tedious round of demands your regular soldier made on logistics. Although if there were spare tablethi then the Sage-Inquirer, the necromancer, the magician, could certainly make use of them.

And Brandery said that she should liaise with his aide, Dantell, who was a Decanter and so had the camp’s magical resources at her fingertips. And Dantell, for her part, thought about Brandery’s desk, back in his tent, and the Culling Lists that arrived regularly from the Archipelago detailing precisely which practices had been ruled absolutely outside perfection.


The Space Within the Sword

The thing about the Pals was that they didn’t do religion. The other thing about the Pals was that they were ruthless in exporting their not doing religion – as a major plank of their whole Perfection dogma – to the rest of the world. Which, given that there were a lot of gods in the world, meant that their soldiers and nationals encountered a great deal of religion on their travels. When it was the Pals wearing the big boots and treading on the sandals of smaller, weaker people those religions probably lacked much appeal. During the war, though, the Loruthi had turned out to have some nasty hob-nailed stompers of their own, and for a long while it had looked as though Perfection wasn’t going to be enough.

During the war, a lot of things were overlooked in the name of victory. But not cults. Not having dealings with gods. That kind of rot, spreading through the campaigning army, was just not noticed – the root of the word ‘occult’ after all – until after. At which point the Temporary Commission began to uncover the extent of the problem, and to enter its current phase of culls and purges to cut out all those things that had seeped into the system while its attention had been on the Loruthi.

The City on the Back of a Crab had known its glory days, but it was a small power in a world that contained polities like Lor and Pallesand. So it was that the Os-Fferegh hadn’t been able to shift Loruthi domination without the help of the Pals – self-interested as that help had patently been. Similarly, once the Pals had made good on that self-interest, they would likely have held onto the city in perpetuity if the unruly locals hadn’t found unexpected allies in their drive to throw the new tyrants out. Which allies were also the Pals. Specifically Pals who had picked up that disease that the healthy sea air of the Archipelago was supposed to render its natives immune to, namely religion. Religions plural. Two separate cults, as different to one another as could be, mutually opposed, utterly polarised in doctrine and, in any other circumstances, mortal enemies, god against god. Except the current circumstances included a grand global power that had set itself against all gods, most especially gods making converts within the ranks of the army. Meaning these two diametric faiths found themselves in uneasy common cause with one another, and the Os-Fferegh found themselves in common cause with both. The desertion and defection of a slice of the occupying garrison opened the door to the subsequent defenestration of the resident Perfector and the expulsion of the force now currently besieging the city to get back in.

Which meant that Kiff had options, when she needed somewhere to go and couldn’t face her own people – family, compatriots, friends, fellow defenders of the city, any of the above. Because she’d seen it in Niev’s eyes, there in the Taela. The disgust, the pity, the embarrassment. Niev, her friend! She couldn’t show her face in the Right-city streets she’d grown up on. Not even because they might arrest and execute her. That, she almost felt, would be allowing her too much dignity. She ought to be thrown from a high window like that Pal – like a variety of unwanted grandees, through Os-Fferegh history – or shivved in a back-alley. Formal process would be gilding the turd that her life had become. So at first she’d thought to find some haunt in the Left-city, but everywhere was crowded with people displaced by the Pal advance, and everyone stared. Maybe they stared at the Right-city girl slumming it with them, but she was a celebrity. She’d marched through the streets with the militia, after the defenestration. They knew her. Every one of them recognised her face and had already heard of her failures. She couldn’t bear the scrutiny, even if it was mostly in her head. So she’d gone to the Pals.

Not the Pals in the Lighthouse, the scary ones with the Pope. The savage ones who fought alongside the militia – often with a fanatical bloodlust. And precisely what they did in the beacon landmark they’d claimed as their own was a matter for whispers, but theirs was probably not the sort of god who subsisted on prayers alone. Not them, in case a failed champion was appropriate victuals for their divinity. Instead, she’d gone to the lesser cult, the one that didn’t fight. The Hospitallers, as they’d become known in the city.

Pals who didn’t fight. It had been quite the joke, that one group of their newfound allies had quit the army precisely because they didn’t want to soldier. Not only an aversion to furthering the cause of Perfection, but no fighting at all, for anyone. Not even for their own protection. Kiff wasn’t an expert on weird cults; given the state of health of its own patron, Eres Ffenegh wasn’t a town where gods were given much due. She reckoned this Hospitaller business felt like the world’s laziest suicide cult, absolutely doomed but unwilling to go to the effort of cutting its own throat. For the moment, though, the sect was established inside the walls. If they wouldn’t lift a finger to defend those walls, they had at least set to work in various other ways. During the fighting they ran stretchers back and forth, and manned hospitals right up against the walls. Here in Godsgift Square they had the biggest tent anyone had ever seen – about a dozen big Pal barracks pieces stitched together – and it was where you could go, if you had nowhere else to go. If Pal artillery or Helaseach conjuring meant you didn’t have a house any more. Or it was where you went if you were sick or hurt, and you weren’t a flash Right-city girl with access to the family doctor. Or if you were hungry and didn’t mind the bland stuff the Pals called soup. When Kiff had heard about all that, she and some friends had gone to see that prodigy – this was after the defenestration but before the siege really got going, when pacifist Pals had been the city’s favourite joke. What had struck her was the tranquillity, the inner peace, the transcendental contentment of all these Pal cultists – or rather, the almost complete lack of those qualities that they all displayed. They were pissed off about it, or that was the impression she’d received. They were out there dispensing food and medical aid and charity, and they were the grumpiest pack of bastards that she’d ever seen. Simultaneously working very hard to justify the space they were taking up within someone else’s city, and utterly begrudging every moment. She couldn’t work them out. Several hundred former Pal soldiers, mostly still in uniform, doing good deeds with an air of utter disgust, as though someone had a baton to their heads and would speak the word the moment they stopped being good. It had been hilarious, at the time. Right now, Kiff didn’t have much of a sense of humour left and the sour expressions of the cultists felt a good match for her own.

The Hospitallers hadn’t become any happier with their lot, since that visit months before. They had become a great deal busier, given the creeping progress the Pals had made through the city. That didn’t mean Kiff couldn’t find a bench in one section of the tent to crash down on, out of the way of everyone and not so close to the curtained-off surgical sections that the screaming got at her too much. A space where it didn’t matter who she was, and where nobody around was looking daggers, and she could work out what to do.

If she couldn’t come up with anything, there was always the Lighthouse. Perhaps feeding that other Pal god would be her final contribution to the city’s defence. At least the Lighthouse cultists fought.

Kiff wasn’t stupid, but she was painfully aware that her life to date hadn’t particularly required her to think. People had just told her things about the way the world was and, because those things had generally been to her advantage, she hadn’t had much motivation to question them. Right now, life was all problems and nobody was solving them for her. She needed to make her brain work. Needed to be clever, like Niev. Niev, if Kiff could bear to throw herself on the barbs of her schoolfriend’s disdain, would instantly come up with something. The one crooked route to salvation for poor Kiffel ea Leachan, who’d lost the city’s patron hero.

She sat there for some time, trying to unclog the channels of her brain to let the good ideas flow through. She even got some soup, because one of the Pals assumed she was just one more unhoused refugee.

Eventually, someone sat down next to her. One glance and Kiff understood that she had not, in fact, been seamlessly anonymous amongst the various lost and needy. She had been marked and reported, because here was the chief of the renegade Pals. Or the chief of the Hospitallers, rather than the terrifying Pope of Tides who lived in the Lighthouse and sacrificed people to his sea god.

This woman didn’t have the pontifical hat or the bloody knife, but that was really all there was to recommend her over her opposite number. She still wore the uniform, though her jacket was unbuttoned and there was a stained apron tied underneath. Mellister, Kiff recalled. Her name was Mellister. Something-some-rank Mellister, a lean older woman with a corrugated scar across one cheek Kiff recognised as a close encounter with baton-shot. Her hair was cropped close to the skull and her face had been steeped in unsatisfactory life choices until it was practically pickled in disappointment. The only sop to Kiff was that, of all the disappointment in the city right now, this was of the general variety and not aimed specifically at her.

Even so, the woman led with, “I know who you are.” Speaking Pel, of course, because not one of the Pals had made any real headway with Os. But Kiff spoke Pel, like everyone did. Even the Loruthi had used it to deal with their Os-Fferegh tributaries. That was the point of Pel, when the Pals had reinvented themselves into the bringers of perfection. It was a language specifically constructed to be easy.

Given the inherent sourness of the woman’s expression, it was hard to know if she was judging Kiff or not. Playing the odds, Kiff hung her head. “I’m sorry. I just wanted… somewhere.”

“I understand.” And probably this Mellister should have a consoling hand on Kiff’s shoulder, her tone full of that beatific kindness charity was supposed to be all about. Instead of which the woman made being a pacifist cult leader sound like there was a mountain of administration just one tent-flap away that she badly needed to get back to. The words and the manner were completely at odds. “There’s a place for you, of course. If you want.”

Kiff’s heart leaped. She was distantly aware that, when cultists started saying this sort of thing to you, it was supposed to be predatory. On the other hand they were pacifists, however grudgingly. Maybe she could just stay here, in the tent. Not have to go out into the city at all. Maybe that—

“There is always work,” Mellister said. “If you don’t have skills, there’s the kitchens, the beds, the—”

“Um, no, I meant…” And Kiff stuttered to a halt, realising that the woman hadn’t understood. Realising that the woman had actually put far too creditable a face on Kiff hiding away in here. Assumed the fallen champion might actually want to put herself to some use, make amends in some menial way. For a second Kiff stared into the Pal’s face, and saw that yes, it would absolutely be the right thing to do. Lose herself in the anonymity of hard but necessary work, erase her errors in the daily round of small goodnesses. Why not join a cult, after all? Except she also knew she wouldn’t. That all her living days of being told she was special hadn’t just gone away. She was proud, even though she had done everything so badly wrong. She needed a way to get back, not just to walk away into obscurity. She knew all this about herself – seeing herself through Mellister’s eyes, a most unwelcome perspective – and simultaneously couldn’t make the slightest change. At least the Pal woman’s expression had come pre-disappointed. When she saw the truth of Kiff, there wasn’t much further for her regard to fall.

“I’m sorry, I…” And Kiff was still holding a half-full bowl of soup, charity that she didn’t deserve, and that she hadn’t even finished. She ended up proffering it to Mellister, as though that was of any use to anyone. “I just need… space.”

Mellister made a noise. It was the barest minimum of politeness, as though to suggest that it was a good job that whatever god they served was an infinite repository of mercy and patience, because that meant He could spare Kiff maybe five more minutes before they’d need this bench for a more useful purpose than supporting her weight.

Kiff wasn’t sure whether the whole mortifying business would be worse if Mellister really had been suffused with divine peace and love for all things. At least, as was, neither of them seemed to be having a good time. Misery, company, all that.

Mellister stood. “Well, we are here,” she said. “God is here.” She said it as though God was some intrusive superior officer who called lots of spot inspections.

“Just some space,” Kiff repeated faintly. And after Mellister had left, the word rattled about in her empty head, making significant hollow sounds in there and bouncing off the image of Devil Jack’s black-clad back as he left the Taela, until she understood. As though the invisible healing God of the Pals had sat down on the bench beside her and jabbed her with a finger until wisdom arrived. It was, she fully admitted, a terrible idea. It would have been blasphemous if religion had really figured in Os-Fferegh culture. It was horribly offensive to anyone of decent sensibilities. But it was an idea, and it was starved for company there in her head because she sure as hell hadn’t had another one.

She tried to think it through, but honestly it was such a bad idea, laced with so many unknowns, that she couldn’t follow where it led. All she knew was that she would be asking a very bad person a very big favour.

*

It was a very short step from the healers’ tent to her destination. So yes, there were still plenty of people to stare, but Kiff at least minimised the time they’d have to do it in. Unless, of course, she was denied entrance, in which case she’d be left standing out in the street for everyone to see, and her humiliation would be complete.

She’d visited before, of course. A high-class girl slipping her leash to sample forbidden delights. And because she was also lacking in courage, those delights had been mostly expensive drinks and cringing a bit in what they called the Upper Parlour, where high-class patrons went. Watching the flesh pass by, human and demon, and never quite plucking up the courage. But she had at least grasped some sense of hierarchy. There were various degrees of patron who came to the Pandaemonium – even now filing in past the doorman, solitary or small groups, shame and eagerness overlapping on their faces. Even the respected haunters of the Upper Parlour were just clients, though. Kiff wasn’t here seeking the place’s usual services, but the expertise of its mistress.

The doorman glanced up as she approached, then stared. Kiff had been ready to break, to wilt, melt away, run back to the bitter charity of the Hospitallers. To be her, now, seeking admittance here. How many shames could she stack one atop the other before everything fell over? Except the doorman’s regard was of a different nature. Perhaps because the doorman was of a different nature too. This was the Pandaemonium, after all. They weren’t going to trust the door to just some mortal.

His – its? – skin was like sea-eaten bronze, a mottling of green and black and dark metal. In places it glimmered pearlescent with embedded shell, and a span of its left-side jaw had been replaced with a pink section of branching coral, jutting horn-like from cheekbone and chin. One eye was a pearl, the other a socket in which some tiny shrimp-thing scrabbled and flicked out its antennae. The doorman’s uneven scalp was stubbled with the white tooth-like nubs of barnacles which sporadically flicked out lazy fans as though sieving sustenance from the air. It was hideous, but in so exotic a manner that there was something hypnotic about it, as though one could go out the other side of ugliness and find a strange kind of beauty there. That the Widow had dressed it up in a long formal coat and sash, given it gloves and a broad hat it doffed to the better class of patron, all made it a tamed and respectable horror.

“I… need to speak to your mistress,” she whispered. “To the Widow. It’s very urgent. For the city.” It was very urgent for Kiff, but surely the city would benefit too.

It looked her over, taking in the torn arming jacket, clothes stained and unchanged. “The Middle Parlour,” it said, “is receiving patrons.” Its voice was like clicking stones; precise, slow, not unpleasant.

“No, you see,” Kiff forged on, “I need to speak to the Widow. Herself. I need to – there’s something she has to do.”

“The Middle—”

“I’m of the Families. I’m from the Right-city.” The upper town, nominally to the right hand of the foundational god. “At least let me into the Upper—”

“The Middle Parlour,” the demon repeated, patient as geography.

She actually braced, as though she could shove past this ossified thing and just storm the place herself. “I’m not here for… for that. I need… I need the Widow, please.” And then she had actually done it. Just surged forwards, driven by sheer desperation, elbowed the creature out of the way, just run into the interior. Or that was the general plan. The doorman wasn’t actually bigger than her – same height but slender – but its feet might as well have been nailed to the ground. It didn’t shift and she bounced back, then tripped over her sack and fell on her arse with a clatter of plates. Now people were staring – out in the square plus a couple of off-duty soldiers come to indulge themselves. Someone would recognise her. Word would get around. The shame of Eres Ffenegh.

She got to her feet, clenched her fists as though she wouldn’t simply break every bone against the creature’s hide. “You’ve got to—”

It wasn’t looking at her. That one pale eye was staring downwards, and the shrimp had come halfway out of the other socket to stare.

“What have you,” said the demon, “in that sack?”

She goggled at it. She had the armour, of course. The useless memento of who she’d been. The ridiculous, flamboyant livery of the city’s champion.

The doorman knelt. One leather-clad finger hooked the mouth of the bag open, revealing the bright reds and blues of the Crabshell mail. It let out a long exhalation like the waves heard far away. “I remember.”

“What?” She stared blankly.

“In another life, to another master.” There was a lot of mournful echo to that stone voice. “A long time ago. Put it on.”

“What?” just about her sole contribution to the conversation.

The doorman straightened up. “The armour. Put it on.”

“What?”

“You require admittance. To the Upper Parlour. To my mistress. Don the armour.” It actually cracked the door open, let her into the immediate antechamber, and there she found herself struggling awkwardly into the armour, piece by piece. A cack-handed job she was making of it, but at last she had it all on. The Crabshell mail, on account of Conn Leachan apparently having gone into battle wearing the outside of a giant crustacean. Not that it wasn’t actually good armour, if you were a hero who could leap about in it as though it weighed nothing, but it was… a bit gauche, honestly. Gilded at the seams, and the shell itself of lurid blues and reds; the natural contours of its original owner lending each plate and piece an elaborate fluting and crenulation. Even back when wearing armour to a war was de rigueur it would have looked overly fancy. Right now, today, it was absurd, like something drawn by a child with coloured chalk, fantastically made real. Just a few days ago, before her fall from grace, she’d only ever thought of it as something wonderful and bright and glorious, as if she’d been that child.

A dozen other patrons had been sent on their way to the Middle Parlour while she’d gone through those contortions, but now she had the doorman’s full attention again. It drank her in through the pearl of its eye and she squirmed uncomfortably. Is this some… demon fetish? But that wasn’t the sense she had of it. A respect, almost. Oh, for the mail, not for the wearer, but right now she’d take it. Suddenly she understood. The building had been a temple, back when the Os-Fferegh had worshipped. When the Widow had claimed it from its defenders, she had inherited this creature as well. The doorman wasn’t Abellaime’s conjuring, but some ancient guardian demon of the abandoned holy places, now stuffed in a suit and bid to welcome the clientele. Of course it remembered the Crabshell mail.

It reached out a glove whose contents moved like the limbs of a crab, not the fingers of a hand. For a moment it brushed the rugged contours of her pauldron, where the gilding was. A hollow sigh issued from it, a reverence inhuman and eternal.

“Command me,” it said.

“What?”

“You must say the words again. Not request, not beg. Command me.”

She almost just said ‘What?’ again, but pulled herself together. “Take me to the Widow.”

The demon chuckled. Not at her, but in stony satisfaction. “I remember,” it said again. “Your will shall be done. I shall take you to the Widow myself.” The verdigrised features assumed a weirdly deferential expression. The sort of look she’d received from humans back when she was someone. Before they’d stripped her ancestor from her, and she’d discovered there wasn’t anything else of value to her. Except the doorman of the Pandaemonium seemed to think there was, and she was horrified to discover that even the distant respect of a demon almost brought her to tears.

*

The Upper Parlour had a little antechamber of its own, with little secluded booths. Not for the actual business of the place, but to discuss requirements and preferences with discretion. She hadn’t thought, really, just how personal and intimate a visit to a brothel was, if you had the funds to back your fancies. Especially when the establishment was also an Allorwen circle house, where one could be very exacting about the paramour one wished to dally with.

The girl who met her there was Kaele, she said. And Kiff was ambivalent, girls or boys, and Kaele probably would have been her type, had all her self-indulgence not been committed to misery. The doorman was on hand, though, even as Kaele was going through a little speech of welcome. Kiff heard the grate of pebbles and grit as it whispered in the girl’s ear, and then she was being led into the parlour proper.

A handful of high-class patrons only, at this early hour – most likely those whose duties loomed over the evening proper, but wanted to get at least half a jolly in beforehand. When Kiff and her armour entered – wading in the cumbersome stuff like she was fording a river – she attracted only a little glance. Maybe they thought she was one of the working demons. The Widow herself was seated at the bar, where a bored, beautiful youth with a butterfly shimmer about his skin poured and mixed drinks. A demon was at her ear, murmuring, and the Pandaemonium’s mistress looked up with a calculating stare as Kiff approached.

She was a formidable, magnificent creature, dressed entirely in Allorwen style. A grand gown of many layers in black and dark blue with spidery copper designs woven into the bodice and the great sweeping hem. Designs which were, Kiff realised, writing. Sigils. Wards. Sliding fluidly from her seat, she stood a head over Kiff. The Widow; a woman whose age had been lost somewhere past middle years, and could not be found to be counted. A face where age had been fought back or plastered over where possible, worn like a trophy where not. She reminded Kiff of her city under the siege – each lost district surrendered grudgingly, and the next-most walls reinforced with artifice and passion. In that kind of face, every expression came as a duellist’s lunge, simultaneously elegant and savage. Her amusement, seeing Kiff, felt like stabbing.

“Such an honour to host the very Claw of Ffen, O Champion,” she purred, the undertones of her voice – liquid, slow; honey and tar with a trace of her old accent – making plain she knew exactly what the honour was worth right now. “You’ve beguiled my doorman, it seems. But you’re overdressed for my humble establishment. This is a place people come to take clothes off.”

“I didn’t want to—” Kiff started, between clenched teeth, and stopped because the Widow Abellaime knew exactly how she’d come to be here wearing the full martial get-up. She planted herself in a seat without being asked, desperation making a rebel out of her. “I…” need your help. Not the way to go about things here. No bleeding heart in the city’s most notorious bawd. “I have a proposal for you,” she tried.

Abellaime slid back onto her own stool with more ease than should have been possible in that gown. Her smile was a cat’s when the mouse is feisty. “Do tell, child.”

Kiff glanced around, but the staff had ensured nobody was in earshot except the glittering youth behind the bar. And the one thing everyone agreed about was that the Pandaemonium was a place for discretion. She drew out the sword.

It still weighed as much as before, which felt wrong given what had been lost from it. An ungainly leaden thing. She placed it on the bar – the youth’s eyes followed it as though the absence within appalled him. “You know what this is,” said Kiff.

“Are you selling?” the Widow asked her.

She hadn’t even thought of that. It wouldn’t, honestly, have been more of a betrayal than what she was thinking of, certainly less than losing Conn Leachan in the first place. “No,” she said. “But you are known as the greatest of conjurers. Unequalled.”

Abellaime crooked an eyebrow, no more.

“You know what was – what I – what they did. To me. To the sword. To… him.” Honestly the Pals hadn’t made a grand fanfare about it, other than sending her back into the city, but in Kiff’s mind, everybody knew. Her name on the city’s lips, in the worst way.

The Widow knew, for sure. A polite little nod, fit for a businesswoman.

Kiff felt the next words seize in her throat. Once they were spoken she’d have crossed a line. Proposed the unspeakable. But she had to speak it. The one way she might at least pretend to be worthwhile. “The sword,” she said, “is empty. But you can fill it.”

Abellaime’s smile was that of a schoolgirl invited to some intrigue: sly, delighted. “My child, what a suggestion! How scandalous.” The barman gave them drinks, then: brandy flavoured with lemons. Kiff felt a tension she hadn’t been aware of ebb from the staff and the room, and realised they’d been ready to throw her out on her ear, but apparently she had become just interesting enough to stay.

“I don’t – I’m not a magician.” One of the many things she was not. “But there was a place in the sword that he lived. And that’s empty now. And… demons. You can do demons.” A poor choice of verb, given people came to this place to do demons, but the words were said now.

Abellaime took the sword. Held the great weight of it without obvious difficulty. Would probably wield it with more aplomb than Kiff – the unhaunted, deghosted Kiff. Plucking a monocle from somewhere, she fit it to her eye. Her lips moved and the barman leaned forwards. Behind the clear lens the Widow’s eye was red, the pupil a serpent’s slit.

A fraction of that smug satisfaction fell away. “Well,” Abellaime said, sounding ever so slightly put out. “When they decanted this, they pulled out all the stops.”

Kiff remembered the weaselly Pal who’d officiated. Of course they’d been thorough. When you were going to put the boot into Kiff, you used the one with all the hobnails.

“You’re not particularly correct, in your assessment of how these practices work,” the Widow said thoughtfully, “but close enough for lay language. When they drew the power from the blade, they were using some tricks I’ve not seen before. You know bees?”

“Bees?”

“You can drink the honey from a comb and leave it whole, or you can just go in and rake everything out. Brutally efficient. My compliments to the Palleseen.” Her voice had been knifework from the start but that last word had venom on the blade. And given the siege, nobody liked the Pals right now, but Abellaime’s first home had been under the yoke for over a decade, their ways and traditions brutally torn up and repurposed. Everyone knew she must hate the Pals worse than poison.

“If you could restore…” Kiff started, “it would be such a blow, against the Pals…” and stopped. Because the Widow might despise the besiegers but that didn’t mean you could lead her around by the nose with it. Don’t play me, child, her expression said. I have seen whole generations of you come and go.

“They’ve cored this blade of all its arcane structure, inside,” Abellaime said. “Hard to find where any ghost or demon would even find purchase. A really thorough job of ruin.”

“Please,” Kiff said. As though a little entreating would change how the world sat. “Build it back. Or… conjure a new one that looks like this. A… demon sword, that’s a thing, isn’t it?” It was in stories, at least.

Abellaime’s easy smile was back. “Oh my, a demon sword, that fights for its wielder, cleaves armour and stone, swallows baton-shot and spits it back out. My, such wonders we’re after from the age of grand wizard-kings. Well, it’s a challenge. Perhaps something might be possible. And what currency, pray, would you be paying in? I do not take promises of dead Palleseen in exchange. The recent war rather flooded the market.”

Kiff opened and closed her mouth. “I…” She literally hadn’t thought. In her head was the idea The Widow can help me, and the fact that the Widow gave nothing for free hadn’t registered. And Kiff’s family had money, but it wasn’t Kiff’s money and she sure as hell wasn’t going to explain to them the unthinkable purpose she wanted it for. And she wasn’t even sure that mere money would suffice.

The Widow read all that in her face and her smile deepened. “Well, you are a drained bottle, Kiffel ea Leachan, but you come from a good cellar and maybe there are some drops left.”

Kiff opened and closed her mouth, and then the doors across the Upper Parlour were open to admitting a significant influx of patrons in a babble of noise. Kiff twitched round and saw, to her horror, faces known to her. Not just Niev, though the girl was there at the fore, but Niev’s uncle and several other Right family magnates, and some of the turncoat Pals, and – it was the Osseach. It was actually the entire Osseach come calling at the Pandaemonium. But of course it was. These days, this was where Eres Ffenegh’s ruling council met.

“I can’t,” she spluttered. “They mustn’t.”

Abellaime was standing, sweeping past Kiff, incidentally standing between the girl and the newcomers, her height and breadth a shield against scrutiny. The corruption of Conn Leachan’s legacy wouldn’t go down well with the great and the good. They had a common cause in concealing the business.

Someone took her elbow, then. She glanced up, then tried to recoil, because it was the slight young man in black, Devil Jack, the bawd’s apprentice. Tried to recoil because the Crabshell elbow-guard he had hold of didn’t shift, so neither did she.

“With me, if you please,” he said. “The Osseach will be in session shortly, after which you can make your exit.”

She twisted off her stool unsteadily. Across the parlour the Widow was greeting her esteemed guests – drinks, compliments. The council was here for business, but doubtless the establishment would do well out of them after. Always a transaction, with the Widow; always a contract, in her profession. Under cover of that, Devil Jack led her to one of the doors. One of the private rooms, where the business of the place went on. If she’d had any fear of the man, his manner disabused her of it. Not the slightest prurience; a disinterest bordering on the insulting. She was, very plainly, not his type.

It was a grand room, as befitted one in which some grandee of the Osseach might round off the night. A great bed, a brass conjuring circle inlaid into the red-shot marble of the floor and drapes billowing over the balcony. Catering for all tastes, after all.

“Someone will come get you,” Devil Jack said, “when it’s clear.” He didn’t immediately leave and she stared at him, wanting to get the weight of armour off but feeling it was protecting her from the ambient vice of the place somehow. His expression was that blank, faintly arch look she’d seen at the Taela. Polite but nobody’s friend.

Words boiled up inside her: to thank him, because that was proper; to demand to know what he wanted; to spill out all the shame of her, because he wouldn’t care and so he was safe. But then he just nodded, closing all those doors, and left her alone there.

She made a few abortive attempts at taking the armour off – managed the buckles of one arm and shoulder before feeling too exposed and leaving the rest on. The drapes gusted and she remembered that the Pandaemonium was short on windows and – given it had been meant as a temple way back when – had absolutely no balconies.

She approached the curtains warily, curiosity in her like a fish-hook. Because you would, wouldn’t you? Left alone in a bawd’s boudoir, surely you’d want to take in the view that couldn’t be there…

She drew the drapes back and looked down over the landscape far below. Red-lit, partially aflame, discoloured by lakes of darkness. In distant peaks a bronze city nestled, glittering with lamps. Spread shadows flew. There were distant shrieks and screams. Great hosts of pale things were driven over parched plains and she did not know if they were beasts or people or if the distinction had meaning.

She drew the drapes sharply, retreated, tripped and fell back onto the bed. Lay there, breathing hard and fast and terrified, waiting for someone to come take her far away from what she’d just seen.


Two Coats

Eres Ffenegh. Loosely translated: ‘The City on the Back of a Crab’. To Palleseen children learning geography in the phalanstery, a source of amusement. Oh those comedic foreigners with their silly names! Until you saw the place from the sea, and saw the Crab. Ffen, the god. Dead now. Perhaps dead when first discovered by the people who became the Os-Fferegh. Some primeval crab-worshipping culture had left little of themselves beyond the carcase of their crustaceous divinity.

But a dead god is many things: a source of power and magical resource, an opportunity, real estate. Much as you’d welcome a bay with a clean water spring, the proto Os-Fferegh looked on the vast and undecaying arthropod and knew they’d found their new home.

They remain a people attached to the sea. The lower city – the Left – is focused about its docks, and the Right-city has cranes and lifts and precarious stairways zig-zagging down to the water for the convenience of the wealthy. Between the two, just to the Left-hand of the dividing wall, stands the Lighthouse carrying the Angler’s Eye, beacon to shipping and – now there’s a new sea god in town - a weapon in the city’s defence.

Her formal title was the Mouth of the Sea, and those few who actually knew her reckoned it was appropriate. It was meant as dignity, for she was the Herald of the Pope of Tides and when she arrived in her regalia bearing the pontiff’s words, people stilled and listened. The Os-Fferegh honoured her with a wary regard. The cult bowed and scraped – there was a whole hierarchical system of genuflection being constantly elaborated on. And the Pope relied on her, his first disciple.

Reddaen made all the genuflections, when he stepped into the little curved room that was her audience chamber. All the rooms in the Lighthouse were curved, of course. The necessary restrictions of living in a tower. It reminded them (the Pope said) of the less visible restrictions of the faith, the dictates of the Fisher King. It made for good theology but poor living arrangements.

The Mouth of the Sea didn’t rise from her desk, where she’d been doing the accounts because one thing the cult didn’t have was a decent quartermaster. She made some bare-bones gestures to acknowledge the formal honours that his own pantomime had been in aid of. He straightened up. They regarded one another, a moment’s cool assessment. Reddaen wasn’t a Pal. There weren’t many Os-Fferegh who’d come to the banner of the cult since the defenestration of the Perfector and the eviction of the Pals. A handful, though, who had lived here on this enormous dead crustacean all their lives, and let the idea of it infest them like shipworms. The Os-Fferegh weren’t a religious people, but not in a way that pleased the Pals. Instead, they went for superstition instead, all that unused belief thrashing around looking to be spent on something. Small wonder a few had maintained a clandestine reverence for the dead god beneath their feet. Having a sea cult arise and help them cast the occupiers out was all they needed to make them true believers. Reddaen had risen in the ranks very swiftly, a fanatic from a standing start. The Pope had come to rely on him for certain types of religious office, and Reddaen had been more than happy to bring an untoward zeal to them. The Mouth of the Sea, who was Palleseen and not zealous by nature, was very aware that Reddaen felt the desk she sat behind belonged to someone keener.

And so she gave him her haughty look, and stood on all the ceremony with which her position invested her, and asked him why he, a lowly enforcer of the Fisher King, was troubling His Holiness’s most honoured herald at this busy time.

Reddaen, who’d been eyeing her letter-opener, deflated a little, but only like one of those spiny fish who’ll puff up and stab someone full of poison spikes given the chance. “There is a visitor. An outsider.”

“A delivery?”

“Of sorts.” A nasty smirk, with which expression Reddaen was oversupplied. “Someone’s brought Vestry back. The demonist’s apprentice, it is.”

Ah. “And have you given him insult?” Because she knew Reddaen.

“No.” Spoken mulishly enough that she knew they’d kept Devil Jack waiting outside the doors of the Lighthouse, in the cold wind. Probably eyeing him up for an offering and making no pretence about it.

“Bring him to me,” the Mouth of the Sea said. “His Holiness was not pleased, when the Allorwen witch took our stray in. He’s given me words to say to her emissary.” She stood, adjusted her own ritual knife, made her voice hard and sharp like the blade. Reddaen approved of that. Of course he did, the bloody-minded sod. He backed out with a more heartfelt genuflection and, soon after, came in with Vestry and Devil Jack.

Reddaen and a handful of his enforcers did their best to loom behind the little man, but couldn’t quite do it at his shoulders, where looming would do most good. There was a smouldering sense of danger about Jack, a bending of the air. Stand too close, you’d smell the brimstone. The Mouth of the Sea had expected Vestry to come back in a cage, to stop her fleeing across the city, but this man by her side would probably suffice instead. Devil Jack was known about the city as someone you didn’t cross.

Which, to people like Reddaen, made him a target. The Os-Fferegh had a class of street-bravo and high-family duellist both who were all about personal reputation. The current Os-Fferegh drive for independence – that the Pals were trying to stuff back in the bottle – was built on a lot of revived or reinvented stories about victories and champions, single combat, all that. Reddaen certainly had his hand to his knife-hilt, even if he wasn’t quite willing to stand close enough to shove the point in.

That is a Tomorrow Problem, the Mouth of the Sea decided. She leaned forwards across the desk and fixed the conjurer’s apprentice with a steely eye.

“His Holiness the Pope of Tides does not appreciate your woman twitching her skirts aside, to give shelter to every stray who can’t abide the life here,” she said. Jack let the words slant off his expressionless face, so she went on, “Vestry is consecrated, a maiden of the Fisher King. She made oaths to the god. And thought better of them, apparently, when she found she wasn’t so special. Got jealous of the attentions, of God and Pope. Got bitter and ran off to plot her vengeance. Your woman had no business taking her in.”

Devil Jack cocked his head in a way that suggested his mistress wasn’t dictated to by some self-proclaimed Pal guru up in a lighthouse. Eres Ffenegh was a very factional city and there were a lot of sharp-edged pieces held uncomfortably together by the pressure of the Pals, but one of the showdowns brewing was definitely between the Widow and the Pope. Not because she cared about the cult or even because she didn’t like Pals, but because they were both arcane powers within the city. They existed in the same space and neither was glad of the company. That, too, was a Tomorrow Problem.

“She’s back now, then,” Jack said, shrugging. Between the accent and the quiet voice, you had to lean in to properly get what he was saying. If you weren’t careful, it looked like respect.

“His Holiness’s word: no more crumbs from the Fisher King’s table find their way to your den of vice. Or the sea will have its due,” she said, and the cultists at his back stirred and fingered their daggers. She’d hit the right level of combative theology to get them properly riled. If she called for them to extract the Maric’s liver then the powers of Hell wouldn’t save him.

Tomorrow, maybe. And Jack wasn’t falling over himself with his mistress’s apologies, but he wasn’t speaking defiance either, and she reckoned that she could count this all as a win in the eyes of the cult. She looked Reddaen in the eyes. “Dismissed, brother. Return to your duties. Take our sister with you.” A nod to Vestry.

A moment’s rebellion in Reddaen’s eyes, but he, too, knew what a Tomorrow Problem looked like. Her fight with him wouldn’t be over Devil Jack.

The Mouth of the Sea sat back behind the desk. Before it, the conjurer’s apprentice stood. The sound of the cult retreating down the steps of the Lighthouse receded.

She let out a long breath. Her opposite number from the Pandaemonium just stood there, emanating ineffable menace in a weirdly passive way. As though the threat of damnation was an odour he’d brought in on his boots. They studied one another for a moment, and then she got out a flask and two tin cups, Pal army standard.

“Well this is a fucked up situation and no mistake,” she said.

He sat down across the desk from her, and something went out of his face. Some way he’d been holding it, maybe for the weeks since she’d last seen him. He looked very tired.

“Not dead yet,” she noted.

“Not dead yet,” he agreed, and they drank, looking at each other – the people they were now stretched like tight clothes over the people they had once been.

“Worth it, is it?” she asked. She’d meant it gently, but it came out as mocking, because so much of what she said did.

“Yes,” he said, and the invisible aura of Hell flared up; she could feel the heat of it. “What I’m learning – yes. Any price. Yes. You even have to—?” He bit the words off, seeing her face. “Sorry.”

He’d said that a lot, back in the day. When he’d been a miserable turncoat Accessory, and she’d been the least respectable woman ever to wear the uniform. And now look at them. Don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t get ahead in the army!

*

When he’d gone – back to the skirts of his mistress, and all the cult thinking him duly admonished – the Mouth of the Sea decided it was time for her to go live her other life.

Dodging out of the Lighthouse was the easy part, because she was the Mouth of the Sea and they had to do what she said. And Reddaen, who might have challenged her, was more than happy to have the Pope to himself.

Eres Ffenegh was a chambered city, or at least each Ward was strongly delineated by at least a token wall, and nominally specialised in a particular trade or purpose. Obviously that varied. Some things you wanted on your doorstep and others – tanners for example – you wanted as far away as possible, but the city had grown up from its earliest times as a maze of little clannish districts on the crabshell’s lower side – the Left, as they said – and a rather more genteel set of estates on that upper third where the better-heeled Carcers lived. A side-effect of this compartmentalisation was that breaking through the first set of walls hadn’t given the besiegers the city, and the fighting had gone street by street since then. Most Wards didn’t really have defensible walls, but what they did have were choke points that could be barricaded and fortified by a motivated population. Thus far, the Pals had bitten a considerable chunk out of the Left – partially aided by the local tradition of tearing up major landmarks in defence of the city – and established their forward camp well within the walls, but the city as a whole held out.

The Pals had been pushing for a couple of targets, over the months of the siege, and the Lighthouse was most certainly one of them. They wanted revenge on the turncoats who’d dared to choose a god over Perfection, and the Pope and his current domicile was a literal beacon for the defenders. Thus far they’d got within three Wards of the place but no further, and the Angler’s Eye loured down on them all. The old sea god the cult had brought with them wasn’t exactly a military asset, but the rituals they conducted from the beacon chamber powered it up with a nasty mess of curses, and Pal attempts to entrench themselves closer had been knocked back without more ground lost.

What that proximity did mean, though, was the Mouth of the Sea knowing a short path through three embattled Wards that would take her into disputed territory, and a covered path through that territory that would bring her to the Pal forward camp. The sentries on the Os-Fferegh side knew her as the Mouth of the Sea, whose business often called for her to go look at the enemy, probably to cast hexes on them or conduct divinatory rituals. The sentries on the Pal side – after she’d stopped in the cellar of an artillery-blasted house to change – knew her as that Cohort-Broker who always had the good stuff that the quartermasters had run out of, and usually a few extras that were entirely against regulations and hence highly sought-after. She suspected that the path she used was frequented by a number of spies from both sides, and there was some game of tradecraft going on: safe passage through the lines for everyone’s agents, just the done thing, the convenience outweighing the threat. If you kept it open then you knew where it was and you wouldn’t have to look for it, something like that. Despite changing into Pal uniform in a cellar and crossing the battle-lines, she didn’t really consider herself a spy. She’d come back with plenty of useful scuttlebutt – the sort of things that soldiers talked about, that weren’t ever in the Very Important Documents regular spies might get a look at – but that wasn’t why she did it. She did it because she missed the life.

How ridiculous! Was she not the Herald of the Pope of Tides? Did she not have a slavering cult of fanatics poised for her every word? Yes, she was and she did. It was often rather tiresome and there was a lot more bureaucracy involved than you’d think.

Most of the cult had been with the army when the Pals had taken the city, of course – about a year after the Loruthi were thrown out, and when it became plain that the Carcers preferred independence to voluntarily joining the Sway. When the uprising came six months later, most of the cult had been vociferous in showing their former comrades their true colours. Not so the Mouth of the Sea. When it had all been about to kick off, even after the defenestration, she’d quietly made sure to be seen on both sides of the line. She was, after all, a very junior officer with a very roving brief. Nobody expected her to be any place in particular; nobody was surprised when she just turned up. And she had just kept turning up, even after the siege started.

When she presented herself to the sentries at the forward camp, therefore, she was in the somewhat dishevelled uniform of a Cohort-Broker – exactly how they expected to see her uniform, knowing her as she did. They greeted her – Cohort-Broker Anders, haven’t seen you for a while! – and she stopped and chewed the fat with them. Had she seen the new reinforcements yet, because they were being kept well back of the lines? Well she’d heard of them, but not laid eyes on them herself. Maybe she’d give them the old eyeball, come back and report? All sorts of rumours, Cohort-Broker, yes indeed. And she’d look in her pack to see if she had something they might want to purchase with a little of their backpay. A bottle of rum and a couple of pages of Loruthi smut would change hands and she’d be on her way.

She probably would go take a gander at the new lads, because those rumours were something wild, but mostly to see the look on their faces at what an Eres Ffenegh winter felt like. She’d added a cloak and scarf to her regulation tunic and kept to the shelter of the walls, and still the wind cut through. A bleak time of year to reinforce a siege because she knew nobody would be mad enough to assault any walls while the rain and sleet and bitter gusts were reigning over the city. Enjoying the misery of the new arrivals could wait, though. She had other priorities.

Anders – as she thought of herself from the moment she had the uniform on – had actually quite enjoyed the military life. Not a deep thinker, certainly not religious. Getting mixed up in the cult had been the only way she’d had to jump, after a series of unfortunate personal events. And now she was there, surrounded by all the faithful, it was stultifying. Decent conversation didn’t survive the reverence. Sometimes she needed to get out and be with her people, meaning off-duty soldiers. And, honestly, maybe one soldier in particular.

She strolled through the forward camp, exchanging greetings, until she came to the tent of the Heretics, that little coterie of officers she’d rather cultivated. By the time she reached it, she was stamping to get the ice out of her toes, her breath pluming white and her fingers numb, but they had a heater charged, and no less than three lamps, and tea already on the boil.

“Well if it isn’t the wanderer returned!” Quellery called out, as she pushed her way under the tent flap. “Keep it shut, won’t you. Fucking glacial out there. Why do we even want this city?”

“All the crab you can eat,” Anders told him cheerfully. She liked Quellery. He was the sort of superior officer you’d not trust worth a damn, but good company right up until he sold you to the butchers at a profit. Right now, he was actually doing his sums – a little tiny magic circle chalked on the top of a crate, sigils being added or rubbed out with the sleeve of the same hand.

Istreddy was making the tea, already bringing out another little tin cup for her. She liked Istreddy, too, because he couldn’t not gamble and wasn’t good at it. She’d thought a Diviner would never lose a bet, but he’d tried to explain it – something to do with having to be blind sometimes to balance out his vision elsewhen. All nonsense, but very profitable nonsense when she’d talked him into games of chance. And there was actually a decent smile on that face, once you’d looked past all the scars.

Anders plonked herself down on a stool and opened her pack up. “Got those Lancewort Specials someone was after. You?”

Istreddy shook his head, cocked it sideways. Aspel was in one corner of the tent with two of the lamps and about fourteen pieces of paper. She was doing maths too. Artillerist maths, but also magic maths, because the army was undersupplied with siege weapons, and so they had some uncanny stuff trying to make up the difference. Whatever it was, it seemed to involve dense reams of numbers and Aspel moving her lips as she tried to cram every figure into her head at the same time.

“You want to watch it with this stuff,” Anders said. The Specials came in a waxed paper bag, the sort of thing a battlefield apothecary doled out his doses in. They were purple-black lozenges that smelled of aniseed, and back on the Archipelago they were in high demand when students were sitting their final competences. They brought extreme sharpness of mind for a relatively short span, followed by headaches, double vision and nightmares for rather longer. The bad outweighed the good sufficiently that Aspel was the only grown adult Anders had ever heard asking for them. But apparently she had to do Very Hard Sums and this was the only way to cram for the exam.

Anders handed over the bag. Aspel didn’t meet her eyes, but then Aspel didn’t meet anyone’s eyes. There was a level of connection missing with her, but it was only a surface thing. Get used to her and she was fine, if quiet, company. Anders liked her.

Then Lovern entered the tent, and it was like there was an extra lamp lit, because they were all fine company, but Lovern was special. When we win the siege and line everyone up for sacrifice, I’ll save you ’til last. A joke, obviously, and a moment’s stabbing guilt at how false she was playing everyone. Honestly, she would save all four if she could, but most certainly she would save Lovern. And, simultaneously, she would die of shock and shame if he ever discovered her filthy little secret. Because he was the enemy; he was a Pal officer still in service; he was a bad guy. And he was a good man, and quite the best-looking one Anders had seen in a long time. It took a special kind of face to lose an eye to some magical surgery and still have the jaw and nose and cheekbones to carry it off as rugged, but that was Lovern.

He beamed at her – and, yes, he beamed at everyone, but she was damn sure he saved the best ones for his old friend Cohort-Broker Anders.

He was also, she suspected, exceedingly good in the sack. She’d been angling for a hurried fumble, while the rest of the Heretics were elsewhere, without success. Honestly, the whole siege business was putting quite the crimp in her personal life.

Istreddy made the tea. If they’d been more important officers there would have been a trooper doing the honours, but then, if they’d been more important officers they’d not have been her kind of people. People she could sit with, cupping a steaming mug in her thawing hands, listening to the talk of the camp. Soldiers’ talk, of short supplies, salacious rumour, ribbing one another, taking the piss out of Higher Orders. Plus the new woman nobody had seen much of, but whose Accessory troops were being kept so separate from the regular soldiers it was like there was a quarantine on. Outlandish foreigners, someone said. Primitives, not even a baton amongst them.

“Unnaturals,” Istreddy stated. Anders cocked an eyebrow at that. It was a broad category, anything you couldn’t fit a regular uniform on. Anders had seen plenty of it during the war, where nobody was turning away any kind of weapon you could point towards the enemy.

Well maybe I really do need to go see. She wouldn’t relish the number of people she’d have to talk her way past, if these new lads were really being kept back in the arse end of beyond, but everyone was happy to see Cohort-Broker Anders.

Then they were teasing Lovern about how the Stoat had had him up for something – the Stoat and Lovern went way back, and his Specialism – which Anders was a bit hazy on because it was the thing he didn’t talk about – was something the woman was very interested in. Meaning everyone said the Stoat had it sweet for him, which seemed like a fate worse than death. And Lovern was very uncomfortable with the whole business, and probably Anders should have been defending him, but being who she was she joined right in. And anyway, who wanted to talk about their Specialisms? Quellery was demons, but you could at least imbue that with some sort of dark grandeur. Aspel could make knocking down a wall with magical engines sound like remedial calculus. Istreddy would talk divination for days except nobody could understand a word, and anyway that hadn’t even been his original thing, just one he’d turned out to be good at after half his face got chewed off. And if Lovern was silent about his own special exploits, well, that meant nobody got suspicious when Anders herself was a bit coy over where she spent her spare time. Oh, you know, here and there. Mostly there. Instead, they talked the small things, and god – no pun intended – did she miss that. Now her life was composed mostly of uncomfortably large things. Like god.

She brought out the good stuff, after that. A little flask of thick black liquor. “From Austentarn,” she told them. “Seriously, you have never had anything with more kick, or rarer. It comes from the mines. Wells up between the rocks, but it’s a thing you can drink. They call it Bile of the Earth.”

“Delightful,” Quellery said wryly – he said everything wryly, honestly. With his good hand he waggled his cup at her. She doled each of them out a dram, maybe two drams for Lovern. And he noticed that and gave her a not entirely unaverse look, and she grinned at him. The Mouth of the Sea did not grin, it being unbecoming of a major religious figure. Grinning was another thing she came over to the Pal side to do. Mostly at Lovern, honestly, who was very grinnable.

They raised the little cups, and then a statlos burst into the tent just as she was about to give her lewdest toast.

Istreddy was already getting to his feet. “Give me a moment,” he told the out-of-breath-looking woman. “I’ll get my cards.”

“Hoi, hoi, toast first,” Anders said. “They can spare you that.”

“It’s not you, Cohort-Broker,” the statlos said, which caused a moment’s confusion because Istreddy was Correct Exchange too. Then the messenger was indicating Aspel. “Cohort-Monitor Aspel, magister, you’re wanted by the St— Fellow-Archivist Dantell.”

Aspel frowned. “Me?”

“On account of wanting to give you instructions for the assault, magister,” the statlos reported.

Anders felt a clutch inside her. Looking around, she saw the news catch everyone on the wrong foot.

“But… winter…” Quellery gestured with his cup. “I mean, stab me, really?”

“New troops, new tactics, magister.” The statlos shrugged, clearly not in love with the idea either.

“Down the hatch then,” Lovern said. “Aspel, you too, before you go.”

Aspel grimaced but they necked the stuff – the special stuff Anders had been saving. And it was good and warming, the fires of the deep earth still in it, just what you needed. And she’d rather hoped it might loosen some straps on Lovern, but right now she had other priorities. The Pals weren’t keeping themselves in camp over the winter, and she needed to get back into the city soon as she could, to warn everyone.


Mosaic: Guests of the Pandaemonium

The Palleseen had no truck with gods, and of all the many gods in the world – fewer each year, thanks to them – there was one in particular that they had no truck with: their own. Before they had reinvented themselves, the Islermen, as they’d been called, had worshipped a bloody-handed sea god, a patron of raids and storms, who had demanded fierce sacrifice from his fierce people. An unpopular god, even with his followers in the end, who grew tired of offering up the proceeds of their pillage on his clifftop altars. Grew tired of bloodshed, even, because bloodshed is hard to spend or eat. So the Palleseen arose from the Islermen and the first thing they did was exterminate all trace of the cult of that god and anyone who still held the faith in their hearts. They learned that, godless, they could impose their will on the world just the same, but keep what they took and cloak the bloodshed in perfection.

But history is seldom so neat. Despite the very best efforts of the Palleseen, remnants of the old cult remained. A statue forgotten in a sea cave, written accounts hoarded by curious academics, relics that retained a sacred form even with the gems prised off. And so, a couple of centuries after the Fisher King was declared exterminated by the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means, the old god crept back in. During the war, when the Loruthi had been on the advance and faith in perfection wavered in the breast of many soldiers. When having a bloody god whispering in your ear gave heart where the stale textbooks couldn’t. One of many deviations and atavisms that found root amongst the Pals at the high tide of the war, and were revealed to horrified onlookers during the low tides of peace.

The Pope of Tides is an imposing man with a mobile face. Charismatic, mercurial, those fleshy features can be your best friend one moment, god’s executioner the next. And he has executed people for god. Just because you’re near the top of the hit list for the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means doesn’t mean you’re nice. The Pals have wrecked a lot of religions since they began to export perfection, and some really did rip people’s hearts out. If the Fisher King doesn’t actually demand hearts, his sacrifices are just as dead at the end of it. Ask the late Perfector of Eres Ffenegh.

Right now the muscles of the Pope’s face are still deciding between the avuncular and the assassin. He’s up in the beacon room of the Lighthouse, where the god business gets done. The light itself is hooded, the big sea-canvas shroud drawn over the Angler’s Eye because, honestly, it’s a bit wearing to stand in that radiance when you’re not doing ceremonial stuff. It’s a major piece of magic, that lamp – five thousand tablethi of charge at least, in the Pope’s expert opinion. It was sacred to the crab god before the Os-Fferegh made it a navigational beacon, and the Fisher King can infuse it with a bit of the old sea glamour when needed, though never for long enough.

The Pope stands before the open window, the big one that faces the sea, the one they threw the Perfector out of. It’s a traditional Os-Fferegh thing to do, to anyone setting themselves up in sole charge of the city, but it had been a sacrifice to the Fisher King, too. Below the window is all the height of the Lighthouse and the vertiginous face of Ffen, then the rocks and the sea. The way it was done off the cliffs of the Archipelago in the old days.

“My dear child, how wonderful to have you back.” He’s worked with the echoes in here, and maybe the god gives him a little extra boom. Wearing the tall hat with the gilded kraken embroidery, standing here in the beacon room, his voice is deeper and more resonant than usual. His people – around a score of the most faithful – drink it all in. Mostly Pals, plus a few Os-Fferegh who miss having a sea god around, all fierce converts to the resurgent faith. And then there’s Vestry, the cause of so much trouble.

Vestry is trying to look strong but the fear leaks out from the edges of her defiance. She was well-placed in the cult, a Bride of the Sea. She’d felt she should be better placed, overlooked a couple of times, and then she started doing her own little rituals to the god, to try and curry favour. A direct challenge, given how hierarchical the Pope has made his cult. And then she pushed a rival out of this window and called it sacrifice, and the god paid notice, because the Fisher King maybe cares less about hierarchy and precedence than his pontiff. Worse still, Vestry actually escaped the Lighthouse, at the cost of one more stabbed adherent, and took shelter with someone the Pope doesn’t particularly want to throw down with yet. And here she is again, once the bawd grew tired of her.

She faces him down. She’s a lean, hard woman, and the problem is she wasn’t wrong about any of the theology of it. She and the Fisher King saw eye to eye because the old bloody god values a bit of ambition. Vestry knows it. In the end that’s why she came back without more fight. Because she still wants to be special in the heart of the god but she doesn’t want to wait until she’s old for it. ‘Old’ meaning ‘the Pope’s age’, and really, is he so venerable? Forty-nine isn’t ancient, is it?

“Come here, child,” he says. The wind off the sea should be blasting in through that window, but somehow all that enters is the bitter chill. The cultists are all shivering, Vestry most of all. The Pope stands untouched by the icy wind. The favoured of god, plus he’s wearing two extra layers of wool beneath those fancy robes.

Vestry doesn’t ‘come here’, but the cult enforcers manhandle her next to him, so the effect is the same. She stands, taut as a wire, before the window. Will she grab him and behead the cult entirely, the two of them taking the long, quick road to the sea? The Pope stares her down with those hypnotic eyes of his, set in a face made for wickedness and debauchery and cruel merriment.

“Release her,” the Pope says. The enforcers don’t like that much, but they do his bidding and step back, tense as Vestry now.

“You’ve been bold; the Fisher King has ever favoured boldness,” the Pope of Tides says. “You’ve been disloyal, which he hates. And so it is for him to say how you shall be received, back in the arms of your siblings.”

Vestry’s eyes go wide, a sudden hope in them, and she looks to the god. He’d thought so: that she’d brought herself close enough to see the divine. Only the Pope and his wayward Bride have the eyes for it, of all the faithful in the beacon room.

The Fisher King is a dwarfish thing, barely three feet tall. Thin and crooked, swathed in a long sea-coat and a broad hat, just the suggestion of malign little features between collar and brim. In one knotted hand he clutches a harpoon.

“Reaver of the Oceans, Lord of Coasts,” Vestry says, “I am yours. All I have done is to serve you, I—”

The god lunges with his harpoon. Invisible to all, insubstantial, just a dream of a bloody yesterday long buried and now disinterred. Nobody sees the movement, save Vestry and the Pope.

She folds around the blow, even so. Staggers back – there’s no blood but maybe she feels the phantom pain, the barbed head in her. But that isn’t the sacrifice. The sacrifice is when her next step takes her out over air. The long, keening wail of her, on the way down, sounds like gulls.

Reaver of Coasts, Lord of Oceans, the Pope thinks. Maybe it isn’t that, but he’d find it hilarious if Vestry’s fate hinged on her misremembering a piece of doggerel theology that he’d made up.

The Fisher King fixes his Pope with a grim, dissatisfied stare. You owe me. Words in the Pope’s ear, no others. And it’s hard to find good sacrifices in a city they’re nominally allied with, but he’s going to have to scrape something together. Honestly sometimes he can see why the old Islermen threw the whole business over the rail.

That part of his day over with, he descends to less precarious levels of the Lighthouse. Dusk has come and he has an evening planned. The Pope of Tides is going on the razzle. Well, not quite, but close. He’s going to a brothel for reasons of civic business. Life is complicated in Eres Ffenegh.

Why, then, do the Os-Fferegh keep a mad sea cult around within their walls? Oh surely, the cult rose up from within the ranks of the Pal army and helped throw the occupiers out – in the case of the Perfector, with extreme prejudice. They fight, but it’s not as though there are so many of them that they make a significant contribution to the ongoing defence. There is an essential service they provide, though.

There are a lot of island nations in the world, and a lot of coastal peoples. Always have been. Because the sea is cruel and harsh but also the source of bounty and livelihoods, there are a lot of sea gods. Distinct gods, each with their own character, amongst whom the returned Fisher King is a small player still. Is remembered as an enemy, by those faiths whose worship has gone uninterrupted all these centuries, but right now the Palleseen are a greater enemy. One who would see all gods dead, and have killed more than a few already. So a loose conclave of seagoing faiths has come together, allied by ritual and making the waves precarious for Pal shipping. Pirate gods and trader gods, fish and squid and boat gods, all passing through the same great water that wraps around the world. Ffen the crab god is long dead, but Eres Ffenegh remains a point in the compass for the sea gods of the world, and the Fisher King is the city’s link to that net of worship. With the Pope of Tides up in the Lighthouse, the harbour of Eres Ffenegh remains clear. Pal attempts to blockade it and starve the city out have been repeatedly broken as the wreck of the Rationant out in the bay is proof of. The Fisher King holds the sea beyond the city, and so the Pals must break themselves against wall after wall. Meaning, as well as being the unchallenged master of the cult within the city, the Pope of Tides has won a seat on the Osseach that governs Eres Ffenegh, a voice in the council for all he’s a foreigner and leads a mad cult. And this evening the Osseach is in session in the Pandaemonium. And not just so the great and the good can indulge their proclivities.

*

Hamriddy oa Galeaff is, in portrait, an uninspiring figure. Short, portly, red-faced, his thatch of hair and moustache more silver than gold now he’s gone past fifty. In the flesh, none of those five decades serve as any kind of brake on his relentless energy. Hamriddy’s a man who gets things done, which is why he tends to spearhead the Families within the Osseach. Meaning a faction within the council who claim to speak for all the great clans of the city, and in fact speak for maybe a third at any given time, with the others wheeling out of his orbit owing to feuds, trading differences and personal dislikes. Os-Fferegh politics has always been factious. The Loruthi hadn’t exercised de facto rule over the place for sixty years just because of greater strength, but because they were adept at playing sides.

Right now, with the Pals replacing Lor as enemy number one, Hamriddy can count on the support of most of the clans most of the time but, as the ratchet of the siege tightens and more people are unhoused or go without, that support is eroding. It’s a constant and thankless task to go gladhanding around the big houses ensuring he has enough support for any given motion. Right now he has a pouch of tokens indicating the votes of the major clans of the city, and it’s emptier than he likes. It will only take another couple of reversals and it won’t even be him representing them to the Osseach.

The clans of Eres Ffenegh don’t work like ruling families in other places. Hamriddy’s heard about the whole hereditary aristocracy business places like Telmark or Usmai have, and sighed a little over the simplicity. The City on the Back of a Crab was built from the sea-up by traders and fishers, an egalitarian drive from the start. Which hasn’t in any way stopped there being an upper city where the big houses are, it’s just that every clan has a big house, and every clan has a lot of people living on the Left side in the crowded little streets down there. And the people in the crowded little streets elect their favourite uncle or aunt to live in the big house, generation on generation. And, because someone like Hamriddy can give them bread and entertainment and backhanders, that does tend to mean close kin of the current incumbent inherit the key to the fancy front door, but it isn’t guaranteed. Upsets happen. Each clan grandee must make sure their people stay happy, if they want their preferred candidate to succeed them. And right now the city is under siege and nobody’s particularly happy. The next time the people put the coloured stones in the box to choose a new magnate, Hamriddy’s people might be out on their ear.

For now, though, he’s the chosen representative of the Galeaff and speaker for the Families. Meaning he gets the big house and access to the treasury, and he gets to slink Left-city to the Pandaemonium for serious Osseach business.

As they pass through the gate of the Gaelensreach into Godsgift Square, he senses a certain disapproval radiating from his left elbow, or at least from the niece who’s attached herself there. The rest of his entourage – retainers from lesser clans, representatives from rival ones – keep a respectful distance at his back, but actual family you can’t shake off so easily. Which means he has that hulking idiot Arduin behind him, clutching his knife-hilt and gurning menace at every passer-by, and he has Niev.

The Galeaff clan is large and has outgrowths all across the city, Right and Left. There are far too many of them stuffed into – and stuffing their faces in – the big fancy houses. They feud with one another and they all want his patronage without having to do anything for it. They send him clowns like Arduin who he has to find a use for without actually trusting any weight to. For decades, therefore, he’s trailed a line amongst the Left-city scions, those who’ve had to work for it. Lifted them up, found jobs, paid for an education. Niev is the latest in a line of promising distant relatives who can actually do rather than just strut around and play clothes horse. A girl whose rise came at just the right time because, one defenestration and seven months of siege later, she’s still acting as the woman-of-all-work, as good for meeting gangsters and smugglers as playing messenger to a clan matriarch.

Although she also feels strongly for the dignity of their clan and city, which does not extend to conducting council business within a brothel.

The narrow point of the gate means that they merge with two other parties from the Right-city, a cordially rival Families faction known as the Moderates – who’ve put aside their differences for the duration of the siege, and so count as approximate allies – and the city’s conjurers, who are of all clans but sworn to their order first and foremost. Hamriddy makes an elaborate bow to their chief representative, Aeriff, a hard-faced and haughty woman he’d had a thing for back when they’d both been rather younger. She rolls her eyes; drunk already, Hamriddy? And his nose and general complexion suggest it, as do his reputation and manner, but Hamriddy is seldom as drunk as he appears. Oh, still a bit drunk, but there is a war on.

Across the square, the demon doorman throws the portal open. Onwards to infernal temptations! Hamriddy makes sure he’s at the head of the procession, now picking up more elements as the city’s governing body comes together. Here are the Pals, shoehorned into power after their contributions to the city’s independence: the Pope come from the Lighthouse, and the shaven-headed leader of the Hospitallers from her tent right in the square. Here are the fishers from the water’s very edge. Here are the masons. One and all, high and low, the leaders of Eres Ffenegh – for now, until the next time the boxes and the coloured stones come out – enter into iniquity to conduct their business behind closed doors.

*

The Widow does not sit on the Osseach. And if she’d forced the issue, twisted some arms, revoked some brothel-related privileges, probably she could have been at the table. She’s been a power within Eres Ffenegh since long before the Loruthi were kicked out or the Pals came to replace them. But she can’t be bothered with all that. She is mistress of her domain, and her domain extends beyond the city, as Kiff has recently discovered.

Before the war, the Pandaemonium had an uneasy relationship with the Osseach. It was an affront to common decency, to have a brothel fronting onto Godsgift Square. And while nobody venerated Ffen any more, the old temple was the city’s heritage and history. They should throw the Allorwen bawd out of the highest window in the lighthouse like in the good old days.

At the same time, the reason that temple had been there for Abellaime to claim was because nobody had been able to enter it in centuries. So it was, after formal exorcism had failed, the city had extended an open invitation to anyone who could reclaim the largest building up against the Gaelensreach wall, which otherwise was something of a hazard. Only Abellaime had managed it, and she had taken the Osseach at its word and made the place hers. Churlish, therefore, to remove her. Also, maybe they wouldn’t have been able to. And by then more than a few of the Osseach and other wealthy citizens had savoured the delights of the place. So, a shame, an insult, unmentionable, uncomfortable, useful, delectable. A complex relationship with the city, somewhere between symbiosis and parasitism.

This had all been under the Loruthi’s governance of the city. The Osseach of the time (the Osseach of Collaboration, as it was known) had lacked teeth, and the governor and her staff had been keen patrons of the infernal delights of the Pandaemonium. Then the Loruthi were out and the city had its eyeblink of independence, enough celebratory hedonism in the city that Abellaime’s tenure survived unchallenged. Then the Pals marched in, and were initially extremely successful in breaking up any attempt at an uprising. Their record for spycatching was preternatural owing to their reliance on divination. At which point the Widow invited the Osseach to hold session behind closed doors in her establishment. Because it was hers. Because all that went on within it was her domain, not just a whorehouse but the manor of an Allorwen conjurer. Just as she was known for her discretion in more personal matters, so no arcane ear would eavesdrop on the Osseach’s deliberations.

So it was that, when the uprising did occur, from the city and within their own ranks, the Pals were caught by surprise and left the city in one night, in one case at speed and in a downwards direction. Since then, the Osseach has continued to meet under her roof, so the defence can be strategised without letting the Pals in on the details. If the bulk of the city thinks their leaders are dreadfully debauched, they all hope that’s a reasonable price to pay for secrecy. And, the Widow knows, many of them are quite debauched, and she can help with that too.

Hamriddy oa Galeaff, strutting in now, is one of the debauched kind. The biggest man among the Families, whose bandy legs carry the majority of the clan votes as well as his own rotund form. She glides over to him, a personal greeting, not just one of the girls. He’s come with hangers-on from his faction and a handful of family – like the Allorwen, the Os-Fferegh are big on nepotism. Abellaime makes sure he has a drink in his hand the moment he’s taken his winter gloves off, and they exchange insincere smiles. Not that he’d be hammering a public morality platform to get her removed, but if that’s where the support was, he’d not stand in its way. A very flexible little man, or so the girls say.

His niece, at his elbow, has more backbone and less give. Abellaime would like her more but she’ll spend the evening husbanding one small cup and glowering at the staff. Perhaps Abellaime will send Valkazar over to see what the girl’s repressions are, but young people so seldom have interesting desires…

Abellaime lets Hamriddy bring her fingers to his lips. She fixes him with her gaze and he has the grace to look a little ashamed. She did, after all, send her bailiff round to rag his niece about his dues. Hamriddy has had a lot of credit on the Pandaemonium tab for his personal business, and it doesn’t do to let your debtors grow too comfortable.

“Niev has a… downpayment,” Hamriddy murmurs. “She’ll hand it off to your girls. The rest is coming.” Because the Loruthi took a lot of the treasury when they fled, and the Pals have knocked down a lot of houses – as have the defenders – so all of these grandees have the big houses and the large appetites, but not the full purses to go with them.

The others file in after, Left- and Right-city, family and guild. Here’s the Pope of Tides in his ridiculous regalia, stuffed full of pontifical importance. And he’ll be in a private room with a conjuration within five minutes of Any Other Business, if the Widow’s any judge. She greets him too, a nod of one player to another. The name Vestry hangs between them, acknowledged and unspoken. One point to him. Her polite nod concedes it and his lipless smile chalks it onto the scoreboard. After the Pals are sent packing they’ll have their showdown, but it’s amazing who you end up in bed with when the Old Knife blows cold, as they say.

The other Pal priest enters in the Pope’s shadow. The woman from the Hospitallers, with the shaved head and the scars, who doesn’t fight. She and the Pope keep clear space between them, yet another crammed into that bed of convenience here in the Pandaemonium. The Widow doesn’t greet her in person. She’s not a player, just an amateur best advised to restrict herself to bandages and soup. But after her – making up the quorum of the Osseach – comes the woman who is Abellaime’s real opposite number in the city. Eres Ffenegh has a long tradition of conjuration. Its home-grown exponents failed to crack the temple only because it had been warded against them very specifically by the old priests. They have a whole guild of hellieurs hereabouts that the Widow is constantly jostling supernatural elbows with. The Helaseach, and this woman is its representative.

“Aeriff,” Abellaime says, her warmest smile, her coldest thoughts.

“Abellaime.” Aeriff ea Llannach is a woman of fifty who’s found some oubliette to banish a couple of those decades to. Her straw-coloured hair is cut straight off her shoulders and her face has that odd pallor all the Os-Fferegh conjurers seem to acquire. Her eyes are colourless, all crystal depth. She takes the Widow’s hand as though about to dispose of something distasteful. Of all those who feel the affront of the Pandaemonium, the Helaseach are the most vocal. Not because they’re all clean-living demonists, but because Abellaime showed them up, and they covet the power she has.

The Osseach in session will be stripped down to its key decision-makers, meaning a lot of spare nieces, nephews, acolytes and junior conjurers left in the Upper Parlour with money in their pockets. Not as though Abellaime isn’t reimbursed for her services to the city, in coin and in favours. As Hamriddy and Aeriff, Pope, Hospitaller and all march off to business, Abellaime watches to make sure everyone else has a girl or boy on hand. Hamriddy’s niece finds a corner table from which to radiate disapproval, but various others pair up to talk and ogle and egg one another on. Business as usual. Time for her own schemes.

She catches Jack’s eye. He’s looking strung out. It’s time to put him through his paces. Hold him to the fire and see what will melt in him, and what will only grow harder. She snickers at herself. You are more bawd than conjurer now. She can’t blame the Pals for that. She’d gone to vice long before they’d invaded her homeland. But she blames them for all those she’s been denied vengeance on – teachers, family, rivals, all swept away by the bloody march of Palleseen perfection. Meaning she’s left with this great undigested bolus of revenge and a need to vent it on someone.

She’d begun to give up hope, and then along came Jack.

*

Other eyes are on Jack. Not magnates of the city, not decision-makers of the Osseach. If this were a play they’d be in the script as ‘courtiers’ or ‘attendants’. Or maybe ‘first and second murderers’.

Arduin oa Galeaff, nephew of Hamriddy, hasn’t forgotten his encounter with Devil Jack in the Taela. He was publicly shamed by an upstart little Maric. Several of his peers saw, and wasted no time in letting him know afterwards. It stings, and there’s the man right now, slipping through the crowd in the Upper Parlour like a stiletto. Arduin glowers sulkily, snaps at the girl who brings his drink. When you’re a less-than-favoured nephew of Hamriddy you have a lot of public presence and a big name to carry around with you, but precious little largesse to help prop up those two burdens. Sometimes pride’s all a man has.

Someone drops down into the seat across from him. Arduin’s nostrils flare with outrage, but the words stop in his throat as he sees the man’s costume, unsure why a fish cultist would have anything to do with him. Not a Pal cultist, either; one of the Os-Fferegh who went over to the new sea religion up in the Lighthouse.

It is, of course, Reddaen, the Pope’s enforcer, excluded from the halls of power and kicking his heels in Abellaime’s expensive waiting room. And the Pope doesn’t generally pay his followers well or at all, so Reddaen and Arduin get to watch the pretty boys and girls go by, and maybe have one drink each, but otherwise it’s a frustrating evening for the pair of them.

“Your man there,” Reddaen says, “your foreign fellow in the black, there. He’s a crooked nail, isn’t he?”

Arduin’s natural reaction is to somehow make this creature understand that he, scion of the Galeaff, is not to be talked to by some tuppenny votary. He can hear the accent in Reddaen’s speech, telling of the Left-city, the mean streets. A man from some clan’s impoverished offshoot or the lowest strata of one of the guilds, now sold himself to an outlander god. Not Arduin’s sort of person, not at all.

Instead, he finds himself saying, “He’s the loose board all right.” Watching the man talking to one of the whores.

Reddaen examines the bottom of his cup, which he can see by virtue of him already having finished the drink in it. “Your face says he’s no favourite of yours, friend.”

“He is,” Arduin says, “that stone.” The language they’re using, Os, has about a thousand different ways to say this one thing: the nail, the board, the stone, the thorn, the fly. Things that annoy and annoy and then one day get dealt with. They’re a feuding and factious people, historically. “But I’d have thought your people and his would see eye to eye.” Finally getting to the point of how this newcomer isn’t who he wants to be seen talking to. “Foreigners, and foreign gods and demons. All of a parcel, isn’t it?”

“It is not,” Reddaen says, regarding his cup mournfully. “For the Pope, great man that he is, might not be from the Crab, and the congregation might all be off the Archipelago, but their god is the sea, and was that not our god? All seas the same sea, that’s what they teach you. Fish and fisherman the same. They brought us this church, but it’s the church that was always ours, only we forgot it. The next Pope, may it be a while off yet, will be ours.”

Will be me, was not under any circumstances said. Not-said so vehemently that Arduin listens to the echo of it.

“It’s not just the foreigners outside the walls we need to worry about, don’t you think? There’s some on high chairs who need to be reminded of whose hands built this city, and who the sea favours.” And this time his eyes flick not even to Jack but to the stately figure of Abellaime. And Abellaime is more target than Arduin thinks he can handle, but if you wanted to write a cautionary missive to her then you could use worse ink than the blood of her familiar.

Arduin meets Reddaen’s gaze, and then signals for one of the girls to come over and refill the man’s cup.

*

The door to the boudoir opens and Kiff jumps up off the bed – not the place to be found by some lascivious demon, after all, especially given she’s finally de-armoured and the Crabshell is back in its sack. Except it’s the Widow herself, come to let her out.

“The Osseach is in session,” the woman says. “Time for you to make your exit, child. Unless you would prefer to stay and sample our dark delights.” Knowing Kiff is too much of a coward for it. Enjoying the girl’s discomfort.

“Um… the sword… you said…”

“I have considered your proposition,” the Widow says. “What an appalling piece of desecration you want me to perform over the hollowed-out corpse of your ancestor.”

Kiff feels the pressure of weeping about her chest and fights it down because she’s weak enough already in the eyes of this woman. Shed a tear now and she might just dissolve. “Well. Fine. Yes. Thank you for your time.” The old ridiculous good manners welling up in the tear’s place. She moves for the door and Abellaime places a finger on her collarbone, stopping her entirely.

“My child,” the Widow says. “You must learn to recognise Yes when you hear it.”

Kiff’s eyes go wide. She makes noises.

“It can be done. The Pal Decanter that scoured this relic knew their work, but I’m older and more wicked than they. I can anchor a demon within the architecture they’ve left to me, sure enough. But do you want me to?”

“Yes,” Kiff bursts out, without thinking; exactly how you’re not supposed to deal with conjurers. “Wait – you—” The sword is in her hands, then, so eagerly an onlooker might think she’s about to murder Abellaime. But the woman takes it from her without difficulty, studies the flat of it, as though she’s looking into a chasm.

“You must have a clear and strong idea of what you want, from this notional demon,” the Widow says.

“I want it to be like it was, when Conn Leachan was in it. That made me the champion,” Kiff gets out.

“And how was it, when the ghost worked through you?”

Kiff has no words for it. Insipid to say, unbeatable, inspiring, the wonder of the age. To have Conn Leachan take her ill-shaped, unfit body and – not control her, but show her how she might use it, to perform heroic feats, to leap and strike and brandish and laugh and… “Just… how it was. Fighting and… like a hero. I want to be a hero again.”

She shrinks from the look the Widow gives her, knowing it’s nothing but a fair judgment.

“Well,” the woman says briskly, returning the sword to her hands, “it can be done. No army botcher will get the better of my craft.”

“What price?” A bit late in the discussion to raise it, but Kiff’s discovered some residual caution at last. “What will you take from me? You or the demon?”

The Widow’s expression suggests this is the first sensible thing Kiff’s said since entering under her roof. “The demon needs to know what you want, so we must feed it your inheritance. All of it. The legend and the line of Conn Leachan. And you will owe me, but in that you’ll just be joining an august and honourable company. The price to the demon is the toll you must pay. You want to play the Champion of Eres Ffenegh again? Then you will be the last, and the demon will swallow all those who might come after, so it may learn its role. Will you cede this to me?”

How easy this suddenly is, and how familiar, to find that there’s a price but her family has already paid it before she arrived. A touch of the old life, at this late remove. Except Kiff is older and wiser now, than the sword-wielding girl the Pals caught.

“I…” she says.

The Widow smiles. “But think of all you might do, with a living sword in your hand again. The blood you could shed, the pain you could cause. We shall make such a monster out of you.”

“I don’t want to be a monster,” Kiff says. “A hero. I said a hero.”

“Would you rather be a monster,” Abellaime asks her, “or nobody at all?” She guides Kiff forwards, companionable arm about her shoulders, until they’re both staring down at the infernal boil of the landscape below.

“When I wrested this place from the guardians, it was just a temple that I had made my brothel,” Abellaime says in her ear. “But when the Pals invaded Allorwen, all this came to me. The Sable Manor, my inheritance, the seat of power my line held for a thousand years. The thing they said I’d never possess when they cast me out. That was how I knew I was the last, and the Pals had murdered all my kin. Every one, down to the least child. Only in such circumstances would this become mine.” Her hand tightened like a claw. “And I’d have taken it, my dear, but on my own terms and through my own actions. I did not want this as a gift from the Archipelago.”

“This is…”

“As close as any mortal can come to the Realms Below,” the Widow breathed. “Now look down there, child, and know that your sword will do exactly what you wish it to do, but that it will come from there. Tell me you will pay the price of all your futures and drink deep of Hell, to be a hero again. You knew it must be this way, if it’s me you’re calling on for favours.”

Kiff’s lips move. Once, twice, thrice the No batters against her teeth, trying to get out. The word can’t fold itself narrow enough to slip past, but Yes doesn’t either. She clutches the emptied sword, which has no help for her.

“Come back to me,” the Widow says, “when you know your own mind. A hero or nobody, Kiffel ea Leachan.”

Abellaime abandons her in the Upper Parlour. She can find her own way out. And the Osseach is in session but there are plenty of hangers-on around, ready to point and jeer, to decry her failings. She hurries for the door, averting her face. Meaning that, not looking where she’s going, she runs straight into Niev anyway. Niev is just reclaiming her coat, having had enough of iniquity and well aware her uncle won’t be retiring early.

Kiff used to unburden herself on Niev. The girl was always there with an ear for the latest failed romance or sob story. That’s the dynamic of their relationship – to Kiff anyway. She waits for the crumbling inside, the collapse, the shame. She opens her mouth because surely there’s that whole tale of woe waiting to get out for this appreciative audience. Instead, what comes is, “I’m going to make it all right.”

“What?” Niev asks, one arm in her coat.

“I’m going to fix everything,” Kiff says. And then, as though she’s a magician pulling a string of increasingly lurid scarves from her throat, “I’m going to fight the Pals. I’m going to beat them. I’m going to drive them away forever. I can do it.” Wondering if saying this, here, counts as Yes to the Widow.

“Kiff, are you…?” But Niev doesn’t even know the right questions to ask. And then there’s something at Kiff’s elbow. The demon doorman, the old encrusted temple guardian bent into Abellaime’s service.

“My lady,” it grates, and bows with exquisite precision. Niev’s eyes follow its articulated motions. It has a coat for her. Not actually Kiff’s coat, though it looks her size. Someone in the Upper Parlour is going to be missing a fancy garment at the end of the night. It’s theft. It’s wrong. But she’s wicked now, apparently, so she puts it on. Sends a look at Niev – the law-abiding, the straight-laced – daring her to comment. Niev, of course, doesn’t know it’s not her coat; the defiance is wasted.

“Kiff…” And there’s a moment when Niev is going to offer her help, show her some sympathy, give her some human contact that might steer her off this ruinous course she’s set herself on. Some option that doesn’t involve saying Yes to the Widow. Kiff wavers, just for an instant. But the Widow whispers in her ear, for all the woman’s all the way across the room. A hero, or nobody.

She gives Niev a haughty smile, Kiff of the Leachan, who has everything worked out, no assistance needed. She lets the demon take her arm and guide her to the door.

Outside, it holds her arm a moment longer.

“When I was called from Below,” its stone voice says, “they named me Usrach. Usrach.” An Os-Fferegh name, for the product of an Os-Fferegh conjuration. “I held the door of the temple, great lady.” Desperate to tell her things she already knows. “When you have need, I am here.”

She nods. She’s all need and there’s nothing this crusty thing can do to help her. At her side the sack of stacked Crabshell plates shifts, almost as if it has an animation all its own.

*

Next talking point for the Osseach is the Pal truce. They’ve been talking around it, nailing down small administrative issues – logistics mostly, for the siege, and for the displaced population, because it’s politically thorny to say Maybe we should stop fighting for a while when one of the things you’d be fighting for would be to get people’s homes back. Hamriddy, who feels it would be a good idea, doesn’t want to be the one to propose it. It won’t look good, back amongst the Families, because everyone has a sabre to rattle right now. There’s no other footling business to seize on, though, and the awkwardness soaks into the velvet drapes and gildery of this absurdly overdecorated room Abellaime’s given over for them. The faded grandeur of Allorwen excess.

In the end one of the minor clan representatives takes the plunge, a woman whose kin have lost a lot of their holdings in the Left, all part of the Pal-held streets now. A lot of displaced relatives lining up at the soup kitchen, a lot of artisans without tools or workshops, fishers without boats. The early days of the siege were a brutal chain of losses.

“They want the winter to lick their wounds, obviously. They know they can’t starve us,” the woman says. “Plus there are a handful of streets between the lines where we’ve both got bodies gone untended. They want to reclaim theirs, we want ours.” And there had been that gift of prisoners, the Pals showing willing. A handful of injured Os-Fferegh militia and bloody Kiffel ea Leachan, the latter of which gifts Hamriddy would rather not have received, honestly.

“They think they’ll get reinforcements,” one of the guild representatives says, but someone treads on his toes with, “They’ve had reinforcements, just today.”

“Do they still even want a truce then?” someone else puts in, leading to an awkward silence. A moment before, everyone was very standoffish about the business. Now there’s a suggestion the Pals might withdraw the offer, it suddenly seems very precious.

“You cannot trust their truce.” It’s Mellister, chief Hospitaller, the Pal woman with the cropped head. For a benevolent priest of a healing god she’s the sourest lemon in the room. “I know them.”

“If it is advantageous for them to—” starts another Families representative, but Mellister bangs on the table.

“I know them. I know the man,” she spits. “Brandery, the Sage-Monitor. I know him.” She jabs a finger at them all. “He is faithless, without honour or truth. Reach out to shake his hand, he’ll cut your fingers off one by one.” And she opens her mouth wide to say just what they should do, the fighting, the killing, the eternal resistance. And goes pale, shuts her mouth, stops banging the table. Looks mutely furious. One of the scars on her face weeps a single red drop. Hamriddy stares, fascinated. Pals are all mad, for sure, but these Pals, these Pals-with-religion, they’re the maddest. Not really who one would choose for allies, but not as though there was much of a market when they were pushing for independence.

“What says the Helaseach?” he asks, on the sound principle that you can lessen any problem by making it someone else’s.

Aeriff ea Llannach has said very little so far, inward turned, just when you’d want the chief conjurer of Eres Ffenegh to have some grand magical insight. “The winter,” she says slowly, “is hard.” Not a revelation you need a wizard for, but then she goes on. “And we’ve spent a great deal of what we have.”

“But we still have the walls,” someone puts in, meaning not the physical defence, but the Helaseach’s other tricks. That have, to date, cost them almost as much of the city as the Pal artillery.

“Most of the Gaeledh in the Left have been used up already. If we want to deploy more we’ll soon need to take from the Gaelensreach itself.” Aeriff sounds very tired. Hamriddy, no scholar, has only the loosest idea of the magical battle going on, plot and counter-plot, between the Pal magicians and the city’s defenders – although its fallout is written in scars and missing buildings everywhere the fighting’s gone.

“What about Himself?” someone asks and the room goes quiet again. Eyes turn to a particular quarter even though the room has no windows. Everyone’s picturing the tower at the highest point of Ffen’s shell, perched out at the very edge. The tower that was absent for most of the war, the return of which was the signal they’d all taken to rise up against the Pals. Because Eres Ffenegh had accumulated many defences over the centuries, and being the occasional home of the world’s greatest sorcerer was by no means the least of these. Save that, at the very start of the siege, the Pals had… done something. Made some attack on the tower. Not killed the archmage Varinecthes, for the man had been seen since, but struck some blow that seemed to have absolutely neutered the man.

“I sent another delegation,” Aeriff says dully. “He won’t speak to us. He won’t come out.”

“Maybe we should ask the Widow,” someone tries, and Aeriff’s eyes flash rage.

“If he won’t see me, he won’t see an Allorwen brothel keeper,” she spits.

The Pope of Tides shifts in his seat. He’s taken off the big hat, which now stands on the table before him like an outsized game piece. Hamriddy thinks he’s about to lend his eminence to the matter of their absentee archmage, but instead he says, “I’m informed we’re due another supply convoy,” as though he’s just a dockworker and not head of a murderous religion. “So we won’t starve out the winter, at least. And the Pals’ own ships are being given a hot time of it. So maybe they will.”

“Unless these reinforcements came with their own rations,” someone points out. “Who are they anyway?”

“The truce—” Hamriddy tries, because there are far too many People With Ideas on the Osseach and none of the ideas are much good.

“I had a fellow on a boat said they looked like absolute savages, the look he got at them,” someone from the Shipwright’s Guild says. “Spears or something. Can’t think they’re going to be much use.”

“There will be an attack,” Mellister says darkly. “The truce is a lie.”

“If we could—” Hamriddy says, and then a new woman comes in, one of the sea cult’s people in robes a step down in holiness from the pontiff himself.

“Magisters,” she announces, a bit out of breath and going for a Pal honorific most of them neither deserve nor want, “they’re tooling up for an assault. Two days, most likely. Their new people are something special.”

“I told you!” Mellister screeches, and the table erupts in noise and Hamriddy feels a headache coming on, the first of many.


Her Face

Conjuration drove half the world these days, that’s what they said. Not quite half, honestly. Regular tablethi, charged up from what could be rendered down, were small, portable, convenient. Demons had range, though. They were strong, to drive the wheels of the factories; they were fierce, to unleash on the battlefield; they were alluring, to mirror mortal desires. Back before the world became so enlightened and efficient a place, people like the Allorwen made individual contracts with the infernal, negotiation an art held in high regard. But art takes time and care; factories, battlefields and brothels are hungry.

Modern conjuration contracted demons en masse from the Kings Below, those Scotolaries of Hell, always glad to supply their people to mortal servitude. Why? Because each time a window was opened between Above and Below goodness leaked down like nectar, and one day the human world would be only vice and sin. Because they were tyrants, and to sell their subjects held the innumerable legions of Hell in fear. Because they hated the sun and air and happiness of mortals, and there was no demonic dealing that didn’t spread misery. All these theories and more, advanced by both conjurers and their detractors.

They were singing the Boat Songs in the Middle Parlour when Abellaime found Jack. He retreated there sometimes. More his sort of people than the toffs of the Upper. He’d been poor, where he came from, she knew. There was that thinness about him – not of the body, but of habits still clinging to his cuffs even though she’d dressed him in dark velvet.

In the Middle Parlour the drink was sea-mead and watered rum and that bitter gin that nobody not born to the crab could stand. The entertainment was dance, striptease and the services of the girls and boys who were trying out or lacked talents and manners, those she couldn’t charge more for. The conjurations were mostly part of the floor show, look but don’t touch. She had one tired old boy with a filthy imagination on the payroll, and when he was on shift he kept them coming and charged a penny an ogle.

The crowd were providing their own entertainment right now though. The old songs, the ones born on the fishing fleet and the trading costers, when you needed something to holler as you hauled a net or a rope. The music born from whatever a sailor could fit in his sea-chest: harmonicas and a tiny stringed instrument barely bigger than the two hands that played it. The songs themselves were what you’d think: home, sweethearts, the face of the crab god and the Angler’s Eye beaming out through the fog. Inoffensive, you’d think, until home, love, god and beacon all came under some other’s dominion. The Loruthi had banned them, in the last years of their occupation. Hung men and women who’d so much as hummed a line about gulls or the sea. Amazing, the way rebellion could be squeezed into any damn shape or lyric you cared to find for it. And now, of course, with the Pals at the gate, they sang the bloody songs round and round. To Abellaime there only ever seemed to be about seven of the cursed things. Drunk and lusty and waiting for the next dancer to get her assets out, a hundred off-duty militia and Left-city irregulars rang out each chorus, because the Pals were mustering in the lost part of the city. Tomorrow, day after tomorrow, they’d come. Sometimes only singing and a look at a demon’s tits could give you the stomach for it.

They didn’t go quiet for her, but they made space for her stately progress and nobody was fool enough to slur a proposition. She favoured them with a smile. Not motherly, and certainly not that of a music lover. They weren’t her people and she’d shed no tears at their wake, but right now they were her guests, she their host. Bawd and johns, for sure, but the old Allorwen hospitality had its claws in her like poverty did Jack.

Speaking of… He looked up as she approached, toasted her silently with a little cup of that thin rum; Haggle, they called it. As in, so poor you should be paid to drink it, not the other way round. She moved an appalling quantity of the stuff. The dock types loved it, and even if you didn’t it was the cheapest way of dissolving your worries to be found in Eres Ffenegh.

“Time, Jack,” she said. Someone decided that was a proposition and made precisely three-eighths of a whoop before recognising who she was and shutting up.

He nodded. “You’ve made some changes.”

“I’ve made some changes,” she agreed. “Some advances, even. You’re a fascinating case study of everything not to do in conjuration, Jack. It’s not often I can learn so much from someone’s mistakes.”

She caught it then, like a flash of heat from a briefly-open oven. The hatred of her. Not even a man made for hatred, but by all gods she’d taught him that. Her smile broadened. He looked away, because maybe she couldn’t look through a man’s eyes to read his thoughts off the back of his skull, but then maybe she could.

He sucked the last stubborn drops of the Haggle from the cup and hopped off the chair. Conjuration is a sacred affair. One does not sully it with ill habit, her uncle had told her. Since her exile she’d called demons when dead drunk or half-crazed on mushrooms, even with that rotten-shark-juice they made here, that put your mind places even demons would fear to tread. Her will came through, she’d learned. Sometimes she even got more of what she wanted, without the mannered part of her mind in the way. Not for Jack, though. She didn’t want an iota of his pain dulled by the bottle.

He followed meekly enough at the hem of her dress, that was embroidered with wards she fed with blood and tablethi, a circle of power surrounding her at all times. Meaning if Jack got things really wrong then she’d be safe, though perhaps not the city.

They left the Middle Parlour where the cheap seats were, while above them the Upper Parlour hosted those magnates of the city who could afford the prices and the time away from preparing the defences. Everyone needed a stiff drink and a kind hand tonight.

Nobody ever asked about the Lower Parlour, and what guests she might entertain within its walls. It was there, though, down the chill stone steps. The sacristy, the holy of holies of the old Carcer faith, now thoroughly defiled and disempowered. Her own private chamber with three bronze circles inlaid into the floor and a half-dozen experiments set down in chalk. Where the magic happened.

The décor down there was blood red drapes, edged and corded with black. Nothing of the temple, nor anything she’d acquired in the city markets. The traditional excess of the Sable Manor, her family’s domain in that chancy territory between here and Hell. The seat of power that, as she’d told Kiff, she was never supposed to inherit. Now it hung about the geometry of the old temple like gaudy costume jewellery. It fed her strength that tasted of familial disapproval and failure. She loathed it, but strength was strength; better to be bitter and strong than mourn and be weak.

*

Jack had come to her after the end of the war, before the Loruthi were thrown out and the Pals then turned from convivial allies into occupiers. He’d come cap in hand, wanting to learn conjuration for a very specific purpose. And been good at it, to her surprise. No formal schooling and a past that shouldn’t have played well with demon lore, but what he’d lived through – lived with – had given him a feel for the Realms Below that some of her more lettered students would never attain. The unfairness, the wickedness, the sin. Not that it made Jack an arbitrary or evil man; in her experience that made for uninspiring demonists. Hell loved nothing more than a good man spoiled by his own desires. A knack for the trade was all very well, but it couldn’t substitute for a certain kind of damaging life experience.

He skulked about the edge of her circle, wary and sullen as a dockside cat. She saw his lips move slightly as he worked through the pattern of sigils, how it would constrain what was called up, how it would enable it. They’d been here before, many times, since she took him as her apprentice. A race, to see if he could get what he wanted before she ruined the part of him that wanted it.

“Come now, Jack,” she said. “Or will you tell me now that your own experiments have yielded better fruit?” He went outside the Pandaemonium to draw his own circles, wrestle with his own demons. He hated having her looking over his shoulder, the lash of her amusement at his failures, even as he needed what she had to teach.

“This didn’t work so well before, no?” he said, crouching to stare down at the chalk lines, almost touching them. Then darting out a hand with a white flash to make a small alteration.

“The shape of what you want is a hollow thing inside you, Jack. You need to let Hell hear the echo of it, or how will it ever give you your desires? But you’re squeamish. You came to me with a power in you, that fights being used in such a way. Take the whip to the man you used to be, Jack. Not to drive him out but to break him.”

“I see,” he said, and did; a quick student. That life experience again.

He walked about the circle. In his solitary experiments he’d draw on the city, the crab, just a half-charged tableth needed to open the way. Here, the Pandaemonium held the gates open and the wards ready; that Allorwen excess, which extended beyond the physical dressings of the room. Her forebears had loved grand ritual, made a performance of it, told the demons through show and spectacle how they were valued, even as they were pressed into service. Hell appreciated the effort. Jack, come late to the trade, had none of that. His gestures, his words, the quick chalk-marks to complete the circle’s power, they were birdlike, precise, understated. You’d miss them if you weren’t looking, but then the Widow was always looking. She saw his tongue stick out like a child’s as he concentrated. Could tell to the half-second when he was working through the rote she’d taught him, and when his own innate feel for damnation stepped in.

Because this was her domain, Abellaime knew when Hell touched Jack’s mind, that hollow space, the thing he missed more than anything in the world. Touched it, explored the shape of it, understood it as only demons could, so that a form unfolded from the ground like the collapse of a sand sculpture seen in reverse, until she was kneeling there.

Jack made a sound: high, shocked, as though he’d been stabbed.

The Widow watched.

Within the circle was a woman. Was a demon, in a woman’s form. And Abellaime knew the type, none better. She peddled the services of creatures like this in the Upper Parlour and they were glad to have a span of time out of Hell, even if it was to minister to some puffing blowhard like Hamriddy. Just another sliver of wickedness in a pleasing form, but Jack stood as though the demon had nailed his feet to the marble of the floor, shaking, making that sound.

The demon unfolded from the floor, a fluid motion still learning its bones and joints. Her face split into a smile: yearning, radiant. “You came for me,” she said. “Jack.”

He made that noise again. If he’d been a statue, she’d be watching the cracks creep across him. “Oh God,” he said, voice jagged like wave peaks.

“You found me,” the demon said, stepping to the edge of the circle’s innards. Her hand reached, but could not find a way to him, for all that only a few chalk lines separated them. She was beaming, tears in her eyes. Abellaime saw Jack’s hand twitch, desperate to make that contact. The chalk wouldn’t hold him back. Nor would it help him, once he’d crossed it.

He crossed it. A sudden spasmodic lunge of his fingers, desperate to touch that pale hand. The demon’s yearning, fond expression didn’t change as she grasped for him. In the next instant she was on the ground again, at the circle’s far edge, her hand held to her breast, keening. And Jack was one step into the circle, hand still out, face dead.

“It’s not her,” he said.

“Of course it’s not her,” the Widow told him, with a soft chuckle. “Her likeness, though?”

“Oh that, yes.”

“Her voice, her manner.”

“Voice yes. But she was never fucking demure.”

“Progress, though?” she needled.

“You think so?” His voice was still shaking, but it was rage now. The demon bared perfect teeth at him. The tears had crystallised in her eyes and down her face, gleaming like gems. And he was her conjurer, crossed into the circle. Her lawful prey, surely, yet she flinched from him as though he burned her.

He turned his gaze on the creature, the deceiver that wore the face of his love. “I…” he said. “Shall.” There was a radiance dancing about him. Abellaime felt it pushing at the Pandaemonium’s walls, an inimical power, the thing that made him special. The demon cringed back and wept. The skin on her hand was cracked and peeling where Jack had almost touched her.

If he had taken that hand in good faith, it would have been at his throat the next moment, and the Widow would have to decide whether to step in, or lose what he represented. But he’d mastered himself, at the last moment. Seen through the feigning of the thing, to the falseness that is demon-nature. Respect them, honour them, use them, yes, but never trust them.

“He was a priest,” she called softly, because why not advertise to the Kings Below just what she had bent to her service? And being a priest didn’t necessarily mean power against demons. The old crab cult had been up to its neck in them, as the existence of her doorman showed. But Jack’s god, the healing god, had no brief for the infernal; one of those sects forbidding all dealings with the Realms Below. He’d lived his early life steeped in faith, pickling like that decayed-shark mind-rot liquor. And then fallen, in some specific way that hadn’t stripped the sanctity out of him. A man with one foot in the holy and one foot in Hell. She might have waited a hundred years for such a prospect to come along.

“Her face,” he said, and the demon cowered away from the accusation.

“You must have made heaven tremble, Jack,” Abellaime said, “before you fell and became wicked.”

He looked back at her, his face very bleak. “I was weak,” he told her. “I was the weakest thing in all the world. If I was ever strong, it was falling taught me strength, just as love taught me wickedness.”

For a moment she felt the power build in him, that exorcising flame, the rage, the frustration, a good man twisted into a crooked knife. The demon squalled back from him, covering her face as though hiding her crime against him. Then the rage went out of him. Abellaime felt it snarl about the floor and lap the walls like leaked venom, eating at her wards. The God in him, that he hadn’t lost even after giving his heart to a demon.

“It’s not your fault,” he said. Not to Abellaime, because it probably was her fault, at least in part. To the demon, who’d come in the shape he’d bid, like some guilt-ridden votary taking a whip to their own back. “But I have a contract for you.” Stepping back out of the circle. It was a matter of consent right then, whether the wards still held, but the demon seemed more than happy to have something of power between them. Now it looked up, eyes wide. Still those eyes that must pierce Jack through and through.

“This is her face,” he told the demon. “This is something of what she is. She’s down here, Below. After they killed her, that’s where she went. Find her. Tell her I will find her. I will bring her back.”

Abellaime chuckled, and he whirled on her, his expression pure venom.

“I will!” he spat.

“It’s not like that, Jack,” she told him. “You know it’s not. When demons return Below they leave their feigning behind. The demon in her goes on, but not any part of her that you knew. Or that you can bring back.” And she’d told him this before, when he’d first petitioned her for help, and he’d not accepted it then, either.

“She’s down there. She’s herself. She will know me,” he told her. “We were closer this time. We recaptured her likeness, at least. It’s her. It’s all in the symbols. The likeness to the nature, the nature to the being.” Hands making jagged gestures in the air that recalled the designs in her grimoires. The geometry that sat where here and Hell overlapped.

“Jack,” she said. Pity, in the Widow? Genuine sympathy for a man on the road to ruin? “The wineglass, remember?”

He snarled at her, turned his gaze back to the demon. “I charge you to find her. Tell her I’m here. I’m searching. Her contract still exists. It gives her strength. It keeps her her. I know it does. Tell her I’m here. I’ve not forgotten. I’m still me.” A hitch in his voice. “Tell her I’m fucking miserable. She’ll like that. She’ll feed off it. Tell her I miss her like I never missed God.” He dropped to his knees, adding to the circle, a man totalling up a bill. Debiting some of his misery to the messenger’s account. The currency of Hell, that would keep it free of the Kings Below. Scrawling his longing on the marble with chalk and desperation until a contract was made.

The Widow, who brokered the services of bedchamber fiends every night, knew this one law of conjuration. Only a fool loved a demon. Or that was the old proscription, certainly. You held them at arm’s length, never let them in. The books were full of failed demonists who’d let the lies of Hell beguile them. But then Abellaime had found precious little to love in people, even her own family. Cold and haughty and rigid and, when the Pals came, they’d broken into pieces.

“The wineglass,” she said, into the echo of a room now short one demon.

“Piss in your wineglass,” Jack said furiously, staring at the emptied circle.

There were more elegant metaphors, that her uncle might have used, but this was the one she preferred. That the demon was the wine, of whatever vintage, but the contract was the glass. What you saw when you looked on the thing – the shape, the sheen – was a construct of the container you had made. Oh, and the wine was poison, always, but you learned to like a bit of the poison, in this trade.

She looked at Devil Jack and, in her mind, he was a blade, keener with each pass of the whetstone. Keen enough for her purposes? Perhaps not yet, but getting there. If she twisted Jack just right she could cut open the world.


The Stoat Conceals

There was, of course, a war on. Not the bringing of Eres Ffenegh into the Palleseen Sway. That didn’t count as war, just business as usual. Not the war with the Loruthi either, which had definitively ended and the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means had a very satisfactory piece of paper that said so. A war nobody referred to, fought on paper, in camps, in the interrogation rooms of Correct Speech.

Partly it was what had come back to the islands after that actual, publicly-acknowledged war. The cults – the Fisher King and that Maric healing business. To be scoured from the ranks, obviously, or what was the point of any of it? But there was the other business, too. What the Archipelago had exported during the war. What it had deployed against the Loruthi. Deployed, even, against its own, after its own had come back home with deviant ideas about gods.

Fellow-Archivist Dantell, doyenne of the decanting trade, did not like actual combat. Not that she’d be seen dead on the front lines, obviously, because that Fellow’s rank badge and her placement within Correct Erudition should serve to ensure it wasn’t in her future, but because it was messy. Look at this damned siege, for example. On paper the Pal force was far too small to take the city and should just march away. Also on paper, the superior prowess of a properly equipped Palleseen army should make the numbers moot and they should already be installing Brandery as locum Perfector and sending triumphant letters back home. Neither of these things had happened, and they were in some logistical morass where the paper didn’t stretch. Mostly because the damn Feggs had some idiot magic toys of their own that they deployed at the worst moment to spike Dantell’s wheels. Meaning Resolute Battalion had taken just enough of the city that they couldn’t walk away, but not enough for the happy letters.

The Feggs built cities as though fighting street to street was their civic priority. Possibly because in the past they used to fight each other so much, every Ward a little fort in case the clan feuding went past the insults and thumb-biting stage. Hence the Pals’ hard-fought progress through the city didn’t make any kind of neat line, but instead a sort of reaching claw – at first going for the throat of the big gate in the upper city’s wall, then deviating sharply for the Lighthouse because that was where all the traitors had set themselves up.

Dantell would be very happy if they could put that beacon out by the end of the day, a thumb right in the Angler’s Eye. That might just be something they could write a qualifiedly optimistic missive home about. And Dantell was very keen for Back Home to hear good things about her.

It wasn’t that she was on the Culling List just yet, but she was clever and she’d done a lot of magical improvisation during the war, and back on the Archipelago she’d heard the whispering. She was, after all, the Stoat, and nobody liked her. At some point someone would need a scapegoat, and her dossier had enough question marks in it to get her hauled in for the sort of inquisitorial chat that comes with tablethi wired to the genitals. And then, well, there was enough in her war record to make a useful example of her, and it wasn’t as though Correct Speech needed the excuse. She’d heard if they didn’t make quota then they got to round off the numbers in person.

All that was going on back home, a fierce, silent death-struggle of purge and counter-purge. Meaning she’d come here for a quiet life. And met… this.

They were getting ready as she came out of the big tent. Marching around the edge of the main camp towards the forward position. No drill statlos could have asked for more precision, but it brought Dantell no joy. Not all that gaudy jade and gold and turquoise, not that antique armour, not those mirthlessly grinning faces. The sight of it sat in her gut like a stone.

And yet what could they do? Just tell the Lich Queen to take her Unnaturals somewhere else, services not required? Because right now the siege was a stalemate. An army of dead soldiers was still an army. And what if they wouldn’t go?

Perhaps they’ll all get pulverised providing cover for the troops, she thought without much hope. And then I’ll decant the armour, and someone can knock that madwoman on the head, and nobody ever mentions this again.

The Lich Queen had wanted to come report readiness at Dantell’s desk, but she’d told the woman to get her horrible troops arrayed at the forward camp instead. It had sounded eminently tactically sensible. And not at all because of what was sitting there amongst her paperwork like a viper.

Dantell hurried through the camp to get ahead of them, shoulders hunched, shrugging her way between soldiers and squads. Yes, yes, just like a stoat, damn it. Some slinking animal designed to murder the young of other species in the dark.

In the forward camp, the regulars were lining up in their squads and companies. She had a quick word with the duty Cohort-Monitor, to make sure they left a big gap front and centre for the new recruits. Beyond that, though, her business was with a more select group of reprobates. She spotted their tent ahead and picked up the pace. Quellery’s troublemakers. Dantell hated these unofficial little officers’ clubs that sprang up wherever you got a handful of Specialists who didn’t fit anywhere else. They were hotbeds of backtalk and rumourmongering. They bred insubordination. She never got invited to them.

The four of them were present and in full uniform at least. Nobody still in their shirtsleeves and shaving. Lovern, the big one; Istreddy, the ugly one; Aspel, the quiet one; Quellery, the sly one.

“Magister. Unexpected honour,” he drawled. Dantell couldn’t abide people who drawled.

“Orders,” she told them curtly. She outranked the lot of them, but there was precious little deference in the way they slouched about. “Cohort-Monitor Lovern, you’re to gather your squad.” Meaning those surviving few who shared his trade. “We’re going to hold you behind the lines for spot deployment.”

“Do you know where, because—” His slow, confident voice, that she also rather hated.

“Spot deployment, Cohort, means reacting to whatever the Feggs pull out of their arses this time.”

“It’ll be more of those stone things,” Quellery said. “Which Lovern can’t—”

“Didn’t ask for your opinion, Companion-Invigilator Quellery. Keep it behind your teeth.” Sounding peevish and only making him look amused. She could picture the eyeroll the moment she wasn’t looking at him. That was Quellery all over, polite to your face and snark behind your back. She knew his type.

“Cohort-Broker Istreddy, to the quartermasters. Supply and Anticipation.”

The balding, scarred man nodded morosely. Neither glamour nor excitement, but it meant he wasn’t going to get shot. He’d be off using his fast deck of cards to work out where to send the tablethi and the medical supplies before the need arose, and that worked about three times out of four.

“Quellery and Aspel, with me. Artillery duty.”

“Oh for—” Quellery hissed. “Demons, Fellow-Archivist. Demons is what I do. Unnaturals, line-breakers.”

She tried to snap her fingers across the bridge of his nose – it was a habit of one of her teachers back in the day, and she remembered the sting of it very keenly. He was too tall and too quick though, and she turned the gesture into a jabbing finger. “The day you’re better with demons than the locals, maybe you actually get to use that chalk of yours, but right now you’re a rank amateur waiting for your discipline to end up on a banned list back home, so you do what you’re told.”

That lit a little spark of anger in him, against which she could warm her shrivelled heart. Stuck up bastard that he was, no amount of looking down his nose would save him if the Commission decided conjuration smacked too much of imperfection.

“With me,” Dantell said and strode confidently out of the tent, which confidence stumbled somewhat when she emerged right in time to see the new Unnaturals take up that front-and-centre she’d cleared for them. She almost ran straight into their mummified vanguard and got spitted on a halberd.

Aspel and Quellery were at her shoulders. She could feel their eyes, on her, and on these things. Not just that they were dead things, but that they were decked out bright as a carnival, reeking of foreign superstition and ritual, practically religion on cadaverous legs. And here came their officer corps, scarcely less grotesque. The woman with the barbaric cloak over her threadbare uniform, and her field officer with the copper cannister filling most of his chest.

“Fellow-Archivist,” the Lich Queen said, and Dantell dredged very deep into the pits of her loathing and hauled out a “Magister,” because this travesty still outranked her. The woman’s gaze passed over Dantell’s head and hunching shoulders to the couple behind her.

“What are you staring at, Companion-Invigilator?” she asked sharply, just any officer on a drill square. “Haven’t you ever seen a company of Unnaturals ready for deployment?”

Quellery, the demonist, was all about the Unnaturals. He managed a creditable, “I was merely admiring their order, magister,” but he still sounded incredulous about it. And they did have a precision about them, every step in place and none of the shuffle and fidget of living troops. A dreadful inevitability.

“If you’ll excuse us, magister,” Dantell hissed, and practically dragged the two junior officers past all that necromantic throng, the whole goddamn showiness of it, until she had them back at her own little tent, the one from which she basically ran the whole army, the way she saw it. Where she cannoned straight into Brandery. Actually bounced off his shoulder, she was so determined to get to business. Rebounded, sputtering apologies that contained all the requisite words wrapped around a core of What the fuck are you doing here, you oafish bastard?

Brandery had a missive in his hand. That one. Not the only thing on the last ship from home before winter, just one more dictate, and she’d sniffed over it, even laughed a little. It really hadn’t seemed relevant and Dantell was all for things being someone else’s problem. Of all the irregularities she might be fingered for by Correct Speech, well at least she’d never done that.

The landscape had changed somewhat, obviously. Brandery opened his mouth for some leaden piece of wisdom, then saw the other two out past the tent flap and just shoved the crumpled missive into her hand. We need to talk about this.

“It will be fine, magister,” Dantell told him, low voice, conspiratorial. But then everything she did was de facto conspiratorial. It was her curse. “What we spend today isn’t in our pockets tomorrow, hmm?”

He nodded. Not stupid, Brandery. Maybe not actually wise but he hadn’t got where he was by being a fool. He pushed past her, exited the tent, receiving the “magister”s of the officers outside.

Dantell returned that missive to her desk and then, just as Quellery and Aspel came in, slipped it under a stack of other orders. In retrospect, she recognised that was her mistake. Orders were dull. Orders that your superior was hiding from you had a strange allure.

She had the current map of Eres Ffenegh up on the wall, now marked up with objectives and figures. Little crosses showing the pressure points she wanted Aspel’s artillery to bear on. Lines of advance that marked the trails dead feet would be blazing, so the living could follow in safety. Because what else can we do with the bastard things now they’re here? But the City on the Back of a Crab had a lot of walls, and the siege force – being as it was an evicted garrison – hadn’t come with much in the way of artillery. Enter Aspel and her discipline, with the reluctant assistance of Quellery.

Aspel had come forwards, eyes dancing as she studied the map. She had no real expressions, this artillerist. She didn’t backchat and she didn’t laugh at Quellery’s jokes. Just a slightly weird smile, as though she’d learned it from a book. She knew her trade, though, and now she had a pencil out and was marking up the map. Their five high-arc pieces here and here, the Hands here and the big stone-cracker could be wheeled here once the resistance had been whipped back.

“Deputise that,” Dantell noted, because otherwise Aspel would be right there within baton-shot of the Feggs directing operations herself. She turned her look to Quellery who was looking hard done-by.

“You understand?” she pressed.

“Demons, magister,” he said. “That’s my Speciality.”

“You’ve been through Basic Arcane just like me,” she snapped. “We don’t need your shoddy imp-work, Companion-Invigilator. We need you for the artillery targeting. So I ask you again, do you understand the geometry that Cohort-Monitor Aspel is proposing?”

“I’d be a pretty dull tool if I didn’t, wouldn’t I. Magister.” That calculated little pause before the honorific, that every junior officer thought they could get away with. No respect.

“Don’t think I don’t know what you call your little club, Quellery,” she told him. “Do you think we won’t have some more regular reinforcements, any day now? Do you think they won’t come with a duty inquisitor, someone to root out little irregularities like – that?” She’d almost said like you, but that would have come across as even more childish than she knew she was being. And honestly there were no regular reinforcements and no duty inquisitor and thank all reason for that.

Quellery smiled, but it was for Aspel’s benefit, to show how he was humouring the Stoat. How very tiresome, that smile said.

“We will need,” Dantell said, speaking slowly to show her opinion of his powers of comprehension, “lensing wards here, here.” Pointing at the map, big obvious gestures for the hard of thinking. “And then, as the advance moves forwards, here at the next wall, and here. I want us within sight of the big square by day’s end, after which we can put pressure on the upper city.”

She turned back from the map and felt a chill stone in the pit of her stomach.

Nothing overt, nothing she could point out, wave a rank badge at, spit fire and have him whipped for. Just a very slight shift, Quellery out of position from where he’d been when she turned to the map. And a look on his face. Oh it was that sardonic, creased smile of his, but it was a bit more fixed, a bit less easy. A mask, rather than an expression. And her eyes, traitors both, twitched towards the stack of orders, and there was absolutely no way she could tell if they were ever so slightly skewed. As if, say, a vengeful and curious junior officer had stolen a look at something other than the map she’d been directing him to. And there were a lot of orders in that stack, but she’d seen Quellery playing cards once and he could shuffle and count and make them dance, cheat like a bastard – and they called her the Stoat.

She tried Aspel’s face, but Aspel never looked you in the eyes and her features never showed anything.

He couldn’t have seen that missive. But something had fixed his face that way. And she couldn’t, under any circumstances, demand to know what he’d seen, because that would be admitting that there was something to see. Some ruling received from the Commission, right from the top.

“Do you understand?” she spat at him.

“All clear, magister,” he confirmed. “Are we excused? I have preparations to make, and probably Aspel here needs to go play with some big weapons.”

She just about trusted herself with a single nod, banishing the pair of them from her sight. He hadn’t seen it. Nobody but she and Brandery knew.

She could feel it burning in the heart of her papers, as though about to set the whole stack of orders alight. The latest Culling List, from the Commission, arrived just before winter, and just before the Lich Queen. A list of what no longer fit within the bounds of perfection.

All use of the Dead Companies and other battlefield necromancy to be discontinued immediately.

Dantell felt herself whimpering, deep in her throat. Let them spend themselves against the walls and the batons. Let them be no more than dry sticks and ancient mail by sundown. And most of all let there be no regular reinforcements and no duty inquisitor until we’re rid of the damned things.


Mosaic: A Siege from Just One Street Away

Eres Ffenegh has no full-time army. It’s one of those places whose old men and women make a great deal of how they’d all been ferocious sea-reavers and warriors once, all the stories of heroism and tragedy and battlefield excess, Conn Leachan and all his peers and rivals. Before the Loruthi were let in by the Osseach of Collaboration, every citizen did a stint in the militia, and the Os-Fferegh boast was that all were soldiers in the defence of their home. While the Loruthi had suppressed this practice for a while, soon enough they were encouraging it again so they could conscript a decent calibre of recruit for their own colonial campaigns, and then against the Pals in the war.

So it was that half the militia standing against Resolute Battalion have some Loruthi kit as well as the traditional long coat, and the long, winding fly-sash that goes over the shoulder and then around the waist, coloured either pale green or to show clan or guild affiliation. For weapons they have long knives and batons fit with Loruthi tablethi, activated by the command ‘Hop to!’ in that tongue, as though they’re duellists calling their rivals to the piste.

THE FIRST WALL

Lovern’s squad isn’t up to much, after their last outing. Seven left, of the reserves and the squad he’d led out last time. A great success, Dantell had told him. Actually gone as far as reaching up to clap him on the shoulder. He hadn’t felt successful. Losing some on the way in and some on the way out, but most during. Failing in his mission and finding a sickness in his heart at what he’d actually achieved. Then the clap on the shoulder, the plaudit, that whatever misdeed he’d managed had somehow been enough. Eres Ffenegh was stripped of its greatest protection, and it was all thanks to him and his left eye.

He’d volunteered for it, during the war. Back when the Loruthi had been winning two battles of three. Some crank from Correct Erudition had a mad idea about a new class of Specialist, and the wartime Temporary Commission of Ends and Means wasn’t turning anyone away right then. It had worked, but they’d not understood the risks. The Left-Eye Brigade, also called the Fifteen-Minute Men by those who understood what was involved, because that was the operational lifespan of a good two-thirds of its soldiers.

Lovern had survived his first fifteen minutes. He’d been promoted from statlos to Cohort. He’d witnessed things, in his war, that nobody but the Fifteen-Minute Men had seen. And seen fewer and fewer faces back behind the lines each time.

They only deployed him that once, during the siege. He’s petitioned over and over to just go in with the regulars. Having one eye doesn’t mean he can’t shoot straight. Quite the opposite, in fact; the gold of the eye and the gold of a tableth have a sympathy that lends him a marksman’s aim. Dantell won’t risk him, though. She says she’s saving him for something. Maybe today is it.

Right now he’s sitting in the forward camp with his handful. His golden eye, and each of them with a sewn-up socket, so he can lead and they follow. Kitted up with blades and short rods and truncheons, because they’re for close work, when deployed. Waiting.

Someone touches his arm. Aspel, on her way to her engines. “On the other side,” she says.

“Other side it is,” he agrees. Which has a sepulchral meaning to him that she can’t appreciate. But she heard it said amongst the Left-Eye Brigade and picked it up as a sort of good luck charm. He hasn’t the heart to disabuse her.

Then Fellow-Archivist Dantell slinks up with a face like lemons. Aspel gives Lovern’s arm a squeeze and hurries off to her maths and thunder.

*

There are three Ward boundaries between the current no-man’s-land and Godsgift Square, meaning three walls. Civilian walls, their many arches and gates barricaded with rubble and furniture, impediments for the advance of a besieging army. Niev is working out how much they can afford to lose. They’ll try to make the Pals pay for that first wall, but the enemy engines will likely make best use of the clear ground to batter the surrounding buildings, letting them clear the gates and flood through. Then it’ll be street by street to the next wall, and all the armchair ospreys on the Osseach reckon it’ll take the Pals more than a day to wade through. Niev doesn’t believe that. She, more than her uncle or the rest, has been reading the reports from their forward scouts and spies.

Right now she’s dealing with things that require her uncle’s authority but that he doesn’t want to fuss with. There are militia companies with barely a tableth per uniform, or with a baton between two, or with all left boots or some such idiocy. There are noncombatants who’ve just turned up assuming their mere presence will in some way turn the tide of battle. There are genuinely useful noncombatants – artisans, chirurgeons, tinker-magicians – who might actually be of use but have no idea where to go. There is Guillen oa Pedrig, a poet of some note, who has an inspirational lay she does not currently wish to hear. She works through them with a grim determination, her uncle’s right hand, the warehouseman’s daughter. Not uniformed, not even armed beyond the sort of knife that mostly does battle with a pen nib. Cousin Arduin strides about with a Galeaff sash so long he trips on it, waving a Loruthi sabre about and making brave speeches, and tomorrow everyone will remember and credit him with whatever success today brings. Niev just does.

She gets the crates of tablethi and batons to where they’re needed, sending out the messengers with the warning that these came off the ships and they’re Pal manufacture, so you have to use the Pel word to trigger them. No sense standing there before the enemy gabbling Loruthi commands to strictly monolingual kit. She sends most of the concerned noncombatants away unless they have useful skills in which case she attaches them to support companies. She—well, Guillen oa Pedrig is already performing the first stanza of his composition to some waiting militia companies so Niev leaves him to it.

Next on her list of fires to put out turns out to be the one woman behind the lines who brings her own bucket chain. Mellister of the Hospitallers, the Pal woman. Niev doesn’t like her, or shouldn’t. Because Mellister’s a Pal, and because Mellister’s innately unlikeable. Sour-faced and prickly as though it’s Niev’s people besieging her city and not the other way round. And the turncoat Pals were instrumental in securing Os-Fferegh independence but it’s still easy to feel it’s all their fault.

Right now, though, Mellister is Niev’s favourite person. She has cleared everyone but the worst cases from her big tent. She has her people – not a weapon amongst them – ready with stretchers, canteens of water and rolls of bandage. Her report of their readiness is given with military precision. They are right here in Godsgift Square and they will do everything to assist except actually oppose the enemy. And that might sound mealy-mouthed of them, but Niev of all people understands that they also serve who only stand and wait for the casualties to come in.

The other Pals have also arrived – the Lighthouse mob. Their second, the Mouth of the Sea, is loitering around somewhere, ready to signal for their own theatrics, but mostly they just provide a pack of people who will fight like bloody maniacs. Faith. Not something Niev ever found much use for, but it’s amazing how it’ll stop up a gateway or a breach in the wall while other help is on the way. They wear Pal uniforms, with Os-Fferegh sashes prominent over the charcoal-grey so they’ll only get shot in the front.

The knock she hears then is like a polite guest requesting admittance. This guest has no manners, though. It’s the first salvo of artillery finding its range from the ruined ground beyond the intact walls. A moment later a slightly louder rapping comes, the few civic pieces on the wall top trying the range in return, as though the two armies are prisoners trying to communicate between cells.

*

The problem with not being a properly equipped siege force is that Aspel has basically crap-all decent artillery. The pieces the Pal garrison brought to Eres Ffenegh had been chosen with a mind to combating civic disobedience at scale. Street-clearers, and a single wall-breaking engine, and none of it with the sort of range where you can lounge half a mile behind the lines sipping good wine as you turn the enemy into blood and stone dust. All this is very much in Quellery’s mind as he skulks about in the front lines with his assistants.

He’s called them Ib, Pib and Pob, and they’re here because, Dantell be damned, he’s a demonist so he’s bloody well going to conjure something. They are each of them about a foot tall; leathery little sacks of spite with crooked bat wings and horrible little withered-raisin faces. Imps, the very least of a conjurer’s arsenal, except he’s contracted for a bit more headspace and initiative.

Aspel’s crews have loosed their first salvo from their nooks and culverts. The majority of pieces have a decent arc to them, designed to pacify one street from the next over. It makes them inaccurate, but that’s what Quellery’s here to compensate for. He watches the scatter of impacts, one on the wall but the rest all over the place across the broken no-man’s-land. The corner of his mouth twitches as he sees about a dozen ragged people evacuate some cellar nobody even knew was there, dashing from rubble to rubble before the regard of both attackers and defenders. Grim. Well, war is grim. The Carcers are welcome to surrender any time.

The messenger runs up a moment later, giving him a paper with Aspel’s neat handwriting. Numbers and calculations and a handful of arcane sigils. Quellery scowls and heads forwards with the left flank. The wall-top pieces begin to unload, mostly trying to winkle out Aspel’s crews but a few going for the low-hanging fruit of the soldiers. The new soldiers, the dead ones in that ridiculous frippery, are just standing back there, front and centre but motionless as actual corpses. He wouldn’t be surprised if they just turned to dust the moment they were asked to do something useful.

He gives Ib, Pib and Pob their marching orders – flying orders anyway. Quellery is not going to offer his fragile mortal flesh up for Carcer target practice. They need to take the gates in the wall, which means the defenders above need to have other priorities than stopping them. Aspel’s engines, which mostly aren’t fit for anti-architecture work, can do that, but lack precision at range.

His imps speed off, gabbling to themselves. They’re carrying pieces of cloth torn off the spare shirt he has tucked through his belt, each with a sigil drawn on it in black grease. Aspel, back with the engines, will be watching through her glass, inking companion sigils on the ammunition she hands out to her crews, making her ineffable calculations. Soon enough the artillery is bursting in sporadic shards across the wall tops, keeping the defenders ducking and running, seeking out where they’ve set their own weapons. He hears the whistle: advance. The left flank of the vanguard bunch up like someone taking a deep breath, the whole company a single organism mustering its courage.

The dead soldiers pass them at the hustle. Not a full run but still far faster than he’s happy with. He sees baton-shot from the wall strike holes in some, dig dents in the golden armour and crack the jade. One skull shatters entirely but the soldier runs on with just a lower jaw hanging off the stump of its withered neck. Quellery swears through dry lips. The advance of the living does not happen because nobody wants to tread on the heels of the dead.

The dead soldiers are packed close, exactly how you don’t do it in modern warfare. The wall engines are all under bombardment from Aspel’s arcanely-targeted shot, though, and can’t take advantage of it. But still, what will the uncanny bastards do when they reach the wall? Start levering the stones apart with their halberds? It’s not as though they’ve brought necromantic artillery or even a decent battering ram—

They go up. Quellery, the familiar of demons, feels a wrenching sickness in him at the sight of it, and the men around him are no happier. The fuckers climb like spiders. Not even putting down those unwieldly antique weapons, just going up the stones with one dead hand and two dead feet, and that gaudy, lurid armour doesn’t look like costuming any more. The Dead Company scales the wall at exactly the same speed it crossed the open ground and then there’s bloody work up top as they get old-fashioned with their polearms against the unprepared defenders.

Stab me, this might be it. And the field officers are belatedly ordering the living wings of the army forwards with axes to clear the gateways, and they’ve just taken the first wall and the sun isn’t far past the horizon.

THE SECOND WALL

The next salvo of artillery fire drops in towards the defending engine crews but lands out in the city itself, far off in districts only ruin. A few stragglers go so wide they probably end up in the sea. As though the Pal artillerists have cracked open the rum ration to prematurely celebrate their own success.

A slim, dark shape shifts from cover – not entirely trusting to his own work. Devil Jack hadn’t known what to do with himself in wartime, at first. Not true, honestly. Like so many on both sides of the line, he’s worn a uniform. Lor and Palleseen are global powers. When they fight, everyone gets hurt. He was never front line, though, and given what stains are on his fingers these days, he’s slow to go back to the medical tents, stitch and tie bandages. Scrub up as he might, who knows what would get into the wounds from the hands of a hellieur?

The wall top is lined with militia, aiming down. Batons crack sporadically. A little while before there was a concerted barrage, but the pause now suggests it was cautionary, rather than directly loosed into a tide of the enemy. The gates in this Ward’s wall are still open. From his vantage he can just see a steady stream of people evacuating, the militia shouting at them. Not even as many as you’d think because it’s not as though people didn’t know this was coming, and anyone of an age is in some sort of uniform and on standby. And there are those who won’t leave. Who’ll take their chances with the Pals, or who’ll grab a blade or a baton and go hunting sentries once the sun’s down. Jack’s seen cities in uprising too; his own Maric home is under the Pal boot. He knows how the dance is done.

He carries no knife, Jack; no baton. He cuts no throats for anyone’s city. But since abandoning the priesthood and the medical tent both, he’s found a new role in warfare.

He can feel the world beyond the wall pulled out of true, new hands dragging at the strings of it all. The eye of the artillery officers behind the Pal lines sighting up. The engines are blind, throwing their explosive loads high. ‘Skystones’ in the local argot, the same as they use for shooting stars and meteorites, as though their city is under fire from the forces of heaven. Other eyes are hunting out a path for those missiles to take, and Jack understands the trade enough that he won’t have it.

He strides forwards to the wall, his canvas. Up above, the defending engineers load their own piece. It’s what they call a Loruthi Snakepot, left over from the original occupation. A thing like a cook’s cauldron, its mouth fit with a stone cut into a segmented spiral. When it looses, the wall jumps, dust wheezing from between the stones, and he covers his head. The snakestone is sent spinning out across the city towards the Pals, where it will break into thirty sharp-edged chunks and cause them consternation. But that’s on the engineers; Jack isn’t helping them aim the damned thing.

Instead he stands at the foot of the wall with his chalk and draws furiously. Circles and glyphs and bans, the schoolyard geometry of the demonist’s trade. As his hand makes the passes, he feels the city tug and shift. The same senses that his dalliance with Hell taught him are alive to the taut fabric of the magical world about him. He pulls the air out of true, and the Pal missiles fall far away, drown in the waters, vanish away. Up above, the engine crew are loading the gaping mouth of their Snakepot with another coiled stone serpent.

“You!” He’s just finished his chalking when the voice hails him. He looks sidelong to see a pair in Os-Fferegh coats and sashes, but not regular militia. He knows them, in fact. There’s a flower they wear, that is in fact a dried carnivorous sea-thing shrivelled into a little bouquet. They’re minor functionaries of the Helaseach, the city’s own conjuring circle. They know him; he knows them. A moment’s unhappy détente between fellow magicians as the engines speak.

“What is this, amateur’s work?” one of them demands. They step forwards and start amending his glyphs, mangling them. Sacrificing defence for other purposes.

The other one speaks, voice high enough that maybe it’s a woman, though he can’t tell, all muffled in a greatcoat and hair cropped ragged. “If you’ve an oar to stick in, steer at the enemy. Or each shot’s wasted.”

It’s not wasted if it hasn’t killed anyone on the wall. Jack just stares at them, cedes the field, moves on. There will be somewhere else his interference can pay off.

The rattle of baton-shot accelerates up above like pebbles in an avalanche. Two streets away the exodus from the compromised Ward is swifter yet sparser, the last dregs of those who will leave. Something dreadful is coming. Jack feels it and so do the two Helaseach conjurers. A horror beyond mere Pal authority. The first wall fell so swiftly. Nobody outside the Osseach has had a good report of what’s coming.

The light that falls on the city then is ghastly. Blank, white, flattening. It kills things in people: hope, happiness, love. You can’t stand before that radiance and think that things are going to turn out all right. You can’t charge the enemy without knowing you’ll die. You can’t think of family or loved ones without the certainty of loss. It lasts for less than a minute. Would be the longest minute of anyone’s life if this was the first time, but they’ve turned the Angler’s Eye on the city during each advance, when things were almost at their worst. For the actual worst, well, they have even more self-sabotaging measures. There’s a reason the Loruthi took the city by fifth column and collaboration way back when. The Os-Fferegh live on an absolute goldmine of appalling magic nobody in their right mind would ever use.

In truth, the old beacon on the Lighthouse wasn’t ever such a scourge of the heart until the Fisher King cult let their murderous god look through it. Now that divinity will be feasting on all the love and hope and joy he’s just scoured from the streets, and the Pals…

Jack’s quite ready for the Pals to still keep coming. He feels their battle order isn’t particularly built on love and hope. But something’s happened to knock them back, whatever their special new business is. The artillery – beyond the focus of the Angler’s Eye – takes up again. He sees one shot strike the wall five streets off and turns to go.

“Tell the Widow that if she values her place in this city, she’ll use her strength as a blade, not just a shield!” the maybe-woman conjurer shouts after him, and he shakes his head grimly. As if the Widow knows anything of this. As if she cares.

*

Someone’s weeping nearby. It’s very distracting. A soldier, face in hands, not a mark on him, uniform pristine save for stone dust and a little mud. Something to do with the lighthouse beacon that just swept across the city, Aspel understands. Some weapon of the Carcers, or not even of the Carcers because supposedly it’s the traitor cult who are up there. It hit everyone out in that lit-up strip of city they were advancing through. It was bad, they say, but only a handful broke under the weight of it. The hopelessness, the grief. Does that make the people who broke better or worse people? Aspel tries not to deal in that kind of comparator. She prefers ‘higher’, ‘lower’, ‘further’, scales that fit the calibrations down the blade of her dagger.

Right now the numbers aren’t playing ball because some sons of bitches in the city are messing with her targeting. The lensing effect means that a dead-on shot for her could end up just about everywhere once the magic’s done with it. Bad enough in a regular field battle where you can get a good eyeline to your target and check your calculations by hand. Here, on the back of the crab, it’s absolute murder. Literally in some cases. She has almost certainly torn up at least a score of uniforms in misplaced shot.

She sends the signal to cease bombardment again. The advance has stalled out past the first wall. Then there’s Quellery, supposed to be out there, but now skulking at her elbow just as she’s about to try and formulate some counter-maths, so no wonder she’s not getting a clean shot.

“You—” she begins, high dudgeon no matter he’s her superior.

“Don’t start with me, Aspel,” he snaps back, no matter the same. “Ib, Pib and Pob got picked off by snipers on the wall.” He always calls his imps the same thing. “I’m not about to draw a conjuring circle in full view of the locals. Back here to resupply with little helpers.”

She nods. She’ll allow it. He sits down beside her and actually starts chalking right there on the broken flags of this ruined Ward. The lines come out all crooked but Quellery has a crooked mind so probably it all balances out.

“What’s it like out there?” she asks, unwillingly. Doesn’t want to be drawn into the real of it, the part maths can’t reach, but he was there, he saw, and curiosity wins out.

“Damndest thing,” says the demonist as he works. Istreddy wanders over then, his prognostications done because the quartermasters have sent out everything budgeted to the assault by now.

“That light hit us and – well, didn’t enjoy it. Fucking eye of God, right?” It’s common knowledge – meaning officially denied by the Commission but everyone knows – that the traitor cult are worshipping the old sea god nobody’s supposed to ever mention. The one they threw in the sea when Pallesand was founded, and has now washed back up on shore. “But it hit the dead lads worse, can you believe it?”

Aspel stops her maths at that and stares at him.

“Quellery,” says Istreddy in a tight voice.

“Just… like they were… remembering. They just stopped and swayed and that unnatural fucker with the jar in his chest couldn’t get them to march.”

“Quellery,” hisses Istreddy, more urgently.

“I mean, you’d think having no regrets would be the main benefit of being dead.” Quellery finishes his chalk and gets out a book of regulation conjurer’s matches. Strikes five and throws them haphazardly into the ring with a stink of sulphur. They fizzle fitfully and one goes out.

Istreddy gives up on his name and just makes a peculiar growling noise, that thing he does when he’s very stressed. Aspel and Quellery look up at the same time and find that the Lich Queen and that ‘unnatural fucker with the jar in his chest’ are right there.

“Shit,” Quellery says. “Magister.”

The Lich Queen – the Sage-Inquirer – regards them bleakly. “When you’re dead, Companion-Invigilator,” she says, “regrets are all you have.” It’s a hell of a line, honestly. Yet Aspel sees the woman flinch slightly, hearing herself say the words. The absurd drama of it, coming from the lips of a Palleseen officer. Not contiguous with perfection.

Fessel, the man with the jar, stares with patient loathing at Quellery, through the dull eyes of the corpse he’s possessing.

Istreddy makes that little growling sound again, flinching away from the pair of them. The expression of the Sage-Inquirer is momentarily haunted, as though this wasn’t the sort of life she’d anticipated coming with the rank badge. “The advance will resume shortly,” she states. “It’s simply a matter of restoring the proper chain of command. Renewing orders to the forward companies.” Proper military language, shorn of superstition. The way soldiers talk.

There is a creaking sound. Four dead men in glittering dragonfly armour are lurching up, bearing a palanquin draped with gold-threaded shrouds. From within, a corpse face looks out, fresher than its mummified bearers but no more lively.

“My queen,” comes the husk of a voice. A hand – a dried tomb-thing of a hand – projects outwards past the cobwebby shrouds, heavy with rings. The Sage-Inquirer takes it, touches it to her forehead and then kisses a jet stone the size of an eyeball. Not with reverence so much as a sort of irritated haste, an officer who doesn’t really have time to sign your leave chit but does so anyway because that’s her job. Her eyes stray back to the three fascinated junior officers, now joined by a quartet of gibbering imps battering at the inside of Quellery’s circle like bluebottles.

“Restoring the chain of command,” the woman repeats. Her eyes stare as though aghast at the disconnect between words and actions. Then the whole circus is heading for the front. Istreddy lets out a whining breath, visible going through the little rituals he has, to calm himself down.

“That was a long march past fucked up,” Quellery decides.

“My firing solution,” Aspel tells him.

He nods, scuffs the circle so the imps can get out. Ib, Pib, Pob and Flob, and likely to have the same sort of operational lifespan as their predecessors unless something happens to the locals’ aim.

*

Jack sees the second wall fall. When the dead reanimate and charge, the barricades don’t hold, and nor do the militia manning them. They flee, and this time he knows there isn’t a chance for the bulk of the people in this Ward to get out. Nobody thought it would go so swiftly.

It becomes a matter of time. There’s one more wall between the advance and Godsgift Square, where the greatest concentration of displaced citizens and casualties are gathered around the Hospitallers’ tent. He looks down the street and there’s a riot of bright armour at the far end. And Jack’s seen a lot since he left his home in Telmark, but not this. Not soldiers from a dead empire of a thousand years ago, raised into the sunlight and serving as part of the most modern and aggressive army in the world. It’s not fair, really, that the Pals have this as well as everything else.

They don’t run but they don’t shamble either, advancing at a brisk march with levelled halberds. No batons, but then they probably can’t actually speak, and they predate the language the Pals use for their tablethi.

His throat is dry. He feels his chest pull, those places that mark where he’s taken wounds before, in war. The legacy of past virtues. And he doesn’t do virtue now. He’s given up on it. After a lifetime of depriving himself for God, how galling to discover that vice made him happy. He’s one of the wicked, each day a little more so as Abellaime hones him.

The Widow is going to be very angry if he gets himself killed right now. Especially if it’s doing something creditable.

The wards against demons and those against ghosts are related. A piece of metaphysics he never entirely understood, but he’s seen the proof of it. He strides forwards as those halberds advance, as people flee past him, soldiers and civilians both. Standing there he makes the air his canvas, three bold strokes forming a barrier in the air. The old godliness in him stirs, the divine power reaching up to oppose these things that should never have been dredged from the tomb.

He sees them brace, in the front rank, put their shoulders to it like dead men forcing open the sepulchre. His forbiddance, that would have blasted demons and even stung the fingers of the Kings Below, shatters around him and he thinks, Oh, right. Seeing that whoever laid in this necromantic honour guard knew what they were doing, more than he does.

“Get out with your piss-poor foreign workings,” someone shrieks at him, a hand on his shoulder, throwing him backwards. He trips, sprawls, the amulet at his belt sparking in outrage at the disrespect. It’s the pair of Helaseach conjurers he had the run-in with before. They’re trying something of their own, just a link in a chain he can feel being raised across the whole Ward, a score of these acolyte hellieurs trying to improvise some kind of barrier. The dead feet march closer, unperturbed. Jack tries to tell them it won’t work, but one of them shoves him in the chest the moment he’s back on his feet. “Just fucking go!”

He understands. He goes. Behind him, the working builds, uneven and ragged. If they weren’t turning the crank by hand it would all fall apart, but the pair of them are standing in the middle of the street. One last glance over Jack’s shoulder shows them with their hands clasped together, the focus of the blast.

The sky above the city convulses. The dead don’t stop marching but just about every piece of artillery shot in the air right then, from both sides, gets twitched away to a new target. Then the halberds go in – less an attack than a simple intersection of force and object. The magic springs apart, and the other conjurers strung across the Ward look for their own exits, and so does Jack.

THE THIRD WALL

The poet is really getting on Niev’s nerves now because the old sod will not shut up. She didn’t think any living human being could have stood about declaiming in her ear for this long but apparently his wind is inexhaustible, unlike her patience. She’s already waiting on word back from Uncle Hamriddy and the rest of the Osseach, all safely behind the Gaelensreach wall, because today is going very badly and the Pals have gained more ground in just a few hours than they did in the previous several months of the siege. The dead troops they’ve disinterred from who the hell knows where do not stop. Or, rather, the only thing that gave anybody any respite was the Angler’s Eye, and apparently the Lighthouse mob’s god gets sated. God has used up his best angry looks, says the Pope; come back later. Niev isn’t sure they have a later.

Baton-shot won’t kill the dead. Stabbing won’t kill them. A good number of fallen militia and cultists show that determined resistance can slow them, but at a hell of a cost in blood. That’s what’s going on right now before the third wall, to give more people the chance to cram into Godsgift Square, or to flee into the unconquered Wards either side of the Pal advance. And the Pals don’t care about flanks, apparently. They’re going right for the heart of the city.

Then that dreadful light washes over the city, because apparently the cultists’ god remembered he has another eye. Nobody cheers it, and there are plenty of defenders who broke the first time it touched them. That old sea god is nobody’s friend, but this applies even to the dead and Niev will, frankly, take that.

She has not stopped thinking, talking, organising and moving around since before dawn, a feat of endurance to match the epic stylings of Guillen oa Pedrig if she only stopped to think about it. She literally has no chance to be tired.

The third wall is being manned now. Soldiers at the barricades sighting down their batons. Aeriff ea Llannach is there with them, giving instruction, a magician advising about a magical foe. Niev eavesdrops for a moment, hoping for wisdom. She hears, “Legs, joints, just stop them moving.” Not a wizard’s counsel at all but a desperate woman with a hard head for practicalities. You can’t kill the dead but you can kneecap the bastards. Down below, others in the Helaseach have a handful of demons to reinforce the gates – lobster-centaur things bound to the cause of Eres Ffenegh by ancient compacts, as antique and out of their proper time as the dead themselves.

Right then, Guillen oa Pedrig sways back to her shoulder, intoning the epic deeds of Conn Leachan and that time he killed some sort of giant eel god-monster in appalling anatomical detail, one stanza per yard of god-eel. He’s thumping a drum for emphasis too, in case Niev’s headache was going anywhere any time soon. She rounds on him, opens her mouth, sees it’s worse. A second voice chiming in with the poet’s strong baritone, high and discordant and slurring the words.

It’s Kiff. Kiffel ea Leachan, come to defend the city of her sainted bloody ancestor. Wearing the Crabshell, that had looked so patriotically impressive when the great man was showing her how to bear it, but now clatters and hangs about her as though she’s tied a load of pans and pots about her. Her voice rings and screeches and she waves the corroded sword about her head, a danger to everyone in reach. Drunk, Niev realises. Kiff has been coming to terms with her failure in the most predictable and least useful way. Drunk and reeling and here to save the day.

“Go home!” Niev tells her. “Go away!” At least the competition is actually serving to drive off Guillen, mortally offended at this amateur treading on his toes. Kiff stares blearily at Niev, trying to say something but just burbling noises and spittle. So it is that Niev misses the moment when the dead get moving again and come against the barricades of the third wall, and the fiercest moments of the day play out in grave dust, blood and ichor.

*

Dantell feels the day is going rather well, actually. Tomorrow is another matter, or at least there’s a tomorrow hanging over Brandery and herself like a hammer. Take the city, though. Just having Eres Ffenegh dragged kicking and screaming into the Sway might look good enough to deflect a bit of that hammer blow – though given the tenor of the missives from back home she isn’t at all sure of that. But take the city today, then maybe they can clean up the rest of the mess before anyone with the Commission’s writ and a set of inquisitorial clamps starts paying attention.

She isn’t entirely sure how, given just how effective her longer-term problem is proving. Today’s pleasant surprise is also tomorrow’s damned hammer. There’s a phrase the regulars use, about the engineers, regarding incautious use of explosives, and Dantell can feel the rope about her ankle and the hoisting about to start. But today…

The artillery’s just loosed – Aspel has concentrated her engines up there along the second wall to get the best view of the third. The artillerist was hopping from crew to crew a moment before, giving them their solutions – little scraps of onion-skin paper with blocks of figures: elevation, charge, additional sigils to add to the targeting tablethi. Bringing the hammer down… Dantell pauses as she reaches the wall top, shudders, then she’s up and skulking along, unfolding her glass so she can see how it’s playing out at the third wall.

“Mind, magister! They’re trying to winkle us off here!” Her head snaps up, the telescope extended before her like the proboscis of a blood-sucking bug. It’s Istreddy, waving at her from the nearest gun crew where he’s presumably been helping Aspel with her sums. Even as she registers him there’s a knocking from across the city, distant pock-pock-pock that sounds more like some bronchitic chicken than artillery. So innocuous that no part of Dantell really registers it as a threat, because she was in the war and the Loruthi had some real blood and thunder to bring to the argument.

She turns the glass towards the wall. Not hard to spot where the Dead Company has got to given how ludicrously dressy it is. Would it be better if we could get the things in uniform? Honestly she doesn’t think that would help.

The gold, jade and turquoise tide in its barbaric splendour is crossing towards the third wall, just surging down the streets of the fallen Ward in perfect ghastly order. Behind it her wavering gaze finds the charcoal-grey of the regulars, actually having to run to keep up with dead feet. And she can even feel optimistic about the casualty figures because precious few of their living soldiers have even seen action yet.

“The lensing!” Aspel yells from two engines down. “What is – oh shit,” as – unknown to her or Dantell or any of them – the Helaseach line gives its all.

That arching shot the Palleseen engines have just vomited out over the city, the answering salvo from the scatter of defending weapons, it’s all going awry in the air. A score of sigils foxing the targeting, drawing on the vast latent power of the god the city is built on. Not in a spirit of faith but brute practicality, applied with a home turf advantage. They who live on the crab, they know the contours of its shell. The Old Knife off the sea, that a moment before was just biting into Dantell’s uniform jacket, keens through them all and the air is momentarily flurrying with sudden snow.

The effect lasts seconds – the undead advance cleaves through the Helaseach line and then the surviving conjurers are fleeing – but in those moments every piece of airborne shot is fielded by the wind and the contorting space over the city and redirected.

Dantell is on her back, head resounding with the thunder of the moment before last. She squirms upright and almost pitches twenty feet to the cobbles because the wall she was trying to lean on isn’t there any more. An artilleryman, his scalp bloody and dandruffed with stone dust, grabs her by the collar and hauls her back from death without care for rank and she can only suppose it was because he didn’t realise he was saving the Stoat and not someone more beloved.

They’ve lost two engines and what looks like four crews. A third engine hangs precariously out over the punched-in roof of the building below. The willingness of the Os-Fferegh to destroy their own city has been the main impediment of the fighting so far.

Someone nearby is making a ghastly sound. It’s Istreddy. The Diviner, the subdued man with the carved-up face. She thinks he’s been hit at first. He’s hunched about himself, hands to his gouged head like he’s trying to pry the scars open and let something out, elbows and knees sticking out at dead-spider angles. Because he’s useful with his second trade she hurries over, stumbling across the broken stone. Because she’s forgotten it is his second trade.

Istreddy’s noises shift, deepen, from whimpering to gargling, groaning, guttural retching sounds like he’s trying to get something out of him. And he is, but the thing he’s trying to sick up is also him.

His back arches, dagger-spines jabbing from the vertebrae. The face he turns on her isn’t his face, because Istreddy doesn’t customarily have that much jaw. What big teeth he has. Dantell recoils, remembering the man’s war record, the use they had for him, the thing he retired from to play cards.

His uniform jacket tears across, exposing livid, twisting flesh bloating with muscles that can’t decide if they’re man or beast. It’s like invisible hands are wringing and moulding him. His voice rises from that low growl to a high, heckling cry, the laughter of something awful freed. Dantell brings out her rod, a tableth already in the slot. Aims it into the snarling lupine face of the thing Istreddy’s becoming.

Then she’s aiming it at the small of Aspel’s back because the artillerist has thrown herself on the monster, thrown her arms about that swelling ribcage, buried her face in his brindled neck, speaks into his ear, calling his name even as his claws flex and his distended maw grows teeth on teeth on teeth. Dantell’s hand shakes and the word is on her lips that will see her empty the tableth of charge and just rid the world of both of them. The only thing that stops her is that Aspel’s intervening body might mean she doesn’t finish off Istreddy.

Then the words are cutting through the shock and trauma and beastliness. Aspel’s voice, calm, determined. “Istreddy, come back to us, man, come on.” And he’s shrinking down, diminishing into the rags of his uniform, the cackle of the beast becoming the sobbing of the man.

Dantell, shaken, still aiming the rod, knows it’s not just the Dead Company that needs to go, when they clean house. Correct Speech won’t stand for any of it, however useful. It’s all a gateway to imperfection and, with Dantell’s own record, she can’t afford to have any of this muck get on her boots.

*

“The crying and the keening of the gulls

Skirling across the wave-backs and the wave-tops

Speaks to me not of the sea

But of home.

The biting and the boring of the Old Knife

Stabbing through shirt-cloth and sash-cloth

Speaks to me not of the sea

But of home.

And the groaning and the griping of the full nets

The whisper and the wetness of the empty nets

The timber-sounds and the tide-sounds

The wave-sounds and the water-sounds.

The sunder and the strike of sword on sword-blade

The spear-rattle, the shield-rattle

Speaks to me not of war

But of home.

And the snapping and the sniping of the batons

The wound-grief, the wife-grief

Speaks to me not of war

But of home.

The lintel and the latch-key

The bed-warmth and the body-warmth

The heart-warmth and the hearth-warmth

The cradle-gift and the crypt-gift

There is no world-sound or war sound

No sea-sound nor storm sound

But speaks to me of home.”

A shot rings out.

*

Just that one shot, into the silence left by Guillen oa Pedrig’s voice, and even that shot had the common decency to wait until the end of a stanza. Niev watches as the old poet stumbles back, just one step, as though bracing, although the criticism has already hit home. He drops to his knees, his arms flung out, like the figures of bards of old before their lords. Begging clemency, not for themselves, but for those without voices.

The dead remain still. Halfway through the barricade, masonry and timbers scattered forwards by the levering force of their halberds, but now still. Still, from the end of Guillen’s first verse. The old man’s voice had rolled out, and what had been an interminable drone in her ear had become a swelling tide of declamation, and the dead had stopped. Niev – mouth open to tell the drunken, lurching Kiff to just fuck off – had found the vitriol taken from her. They all had. They’d turned to see the old man, the relic – who would bring a poem to a baton-fight, after all? – just striding up to the barricade with his words spilling from his lips, like it was festival. Intoning one of the old boat songs, the sea songs, that had been banned by the Loruthi because of all the things they didn’t say, hidden between the words.

But those are our songs. What good are they against the enemy? And these dead things surely don’t speak a word of Os, even. They should have carved through the old man, stopped for him no more than they had for baton-shot or the wardings of the Helaseach, but…

But they’re still. When he’d been orating they’d listened, and now he’s on his knees before them with his shirt pierced by the shot, they remain motionless.

Something goes out of them. She sees it. Something merciless and purposeful. Surely dead things can’t know despair, but it’s as though the old words from the old man have brought the modern world to these old things.

But of home, she thinks, and wonders how very far, in miles and years, these things are from anything they ever called home.

They move. Someone cries out, keyed up for it, but they’re not attacking any more. They draw themselves up into a forlorn parade ground order. Empty sockets regard Guillen oa Pedrig until the old man collapses forwards, some internal balance undone, dead these several seconds already.

The dead stand, halberds grounded, points threatening only the sky. The city holds its breath. A couple of defenders run forwards and grab the dead poet’s body.

“Maybe we should,” Niev says, “rebuild the barricade—”

The shooting starts. The would-be pallbearers duck and skitter back from the corpse, and then the Pals are coming in. Not their dead allies – in fact the dead are more of an impediment, standing like new statuary right before the broken barricade – but the living. Charcoal-grey uniforms and modern weaponry; men and women who’ve just trailed the necromantic pike all day until now, and are fresh and ready for the fight. She hears the ugly snapping words of Pel – the orders from the officers and the killing commands that discharge their tablethi. Living defenders who wouldn’t face the merciless onslaught of the dead are flurrying forwards.

The Pals take the barricade even as the militia try and pick them off. They have truncheons and siege axes and short rods for close work. They’re absolutely incensed that their dead allies have suddenly turned aesthete at this crucial moment, but they’re not going to let that stop them doing their job.

Niev suddenly becomes aware that she, standing here in Godsgift Square, has nothing between her and the enemy but that line of militia.

She shoves past Kiff, who’s staring stupidly at all this, still waving that useless sword vaguely. Across the square, past all these wounded and traumatised and dying people, she spies Aeriff, the chief conjurer. It’s down to her now. Niev should be seeking permission from her uncle but there’s no time. This has been a war of self-mutilation for the Os-Fferegh from the start and it’s time to put the knife in one more time.

*

His name is Erd Mannet. He had almost forgotten. Or was. Perhaps better to say his name was.

There had been promises, buried with him, with them all, like grave goods. They had been the most loyal, picked followers of the Emperor. When the doors had closed upon them – still living – their last sight of the world had been of an empire. A world where the sun set and the moon rose on a land owned only by the great necromantic dynasty of Moeriband.

You shall be needed, went the promises. When the Empire is threatened, you shall be called upon to defend it. Ten years, a hundred, a thousand, it shall not matter. The Emperor shall speak and you shall take up arms. The Empire of Death shall last forever.

They had gone into the dark on living feet. In, and the tomb sealed behind them. None would ever force entrance to rob the treasuries or disturb the dead-but-living bodies of the Imperial dynasty. The Empire would thrive forever; Erd Mannet and his comrades would wait forever. At last the world would die and all would be together in the perfect stasis of death. All cold and still and ended, and all would be well. These were the promises.

Then there was a wait, but if the dead can do anything it’s wait. And though Erd Mannet and his fellows went living into the tomb, death came to them soon after and laid its ashen hand on their eyelids and kissed their foreheads with chill lips. Whispered, You are chosen, O you faithful in their ears and stilled their hearts.

Eventually, the Emperor called them. Not the Emperor who slumbered yet within the tomb, having never required the services of the army he’d had interred with the Imperial family. A new Emperor, more recently deceased, but anointed and consecrated in all the old ways. His thin voice, that no thickness of earth or stone could keep from the ears of the servants he had inherited. Not true to say Erd Mannet had felt a leap of joy in his heart: it was a clenched stone thing; it did not leap. But at the word of the new Emperor they had marched.

At first the world had just been grey cobweb before their eyes. They had seen, but some part of them inside had not understood. This was the world to the dead. Of course it lacked splendour. So they marched and fought and did the bidding of the Emperor and of his consort, for the glory of the Empire of the Moeribandi that had never fallen.

The light from the tower had been like acid on them, not the body but the soul. Banishing shadows, illuminating unwelcome truths. And now this. One old man; a few words. So little. Erd Mannet feels the shroud drawn from his face. Sees himself and the world, and understands that he was lied to, all those years before. Years? Centuries. Ten centuries, more. They sealed the tomb, and beyond it the Empire withered. The glory turned to dust and blew away. The grandeur that was his place and time and purpose. The old man spoke of home, and the words entered Erd Mannet and told him You have no home. Not even separated from it by distance, but by time. He and all the others in their armour of broken promises. They were never called on to save the Empire, and now they stand in a world where all they had been is myth.

And worse. He calls out, to the others, I am Erd Mannet, and gives his lineage and his honours, the great deeds of his family, and the silent answers come back. And some say, I am Ettek Scerlen and others I am Otal Kimbree but still more say I am Erd Mannet until he is a squad, a company, a legion. There are perhaps ten names across all the hundreds of them. In their long sleep, their ghosts have spread and merged, growing like fungus within the tomb, devouring one another. He cannot even know that he is the Erd Mannet, the original. All provenance is lost within the throng.

And so they stand, horrified at their own lack of meaning and identity, wrestling with what is left to them. They stand and threaten, but not another step do they march.

*

Kiff had been drinking for courage, because she’d been going back to see the Widow about a sword. After that she’d been drinking because it made all the excremental detail of her life smell almost tolerable to the nose. The next morning she’d drunk because she’d been hungover and now she was both because the dog she’d had a hair of was slacking off.

Nobody told her the Pals were about to renew the siege. The last she’d heard, it was all off for a few days, a civilized truce to celebrate the complete and utter ruination of Kiffel ea Leachan.

Then the artillery had started and she hadn’t been so drunk she didn’t recognise that – every citizen of Eres Ffenegh has become almost the connoisseur of small siege pieces and the precise timbre of their mating calls, each to each across the city. So she decided that it was now and it was her time and even if her sainted ancestor had been turned into a few hundred Pal tablethi she’d do him proud. She’d fumbled the damn armour on, took up the pitted cavity that was the sword and marched for the front lines determined to sell her worthless flesh dearly. Or something like that.

And now she’s watching, and some old boy – is that the Pedrig who’d been Oslamn about ten years ago? – has just said a lot of stirring stuff that made her blood fizz, and then they shot him for it. And you’d think that would fire her up even more, send her howling into the teeth of the foe, hold the gate all on her own, the sort of berserk joy-in-battle her ancestor was famed for. Except it all goes out of her, seeing that. Seeing the old man go to his knees, then tip back so he can see the sky with his dead eyes, the red on his shirt like a flower he’d tucked into his buttonhole. All the fight and fizz goes right out of her and she suddenly appreciates that she will probably never get that old, but most certainly not if she takes her useless sword and antique armour to the gate. And Niev is telling her in no uncertain terms to piss off and that seems absolutely the right idea. Once again, what’s the point of her, exactly, save to take up space that might more usefully be employed for something else?

They’re fighting at the barricades now – at, through, over. Not the dead, who are standing there in gleaming ranks like a morbid piece of art, but the living Pals who have no more mercy in them than death anyway, and are absolutely bloody determined to take this gate and sample the delights of Godsgift Square.

She turns to those delights now – perhaps she’s about to bid them all farewell – but all she can see are the people. All the people who’ve flooded in here away from the Pal advance, and are now flooding even further, into the neighbouring Wards and through the big ironbound gates to the upper city. Funnelling either side of the big tent the foreigners have plonked right there in the middle of the square. The one with all the stretchers and blankets out front of it, where the injured are. Kiff sees that, and understands it’s not just her and all those running people who have nothing between the enemy and them but every available militia fighter. It’s all the people who can’t run, too. Today’s wounded stacked on those of a few days ago and all the others from before. And there’s been sickness and people have been caught in the cold without a roof or proper clothes and people have been hit by falling stones and shot and burned and…

She shoves the goddamn useless sword through her twisted belt, and rattles forwards in that weight of idiot mail. Blunders, tramples, but when one of the Hospitallers has one end of a stretcher, Kiff takes the other. Says nothing, because if she opens her mouth there will only be apologies for her presence. Just lifts when the Pal man lifts. Just carries when he leads. And then goes back for another.

This time there’s nobody on the end. She has the handles, crouched awkwardly with Crabshell plates digging into her ribs and armpits. Everyone else has a stretcher and a friend. She wonders if she should just drag, but the man lying there is bandaged down one side and the thought of making his pain an iota worse makes her feel as though it was her pain too. Soft, you’re soft, says Conn Leachan in her head and she shoots back, Gone, you’re gone.

Something takes the other end of the stretcher. Not someone. The doorman of the Pandaemonium. Usrach, come from across the square: the ancient, barnacled thing sold with the fallen temple like a job lot of betrayed divinity. Its segmented fingers click about the handles and its pearl eye meets hers.

“One – two – three – lift,” she counts, and it mirrors her, effortless, enviable. They get some looks from the Hospitallers, but Kiff hunches her pauldroned shoulders and ignores them. Ignores their stares and the sounds of fighting and the flagging baton-shot that scores a streak of char across Usrach’s back.

On her return to the tent, demon in tow, there are still somehow as many injured there, maybe more. She looks wildly at the barricades, and the Pals are holding the gate over what looks like a whole extra half-wall of their comrades’ corpses. The militia are furiously trying to stopper them up there but even Kiff, who knows nothing, can see them losing ground. Another stray shot lances past her, searing a black circle through the canvas of the tent and she staggers sideways into someone. Sees who and recoils the other way, almost treading on the injured. It’s the Widow’s nasty little errand boy. It’s Devil Jack. He’s come to collect. Collect what? She isn’t even sure.

Angry words boil up inside Kiff. She’d excoriate him, but then she remembers that she, herself, has fallen so very far from grace. Someone beats her to it anyway. The chief Hospitaller storms over, bloody to the elbows like some Pal caricature of the faithful. “You!” Spitting, furious. “Haven’t you done enough?”

Jack stares at her archly, then seems to come back to himself. Kiff knows the look: the soldier who’s kept a lid on all those war memories, until they strike from ambush. He starts back from the Hospitaller’s wrath, as though her God – the pacifist one – will make an exception and smite him something proper. A moment later he’s gone and Kiff and Usrach get another stretcher out, a constant ant-stream of the able doing their best for those who can’t.

She comes back for a fourth serving in time to see Devil Jack come back to the tent. The shaven-headed woman – she’s carrying a crate now, medicine she won’t surrender to the enemy – snarls at him, a really personal and savage loathing, as though Jack killed everyone she ever loved. Jack actually flinches from her stare but then gestures at the wounded, and his friends come in.

Friends? Servants, no, minions. That’s the proper term for what his trade unleashes on the world. No two of them the same, all of them seeming ill-formed, made of wet clay fired too early by an impatient potter. Lumpen, limping, limbs askew and the wrong length. A half-dozen demons here to make things worse, and then a half-dozen more. For a moment everyone stops, staring in horror, because what, man? Turn them on the Pals if you’ve got any control over them. But Jack gestures, barks sounds that aren’t words, and the demons lurch forwards and take stretcher after stretcher. They are disintegrating even as they move, Kiff sees. They are the sloppiest, most poorly-shaped fiends in the history of demonry and the Widow will give him such a lashing for his poor craft. But even as they collapse and slough parts of themselves onto the flags of Godsgift Square they are hauling the wounded out of the square to the next Ward along. Overhead, the militia are shooting into the Pals as they push forwards, the crack and snap of defenders spitting out death in three languages. Kiff ducks her head, takes up the next stretcher, and doesn’t look too closely at her neighbours in evacuation.

*

“You are sure of this,” Aeriff clarifies.

“Yes,” says Niev. She isn’t sure of this.

“You have your uncle’s writ,” Aeriff presses.

“Yes,” says Niev. She doesn’t, and maybe her last service to Hamriddy is that she’s lowly enough to be disowned if this turns out to be the wrong decision.

The stones of the Gaelensreach, the grand wall that separated the big houses in the small Right-city from the small houses in the big Left-city, are not mere plain blocks. They carry life in them. Their faces are patterned with coiled and headless snakes, articulated pill bug things, Lancehead stones as long as an arm and the skeletons of vitrified fish. Not mere decoration, and when the stones were first quarried and placed these curios were not present. They have grown within the masonry, brought out from some ancient sea of dreams by the leaching essence of the great crab. Niev spares them a glance, but no. Not these stones, not the Right-city’s final shield, not yet.

There will come a day, she is bitterly aware, but not today.

The stones of many other ancient buildings scattered through the city show – or showed – the same infiltration, the petrified forms of unknown beasts and plants, the castes of worms, the ripples of oceans that never were. In extremis, the magicians of Eres Ffenegh know how to wake them.

Niev stops by the Taela. Her favourite haunt in all the city, honestly. Where else can a Left-city girl sit and watch the world go by in Godsgift Square? A life and generations of lives before, on the up or downswing, drinking fine tea or good wine, or clearing glasses and bowing to the clan darlings. And it ends here.

She doesn’t even know if it’ll be enough. She says the words over and over, “Yes, yes, yes,” until Aeriff has sufficiently distanced herself from culpability that the avalanche of blame will come down squarely on Niev ea Galeaff.

It’s only the lowest stones of the Taela that bear the seastone flowerings, but that won’t make much difference because it’s not as though the rest will stay in place once the foundations flex, writhe, get up and walk.

Aeriff enacts the ritual with a half-dozen of her junior conjurers. Not even demon work, this, but you need to have lived in the city for years before the stones will listen. You need the crab to have written its fossils into your own bones.

There are nineteen people in the Taela. The proprietor and family haven’t left, and a family of refugees is in the cellar, where the stone weeds wave serpentine in the depths of the walls and the skeletal fish gape their gills. There are militia in the upper storey, potshotting Pals through open windows. She gets them all out. Spilling helter-skelter into the square because everyone born to the back of the crab knows the Gaeledh. In fact, from earlier clashes in the Left-city, the Pals are well aware of it too. But the Left-city has been pillaged of every building whose foundations bore the mark and it didn’t send the Pals away. Now there’s only the Taela and the Gaelensreach itself.

She pauses a moment, a hand to stones she feels shiver and rebel against their place. Then she’s running, because fifty tons of masonry won’t care if the flesh it turns into a smear was born to the city or not.

The upper stories of the Taela crack across, shudder and collapse in on themselves. There are already warning shouts in Pel from the far side of the beachhead into the square, because the enemy were expecting this. Are, in fact, thoroughly sick of this tactic, though not as sick as Niev is for having to use it.

The building’s foundations boil out of the ground, unmaking themselves into a tide of figured stones. For a moment it’s just a boiling mass of masonry blocks chipping their own corners off, but then it finds its shape. Sometimes they’re great plated fish, the Gaeledh, sometimes broad-shelled crustacean forms. This one’s something like a writhing mass of tentacles, a land-kraken of worked stone. It scours across Godsgift Square and most of the defending militia get out of the way, but not all; the Gaeledh isn’t picky over who gets crushed in those coils of architecture. Aeriff is crying out, high and fierce and without any indication the thing is listening to her.

The Pals fall back double time. The majority of them get away, abandoning the barricade and the mound of their own dead, which the Gaeledh descends on and smashes to jam and splinters. Not even raging, but it’s half a building called into furious octopus motion and anything beneath it comes out like it’s gone through the wrong end of a mill. And there are definitely Pals who contribute to the gory mess of it all, too slow, too keen, all the superlatives of war that get you killed.

Niev is already shouting, and so are a score of militia chiefs. The fighters who were scrambling clear a moment before are rushing back in now. Benches and tables, planks and boards, hammers and nails. The cleared gateway becomes a new barricade in a frenzy of activity like a kicked over nest of mad insects. Beyond them, the Gaeledh flexes and lashes out with a terrible reach, and baton-shot clips shards off it to no effect.

Aeriff has advanced behind it, and Niev is horribly afraid the leader of the Helaseach will get shot by some beady-eyed Pal, but the woman has her hands up, trying to shape and direct the Gaeledh while it still holds together. Forcing it forwards into the stoic ranks of the dead. Let it fall on them! Let it crush their bodies to dust and their armour to gold leaf!

They react, all of them at once. A fence of halberds juts out at the stone monstrosity. Which should have been like pissing into the hurricane, but the Gaeledh slides bonelessly away from them, already sloughing away whole hundredweights of its mass, making broad slewed drifts of broken stone. One whipping tentacle comes backwards and the new barricade explodes on one side, men and women going down in a shredding hail of splinters. A lance of wood a foot long clips Aeriff’s scalp and the woman doesn’t stagger at all.

Then the Gaeledh – the animate thing that had been the foundations of the Taela – now left like the socket after the tooth has gone – comes apart. They never live long. Their tactical use is, of a necessity, both desperate and precise. But the Pals are out of the gateway and there’s at least half a barricade there. The dead army stand right in the street beyond, halberds presented, but not a motion amongst them, exuding that curious sense of the forlorn that the poet seeded in them.

As the final segments of the Gaeledh disarticulate and scatter, a silence falls. The Pals are still mustered a street beyond the square. There are plenty of them. They lost ground and they lost bodies, though, and their Unnaturals don’t seem to be going anywhere. The Angler’s Eye had given the dead warriors pause, but it was poetry that stopped them.

Towards evening, it’s plain the Pals aren’t coming again that day. They infest the city in a strip that runs along the landward wall from the Left-Gate to Godsgift Square and the Os-Fferegh watch them for where they’ll go next. And between the two sides, the square sits under the batons of both.

*

At nightfall, Dantell comes for Lovern. His head goes up – eagerness? Dread? He’s been sat with his monocular squad in the forward camp all this time, even as the actual war receded away.

“Stand down, Cohort-Monitor,” she tells him flatly. “Not today.”

“It’s always hurry up and wait, isn’t it,” he says to her retreating back, but after last time he can’t say he’s sorry about it.


Morning After

There’s a particular life trajectory. You, adult you, a missile spat out on a trajectory set by childhood, thinks it understands its arc and future impact. But there are winds and deflections. Only after the lensing of external events do you understand you’ll never be that person, do those things. Achieve, triumph, leave a legacy. A point in life when you look around and know this isn’t where you were supposed to be. Kiff, obviously. Jack. But it’s an endemic disease. Ask the Stoat if this was where her vaunted education should have taken her. Ask the Sage-Inquirer if she looked in the mirror after graduating from the phalanstery and said, “I’m going to be Queen of the Dead.” Ask the Pope of Tides or his Mouth whether they, at a tender age, said, “One day we’ll be the worst kind of traitors to Pallesand.” And then you take a step back, and see the whole siege, the whole city, the whole world is just made of these broken pieces, jammed together all anyhow, broken ends jabbing at one another in jackstraw profusion. That’s how it’s made. That’s the anatomy of it.

Kiff opened her eyes. Above her, the gloomy ceiling was a mottled landscape of white plaster fought over by mould and faded gilded reliefs. The abstract floriate designs Allor was exporting in her grandmother’s day. Which meant…

She sat up in the bed suddenly. Aware, simultaneously, of the chill, and that the chill was because she was wearing only a nightgown. The chill was just winter, the least point of the Old Knife creeping in through the cracks. The nightgown was not hers. Was risqué, honestly, short on the legs and low on the cleavage. Not a garment she would ever have put on willingly, mostly because it barely served as one. Which meant…

She had a creeping, sick feeling, a moment of trying to reconnect to a body that was mostly bruises; to see if any of those bruises weren’t just the wear and tear of carrying stretchers till her palms bled and her fingernails cracked.

She was in the Pandaemonium. Nowhere else in Eres Ffenegh had this sort of décor. She’d been taken into a brothel and dressed up as staff, and she had no memory of it.

She cast about frantically. The Crabshell was nowhere to be seen, nor was her arming jacket or leggings or boots or any other piece of clothing she felt she should be in possession of. What there was, was a man.

She let out a hoarse, horrified yell, quite out of her control to stifle. Yes, she should have draped herself in the sheet and escaped whatever-the-hell-this-was without waking him; that would have been the sensible thing to do. Instead of which the sheer outrage burst from her, the Kiff-ness, the don’t-you-know-who-I-am-ness of the girl she’d been, before they’d taken what she was away from her.

He jerked awake. Not actually in the bed with her, thank dead Ffen and all the other gods. Sitting in a chair by the door. An overwrought and velvet-upholstered piece of excess holding a shadowy little dagger of a man: Devil Jack.

His eyes flicked open and he, too, blurted out something. A name, she thought. A woman’s name.

“You fucker!” Apparently that appalled part of Kiff wasn’t letting it go. She had the bedclothes about her now, like someone burlesquing an antique philosopher, and she looked around for something to defend herself with. There was a fireplace, unlit. There was a fire iron. She went for it, stepped on the sheets, fell full length onto every one of her bruises and also her face. Scrabbled on all fours until she had the hooked metal prong, formed by Allorwen craft into a demon’s reaching claw. In all that time Jack had jumped up from the chair but not otherwise gone near her, possibly because she was keening like a madwoman. Now she rounded on him, the iron upraised, her other hand clutching a sheet to her that was spattered with red from the nosebleed she’d just inherited.

“You fucker!” she repeated. She was shaking. She did actually want to hit him then, but she was all tangled up in the bedclothes and so he’d have to come within swinging range himself. He was just staring at her, and she read the gap behind his mind when he didn’t know her or the room or the city. The hard face of Devil Jack, the Widow’s apprentice, but a timorous, uncertain man peering out from it.

He said the name again, like a whimper. Not her name, not one Kiff had ever heard.

Then the door of his expression snapped closed. He remembered all of it, including who he was these days.

“What’re you going to do with that, exactly?” delivered with precisely the correct amount of contempt, for Kiffel ea Leachan’s ability to really accomplish anything on her own two feet.

“You…” She contrived, with her look, to indicate the nightgown, the bed, his presence. “If you… you…”

He was going to laugh. Either diabolically because he had, or contemptuously because, even if he hadn’t, it was a fine jest to make her fear it. She brandished the iron and waited for it, surreptitiously kicking to get her feet free.

“Oh,” he said. Not laughing. “No. I see. No. I’m sorry, no.” And sat down again, rubbed at his temples.

“You did… my clothes…”

“No. That was Usrach.”

She blinked. “What?”

“The doorman, Usrach. You collapsed. The last round of stretchers through the big gate. You’d… I mean you’d done all that lifting in the armour. You just dropped. Not the only one. I was on the way myself. Usrach took you in.”

She thought of demon hands, metallic, shelly, sea-encrusted. It should have been as bad, or worse, but Usrach was… sexless. Hardly devoid of menace, given its provenance and purpose, but not in that way. “My armour,” she said, and then, “My sword!”

Jack was still rubbing at his face. “Usrach,” he said again. “I assume.” His eyes were red, when he looked up. Tiredness and more than that. “I was dreaming,” he said, in a quiet, forlorn voice. “Or a nightmare.” But longing, as though even nightmares were better than here.

She sat down on the bed; didn’t relinquish the poker but stopped waving it around. For a moment they regarded each other warily.

“Why?” she asked.

“Why was I dreaming?”

“Why were you helping?” When he just looked at her with that arch expression she went on, “I know you; the Widow’s errand boy. You’re half demon, or you’re contracted like one, or she’s got you by the balls some way or other. You’re a thing she’s called up, put into a human body so nobody can know you. That’s what they say.”

“They say all that, do they?” He considered it. “That makes me sound very grand. Probably Abellaime put half of that about. Suits her for her errand boy to have a reputation.”

“And it’s not true?”

He shrugged. “Some of it. The less impressive parts. The contract and the balls.”

“And yet you helped,” she went on, dogged. “And I saw the way the Hospitallers looked at you. They hate you worse than the Pal army.”

“I was one of them,” Jack said quietly.

“You’re not even a Pal.”

“They’re not all Pals. It didn’t start with the Pals. They just took it over and made it theirs, the way they do,” he said. “I was one of them. A… you’re some sort of champion here, aren’t you? Isn’t that your deal?”

Kiff bit her lip. “I was.”

“People put you on high, right? They expect things. But being on a pedestal just means it hurts more when you fall off.”

“So you hurt people. That’s why they hate you. You were one of their peace-and-healing types and now you kill people for the Widow.”

He gave her the least mirthful smile she’d ever seen, and then with a convulsive movement he tugged at his jacket, hauled it open across his chest, tore the shirt under it at the collar.

“What the hell are you doing?” Kiff spat, bringing the iron up again, but he just sat there with his chest bared. There were… she thought they were tattoos at first, and then scars, but they were something in between. As though he’d had an artist commemorate some appalling, surely fatal injury across his flesh. As though it was sitting just below the surface waiting to rise up like a devouring maw from deep water and chew him up.

He obviously thought she should understand something from this, but her blank look dissuaded him. He covered himself up and rebuttoned the flap of his jacket. “Not yet,” he told her. “One day, maybe, and we’ll see whose fuckery is strongest right then, God or the Widow. But so far it’s been menaces and hard looks, and you’d be surprised how far you can get on those when someone like Abellaime is standing behind you.” He took a deep breath. “I helped because it was the right thing to do. Because it needed doing. But I helped like that because it was the wrong way to do it, and it means even when I was doing their work, I was offending the faithful, and I hope someone, somewhere, hears about it and laughs. I hope she’d find it funny, if she knew.”

Abellaime, but that wasn’t the she he meant, Kiff understood. “Someone said… you were in love.”

He stood all at once, and there was a moment when she knew he was going to kill her. Then he was just that small man again. Small and sad and tired. “I was,” he said.

“They say she died.”

“She did.” He looked disgusted. “Do they say I killed her?”

Kiff’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh God, you killed her?”

“No! It’s just… I mean you know ‘them’, when ‘they’ start saying things.” He looked exasperated. “I wasn’t even there. She didn’t even…”

“They say the Widow has her soul…? That’s not true either.” Hurriedly correcting herself.

“Not quite.” Almost a whisper. “But the key to it, maybe.”

“You’re going to bring her back.”

“I’m going to bring her back. I’m going to free her. Save her.”

“From death?”

“From Hell.” He stared at her like there was a monster on the far side of his face, using his eyes, then blinked and grimaced. “That sounds very dramatic, I appreciate. I mean, it’s literally true, but I’m sorry, it does sound a bit much when I put it like that.” He rubbed at his face again but, whatever unseen stain he was trying to clear away, it wasn’t coming off. “Kiffel. That’s you, isn’t it?”

“Kiffel ea Leachan,” she agreed. And then, “Kiff.” Though that was for friends, surely.

He was about to say his name, but then he said, “Jack.” And Jack was his name, surely, what everyone called him, but for a moment there had been something else on the tip of his tongue, she was sure of it.

“You’re the champion,” he said then. Her heart sank, but there was nothing on his face to follow it up. No accusation. Possibly he had been so busy doing evil he hadn’t heard about her failings.

“You’re the Widow’s familiar.” She looked at him again: little man, dressed like a crow that’s come into money, warding amulet. That stern, bleak expression she could see was just armour, his own crabshell against the world. “You’re not as evil as I thought you’d be,” she blurted out.

His mask held out two more seconds before being displaced by a wan smile. “Oh I’m trying. Believe me. I need to be wicked, to get what I want. If it can even be gotten. I was a priest once. It’s still in me. I’m shackled by it.” His hand drifting to his chest again, kneading the flesh through his jacket as though feeling an old ache. “But I need to be wicked too. Whoever got anywhere in the demon trade without that?”

“Thank you,” Kiff said.

“What for?”

She wasn’t actually sure. For opening up to her, maybe. For not caring that she’d screwed up. “For helping my city, my people,” she said. “You didn’t have to.”

“Thank God, not me. I’m trying to be bad. It’s the God in me keeps pulling the other way. Inconvenient, is what it is.” He grimaced. “Would some sort of breakfast be the thing, do you think?”

“It’s morning?” This room had no windows, no balcony, though Kiff guessed the latter wouldn’t have helped her with the time of day.

“Oh aye,” he agreed, and then took a look at her, as though it was the first time he’d properly seen her since he woke. “I’ll get one of the girls to find a dress or something.”

*

The dress belonged to Kaele, also the owner of the nightgown. Precisely what surreal sequence of events had led to Usrach going begging for clothes around the bordello, Kiff didn’t want to imagine.

Kaele was a little shorter and broader than she was, hair dyed the colour of copper – not just red but the actual metal. It was a popular choice amongst the Pandaemonium’s denizens. Copper was the metal of magicians, after all, and you didn’t come here merely for earthly delights.

Kiff was mostly keeping her mouth shut, which eggs, dried fish and sea-bread were helping with. She had a lot of preconceptions about whores and conjurers, and had thought that the Widow would keep them well separated in different parlours, but Kaele was a player in both games. A Left-city girl run away from home, inking some sort of complex diagram on a scrap of cloth even as she spooned runny egg into her mouth. And when Kiff said, trying desperately not to be the Right-city tourist, that moving on to the magical side of things must be… better…? Kaele smirked and told her that it wasn’t that simple and some guests would pay you twice if you joined in.

Jack, across the long table from Kiff, ate like a man destined for the gallows, no appetite. He had his own little scrap of paper he was calculating on. It looked like he was marking out some embroidery, another skill Kiff had never acquired. All around her, the working girls and boys of the Pandaemonium were tucking in. Conversation was murmurs and whispers, hollow faces and apprehensive expressions. And of course, if Kiff went out the front door, she’d be in the wrack of Godsgift Square and under the batons of the Pals. Probably there wasn’t much security in their trade at any time, especially under the Widow’s iron reign, but right now the next guests through the door might be in charcoal-grey uniforms with no intention of paying for services.

She felt grotesquely weighed down, less by the armour than by how useless she was.

“If you want,” she ventured, “I could go find out what’s happening. I mean they’re not still attacking, so… I must know someone who knows.” Niev would know, if Kiff could face her. She decided she would make a heroic effort. For the sake of these worried, helpless people she would go talk to Niev ea Galeaff.

Except Kaele gave her a slightly embarrassed look, and said, “The Pals sent a fellow out with the dawn. Nailed up an ultimatum on the big gates. Some of us went to look at it, before the Osseach sent people to take it down. Five days to surrender, or they take the city. To surrender now, with terms, or after, without.”

Kiff opened and closed her mouth. A youth beside Kaele, with the most beautiful eyes Kiff ever saw, leaned in and added, “The Dead Company is still there, right outside the square. Just waiting for the word. Godsgift is between the lines now. Nobody’s and everybody’s.”

“They know the wall’s all Gaeledh-mined,” the woman on the other side of him said. “The Osseach’ll bring it down rather than lose the city.”

“Nobody brought it down on the Loruthi.” Beside Devil Jack was an old man in a motley dressing gown. “Nobody’ll bring it down on the Pals. The Osseach are beat. It’ll be terms. Better to kneel now than try doing it tomorrow after they shoot out your kneecaps.”

That started a round of angry argument and civic pride from some of the others, with the old man ridiculing them all as callow and feckless and what did they know? And Kiff couldn’t help notice how the majority of people stayed quiet and withdrawn just like Jack. A surprise, to find everyone here so well informed; no surprise that they understood they would have no way to alter the outcomes.

“If they conjure the Gaelensreach, then won’t you…” she said, the words petering out as everyone stared at her. Because the Pandaemonium was built right up against the grand wall, and if it suddenly became a thousand tons of stone monster then future scholars would probably never even guess there’d been either temple or brothel on the site.

A demon swept through the room then. Not Usrach, nothing of the old religion to it, a very urbane and sophisticated demon. Aquiline features and pointed ears, copper eyes and dark horns. He clapped his long-nailed hands. “All clothes washed, all beds fresh, all floors swept!” to a general chorus of groans. “By order of the Widow,” the demon majordomo snapped at them, the mean satisfaction of a creature that neither washed, made beds nor swept. “Tonight the Pandaemonium is hosting special guests. The reputation of our establishment demands your utmost!”

“What guests?” the old man asked – long enough in the tooth to risk a little backchat apparently. “The war’s at our bloody doorstep!”

The demon swept over to lean over the table, brass teeth gleaming in a vicious smile. “And we welcome it with open arms,” he hissed. “Tonight, my wayward children, we are profiteers!” And then turned on his heel and swept away, actually laughing as though here was the exemplar of all those theatrical cliches.

“The what?” Kiff asked. “The war? The what?” And saw that here, at least, her ignorance was matched with all the rest around the table. Jack caught her eye, shrugged.

“Whatever it is,” he told her, “you want no part of it.”

Something in her kicked a little, at that. Because for a brief moment she’d been elbow to elbow with people who hadn’t looked at her like they were trying to see where all the vaunted ancestry had gone. Sharing a meal where the main seasoning wasn’t judgment. Maybe she did want a part of it. Except of course, a moment later, she remembered who she was, family pride (tarnished), reputation (wrecked), Right-city upbringing (exile at best, surely). The whole sick mess of it, so that in the end, sitting here in a brothel, she felt she was dragging the place into disrepute.

She put down her spoon, stomach unruly, appetite gone.

Jack took her to another room, and there was the Crabshell. The mannikin it adorned had a hideous gurning face and she didn’t want to know what bizarre proclivities it represented. The armour itself, though, was polished to a shine, all the cracks and scuffs varnished over. Beside it stood Usrach holding the sword, for all the world as though it was auditioning to be her squire.

“You didn’t have to.” By the same coin she didn’t have to be polite to the thing, bound demon that it was. Her heart tugged again, these small kindnesses like knives at the seams of her composure.

Jack ducked out and she changed – the arming jacket was clean, too, smelling not unpleasantly of seawater. When it came to the mail, Usrach’s stony hands fit each piece to her with a care that wavered between touching and unsettling. Depending on whether she remembered just what the creature was.

It didn’t actually kneel, to proffer the sword to her, but she reckoned the thought had crossed the creature’s mind. At which point the Widow’s voice rang out, “Well it seems you’ve quite charmed my doorman. Does that mean you’ll be one of our regulars?” Said with a spin that could have meant patron or staff. Kiff flushed angrily.

“I thank you for your hospitality,” she said flatly as the woman swept into the room.

“None of my doing, child,” Abellaime told her. “You came in with my apprentice, I understand. Quite the tireless worker for the good of the city.” A pitying look, because what finger had the Widow lifted, during the fighting? “Be grateful. It’s not everyone earns a night gratis under this roof. And now, did you have something for me?” The arch of the eyebrow, the curl of the lip, Kiff put in her place. “Or is my small price too much for your pride?”

“My inheritance,” Kiff said. The idea had been rattling about her head since the Widow raised it, and she couldn’t quite understand. “What…?”

“You are the scion of Conn Leachan. Even though he’s nothing more now than an echo in a particularly ugly piece of ironmongery,” the Widow said. “Just you, no sisters, cousins, anyone else to claim the title?”

“Just me,” Kiff confirmed.

“That’s what the demon needs, to understand its role. To step into Conn Leachan’s big shoes, it must wear the mantle, be the heir to a tradition old as your city. So it can guide you in battle as the great man did, dear one. Like an actor that must know its part before it takes to the stage, eh?”

Kiff felt she was being mocked. “You’re asking for trash. There’s nothing left.”

“Really, your sainted name is nothing?”

“You can’t take that,” she tried. Because at least she knew she was stupid, so she could say stupid things and not lessen anyone’s opinion of her. “It’s just words.”

And Usrach was at her shoulder and Jack was at the Widow’s, and Kiff had the distinct sense that both of them would have been yelling at her to walk away right now, if it had been in their natures, and if the Widow had not owned them. Walking away was plainly the sensible course of action. Walk away and keep walking. Walk into the sea. Walk into the dark. Walk out into Godsgift Square and hope the Pals shot her.

She saw it then, or thought she did; the price. Not as if Kiff had ever given much thought to children, after all. Just something that would happen because that was how it went, with families. Children who would have borne the sword and the name and the glory. But if she ceded her inheritance then… Well, those notional bairns wouldn’t inherit after her, but she had a queasy feeling it would be worse than that. She’d be struck barren, maybe, or those little children would be changeling things. Marked, touched by Hell, watching her through demon eyes. Hers, but the demon’s also, the corruption of her line unto a hundred generations. “It’s just words,” she said again.

The Widow’s smile stretched, the shyster who’s found the perfect mark. “Believe that, then. Do we have a contract?” That last word, said in a way that sounded like keys in locks, doors slamming shut, oubliettes and the trap of a hangman’s scaffold.

Kiff tried to meet Jack’s eyes but he was doing his expressionless act again. A muscle under his jaw ticked, that was all.

No children, no family, no future. But what do I have anyway, if the Pals win?

“We do,” Kiff said. “Take it.” Feeling the betrayal, not even of her kin but of Usrach, because its offering up of the blade had been for her, and now it was for Abellaime.

Walking out of the Pandaemonium’s side gate she wasn’t sure if she had just completed her family’s ruin or severed the last of her chains.


Recalibrating the Dead

Dantell’s Inventory: what the Palleseen advance now holds:

(1) A significant beachhead of the lower city serving as forward camp, giving access to the ‘Little Bay’ and resupply by sea.

(2) A corridor comprising the districts between the landward wall and the thoroughfare known as the Rosetarn, which formed the new border between occupied and local-held lower city, and over which both sides were keeping a predatory eye.

(3) A further significant camp overlooking the large civic square with the impolitic name, though not control of the square itself. Beyond that square is the wall constituting the delineation between lower city and the upper. (And if Dantell is any judge, the resolve of the city’s great and good to resist occupation will collapse the moment you start knocking their fine houses down. Although the Feggs have shown themselves quite willing to do the demolition work themselves.)

That wall. Dantell looked out from her own wall-top vantage over the square, that was strewn with collapsed tents, abandoned possessions and fallen masonry. It wasn’t that the wall separating the big houses from the small was particularly monolithic or huge. Not much higher than the one she was crouching on, honestly. But every stone of it was infused with the sea god magic. You could call that civic excess, but she reckoned that at some point the people in the big houses had very much wanted to keep them. The Feggs would go on forever about how they were all big happy families, high and low, but Dantell had done the requisite classes in political theory, as it applied to the imperfect regimes of the rest of the world. She knew that it was only in Pallesand that you could go from an impoverished orphan to a Professor on the Temporary Commission by merit alone, and she knew that because of the superior phalanstery her parents had paid for her to attend.

Not stupid, Dantell; well aware of the sociopolitical tensions in the preceding sentence, but if you told yourself the precepts of perfection often enough, they colonised your mind like barnacles and became just the way you thought about the world.

She was having some thoughts, about that wall and what it represented. Would the defenders bring down a major landmark on the Palleseen? She reckoned they were mad enough to do it, but smart enough that they’d wait for the absolute most profitable moment. Such as when an army was actually massed below the wall with ladders and rams. Meaning – as there was currently a ceasefire on while the locals considered Brandery’s ultimatum – she had a little time to work out a solution. She was, after all, very good at on-the-fly magical thinking. Meaning of course theorising the arcane, not just wishing for things like a primitive.

For a few brief seconds she felt good about herself; then she looked back over the other side of her wall and her mood collapsed.

The dead were there in all their grandeur, standing with halberds presented, exactly the pose they’d taken to ward off the Carcer construct. The regular army had set up around them, and Dantell hoped they gave the impression of judicious restraint; that the dead soldiers might advance again the moment the word was given. Rather than just having stopped like a wagon with a seized wheel.

The Lich Queen was down there, in the rear of the frozen column of corpses, consulting with her horrible second-in-command and the equally-horrible-but-ideologically-worse thing in the palanquin. Dantell turned her glass on the woman, hoping to see signs of madness and imperfection. The Sage-Inquirer was all business, though: marching about in ridiculous cloak and threadbare uniform, chalking symbols on the ground. Her face was that of any officer faced with an intractable tactical situation but determined to get over it. No admittance, in those stern features, of the absolute doctrinal horror she was perpetrating.

Dantell felt her innards squirm. Not a personal reaction to necromancy, but to that damned dictate buried in her papers. The Dead Companies, fallen out of the cage of perfection, cut loose. Dantell knew more than most about the practice. No necromancer she, but as Archivist she’d kept abreast of all the literature during the war. All those excited theorists suddenly let loose on an actual conflict and given free rein to try any damn thing that might bloody the nose of the Loruthi. Dead soldiers were, after all, just living soldiers who could serve the Palleseen cause a second time. Everyone agreed it was efficient, and efficiency was part of perfection. If it had just been that then, rather than the orders Dantell had received, they’d probably have undead clerks stamping papers all over the Archipelago.

Dantell knew, though, the uses the Dead Companies had been put to, after the war. The things they hadn’t trusted to living soldiers. And honestly, an act had to be pretty bad to taint necromancy by association, but that was what had happened. Dantell was very aware that the Dead Companies had been placed beyond the pale because nobody back home wanted to think about the things they’d been used for.

Her wavering glass skipped from the Lich Queen and she saw Brandery striding over, waving her down: time for the reckoning. She sighed. Why the man needed her skulking at his elbow for this, she didn’t know. But that peremptory wave had the force of an order, so she hurried down the steps and slunk around the fringes of the dead column until she could present herself at her superior’s side.

The Lich Queen turned at their approach. Dantell studied her face for any sign of desperation, or indeed deference; both were absent. Presumably, if you were going to be Officer in Charge of Death, then a little sangfroid was probably part of the job description.

“Magister,” the woman addressed Brandery. Her second dragged its borrowed body into something like attention. Not the same body it had owned on the march in. A dead Carcer stripped and redressed in an ill-fitting Pal uniform with the charred shot-holes clearly visible, so that the copper vessel held a ghost wearing one dead man’s clothes over another dead man’s flesh. She wondered at the weird delicacy that had prevented the thing just animating a Pal corpse. Bad for morale, presumably.

“Sage-Inquirer,” Brandery acknowledged. “This is a mess, isn’t it? Is this it? Are they a fixture of the city now?” He was doing that bullying faux-jovial act that Dantell didn’t even relish when it was turned on someone else. Of course she had the hunched and servile pose of a woman always braced for bullying. The spine of the Lich Queen was ramrod straight.

“I’m sorry, Sage-Monitor,” the woman said, with the sort of bright tone you could cut throats with, “I was under the impression that my Accessory troops took more of the city in one day than your entire force have in nine months. Was I misinformed?” Just one officer sniping at another who – though nominally in command – wore the same shape of rank badge. Absolutely no admission of the nature of her Accessories or any of the supernatural stink of it.

Brandery narrowed his eyes, obviously considered upping the bluster, then took a mental step back. “So, report. What’s wrong with them and when will you be in a position to have them up before the next wall? Because we’re covering our arses with talks and demands right now, but I don’t think they’re going to hand the keys over to us just yet.”

A little grimace from the Lich Queen, a concession that her corpse-soldiers weren’t just pausing for dramatic effect. “The local magician set up some persistent effects with whatever it was that he cast. Always a danger, when you’re bringing Unnaturals into the fray. Different traditions can interact in unexpected ways. Fessel and I are working to purge the thought structures from the unit, after which we’ll return them to normal operational service. Just the sort of glitch to be expected with experimental military solutions.”

Dantell almost missed it – Brandery surely had. The way that all that clipped, efficient language was just a little too business- as-usual, keeping-up-appearances, discipline-of-the-service. The positive and forthright soldier reporting on some trivial and mundane setback that perfection would overcome, as it overcame all. And here they stood with a backed-up column of a thousand corpses.

There was a voice then. A lisping whisper from the palanquin. Without her expression changing at all, the Sage-Inquirer stepped back and cocked her head, listening. The thing within sounded patient, but then dead things traditionally were. It spoke – no language Dantell knew – and the Lich Queen nodded as though she was receiving unwelcome but expected news from a scout.

“We progress,” she told Brandery. “Three days at most, I’d estimate. To restore discipline.”

The utterly motionless ranks of the dead looked as though they’d taken discipline to a problematic extreme, but Dantell said nothing, and at that point another officer was trotting over. Her mood soured immediately at the priggish little smile on him. Companion-Invigilator Quellery, in unbuttoned jacket and those non-regulation dark glasses with the little round lenses like twin holes in his head. Looking very pleased with himself.

“Ah,” Brandery said. “Well?”

“Magister.” And Quellery was rubbernecking at the motionless dead, at the Lich Queen and Fellow-Monitor Fessel’s copper cannister, always harvesting scuttlebutt to take back to his cadre. The Heretics. The man should be whipped for sheer idiocy. “Well, it’s genuine. The geometry of it checks out.”

Brandery made a thoughtful noise. Dantell glanced uncertainly between them, because this was something that had slipped in behind her back while she’d been studying the big wall and its sleeping magic. She glanced at the Lich Queen and saw the woman’s face displaying exactly the same suspicious uncertainty she was feeling. She hated it when Brandery got ideas.

“So you see,” the Sage-Monitor said, puffed up with his own self-regard, “we’ve heard back from the Feggs.”

“I take it they’ve not unconditionally surrendered, magister,” Dantell said acidly.

“Well given we were giving them the chance to set some conditions, not likely,” he said jovially. She hated him jovial most of all; it usually presaged terrible decisions. “No, they want proper talks, but the problem was obviously where to have them. Thankfully there’s some local offering a venue.”

“We’re not trusting any of them, surely, magister,” Dantell said hurriedly, in case this decision was going to be particularly terrible.

“Ah, well,” still that twinkling ho-ho-ho to his manner, which absolutely incensed her. She felt an odd kinship with the Sage-Inquirer, necromancer or not, because the woman plainly also found Brandery like sandpaper on the eyeballs. “There’s a contract, don’t you know, to cover these things.”

Dantell’s eyes flicked to Quellery, whose smile was the reflecting moon to Brandery’s beaming sun. Contracts and their resident demonist meant only one thing.

“A binding writ of good faith,” Quellery explained smartly. “An enforceable truce, within those walls, under that power. Not something I’ve ever seen before, but it’s in the literature. The Allorwen used to do it, back when their conjurer-lords were constantly at each other’s throats. And this is an Allorwen establishment.”

Dantell felt the imperfections piling up, and there was already a tower fit to crush the lot of them, what with the necromancy and all. Allorwen tradition had been expunged from any definition of perfection a long time ago, scoured away from the bones of demonist practice until it was fit for proper military use without all the ritual and reverence. On the other hand…

“I mean they’re not going to just… surrender,” she said uncertainly. “Are they?” Take the city without another shot, send the Dead Company packing, have a valuable port ready to be returned to the Sway when the new Perfector sails into harbour. The sort of thing that would erase a lot of stains on one’s record. Brandery would probably get his professorship and maybe she could go home without fear of Correct Speech.

Brandery’s face said he didn’t think so, but there was a chance of it. If the conditions the Feggs demanded were palatable, or could be bargained down to something that Pallesand could swallow. And, once the city was theirs, well, any inconvenient civic freedoms could always be eroded away or just stamped out. The terms of this contract of negotiation might preclude outright treachery and knives out across the table, but they wouldn’t demand good faith. It was a contract enforced by demons after all; what was honesty and truth to them?

“And besides,” Brandery said, with a leer, “I’m told the place has certain other advantages.” He chuckled, the air of a man who’s going to have a story to recount over the regimental dinner. “Dantell, we’re going to visit a Feggy brothel.”


His Heart

The Kings Below are jealous, every conjurer knows. No friends to one another, nor to humanity, nor the demons they rule over. The most wicked of their kind, who pawn their own subjects in return for mortal considerations. The luxuries of the World Above that their own does not furnish them with: finer feelings, hope and wonder. More than one religion holds that, with each conjuration, a little light goes out of the world to be locked in the coffers of the Kings Below. They are exploitative, quarrelsome, cruel, self-important creatures whose hegemony persists on the back of the enslavement of their underlings and the misery of those they traffic with. In all these ways they are described, by priests, Allorwen conjurer-lords and Pal demonists alike, with the intent to show where the true evil in the business of demon-summoning lies. Impolitic, really, to say that all these negative characteristics brought – rightly – to the Kings’ door are also human vices. Impolitic also to note that, while these descriptors reinforce demons and their rulers as the root of all evil, they do not in any way dissuade people from drawing the circle and calling the names.

Hard to find a little privacy in Eres Ffenegh sometimes, what with the population of a whole wedge of it displaced into their neighbours’ yards by the Pals. Devil Jack could have been in the Lower Parlour for this, but then he’d have been on the Widow’s turf with Abellaime looking over his shoulder. He’d have heard her chuckling over his failures; worse, if he’d succeeded. Nothing conjured up within her walls would have been free of her influence. He knew enough of the trade to understand that.

Love made me wicked, he’d said. True? It had let him understand wickedness, certainly. He’d been such a naïve boy, growing up in Ilmar with God. The acolyte at first; then, after they’d hanged his master, the priest. Sole tender of the notional altar of a wizened and querulous divinity that refused to perform miracles for an ungrateful world. He’d say it was a living but it hadn’t been, not really.

Then there had been a series of regrettable events. Really just a lot of events, none of which he’d had much agency in. Ilmar, under Pal occupation, had tried not to be under Pal occupation, and that had gone about as well as anyone might expect. Jack had friends, and some of them had escaped and some hadn’t. He’d been arrested afterwards but, because it was a healing cult he’d been associated with and the Pals had been in their big war, he’d ended up in the medical tents of the army, pressed into the pale uniform of an Accessory. More events had followed, a great deal of blood and violence, but that was war for you. More friends, some of whom had escaped and some hadn’t. And her.

This was the first great wickedness in Jack, that he fully owned and cherished. That he would not undo the whole of the war, the tens of thousands dead, the lost limbs, the new weapons and the old horrors of it. He’d spare no orphan nor innocent, if it meant he wouldn’t meet Caeleen.

Caeleen had been wicked, but of course she had. Wicked by her substance and nature, and wicked because she’d been conjured into the world by a wicked man. Her path only crossed Jack’s because that man had seen the virtue in him and decided to ruin it. And Jack had looked into the eyes of that ruination and embraced it.

Later, much later, after the war, and after the wicked man met a terrible fate – you’d say, I’d not wish it on my worst enemy except Jack had wished it on him, and made it happen, and had the man even been Jack’s worst enemy? – but, after the war, they’d lived together a little while, Jack and Caeleen. And everyone looks back and says The happiest years of my life and mostly it’s nostalgia and the tint of rose informing the phrase. On the basis that those were probably the only years he’d been happy at all, though, they really had been. Living in sin, with her, without God. Not her master, more the other way round if anything. His joy suspended by a spider-thread that she could have cut at any time, and her holding the scissors in his view, because she was a cruel and wicked thing by nature and by conjuration. And one day she’d cut, and his joy had been gone.

A valid interpretation. Not how he thinks about it. A slander, honestly, because she hadn’t just flaunted some other lover or forced him to some infamy that would have broken him, or any of the easy wickednesses she might have used, to utterly destroy Jack’s world. She had instead spent her bile and cruelty against their hosts, the people they’d gone to live amongst. A people who loathed demons since time immemorial. So it was that, when those people who hated her very being had been under threat, she had inflicted the ultimate cruelty on them, the grandest of blasphemies, and fought heroically on their side. Misery and wickedness in all things. And died.

But where does a demon go when it dies? It goes Below, to the Kings, to Hell, its contract over, ready to be sold again.

There were some technicalities in her case, Jack knew. He wasn’t sure just how they played out with the usual rules. Not even the Widow could tell him that because, through his absolute ham-fistedness, his amateur-hour meddling with conjuration back then, he’d managed to create some circumstances that Abellaime had never even heard of before. So that, when he’d come to her with his problem, she’d sucked at her teeth like an artisan presented with something complicated and expensive. Agreed to take him on as her apprentice, because she dearly wanted to see how much more of a knot he could make of his life.

He was in a cellar right now, shifting barrels back so he had a clear space of floor for his circle. If he’d gone upstairs and looked outside, he’d have seen a wall scarred by artillery, on the other side of which were the Pals. This Ward sat right beside the corridor they’d carved out, and was in the direction of the Lighthouse, a plausible target. A lot of residents had gone to beg at the doors of clan kin, one of the advantages to the way that the Os-Fferegh ran their city. Those whose kin turned them away, or who were immigrants or outcasts or just stubborn, they’d hunkered down and barred their doors. The man who owned this well-stocked cellar was a profiteer selling off his goods at twice the usual price as shortages mounted. More than happy to rent space in it in return for the Widow’s favour, as he thought, and if his grain and beer tasted a little of sulphur afterwards, why should that be of concern to him? People would still buy.

Jack had learned a great deal from the Widow since coming to Eres Ffenegh. The free Eres Ffenegh, as it had been, then the occupied, and now the besieged. Abellaime wouldn’t normally have taken on a man of his age who’d never so much as called up an imp before, but she could smell the brimstone on him, her perfume. She could see where the lips of Hell had touched him, and how they overlaid the blessings of God. A most intriguing toy for the Widow to have around.

He remembered the lash of those blessings and the balm of those lips, and knew that it was just another of his wickednesses to long for one and not the other.

The circle he drew now was an iteration of that one she’d drawn for him in the Lower Parlour, Abellaime’s neat, efficient sigil-work teaching him anew a dozen principles of the trade. Efficiencies, so that entire loops of infernal logic could be omitted; innovations, so that marks he thought he understood were suddenly spilling over with new secret ways of being used. The precise and artful way the Widow had represented Jack and his longings with just a handful of strokes of chalk. Making the conjurer part of the circle, the thing that apprentices are told never to do, but masters know is an essential part of their mastery.

As he chalked, erased, redrew, he felt the resonance under his feet. Hell wasn’t down there in any physical way, but it was always Below, a convention as old as the craft. Some faiths and conjuring traditions had even conflated the down of the world’s pull and the Below of Hell, claiming that the place of demons was where souls were drawn, who were too loaded with ill deeds for the gods to lift them up. It was nonsense, of course. Hell was for demons, and they travelled up.

When one called a demon, one shaped it. That was the wisdom. That was why conjuration was so useful. A scholar wished knowledge, their wish would shape a demon that knew. A Pal demonist wanted a pack of Unnaturals to charge a breach, their wards would bring forth brutes eager for battle, like dough pressed into a mould. Caeleen’s master, the man whose downfall Jack had wrought, had wanted a thing beautiful to all eyes, so he might use her for his own pleasures and to ruin others, and he had known his business. Hence Jack, in the Lower Parlour, had called up a thing that seemed to be what he yearned for, to his eye, but was not her. That was, Abellaime said, the fallacy of his quest. Because he could conjure every fiend in Hell and give them Caeleen’s face; none of them would be the one he sought.

Jack refused to accept that. He clung to the idea that Caeleen was different, as weak men in love always believe of their lovers. It was the contractual peculiarities that he had brought about with his hapless meddling. Or, if not that, the circumstances of her leaving the World Above. Or, if not that, love. Jack’s love, that had lit in him when she’d first come to seduce him at her master’s command; which had grown to consume all the good parts of him. For virtue is consumed in desire, while vice just glows merrily with the heat.

He examined his marks, building on the Widow’s craft. Experimental and dangerous. He could feel the hollowness beneath him, ready to open like a trapdoor. Hell held its breath.

He stepped into the circle and began to conjure. This was, of course, the thing you did not do. Honestly, lesson one for the fledgling demonist and, if you didn’t learn it, likely the final lesson too. The circle was where the World Above opened to Below. It was where the demon arrived, and half the chalk existed to separate conjurer from conjured. To hold the creature in place while it could be bound by contract, whether a pro forma agreed with the Kings Below or something bespoke and negotiated in the old Allorwen ways. Alternatively, if there were demons already loose in the world, you stepped into the circle so it could keep them out. You did not perform the conjuration while inside the ring. Another reason not to try this under the Widow’s roof because she’d have known instantly, and stopped him.

I’m here, he told the gaping emptiness below his feet. Hear me, come back to me. Some old texts spoke of conjuring like angling and here he was, the bait on his own hook.

He felt the connection, Above to Below. The chalk steamed faintly, glimmering in the cellar’s gloom. He spoke her name so that the echoes might fall down that abyss. He’d sent so many messengers back to Hell to seek her, to let her know he was still faithful to her, as he’d never been to God. Surely she must have heard. Surely she must be waiting down there.

But Hell just stared up at him with its myriad agonised eyes, and none of them were hers. As though he, the ruined man, the weak man, was so worthless a morsel not even the least imp of them would bite.

The two men came down then, into the cellar. He was loosely aware of them, but the greater part of his mind was in Hell, reaching out into the smoke and the fug of the place, clutching for a hand which wasn’t there. Two men, one well-dressed in clan colours of the Galeaff, the other wearing a cast-off Pal jacket clumsily stitched with maritime icons. They had knives.

That small part of Jack still present in the cellar Above had no idea what they were about. Not employees of the profiteer, it seemed. Their focus was definitely on him, words drifting to him from Above like echoes.

“Your man was spot on,” said the better-dressed intruder. “Here’s our nail, now.”

“Said he had a little rat problem in the cellar,” the other returned, walking around the outside of the circle. “A stink about the place, he said.” So perhaps the profiteer hadn’t been so sanguine about the sulphur, but hadn’t wanted to directly offend the Widow by saying so. Had, instead, gone for this other means of cleansing his cellar.

“He hears us, you think?” said the junior Families man, peering into Jack’s face, and then, “Ah, the eyes move!” with a hasty step back.

The other, the cultist, crouched down. “Like he’s offering himself up as sacrifice. Seen this in the Lighthouse, but never a man do it to himself.” He straightened up and there was a particularly ugly smile on his face. “Chief, I do think he might be stuck in there for the duration.”

“Isn’t that the thing?” the Families man said thoughtfully. He paced back and forth and Jack’s eyes followed him. He must step out of the circle now, he knew. He must draw together all the menace the Widow had woven into his jacket and chiselled into his amulet, and front the pair of them. Put the fear of hell into these interlopers and send them fleeing back to their haunts. But to do so would mean abandoning the conjuration, and she was there. Her fingertips might be inches from his own, thrust into the fumes of Hell. Caeleen.

Even as he thought the name, there was an echo, like a vibration, the tiniest shiver of the air and ground down there.

Jack.

His feet, which had been about to take that step over the bounds of the circle, stilled. It had been his imagination, making real his hollow desires. It had been some infernal trickster tormenting him. Not, surely, her voice. Not her calling a name. Her, still herself despite all the corrosive airs of Hell.

He could not step from the circle and both men had knives out now. His love was going to get him killed, and maybe that was the most fitting way to go.

“Just shiv him and be done with it,” the cultist said. He was standing in front of Jack; his friend behind. Their boots were nudging over the circle’s edge. He felt a hand on his shoulder from one, then the other reached out and mirrored it. Holding them between him, and the cold blade of a knife pressed flat against his neck.

Jack.

He stared helplessly into the cultist’s eyes. I’m here. For you.

“You fecking fronted me, at the Taela,” the Families man said in his ear. “Your mistress thinks she can set terms with the big men in this city. You’re filth, the pair of you. Foreigners come striding in, owning our places, corrupting our city.” And he’d been a client of the Pandaemonium plenty of times, of course, but what of that?

The cultist leaned in as well. The point of his knife was at Jack’s gut. “Your mistress is in our temple. The sea’s temple. Defiling it with her filth. We’ll take it back from her. We’ve cut ourselves off from the sea gods too long. I’ll take back the temple, and then they’ll make me the Pope. A faith for us. And we’ll start with this message to her. She thinks she’s so untouchable.”

Jack.

He twitched and felt an icy line of pain as one knife drew a line along his jaw. The sudden welling of blood over his skin, over the knife, tap-tapping on his boots and the cellar floor. A frozen moment, all three of them very still, waiting to see what would happen.

The cultist chuckled, relaxing a little. “Well, that’s as red as anyone’s,” he remarked.

“Didn’t even squeak,” the Families man said, similarly relieved. “I mean, if I was a man like that, maybe I’d welcome someone just doing me cleanly, rather than having to live with it.”

It had merit, that proposition. Jack couldn’t begrudge them the logic. He closed his eyes.

No matter how much you braced yourself, the rush of blood was still a shocking intrusion – the warmth, the life of it. He felt the moment the blade went in – of course he did, so intimate a connection! – and then again. The fearsome precision of it, one strike following the other like choreography. He clenched around the twin points where blade intruded into flesh, waiting for the pain or the oblivion and either one equally as welcome. Maybe, killed here, like this, he would tread the path that demons followed and find himself in Hell. In Hell with her, and let them torment him forever like those old priests had claimed, he’d take it. He’d take it and grin in the faces of the fiends.

The pain didn’t come. The oblivion was denied him. He opened his eyes.

The cultist was sprawled before him, limbs as splayed as a cut puppet’s. Blood was spreading rapidly across the front of his jacket, a tide to drown all the symbols of the sea. Jack’s gaze was drawn around the arc of the circle until he found the other body, an identical wound mottling his fly-sash and turning the Galeaff green to red. Through the heart, both of them, of course. Their blood washing away the chalk of the circle, the connection gone, nothing under his feet but the city and the crab and the world.

Then the pain came. A cut throat and a knife in the gut had nothing on it. The first sound he made had nothing of words to it, just loss and grief, but the second was her name. She who’d been there, in the circle, just long enough to murder the men who’d sought to murder her lover. Gone now, but here, for a moment. But her, for that moment. The pain in him was a triumphant thing. He’d lost her again, like acid on the soul, but he’d had her. She was down there, waiting for him, calling his name.

He tilted his head back and just let it all out, the agony and the joy and the wickedness, the man she’d made him into, with his full consent.


What the Stoat Doesn’t Note

The war unearthed a lot of things better buried, but amongst the Pals it turned out quite the crop of young officers who’d been led to believe there would be more. Something the Temporary Commission recognised, post-bellum, to be a profoundly dangerous thing. Not so much the regular field officers, the bruisers from Correct Conduct who’d go on to posts in garrisons and expansionist forces across the Sway. The problem class comprised the Specialists, educated bright young things who’d seen a lot of the world and how it might be run differently. Whose training was like a cranial saw that opened the mind to unorthodox things. And some of them not even that young.

The old men and women of the Commission were becoming aware that they had a problem with those in the army not restricting themselves to the exact and precise bounds of perfection. Not that this junior corps were saints, or questioning the manifestations of Pal destiny, but dissident enough that the Commission knew it had to act. And, being old people fearful of the rising power of the young, they reacted with purges and the Culling Lists, damning individuals and trades and entire areas of thought to oblivion, and arguing fiercely amongst themselves over which should be next.

Quellery was off on business, and the majority of Istreddy’s games needed either four individual players or two pairs. Thankfully, they had their friendly local infiltrator to step in and make up the table. Which meant that the Mouth of the Sea – also known as Cohort-Broker Anders, her ingenious double life – could wrangle it so that she was playing across from Lovern against Istreddy and Aspel.

“So what’s up with him, though?” she asked, after the third hand when her team had gone through the opposition rather like the Pals had torn up the city towards Godsgift Square. Aspel was always quiet, and Istreddy was usually livelier, but they’d traded roles today: him sunk into himself, only his hands still showing signs of life as he dealt and shuffled; Aspel forcing herself to make conversation to fill the gaps.

Istreddy gave her what was probably intended to be a reassuring smile. On his face they were never particularly reassuring, and right now it looked sickly. Halfway through the expression a shiver went through him, as though his entire skin was making a convulsive effort to pursue an independent career somewhere else. He bit his lip, looked to Aspel. She looked to him, and some permission passed through them.

“He had an episode, during the siege,” the artillerist said. “The Carcers got off a serious warding – you heard we lost two engines?”

The Mouth hadn’t, but would have if she hadn’t been up in the Lighthouse aiming the Angler’s Eye during the fight, so she nodded vigorously. Lovern had just handed her some raisin bread, so a full mouth covered any awkwardness. And he’d made the bread, apparently. Stuck in a rations tin and left in the ashes of the fire, just like old times. I mean, that face and he can cook?

“We were right there, Izzy and me,” Aspel said. “It… set him off.”

The Mouth of the Sea, mouth full, made three muffled sounds that echoed Aspel’s words.

“He used to be front line,” Aspel explained. “His first discipline, in the war. He…” Another look at the man, unsure of how much to say.

“I had,” Istreddy pronounced quietly, “a breakdown. We can say it. It was too much.” He must have caught Anders’ look. “You never—?”

“Oh I did medical tent,” Anders said. “The fighting’s enough to break anyone. No shame, man.”

“It wasn’t just the fighting,” Aspel said loyally. Every other artillerist Anders had known had been a cocky bastard too good for regular troops, but she liked Aspel. Someone who’d be a friend like iron. Only a shame they were actually on opposite sides and she couldn’t really be friends with any of them. She stamped down on those thoughts right away. They dented her joie de vivre and, take that away from her, there wasn’t much left she liked. “His… thing.”

“I lost control,” Istreddy said. “The sounds, the blood-smell, the chaos of it. It wasn’t even in the war. It’s too much, when you’re… in the skin.”

Anders felt that shiver of his jump to her because there was a lot hidden in those innocuous words. “Well, glad you’re still with us, man,” she said; a nice neutral utterance. “Whose play was it?”

Lovern set down a couple more cards, trying to give her an idea of what he wanted without letting on to the other two. They were playing at Cross, where each pair was supposedly like a brace of fencers. Lovern’s play told her he had a weak hand, and she could go hard and beat him before the other pair concluded their exchange, and so win. She studied the intricately inked pictures before him: Head of the Serpent, Ruined King, Four Batons, Lovers. If she called ‘strike’ and set down her own, she had to beat everything he still had left. She met his eyes, matched his grin, feeling her heart race a little.

“Str—” she started, and then Quellery ducked into the Heretics’ tent with the cold for company, stamping for warmth and stripping off a heavy cloak.

“Your attention please, Heretics!” the demonist announced. His little round glasses had misted up and he took them off, gripping the arm between his teeth so he could clear the smoked lenses with his cloak-edge. He kept his eyes squeezed shut. Anders had never actually seen them, and guessed that they’d been a casualty of his trade along with the clenched claw of his hand.

“I mean ‘Strike’ anyway,” she said, laying down her cards, but the others were all waiting for what Quellery had to say.

“Tonight,” the demonist announced grandly, replacing his spectacles, “we go on a jolly such as this miserable posting has not afforded since we were evicted from the city.”

“Let me guess,” Lovern said. “A surprise travelling carnival has heard our distress and called at the camp. A boatload of jugglers was shipwrecked in the small bay. The Stoat learned to cook and we’re all invited to a grand banquet.”

“Lovey,” Quellery said archly, “this is why I do the wit and you just stand around with your chin out. No, tonight we visit the finest establishment on this godforsaken – and I use the word advisedly – crustaceous encrustation, for I have secured us an invitation to the Pandaemonium for an evening of revelry, fine company and getting our respective ends away.”

Uncertain looks exchanged around the table. “Quellery,” Lovern pointed out, “you do understand that’s enemy territory?”

“I mean we have the company,” Aspel said faintly, though nobody particularly noted her.

“Well only just,” Quellery said. “I mean it’s right there across the square, under our guns. That makes it practically the Sway.”

“Quellery—” Lovern said again, his very-serious face on, which made him look like a schoolboy doing maths.

“We will be the honour guard for our esteemed commanding officer,” Quellery said, making an expansive gesture with his good arm.

“Wait, Brandery’s going to get his wick dipped?” demanded Istreddy incredulously.

“Sage-Monitor Brandery,” Quellery corrected sternly, “is going to meet with the Carcer grandees, possibly to accept their surrender. In a neutral environment where both sides will be on enforced good behaviour and no assassin will suddenly lunge across the table with one of those nasty big knives of theirs. All signed and sealed and backed by the Kings Below. Demonic diplomacy, whatever next, eh?”

They were looking at him blankly still, which he plainly relished, but the meaning alighted on one face after another.

“Surrender,” Aspel said. “You think?”

“I mean I don’t think. I don’t reckon they’re quite there yet. But who knows what’ll come out of this. I know the Stoat is tearing her hair out at the delay, given you know what. Our doubtful allies and all. But since they’re still getting an overhaul, why not get the Carcers talking?”

“I refuse to believe,” Aspel said, “that Dantell agreed to have us as the escort.”

“Ah, well,” Quellery told them airily, “Kebler in admin owes me a favour, and you know Higher Orders delegates trivial things like picking names. So I made sure we got written in. And what the Stoat doesn’t note, eh? By the time we pitch up at the doors it’ll be too late to bicker.” His gaze flicked to the Mouth of the Sea. “Anders, you want in? I can go back to Kebler and add you.”

A night in a brothel with Lovern. Drink, entertainment, the loosening of buttons. Her mouth was abruptly dry. It was perfect. The itch she’d had, since running into Cohort-Monitor Lovern, could get well and truly scratched, and she could get on with her rather over-complicated life. Or maybe it wouldn’t just be one more one-night piece of business, fuelled by drink and a need to escape the strictures of the uniform. She’d never particularly believed in destiny or even the longevity of relationships, but Lovern.

She smiled: thin, bitter. “Appreciate the offer, magister, but I’m on duty. In fact, I’m already late for it. They do keep me running around, you know.” The genuine stab of disappointment in Lovern’s face almost broke her. That he had seen this unlooked-for jolly as something he could have spent with her.

“I mean, if I can get away,” she said, bright and sanguine as she always was on the outside, while testing a new and unwelcome misery within. “Who knows.” Knowing she couldn’t. Because of course Quellery’s news was no news to her. Because she would have been there, under the Pandaemonium’s roof and exposed to its pleasures, but she’d have been wearing her other clothes and standing at the Pope’s shoulder. And now she couldn’t even do that, because this face and those robes must not be seen together by any of these Pal prodigies, could absolutely not be seen by Lovern. Who was a decent man and a good officer and a sight for longing eyes, but though they called themselves Heretics in play, none of them would forgive her two coats and two faces if they ever found out.

“Have fun,” she said. “Fuck a demon for me.” And if there was a sour edge to her words, probably they just thought she was smarting over missing out.


The Host of Hell

It had been Uncle Ottovar, who’d controlled the family assets with an iron hand, and who had other nieces and nephews – less gifted but more obsequious – to whom he gave access to the privileges of the Sable Lodge.

It had been Aunt Llamienn, who had tried to turn her niece into a junior doppelganger of herself, even to dressing the girl in poor-quality copies of her wardrobe, and who had reacted with spite and the cane when talked back to.

It had been Cousin Gascoln, her favourite, whose adventures overseas had thrilled her, and who had finally returned to Allor and shown himself a contemptuous brute.

It had been the old woman who’d only ever taught her half of what she needed, because she frightened her family with her gift for the trade, paired with her unwillingness to just be one more scion obediently playing her part.

All these things like a belt, tightened one notch at a time; like a noose the way a hangman ties it, that grows only narrower as you fight it. Until she must be pressed into the narrow space they made for her, or break out. Conjure her own demons, challenge her relatives, spit in their eye. Leave, swearing she would return and claim it all. The halls of the Sable Manor, her birthright.

She has it now, and didn’t even need to return home to claim it. It came to her here, in this foreign city, in the place she’d made her lair. She has absolutely everything except catharsis, without which it all tastes of ashes.

Abellaime stalked through the Upper Parlour, and woe betide mortal or demon who left a speck of dust for her eye to light on. She was in no mood to be forgiving, not that it was a trait much marked in her at any time. She ruled by fear, this fiefdom of whores and fiends she had claimed. This desecrated holy place with cellars and corners still reeking of crabs and faith. Eres Ffenegh had its conjurers, even up to Aeriff herself, but were any of them a match for the Widow? Possibly, but because Abellaime’s manner had never admitted it, they’d never dared challenge her to get their temple back.

And there wasn’t a senior conjurer of the Helaseach since she’d arrived in the city who hadn’t also been a patron of the Pandaemonium from time to time. There were special rates, and maybe they’d learn a thing or two about conjuration that their traditions and textbooks didn’t teach them.

Rule by fear. Because she was an intimate of demons, obviously. It wasn’t as though the Kings Below governed by kindness. Spend enough time dealing with Hell and the sulphur smell never came out of your hair. Small wonder she was known by her people as a tyrant, and any leery customer knew to pull up their trousers and grab their coat rather than face her wrath. In such a way her staff were always striving to show themselves loyal and hard-working and dedicated, and it was a rare night any of them was struck by the guests or even suffered a harsh word, Upper or Middle Parlour.

Rule by fear, because what kindness ever came from being either a bawd or a conjurer? A fear she extended into the city at large, not merely to her employees. The Families, the Helaseach, the Guilds, they all visited her door; they all resented her, the foreign harlot-magician in their midst; they all knew that if they were to strike against her, they’d best do it from behind and finish the job with the first blow. Lacking faith in their credentials as assassins, they accepted her as a necessary evil.

Rule by fear, so that in the decades she’d run the Pandaemonium she’d become a part of the city’s fabric, like the Lighthouse or the Gaelensreach wall. The most disliked woman on the crab’s back, her name a curse from Right-city parlours to the dockside dives of the Left, but you used what you were taught. Nobody ever considered that ‘Rule By Fear’ had been what she’d been fleeing, when she came to the city. Her kin, her people, the great family of Allorwen mage-lords, had been a garden of thorns and poison to grow up in. A close-hemming bramble maze for any girl who just wanted to pick up her skirts and run. Rule by fear was what she knew, and when they spat and made warding signs at the very mention of her, she only thought, You should have met my uncle, my aunt, my cousin. All the objects of her grand quest for vengeance that the Pal invasion of Allor had collapsed into such utter irrelevance.

She was looking forward to seeing the Pals. She wondered if it might kindle something in her. Her new quest for vengeance, after they’d robbed her of the old. When waking to find all the phantasmal rooms and furnishings of the Sable Lodge come to her here, fleeing the invasion like any other refugee. Since then she had schemed and spun and run her domain with an iron hand, but she’d been waiting for something to happen. A spark, for the dead lamp of her heart.

When she was a little girl…

She sighed, paused in her hawkish inspection of the Upper Parlour. These thoughts would occur to her. The time she’d been whipped for insolence, meaning independence. The time she’d been shamed. When she’d been denied the outside world, because we have that here, and it’s better because it’s ours. When her friends had been dropped out of her life because they’re not our sort of people. When they had been the family’s sort of people, meaning quislings or obsequious toadies, so she’d dropped them herself. When they’d killed her cat, because it was hers. When they’d married her – the old ritual ways, that even then almost nobody had used – to a grand demon, not for her benefit but because it would boost the family’s status within the Courts Below.

Well, for that last one, there were good reasons she was called the Widow.

Had she been some storybook heroine, there would have been One Thing. Most likely a mortal lover killed by her jealous family, perhaps even just the cat. But in real life it was never One Thing. Nothing ever was. Even the cat had just been a new stone laid in the high prison wall around her; after all, she’d been the ruin of more than mere cats herself. Being wronged didn’t make you a saint or even kind, most often quite the reverse. So go on then, she prompted herself, complete the sentence. When she was a little girl… a lot of bad things happened to her. They’d gone on happening, as she’d grown, and nobody had ever thought to stop them, because it was absolutely the prerogative of her family – such a grand family, one of the great old brimstone-tainted lineages – to bring up their children however they saw fit. The outside world expected her to be grateful, in fact. Was she not born to status and power and wealth? To which she’d have answered, No. Merely to bear it on my back until I can chain the next generation with it.

One might have thought that, finding the Sable Manor manifested about her, knowing that she was the very last name on the long list of potential inheritors, a great weight would have fallen from her shoulders, and she’d have been free. But by then she was so very invested in her unilateral campaign to bring down her kin that hate and vengeance had become a drug she didn’t know how to go without. Or that was what she told herself, because she ruled herself by fear as well. The little voice in her, that said she could let go, live her life, be the woman she always wanted to be, how much worse was that than to dedicate herself to spite? Because if that was true then she could have been that woman thirty years ago, on first coming to Eres Ffenegh, and how terrible would that be?

Valkazar, the majordomo, sidled up to her. She’d had him dress in formal Os-Fferegh style, his sash a weave of gold and copper glimmering with the fiery colours of Below, buttons glittering embers like hot coals. He hated it for the gauche, appropriative tat it was; if Hell had entertained tourists, this was the sort of thing they might buy in a cheap market to think themselves cosmopolitan. Her lip curled with his patient loathing of her. It was good to be hated. Maybe not superior to being loved, but it required less work and was better than not being thought of at all.

“They’re here?” she pre-empted him, because the demon loved the grand announcement, hence she undercut him at every opportunity. “The home side, I assume?”

“Indeed, Mistress.” He ground his bronze teeth.

“Well,” she said philosophically, “they’re paying for everything. Break out the fine brandy and have the staff be overly obliging.” Aware that plenty of her girls and boys were in earshot, she pitched up her voice and said, “Any tips, you keep. Pals and locals have a good time. Keep the drink flowing.” Yes, yes, very important peace talks, but the Pals had an invulnerable army of corpses at the gates and were going to be merrily dictating surrender terms, and the Osseach were likely going to have to take them. Neither side would much care to be sober, and both would be seeking either congratulation or commiseration by the end of the evening. It was all a part of the service.

She saw the first handful of Os-Fferegh coming in: bright sashes, broaches, clan honours, military medals and gilded knife-hilts, each one of them done up like they were attending some grandee’s funeral, maybe their own. With her best smile – her least cruel one anyway – Abellaime glided over to greet them.


The Conquerors

Pallesand was most famous for its military victories, the discipline of its armies, its rapacious acquisition of magic and magical traditions. Anything that could be used had the ritual filed off it and was pressed into service. The Commission’s cold feet about that sort of thing was a recent development.

There were many ways for a territory to enter the Sway, though. Armed ‘liberation’ was merely the most public and spectacular. The diplomatic offices of Outreach brought in some, by persuasion, bribery and backing Pal-friendly factions within the local administration. Others saw the writing on the wall and knelt to kiss those military-issue boots before they marched over the border. It was well advertised that, the more you made the Pals work for it, the more illiberal that liberation would be in the end.

Advertised but not necessarily true. The Commission was pragmatic about how new gains came into the Sway. The idealism and profiteering came later, once the spiny skin of the fruit was peeled away and the Pals could squeeze tight as they liked without any chance of a thorn. So it was that a demon-haunted brothel in Eres Ffenegh wasn’t the strangest place for a city to pass into the hands of perfection.

Fair to say Dantell was unhappy with the company she was keeping. She recognised when she’d been outmanoeuvred but honestly, she had to delegate, mostly because of all the delegation Brandery gave her. So it was that their escort included the whole damn membership of the self-proclaimed ‘Heretics’. And fine, Quellery was their resident demonist, and they were going into a demon-infested place – paradoxically safer than either party putting itself into the clutches of its enemy – but what use the rest of them would be was anybody’s guess. Dantell had as keen a nose for an unlicensed jolly as any superior officer and she smelled the reek of it now.

Brandery had tried to get the Carcers to come to the forward camp for this, obviously. Sensibly enough, the Osseach didn’t trust the besieging force to play nice. Dantell had ground her teeth over it, because Brandery wasn’t good with seeing all the intricate tells and tics of complex negotiation. If their position had actually been as strong as they were putting out, vis their ability to actually motivate their undead vanguard, then they could have sat back and insisted. As it was, they ended up trying to be magnanimous when the locals put forward this circle house of theirs. Top-level surrender talks in a brothel? Likely not the first time, and the actual demonry of it made sense. Each side accepted the House’s terms, nobody got shot. But still… if Dantell had any hand writing the reports after this one, there would be no mention of where the historic surrender of Eres Ffenegh took place.

So as well as a handful of advisors, and a squad of troopers who’d be kicking their heels with the coarser amusements below stairs, she had the most irreverent junior corps the army had to offer. Which wasn’t even the worst of it. When they’d got to the gates to Godsgift Square, skirting around the host of the dead, the Lich Queen was waiting for them, rank badge shined and that barbaric cloak glittering with the first frosts of early evening.

Dantell hurried up to her in the vain hope the woman just wanted to report, and felt that withering gaze like a whole extra dose of winter.

“I was given to understand that Higher Orders were meeting with the locals,” the Lich Queen said blandly.

Dantell briefly considered just lying, but that felt like thin ice right now. “Yes, that is the case. Now if we could—”

“I will, of course, be present,” the Sage-Inquirer told her. “Being second-in-command of our force, with sole jurisdiction over our most potent troops.” Staring down the Stoat and winning.

Dantell bit her lip, glanced back at Brandery – unhappy but not actually countermanding it, despite being the only one who could – then shrugged and squirmed and said yes of course. It would be well to have a reminder of the undead threat to focus the minds of the Carcers on their best interests. And the latter was probably true, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. Saying so, there was a moment when something shifted in the Lich Queen. A relief at not being kept on the outside, but not that of a senior officer keen on her prerogatives. That of a living human, Dantell thought, who’s spent too long with the dead.

There had always been a danger that some local would get a bit keen in the brief moments when they crossed the square to the doors of the Pandaemonium, as the place was called. Their escort kept an eye out, and Dantell made sure that the Heretics provided a living shield against any baton poking itself over the ramparts of the Gaelensreach. It seemed the keener members of the militia were being kept under lock and key, though, because nobody tried anything. The threat of the army of the dead – and, she hoped, the actual living army of the Pals – was sufficient. Besides, there were snipers up on the wall the army held too. Anyone popping their head up to try something was going to get into a serious pissing contest and she reckoned her side had the better marksmen.

The doors fell open as they neared – an optical illusion so that she felt for a moment it wasn’t a portal to some room, but into a dark abyss. But the darkness was velvet drapes, the wrench of perspective mere trickery cued by the angle of the designs on the doors. The doorman, on the other hand, was a bona fide demon looking like something they’d dredged from the harbour. Polite, though; taking their cold-weather cloaks in clicking hands. And human regimes came and went, she supposed, but what did demons care? Probably it hated them less than the mortal denizens of the place or – demons being hateful things – just hated everyone equally.

There were better and worse places to end up, she knew. The troopers went to what the doorman called the Middle Parlour – suggesting even worse dives for some unmentionable class of patron – while the ranking officers ascended to the best Hell had to offer. Which translated to all that gaudy Allorwen excess, the drapes and curtains, upholstery and marble, so she felt she was dying of conspicuous consumption. Not that she wouldn’t have a little excess of her own if she ever managed to retire to the Archipelago, but that would be good Pal excess, within the bounds of perfection.

The woman who presented herself before them could only have been the madame of the place, and her attire, couture and decolletage matched the décor. It should have made her look as overstuffed as the furniture, as garish as the chandeliers, but instead Dantell suddenly understood that she’d never really grasped what majesty meant until now. A dry throat and wide eyes, and everyone else just the same except the Lich Queen, who’d presumably moved on from merely mortal splendour. Brandery actually made one-tenth of a bow, which was a whole tenth more than Pal regulations prescribed when greeting a foreign whoremonger. Quellery removed his glasses, cleaned them and replaced them, eyes squeezed shut until they were affixed on his nose again. Dantell wondered what extra delights or horrors his training was showing him.

“Sage-Monitor,” the woman said graciously, “and staff. I have set aside my best room and staff for your negotiations. I would extend the blessings of the house to your endeavour but I’m sure that would be against the dictates of perfection.” Taking the piss, for sure, but with such assurance that Brandery nodded and thanked her for the mockery.

Dantell toyed with keeping Quellery to hand, but honestly his constant smirking was like a finger in the small of the back, prod prod prod. She dismissed the Heretics to the delights of the Upper Parlour, therefore – which delights were already well on display given the dress of some of the staff. Instead, Dantell mustered her picked advisors, and a tall and elegant demon bowed and scraped them in to confront the Osseach of Eres Ffenegh.

Things kicked off almost at once, diplomatically at least. In Dantell’s mind there would be a big table, and one end of it would be held by some pompous looking Carcer grandees with their sashes and medals and all that nonsense – half of which wasn’t even Carcer tradition but had been inherited from the Loruthi over sixty years of occupation. Old men with moustaches and old women, probably also with moustaches, and lots of military self-importance backed by very little spine. Indeed, that did constitute the centrepiece of what they were faced with, although there was a woman there who stank of magic and must be their chief wizard. Probably that complicated matters and maybe she should send for Quellery after all. Except having a Carcer conjurer on hand wasn’t the actual problem. The problem was the others.

Dantell was painfully aware that, when the Perfector had been murdered and the garrison thrown out, it hadn’t been the locals acting alone. She hadn’t understood that their treacherous allies had been given a seat at the table – literally. To one side of the delegation was a woman with a scarred face and a cropped head, wearing most of a Pal uniform and staring with an astonishing degree of loathing at Brandery. On the other was a fleshy-faced Pal man wearing not a scrap of uniform, but instead an enormously grandiose robe stitched with fish and tridents and various other maritime devices, together with a tall hat the shape of a squid’s back end. His smile suggested he knew exactly how imperfect he was being, and revelled in it.

Dantell glanced at Brandery, mouth already open for some hissed advice, but her superior was on the ball, an army’s worth of outrage already breaking out over his florid face like hives.

“Under no circumstances,” he snapped, not even deigning to sit at the table. “Pallesand will negotiate surrender terms in good faith with the interim Carcer administration, but under no circumstances will we sit down with traitors.”

The moustachioed old man in the midst of the Feggs stood up. “Our allies—” he began.

“Traitors!” bellowed Brandery. “Traitors to the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means.” He slammed a fist down onto the table. “Filthy cultists.”

The scarred woman was on her feet, rounding the table at him.

“You call me a traitor,” she hissed. “Look at me, Brandery.”

He did, with distaste. “You will address me as ‘Magister’, Fellow-Inquirer Mellister, and if you are not a traitor I’d ask why you’re on that side of the table.”

“Mellister, please—” started the old boy with the moustache. A young woman who was maybe his daughter was urgently whispering into his ear.

“You don’t need to ask why!” Mellister practically shrieked at him. “You’re the reason why! You made me into this, you—” And she had a knife, right then, right there. In that moment, everyone else did too, and Dantell felt the very place clench around them, the agreement they’d all bound themselves to, with Hell as arbitrator. She was calling for calm, and so were kindred voices across the table, but it was Brandery, somehow, who had a grasp on the situation. He stepped forwards. He put the point of that knife to his own chin. His expression was patronising, genial, almost fond.

“Go on then,” he said, and this was a moment for Mellister and for him, all others excluded. “I release you from this ridiculous demon’s knot. I, Sage-Monitor Brandery of Resolute Battalion, give you, Fellow-Inquirer Mellister, permission to strike. Stab me, you addled witch, or shut your traitor’s mouth.”

Dantell almost swallowed her own heart, absolutely frozen in terror of what came next. Across the table, the Carcer delegation was similarly petrified. What the hell is he playing at? She had no idea if Brandery could just release the woman from the contract, but he was no conjurer so neither did he. And yet…

Mellister shook. Her face was as though an invisible hand was clawed tight about it, tears in her eyes, every muscle wrenched into more hate and rage than Dantell had believed a human expression could hold. There would, she thought, be demons taking notes right now.

The hand with the knife shook, but not a drop of blood did it prick from Brandery’s throat. A moment later the woman had dropped it, unsullied, to the ground and burst past them all, though in a weird kind of way that Dantell – one weasel to another – recognised, as not wanting to even batter shoulders against another human body. And she was gone.

“One down,” said Brandery, and he was suddenly very much in command of the room. Dantell would not have credited him with it, but he was a bully by nature, and nothing grew a bully more than imposing his will on others. “This creature can get himself gone as well.” A jab at the man in the robes and hat.

“The Pope of Tides is—” started moustache again, but the man lifted a hand to quiet him.

“The Church of the Fisher King,” he said, “has confidence in its allies.” His mobile lips twitched from one flavour of smile to the next, none of them pleasant, all very smug. “I have no wish to disrupt these important matters with my presence. I shall avail myself of the delights of the House, and be available when you wish my counsel.” He had a good, strong speaking voice, exactly the sort of smooth, deep roll that someone calling themselves Pope of Tides should have. The Carcer negotiators were obviously a bit taken aback he wasn’t going to rail and roar about it, but grateful too. And some of them, surely, were already thinking that they could win a lot of concessions by cutting the sea cult loose. Meaning the Pope was similarly aware that his confidence in his allies might not be justified, yet here he was, being the bigger man about it.

Dantell narrowed her eyes. Something was off, but she didn’t know what – which was the worst kind of thing to be off.

“However,” said the Pope, and she thought, Here it comes, “I would expect a similar courtesy to be extended to the Os-Fferegh delegation. I was attached to Resolute Battalion in living memory. I’m damn sure this wasn’t a member of Higher Orders back then.” His pontifical nod took in the Lich Queen, standing at Brandery’s shoulder. “I feel she should also step back from the table, as one whose priorities are no longer those of the Palleseen Sway.”

Brandery puffed himself up to tell this jumped up cultist that Pallesand was not to be dictated to and Dantell actually trod on his foot. Stamped, on the foot of her superior officer, really quite hard, but with a weaselish stealth so that the moment of impact was hopefully obscured from the enemy. Brandery’s eyes went wide, and for a moment pain and puffery were going to overcome his better judgment. Then he was looking sidelong at Dantell, mouth still open, and she made an urgent wide-eyed expression at him. At the Lich Queen and at him.

“Well,” the Sage-Monitor said, plastering a tissue-thin pleasantry over his face, “that seems only reasonable, if it will move us towards a settlement. Sage-Inquirer, I’d ask that you wait for us in the, ah, Upper Parlour. And I shall of course send to you, as and when matters touch on your own command and Speciality.”

The Lich Queen’s face set hard, but not instantly. There was a moment there – Dantell rather enjoyed it – when the woman reacted just like any officer who wanted to be treated seriously, to be a part of important matters. Not, in fact, to be some joke bringing a corpse-carnival to a respectable war. Then her face closed, because she understood the importance of a unified front even if she was being excluded from it. “Of course, magister,” she said, saluted and left. Meaning that if any proposal hit the table which meant Resolute could divest itself of its little necromantic infestation, she’d not be around to hear it. Something inside Dantell relaxed, a restoration of some part of the world’s good order.

She and Brandery and their staff sat down at their end of the table, and the horned demon majordomo brought wine and rum and heated mead. Almost civilized, a scene on the road to perfection. No Pope of Tides, no Lich Queen, no Hospitaller, as though the three of them had been bogeymen from children’s stories, and now the adults in their sensible clothes were sitting down to discuss sensible matters.


The Jolly

The Palleseen emphatically had no social class divisions. Those were imperfect. They had no nobility, still less royalty. The great engine of perfection was a meritocracy in which the best suited were best rewarded with rank and responsibility. That was how they taught it in the phalansteries. In the better phalansteries they taught it with a sort of complicit glow, so as to assure all these children of the more meritorious families that they were already tasting the sweet, sweet fruits of perfection just by sitting there. In the other sort, the same lesson was accompanied by the slam of ruler on desk to focus the minds of the less-perfect. Yet, despite the differing ways this single lesson could be delivered, there was mobility in the system. Many phalansteries were attached to orphanages and, although poor parents died more than the wealthy, exporting perfection was not a risk-free proposition for anyone. There were programmes to recognise the gifted, even though sometimes those gifts were inherited from older generations by way of probate.

Quellery was what they called good family, born more perfect. Oh nobody explicitly said that, but examine the system’s cogs and gears and you found the message machined there in tiny letters. Which made his current circumstances all the more surprising, because most of his peers had bartered their birthright into a Fellow’s rank badge and a posting off the front line and absolutely nothing to do with demons. Quellery was a rakehell, though; the suspect sheep of the family flock. Demons had fascinated him since his first trip to the factories his family ran. He was restless, so didn’t take the requisite steps to avoid a combat posting when the Loruthi war came along. He was reckless, hence the dark glasses and the crisped claw of a right hand.

Lovern’s family was of the middling sort, brought up on a diet of duty and self-denial. Amazing he hadn’t turned out a monster, honestly. Just a bit of a gull because he tended to believe in causes and ideals, those things Quellery laughed at him for. He hadn’t had the first thought towards becoming a Specialist until someone came round asking for volunteers, whereupon Lovern had been the first to put his hand up. Hence the enchanted eye and the mounting trauma.

Istreddy was poor, the meanest sort of orphan. Like Lovern, that had put him in the regular troopers, but without even a statlos’s button on his kepi. He’d been part of the garrison in Farasland the last time they tried to rise up and had taken a baton-shot through the spine. Not even from a marauding Faraslandi insurgent, but some idiot in the rank behind with loose lips and a charged baton. Then they’d come and put the deal to him and the other invalids whole enough to be worth the experiment. Now he had a whole spine and two legs and far, far more trauma than Lovern. Enough that they’d moved him out of the old discipline even before it was formally disbanded. Which had saved his life, because his old squad-mates had proved a risk to perfection, but nobody had followed up on the transfer out to Divination. Hence the trauma and the cards, and the continued presence of Istreddy in the uniform.

Aspel, then. Also not from a family of the first water. Another war orphan, because sometimes it seemed like orphans were the major export of Pallesand. Except in her case, the talent programmes had actually worked. Some teacher with a little more empathy than perfection required had seen this weird girl with no friends or eye contact and worked out her different way of seeing the world was useful. While that should probably have seen her sent to Correct Exchange to count beans, this old teacher had been seconded out of the artillery. Later, it became apparent that Aspel’s facility with numbers didn’t stop when magic got involved, unlike the vast majority of engineers. She ended up at a very select phalanstery where all the friends she didn’t have were of a much finer vintage, and where she discovered that, if you have a good enough siege piece and a place to stand, you can destroy the world.

*

“Everyone’s been to a circle house before, right?” Quellery had already acquired drinks, and was doing that loud posh voice thing he enjoyed, when there were people nearby he wanted to annoy. Not the Heretics, who were quite used to it, but the Carcers – the hangers-on and lackeys of the Osseach bigwigs, lounging about staring at these paragons of perfection with surly scowls. And the thing about the loud posh voice was that, while it was like a cheese grater on the gonads of anyone sharing Quellery’s station in life, it said money money to anybody providing services, hence he already had the drinks, and there were two or three rather pretty young things loitering within earshot in case he should want anything else. Aspel did not honestly know how he did it, but she had no objection to riding on his coat-tails.

The drinks were sweet and heady but also slightly fishy in the aftertaste, so something of a mixed experience. Quellery was beaming around at them all, but Aspel said nothing because actually she hadn’t been to a circle house. She’d been at a few postings where some of the camp followers had a ring painted on their wagons and played bawd to a sad handful of conjurations, but the thought of actually availing herself of such services filled her with horror. Not the act so much as the social fumbling of even getting that far. And Lovern was, well, a man of the world, nodding along easily enough. Probably, she thought, the demons would queue up down in Hell the moment they heard he was in the market, honestly. She herself did not have a thing for Lovern, thankfully, but she’d lost count of the young officers and troopers who’d mooned over him at one time or another. That fucking jaw, like a heroic anvil. She looked to Istreddy, who was surely a novice like her, but the man was already looking over the staff with an appraising air.

“I had a go once,” he said. “Demons. Didn’t take to it. But, way I heard it, they do all sorts here, mortal and infernal. Both at once if you fancy it.” He looked around, that face that was suture as much as expression. You could see where those big dagger teeth had gone in, that last time before they discharged him from the Lycanthropists. Yet the smile shone out, like sun through clouds.

“Mm-hm.” Quellery was miming making a note. “Nothing but earthly flesh for our Cohort-Broker. Come on Lovey, what’s your poison?”

The man grimaced. “I just thought,” he said, “she might be here anyway. You know how she is.”

Quellery burlesqued confusion to cover his actual confusion, then frowned. “Wait, you mean—”

“Honestly she seems to get everywhere. I know she said, but I’d thought…” Lovern shrugged, necked his drink, grimaced. “How they get through this stuff I’ll never know.”

“This is Cohort-Broker Anders, now?” Istreddy clarified.

“You are actually holding a torch for Anders,” Quellery clarified further.

“Not a torch, no.”

“A lamp? A candle? Some sort of glow-assed bug?” Quellery clapped him on the shoulder. “I mean, speak to a conjurer, they can do you the perfect likeness—” And stopped, mid-chortle, seeing Lovern’s expression. “Fine, no, so… a girl, a boy, a fiend? All three? Come on, man, we’re here, and as soon as we leave I’ll give good odds Aspel’s going to knock this whole place over from a quarter mile away so you might as well avail yourself.”

“The drink,” Lovern said, constipated with dignity, “is fine. Actually the drink isn’t very nice. I suspect, however, they have better drinks and it’s all on the locals’ tab.”

“My chicanery in getting us in here is completely wasted on you,” Quellery said; then he was swanning off to talk to the staff. Aspel watched him with some dread, both because he seemed to be quite expansive with his requirements, and because he had not asked her what she might want. Which was nothing. Not even the mooning, lovelorn nothing that Lovern appeared determined to endure, but just a regular nothing. She’d brought a book, a good authority on lensing and thaumatic landscape calculations, because she also didn’t have any faith in a surrender, and she didn’t want the locals turning her arts back on her a second time.

“That man,” Lovern said, “is going to set us up.”

Aspel nodded mutely, then jumped as Istreddy clapped a hand to a shoulder each and thrust his head between theirs.

“Take it from someone who has ten years more and half a face less than either of you,” he said, “get your jollies where you can in this business. I love the pair of you like the siblings I never had, but it’s not been roses up to now and it won’t be tomorrow.”

“Fine sentiments!” drawled Quellery, who was somehow always in a position to overhear anything he wanted. “In which light, Izzy, they’re lining up some choice specimens of mortal flesh over in the corner, so go take your pick. Lovey—”

“I told you—”

“This young fellow here is going to sit and you can moon at him about whatever you like. And if you want more than the moon, he can arrange that, but if you honestly just want to lament that you actually like bloody Anders then that, too, is open to you, fool that you are. For a little more he’ll accompany you on the lyre. And Aspel…”

“Also no,” she said forcefully.

“Aspel, I give you the key to your own private kingdom.”

“I, no, what?”

He was indeed giving her a brass key, as florid and overwrought as the rest of their surroundings. “A private chamber for my lady,” Quellery told her, contorting through an absolute parody of genuflection. “At which residence the most gifted professionals of this vaunted establishment shall present their compliments and detail their services, mundane and arcane—”

“Quellery, you fucker.”

“To see,” he went on, a hand on his heart and dewy-eyed with ersatz sentiment, “what might touch my lady’s fancy.” And when she started swatting at his shoulder and upraised arm, close to knocking his glasses off, he added, “Or if you’re heartless enough to refuse their every well-meaning advance, at least you’ll have a room to yourself with a decent reading lamp.”


The Woman Who Went To School With The Squid-Pope

The Pal army is vast, but the numbers attenuate as you go up the ranks. When you get to Fellow, the odds of running into someone you know when transferred to a new post aren’t so small. When you’re a Specialist, and the regular officers think you’re not clubbable, the odds are better still. The Heretics aren’t unique; wherever you go, magicians of different disciplines end up sticking together. Who else understands the stress of the job?

Always interesting, then, to see the faces you knew from the phal, the senior years when you’d been picked out for special classes because of your competences. Sometimes it’s amazing where your old comrades from school or the service get to, and what they’ve made of their lives.

“I thought it was you.” He sat himself down across the table from her while a pale youth with heavy-lidded eyes danced attendance with drinks. “What are you wearing?” He reached out to flick at the scaly trim of the cloak, which she’d gone so far as to sling over the back of her chair. “That’s in this season, is it?”

She stared at him levelly. “You can sit there, in that, and ask the question?”

“If you won’t honour the ancient and honourable regalia of our ancestors, then I don’t know what we’ve got to say to one another.” His face was devoid of humour, only tangentially admitting their years of study together, their service in the same army during the war. Cribbing from her notes before the tests, drinking from his flask behind the lines when the fighting was fiercest.

For a moment that was it, a severance of what had gone before. Honestly, she’d have preferred that. He’d never been as good company as he thought he was. Except, in that same moment, she realised that actually she did want company. Someone from the old days before things had gone so badly wrong. Someone who wasn’t part of the army she was serving with, for whom she had to keep the face up. Even someone who was with the enemy. As she realised that weakness in her, she saw his solemn expression crack a little, the old humour peek out from inside it.

“What,” she asked, indicating the robes, the ridiculous hat, “is this, exactly?” And it had been a long time since the war; she’d been on a long journey – of self and actual discovery – beyond the reach of the army rumour mill or official dispatches. Long enough, apparently, for her old schoolmate to become Pope.

He was still a bit serious, even though the mockery flickered about a face fleshier than she remembered. “My dear, I’m a terribly dangerous cult leader. You must have heard.”

“I am very aware of the sea cult.”

“I suppose you are.” Shared knowledge neither of them felt the need to rake up, painful to both sides. “But don’t say ‘sea cult’. Say ‘The Fisher King’. The god of our ancestors. The god of the Archipelago.”

The god their ancestors had got shot of, in their journey to become the Palleseen; perfection began at home. “You always loved your artefacts and trinkets, your trash of history. Always some book or amulet you wouldn’t decant. I thought it was just you being hedonistic. Still imperfect, but not this.” The drinks he’d commandeered were good wine, definitely an import from somewhere warmer.

“I should tell you I was always a mad cultist, and you just never spotted it,” he mused. “But it came on rather suddenly.”

“You going mad, you mean.”

“Oh sane, my dear. Ineffably sane. But I always did have a fondness for history.”

“They erased that history.”

“They wanted to,” he said. He’d drained his own glass, by then, but the staff were very attentive. There was a bottle tilted over the vessel the moment he set it down, and his over-profusive thanks was just the way it always used to be, and not like he was Pope of anything. “Enough survived, even though they tried very hard,” he went on. “Little mentions in old texts, peripheral references that escaped the censor. The odd statue and sea cave. And everyone went on pretending there never had been a cult, and we’d always been perfect, and I couldn’t understand it. How could they not want to know? This was us. This was where we came from.”

“There’s a long distance between unlicensed study and being the Squid-Pope,” she pointed out.

He chuckled jovially at that. “I found him,” he said.

“Found…?”

“The god. The Fisher King. Much diminished, but him. Him, and a way to acquire his favour, become his champion in the world.”

“So naturally you reported the whole thing to Correct Speech and then slept the sleep of the orthodox,” she noted.

“You,” he said, “are not supposed to be as dull as those old hens on the Commission. I mean, you went into necromancy after all. Inherently transgressive. Don’t get boring on me.”

“I never wanted to be a necromancer,” she said sourly. “It was the competences.” She’d been good at it, and back then it had been a craft the Commission had been pushing. A career advancement. She’d thought it would become a proper magical science and everyone would forget that it was corpses and unclean things. So much for that. “So you rediscovered this god we were all well rid of, and you decided… what? He taught you how he wanted to be worshipped and what the proper dress code was, and you just couldn’t resist the chance to wear the hat? I mean what happened to you?” Hearing the plaintive note, because they had been peers, equals, and if it could happen to him…

“Ah well, this.” He took the hat off and regarded it fondly. “I mean I made this up, obviously.”

“What?”

“The robes, the rituals. The Fisher King doesn’t honestly care so long as he gets blood, gold and fish. The form of it was only ever a human thing, keep the worshippers in awe, all that. And I did rather need to keep them in awe, once I had ‘em. Couldn’t have them spotting I was just a dabbler who’d got in rather over my head, eh? So I sort of… made up a religion from whole cloth.” He waved a sleeve at her. “Quite a lot of cloth. I mean, they’ve taken to it very keenly. You never saw such an eager pack of votaries. Faith.”

“And you, the Pope, don’t have faith?”

“Don’t really need it. Got the actual god. And a nasty-looking character he most assuredly is. I remember the first time, when he was no bigger than your hand and had not a worshipper in the world. It was him, though,” the Pope said. “And I knew I could learn so much, if I took him into my heart, so to speak. And, obviously, that did rather put me on the Culling Lists, if anyone found out. By then, Correct Speech was starting to turn a magic-sensitive eye onto the army and all the Specialisms. So naturally I needed to surround myself with loyal people who would shield me from that kind of scrutiny.”

“You started a cult.”

“I’d have been a rather sorry cult leader without one.” The glass was emptied and topped up, the drink just vanishing into him as though being poured into the sea. “I will admit things somewhat snowballed.”

“They put them in camps,” she said. “Your followers. On the Archipelago.” When the soldiers had come marching back and their heresies had been uncovered. The sea cult and the useless pacifist one. All of them crammed into the same camps on the most forlorn clifftop stretches of coast, where nobody needed to go.

“Mostly not my followers. We had damn schisms going on. A couple of rival Popes. Amazing how this sort of thing spreads, really. I can see why they’re so down on it back home.” He made an exaggeratedly sorrowful face. “You saw the camps then.”

“You know I did. And you escaped being sent there.”

“As I sit here before you, patently that’s so. What a good girl you were, though, doing such duty! Did they give you a nice promotion and a pat on the head?”

“You’re responsible for all of it.”

“You’d like to think so.”

“If not you, then who?”

“Who gave the orders, my dear? And who carried them out?”

Her hand spasmed. She didn’t actually throw her wine dregs into his face but the impulse was strong. Instead she held it up for refilling, but while he might have an infinite ocean within him to dilute the stuff, in her gut it just sat and soured.

“I’m guessing it was right before they sent you wherever the hell you’ve been,” he suggested.

She nodded curtly.

“I’m guessing that might have been an order from someone who felt you deserved more than what you’d get staying home.”

She shrugged, feeling the cloak’s phantom weight even though she wasn’t wearing it. “It was a legitimate research expedition,” she said.

“Of course it was.” Beaming at her over his glass, the bastard.

“The Moeribandi Empire, the old dead one, the heart of necromancy, and our people on the Successor Coast heard there was still a part of it left, a sealed necropolis. I mean who wouldn’t want to…” She caught his expression and slammed her glass down. “It is not the same.”

“Of course it isn’t.”

“Don’t you fucking patronise me—!” She almost pointed out that she was a Sage-Inquirer and he’d never made it past Fellow so show some damn respect, except he was simultaneously out of the service and also a Pope. Precise hierarchies were difficult to establish. “I,” she said, with restored dignity, “did not start a cult. I did not turn on my own people. I did not betray my nation. I remain in the service of Pallesand.”

“Of course you do.” But said without the mockery; with sadness, even. “And do they thank you for it?”

“That’s not the point.”

“So what happened? Because what I’m hearing, correct me if I’ve misunderstood, is that after your cadaver squad did the dirtiest of their dirty work for them, they sent you off on a wild goose chase into the interior, so far beyond the borders of the Sway that Outreach couldn’t find it on a map. One might think that having you around had become embarrassing at regimental dinners.”

“It was,” she said, “a legitimate research expedition.” He wouldn’t be half as aggravating if he was wrong. “And we found it. The necropolis of the Moeribandi Empire. Where their rulers retreated to, a thousand years ago, and shut the doors behind them.”

He had a quip, then, but bit it back down; looked into his wine as though divination lay therein. “One might hesitate,” he said, “before opening them.”

She hadn’t been able to open them, try as she might, not by her own devices. She wasn’t going to tell him how it had happened. The really embarrassing part, that was never going to figure in her reports. Should she ever have the chance to file them.

“It was just,” she said, “we’d travelled so far. Places where they’d never even heard of Pallesand. Bandits, gods, heathen country. And then we found the place and it was just… these stone doors, twenty feet tall, inscribed with histories you could have used to teach advanced necromancy. Just there, in weathered characters on those ancient gates, things I had never learned about the trade in all my schooling. And they…” She’d blame the wine, if asked, but really it was just having someone to talk to. Someone outside the ranks and strictures. It had been a very long time. “I couldn’t get in. They were sealed from the inside by a power I couldn’t challenge. But then there was… this kid. Fessel found a kid. A dead one.”

“What?”

“He looked sixteen maybe.” She corrected herself. “He looked like he’d been that age when he died.”

He gave her a look. “Now you’re really going to have to explain.”

She put her head in her hands. “He had been consecrated to the Death of the Moeribandi. After he died. Some huge ritual. I have literally no idea why. I don’t think he did, either. Whoever did it hadn’t stuck around to do anything about it, so he’d just gravitated to the necropolis and was sitting there waiting. For something; for someone; for me. He recognised me as a… fellow practitioner.” That was not what the boy had seen in her. “And he was the new Emperor. That was the ritual. They’d crowned him King of Death, posthumously. Which I think is the only way it can be done. They’d infused him with the essence of a thousand ghosts or… I mean I’ve tried to look into it, but he’s just the subject of all this. He doesn’t know how it’s done.”

“You’re speaking of this individual in the present tense, I note,” the Pope said. “I take it you brought him along, as some manner of curio?”

She muttered something into her drink. She swallowed the words, buried them, closed the big stone doors in her mind. Under no circumstance was she going to tell him the next part.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that,” the Pope said, swilling his wine.

“It’s not important.”

“Come on, I showed you mine. You know the great secret: that the Pope of Tides is making it all up as he goes along. Not that my rabid faithful would believe you.” His old grin on that filled-out face, that she’d missed. And they’d never been lovers, or even close, but he was like her, as she was like him. She could see in him exactly the same desperate need to talk about unspeakable things with someone who would understand.

“I got married,” she said.

He spat his wine across the table and onto her threadbare uniform jacket, which had seen worse. His eyes bulged and, for a moment, she thought the cult of the Fisher King would be choosing a new leader from sheer hilarity. “You did what?” he hooted.

“Not like that!” she snapped, now absolutely regretting the impulse. “Not… physical union. A ritual wedding, like the Allorwen do with demons or… you know what I mean.”

“You didn’t invite me!” Burlesquing offence. “I would have got you the best gift. Wait, does this mean you’re the Empress of the Moeribandi?” He threw back his head and cackled like an old woman.

“No. Absolutely not. It’s not like that. It’s just a symbolic union so I could have access to the power the necropolis represented. An incredible asset for Pallesand. It’s not… Consort, is what they call— Will you stop laughing?”

“I mean,” he got out, “I thought I was pushing it calling myself Pope! Empress! Your Imperial Majesty!”

“It’s not like that,” she repeated. It was exactly like that. She had married the Dead Emperor; what else did that make her?

“And so this is your, what, royal honour guard standing out there waiting to cut us all to bits, is it?” he said.

“It is,” she confirmed. “And they will. Even you. I’ll stake them against your god.”

“Harsh. And here I was enjoying catching up.”

She’d been enjoying it too, she realised, but she hadn’t ever lost sight of the fact they were on opposite sides now.

“You don’t think your loyalties are somewhat misplaced these days?” he asked her. “I mean, I don’t know how up to date you are on how things are going back home, but if they hadn’t sent you off to the arse end of beyond, you’d either be dead or on my side of the walls.”

She shrugged. “My trade is an asset to the Commission. I proved that during the war. My current… situation gives us access to a wealth of magic, power and actual troops. What I have before the walls is only a taste of what the old Empire husbanded away. It’s mine to command, through him. They’ll see the value of it. They won’t turn me away.” She was about to add You’ll see, but of course he wouldn’t see. He’d be dead by then, and probably her necromantic soldiers would have killed him. Assuming, of course, she could get them back on task. That was something she wouldn’t be telling him, because he really was the enemy, even though he was an old friend. That all her dead killers were currently processing a grief that walking corpses should have been absolutely devoid of. That bloody poet with his talk of home and hearth. She had always held that using corpses for battle-fodder was a supremely virtuous use of resources. The dead knew no pain, had precious little self-awareness of any kind. They were just weapons, like any other. You didn’t ask the baton or the sword what it thought, about its victims or its wielder. But the poet had spoken, and her merciless soldiers had remembered what it was to have a home and a place in the world, and to care. And now she and Fessel were having to methodically rid them of all those finer feelings before the Dead Company would take another step forwards.

“I only serve,” she said. “The Commission will understand.”

“The camps,” he said. “You served.”

“I did.”

He pinned her with his gaze, and abruptly he wasn’t her old schoolfriend, but instead the hedonistic pontiff of a banned cult, steeped in forbidden lore and sacrificial rites. “It’s that,” he said, “they’ll damn you for. Not even the corpses, not even the marriage, but that.”

“You don’t know,” she said, even though he did.

Then there was someone at his elbow, murmuring into his ear, and his face lit up with that powerfully smug self-regard she’d always found so wearing.

“If you’ll excuse me,” he told her, “I have to go royally screw over the surrender talks. It’s been good to catch up. We must do this again, sometime. There’s always a place for you and yours on our side of the lines.”


Mosaic: End of a Perfect Evening

It was one of the small range of things people knew Allor for, especially after the nation was added to the Palleseen Sway. Allor had always been a culture apart, with its history and its big families inextricably intertwined with the infernal. Never popular with its neighbours. So there were Allorwen stevedores and artisans, clerks and gangsters, mercenaries and scholars, but it was the demons anyone thought of. Demons and sorcery, fortune telling and curses. Not popular, but if you were a factory owner looking to hire a hellieur, you’d maybe choose an Allorwen over a local. And if you had a pocket of change and were looking for a slightly taboo night on the town, perhaps you and your mates would josh one another into a trip to the circle house just a few streets over. The one that wasn’t officially permitted but was there anyway, so long as the madame paid off the law. Not, honestly, that much different to any mundane house of ill repute, save the repute was that much more ill.

After the conquest, when the Pals did their level best to erase centuries of Allorwen tradition, that was where they went, those conjurers who escaped the noose. From the meanest of students to the working professionals, the middle-class dilletantes to the disinherited aristocracy. All their talents, once enshrined with ritual and honour, reduced to this. Pawnbrokers with a knack for enchanted goods, clairvoyants whom people had learned not to play cards with, bawds whose boudoirs held more than mortal flesh.

For Quellery and Istreddy, little more needs be said; a good time had by all. The conjurer, able to describe his particular preferences with a linguistic precision denied others, caresses the curve of an infernal flank with the fingers he doesn’t have. The Lycanthropist-turned-Diviner, a man steeped in conflicting mysteries, is just after an uncomplicated night with a girl well-paid enough not to flinch at his scars. Simple.

Aspel, though. There had been a boy, at first. A golden youth – human, she assumed, though she didn’t know if she’d really be able to tell. He’d been very handsome and spoken well, offered to read her poetry, sing, play the guitar. She’d been horribly embarrassed. He was, she knew, being paid for this. None of the compliments were sincere; without the coin he’d not spend an instant in her company. She felt mortified at imposing on him when surely he had so many other places to be. Eventually she got him to understand that this wasn’t what she wanted, and she had a good book, and honestly he really didn’t need to.

There was a girl, after that, similarly attractive, talented and obliging, and by that point Aspel had decided that she was going to load Quellery into one of her artillery pieces and ping him high over the walls of Eres Ffenegh, because this was turning into the most excruciating evening she’d ever endured. She did get the girl to bring her a good cup of tea, but that was as far as she was going to impose on the establishment’s services.

And now this.

“Look,” she says. “I really don’t want anything more than just a little quiet. I’m trying to work something out. I’m sure you’re very… all of that, but it would be distracting.” And she’s being very polite, and she probably doesn’t have to be polite, because this is a demon. Very obviously a demon, with iron-grey horns and copper eyes, pointed ears and a little dagger of a beard. As though the conjurer had set down, in the ritual, I really want people to know this is a demon but, you know, sophisticated. He’s wearing a long formal robe, Allorwen style, and looks very haughty, the sort of waiter who’d rather the Pal woman vacate the premises, but is forced to be obliging.

“Go back to Quellery and tell him to stuff it in his ear,” she says, genuinely quite cross now. The man isn’t even here and he’s making fun of her.

“It is,” the demon says, “the honour of the establishment that all our guests should be attended to. I am informed that our regular services are not to your liking.”

Aspel has had enough, right now. Possibly Quellery is using some arcane means to watch her discomfort. She jumps up from the velvet-padded chair and confronts the demon, even if it means she has to crane up at it. Oddly, making eye contact with demons has never been a problem, only people.

“I do not want to… have congress with a demon, or a human. Or anything. I don’t care what else you have on the premises. Do not bring in a goat, or a chicken or a lobster or whatever depravities this fish-stinking city indulges, for either sacrificial or, or, or carnal uses. Just let me be somewhere quiet.”

The demon looks down his nose at her – half by his supercilious nature, half because she is a lot shorter than him. “Lobsters,” he echoes.

Honestly she isn’t sure where she got that from. “I don’t know,” she says weakly. “It seems like something the locals would do. This city.”

The corner of the demon’s mouth creeps up very slightly. “One has heard rumours.” A low, vicious chuckle, right out of Hell.

Aspel blinks. Of all things she really hadn’t expected was to be gossiping with a demon. “Look, you’re obviously a very powerful demon lord or something—”

“I am,” he says. “I was. For now I am the majordomo of this place.” Spoken without relish. “Valkazar by name.”

She thinks that, given three guesses, she might actually have got that. The long, aquiline features, the disdain: clearly a Valkazar. “Well thank you, but I just want to read my book.” She waves it in his face.

“Targallen,” he notes. “On Parabolic Lensing.” Pronouncing the name the Allorwen way, Tar-guy-en.

Aspel blinks. “Excuse me?” Because yes, the poetry, the music, that seems all part of the service in a place like this, but she hadn’t expected a wider education.

Valkazar regards her for just too long. The copper gaze becomes uncomfortable. “It pleases the mistress of the house,” he says, “to use me thus.”

“Excuse me?”

“I was conjured into this world three centuries ago,” Valkazar says, meaning he’s older than Pallesand. “I have served the Sable Lodge for generations,” he adds, which means precisely nothing to Aspel. “I have taught their children all those disciplines it is fit to be known by a scion of a great house of Allor.” And this personal recounting surely isn’t standard pillow talk at the Pandaemonium but Aspel is weirdly fascinated, as she wouldn’t have been by sweet nothings.

Valkazar looks away from her, or at least tilts his head, his eyes having no pupils. “I taught her, when she was but a child. A wilful thing, lacking focus and application. Requiring discipline, repeatedly. Forever pulling against the reins of good governance and authority.” And perhaps that might count as pillow talk to a certain kind of patron. The demon actually looks a little pained, reviewing what he said, and where he’s standing.

Aspel feels a little sorry for him which, like being polite, isn’t something that you’re supposed to do with demons. “You were a… tutelary demon? That’s a thing?”

“The classics, the arts, the true principles of the communion of Above and Below, which mortals slight with the term ‘conjuration’,” he intones, then lays a thin, stone-nailed finger on the book she’s still holding up. “And mathematics, of course, that underlies all these. The ancient and true mathematics that describes all possible worlds, and the specifics of its description of those worlds we know.”

Aspel swallows. “And you know Targallen’s Parabolics and Lensing?”

Valkazar chuckles again. “Islerwoman,” he tells her, “I taught Targallen.” Correcting her Pal pronunciation. “But I see you do not require the services of the house. I shall leave you in your solitude.” And he turns to sweep out of the room with a wounded dignity, and he is absolutely angling for her to call him back, and she knows it, and she calls anyway.

“It’s just, I’ve been wrestling with…” she says. And it sounds ridiculous to say ‘a maths problem.’ Except here is an infernal tutor pressed into service as the front of house man for a brothel, and so isn’t a maths problem actually better than just asking the creature to hop into the room’s expansive bed? The words spill out of her, the lensing, the countermeasures, the whole tactical situation that’s fallen squarely on Aspel’s shoulders. Valkazar listens, nods, strokes his beard, and at the end of it she realises that she’s basically spilled every military secret she knew. And he, of course, is a demon conjured by the other side. She’s absolutely been played.

Valkazar’s narrow gaze has no gleam of demonic triumph in it. Instead, he lifts a finger and begins to draw figures in the air, that crackle and blaze and slowly fade. “But consider,” he says, and his voice is that of every stern schoolteacher she ever had.

She watches, frowns over the equations that tame the wild territory where mathematics describes the unseen magical world. Where it describes the realm of sigil-twisted air her engines must pierce, to fly true. Valkazar speaks, and if he isn’t patient or kind, he is clear, and he never had so attentive a student in three hundred years.

She’s lost in the revelation of it. She doesn’t see that the gleam is now on full show in his metal eyes and the lines of his long face. She doesn’t wonder why. Not, surely, a part of the standard range of services offered by the house, yet it is what she wants, and so the small print permits him to provide it. And yes, Valkazar is fulfilling his original purpose, the one he was shaped for and that will always be more pleasing to him than the uses the Widow has for him. But he’s an old and patient demon and Aspel is naïve, and even as the Widow hones Jack, Valkazar will make this Pal woman his weapon.

*

Lovern would likely have ended up with the same sort of evening as Quellery and Istreddy eventually. He’s a man of the world after all, not some lovelorn teenage poet. Not actually so much older, of course. One of that generation whose youth was thrust into the fire of the Loruthi war, three years of hammer and anvil and being caught between the two. Lots of ways that can go, from Istreddy’s persistent nightmares to Quellery’s insouciance. Lovern, though, survived. In his head and in his body, survived some of the most experimental and dangerous practices that Correct Erudition could come up with. One of the only ones who did. The Left-Eye Brigade wasn’t a department that had to pay out much in the way of retirement benefits.

Nor is it something that’s been maintained, after the war. He’s been very happy to just take his Cohort’s badge and go back to regular soldiering, even with the uncomfortable feeling they might just keep putting him in the front line until some stray shot rids the army of his awkward service history. Then the Stoat came along, who’d read up on the sort of work Lovern and his peers had been doing, and decided that the best way to slap the rebellious Carcers would be to give Lovern his Speciality back.

He hasn’t enjoyed that, but he’s the sort of person who can shove all the hurt to the back of his brain, far enough that he can’t hear it whining. He’ll take the delights of the Pandaemonium with a clear conscience and sleep peacefully afterwards. But he’s left it too late. He’s held out for Anders, because Anders is funny and irreverent and good company. He’d really thought she’d just turn up, late and grinning, and they could share a drink and some words, and maybe more than that.

And Anders – the woman he knows as Anders – will absolutely not be walking into the Pandaemonium any time it’s hosting the Heretics, for very good reasons, but someone does.

The place goes quiet. That’s how he knows. The Carcer patrons and the staff – mortal and infernal – and then the Pals one by one, mostly just out of puzzlement. He feels it, an itching between his shoulder-blades so that, when he turns round and sees the old man, there’s no surprise.

Just some old boy. Not even a local, nor any particular nation Lovern can name. Looks like he’s turned up to complain about the noise, honestly, or he’s loose in the head like the old sometimes get, wandered in here by mistake. A very old man with a knotted, unkempt beard, wearing a quilted robe that’s more of a dressing gown than anything arcane, and a tasselled nightcap of a hat absolutely lacking in sorcerous menace. The greatest wizard in the world. Varinecthes, Old Varney; this shadow of a man, this withered stick.

He’s red-eyed and grey-faced and doesn’t seem entirely to know where he is, shuffling through the Upper Parlour, rubbing the hem of his robe absently between finger and thumb. Not like he’d been the last time Lovern saw him, certainly. Not that maelstrom of grief and vengeance burning through his squad.

Lovern stands, feeling as though his innards are lead. Watching this frail old man lurch his way onto a stool at the bar. A drink is before the wizard without him needing to say anything, like magic. The silence clenches around the room.

Lovern takes a step forwards. It is, after all, his fault. A series of events like stones shifting one after another, leading to the world’s most powerful magician sitting forlornly at the bar in this ghastly, over-embroidered place. Lovern is a soldier, obviously. He was in the thick of it against the Loruthi, none more so. But that had been in the war and his targets had worn a uniform. He’d not been in the service long enough to grow all the callouses where the grip of the Palleseen cause normally rubs. When Dantell had sent him out, as the first shot in the campaign to retake Eres Ffenegh, it hadn’t been war and it hadn’t been a uniform. It hadn’t even been the right target killed, just the one who’d walked in on them as they stepped into the wizard’s tower.

Any moment, the man will look up. Glance around and see Lovern, the one to blame. Lovern, who is ransacking the backpack of his mind in case, right at the bottom, there might be some appropriate thing to say. An apology, absolutely against perfection and the Palleseen way. Or else he’ll go for a knife and some sort of revenge for his dead squad-mates, not the first man to find escalation easier than saying sorry.

Dantell had been delighted. Not as good, she said, as popping the old man himself, but it had served the same purpose in the end. Taken him out of the fight. Not that he’d necessarily been in the fight, just a powerful loose cannon to whom the Carcers might have gone, cap in hand. Enough of a threat that Dantell had wanted a pre-emptive strike. Her plan, but Lovern’s doing.

It makes no sense, honestly, that he feels so bad about it. His duty, hadn’t it been? And yet he’d never seen such grief and misery in all his military career. He had done a wrong thing, no matter the orders.

Another step. Still the old man hasn’t seen him. He opens his mouth to speak.

Something sweeps between him and Varinecthes before he can cross that line and make the man notice him. It’s the woman, the one they call the Widow, coming between him and his target like a galleon before a coastline. She gives Lovern one look, that makes him understand how very unwise it would be to speak to Varney. Unwise, for who knows what a grieving archmage might do, but also cruel. Why open wounds you don’t have to? Lovern retreats before that gaze, feeling wretched and foolish, and still desperately wanting closure.

The Widow takes the stool next to Varney; takes the old man’s hand, bends low to speak to him. Lovern sees him nod, and then they are speaking, two magicians together, old acquaintances. It occurs to him that all the Widow’s hauteur, the armour she wears against all the rest of the world, is set aside in that conversation, though he can’t say what their precise relationship is.

Denied catharsis, grateful for it, Lovern retreats and drinks, and has a generally miserable night of it.

*

The Pal commander isn’t the diplomatic type. That’s been plain all evening. Very little on the table except threats. Niev’s uncle had come with a list of absolute hard-line requirements before the Osseach might even begin to consider the possibility of laying down their arms. They’d all agreed on it beforehand – the Families, the Guilds, the Helaseach, the Pope, the Hospitallers. Everyone would go on fighting unless the Pals climbed down so far they might as well end up at the bottom of the sea. Except that isn’t how the Pals see it, and their man, Brandery, isn’t even pretending to make it a discussion. Every time Hamriddy or one of the others makes a demand, Brandery just slings some new threat out there. Some Os-Fferegh monument the Pals might find contrary to perfection; some name associated with anti-Pal activity they’d want handed over. Look how much worse it could be, is the incessant drum-beat of the man’s rhetoric. He’s made it very plain from the start that once the Pals are back in control of the city, it’s going to be worse than when they’d been in before. Then, they really had been liberators, arm in arm with the locals as they sent the Loruthi packing. Look what you could have had, says the man’s tone, if you hadn’t been so unreasonable as to throw us out. He’s been talking reparations, punitive fines. The Os-Fferegh are going to pay every penny of the cost of their subjugation, and if Brandery gets his way they’ll be officially mandated to smile when they do it.

The man’s a battering ram. There’s a great flap and fuss at the Osseach end of the table, all those grandees trying to point out that This isn’t the way these things are done. And Brandery, with his hard smile, just drawing back for another thundering impact on all their proprieties.

The sneak-looking woman beside him with the Fellow’s badge doesn’t say much. Murmurs in his ear occasionally, and Niev honestly thinks she’s trying to restrain the man sometimes. Brandery’s the bludgeon and she’s the shiv, and the problem with someone going ham with the bludgeon is you don’t get the chance to stick the shiv in as much as you’d like. Although, from the point of view of the city being brutally beaten and stabbed, it probably doesn’t make much difference.

“And those wall things,” Brandery says, abruptly skipping to another item on his own list, “have to go. Our Decanters will make an accounting of them. Not needed, in an occupied city within the Sway. Why, they might just come down on everyone’s heads at any time.”

“No,” says Aeriff. The Gaeledh have always been the city’s final recourse against invaders.

“That sort of thing’s all very well for some tinpot barbarian nation that hasn’t learned to read or write yet. It’s some dreg of that religion you were smart enough to get rid of, fine. But we’re living in a modern age.” Brandery leans back, abruptly the man of sophistication, gesturing so one of the girls refills his glass. “Not like you’ll need them for defence. You’ll be part of the Sway. Who would dare?” A broad smile from him, so insincere demons wouldn’t wear it.

“They are an integral part of the city’s foundation,” her uncle nonetheless attempts. “Their removal would have structural consequences…”

“We’ll put in some props,” says Brandery. He slaps the table suddenly, making everyone jump, including his own people. It’s a thing he’s been doing throughout the evening and presumably he feels it makes him come over as decisive rather than deranged. “Or are you going to tell me that religion isn’t so dead, after all? If I thought it was more than just mouldering old tradition then obviously we’d have to look a bit more carefully at how you do things here. Because one of the reasons we like you people, one of the reasons you’ll find it so easy to adopt the ways of perfection, is that you gave all that nonsense the heave centuries back. The crab’s dead and your temple’s a brothel. That’s what we call progress on the Archipelago.” A wince from his second, suggesting Brandery is writing his own orthodoxy. “Maybe you’ve wobbled recently, playing host to those traitors, but we’ve already covered that. Some bloodthirsty fish-fanciers and the other lot, the useless sad sacks trying to put a bandage on the world. You don’t want to find yourself lined up alongside people like that. It’s dangerous.” Whether the danger he refers to is from the cults or the Pals, he doesn’t need to specify.

Niev wants to grip her uncle’s hand, except it’ll be more weakness for the Pals to seize on. Nobody has even been trying to argue for the renegade Pals and their weird religions. That was the first gate Brandery’s ram battered down.

It’s going to be a fight, she thinks. The Gaelensreach wall next, and then the Right-city. And then actual surrender on no terms at all. That’s certainly the picture Brandery has been painting. Their legion of dead soldiers won’t stop. That the corpses wouldn’t be moved by mercy or pity is neither here nor there, because nobody looks to living Pal soldiers for those things either, but everyone who’d been manning the defences says that baton-shot leaves holes but not consequences, even rebounds from that jewelled mail.

Or there isn’t going to be a fight, and they’ll surrender for the handful of beans that Brandery will magnanimously grant them. Smaller and smaller beans as the evening’s gone on, like a noose tightening until maybe it’ll just be the people in this room and their immediate relations granted some sort of amnesty. At which point they’ll no longer be the Osseach of Defiance – the grand name they’d won when they’d thrown the Loruthi out – but just collaborators. What’s that name the Pals give to foreigners who wear their uniform? Accessories.

Hamriddy stands up. Niev looks at him, then at the others. They’ve had every gate and wall of their arguments beaten down, hounded back until it feels they’re being asked to give up things they don’t even have. And here is her uncle, spokesman for the Osseach, left with nothing, looking at nobody. He might be about to cede the city to the Pals, he might be about to tell them to go to Hell by the Pandaemonium’s shortest route. She realises she has absolutely no idea what he’s about to say.

At that point, the door to the room is thrown grandly open and the Pope of Tides saunters in. Not furious at being abandoned by his allies but with that broad, self-satisfied smile on his face.

Brandery shoots to his feet too, and then everyone does; there’s a lot of shouting from various quarters. The Pope holds up his hands as though blessing them all, whether they want such a thing or not, until the hubbub quiets enough to let him be heard. Then quieter still, because he’s put a hand delicately to his ear, one eyebrow raised. Oh my, what is that I hear? A pantomime so absurd even Brandery stops demanding he be thrown out.

Very distantly there are faint cracks and concussions from far out over the city. No – because every local knows which way the sea is – from off the coast.

“I only thought I should mention,” the Pope says unctuously, “that a little fleet has just arrived from my allies across the waves. My fellow faithful, you know. A little salute they’re giving, that’s the music you can hear. Come with holds of supplies and ammunition, some nice new siege pieces, crates of tablethi. Oh, and – given they’re not part of our little neutrality under this roof – their rail-side engines are even now presenting some little gifts to your camp, Sage-Monitor. You know, the one you’ve got conveniently on the shoreline with all those tight-packed tents. Now, what was someone saying about surrender?”


The Knives

There had always been sea cults, for as long as there had been people and the sea. Death and plenty, what more potent dichotomy to drive religion? Every coastal people with its own capricious divinity of blood and prosperity, even the Islermen who would one day do away with theirs and become the Palleseen. And these sea cults hated one another, fought on the waves and on the beaches, sacrificed one another’s adherents, blood in the water. It was the way of things, that two sects might believe essentially the same things, save that one held this shore the holiest, and the other that. Enough for a thousand years of maritime crusade. Honestly, looked at that way, and given that the Fisher King was a particularly demanding divinity, one can have some sympathy with the Pals’ forebears.

What changed, then? Perhaps it’s as simple as better boats. Storms still wreck but the shipwright’s art has moved on. Magic and good craft mean the sea works harder for its tribute. Its mysteries have not gone away but have been driven to the depths. The charts that modern nations sail by know all the shoals and reefs. Compass and divination and weather magic rob the gods of their playthings. And the Pals have a particular brief to expunge sea cults, both because they’re bad for the sea trade and because of where they came from. Hence why the Pope of Tides is such anathema to them.

There was one major misconception in the way the Pals saw the cults of the sea, though. Understandable; those cults and their gods made the same mistake. No matter the lines you draw on your charts, the names to attach to this stretch or that, you cannot subdivide the ocean. All seas are the same sea, the salt water like the blood of the world. After the Pals had destroyed enough clifftop temples and island shrines; after their own long-banished deity had clawed its way back to the surface, those long-feuding cults and gods began to talk.

The ship that came into the big harbour was the Wave Knife, and so was its master, Niev understood. The other half-dozen vessels stood out on the open ocean, anchored to the edge of the sunken shelf that defined the bay, past the grand curve of Ffen’s big claw. They were a motley collection, hardly an armada. The Wave Knife was the largest of them, a hundred and thirty feet, three masts and a barbaric-looking crew. Not unexpected for their allies off the sea. Half of them Faraslandi exiles, with a scatter of Cotto and Urbek and others from warmer climes who were thoroughly swathed in heavy coats against the biting wind. The Old Knife, come to welcome the Wave Knife off the sea.

That chill wind was gusting fierce right now. It made standing out here as a formal welcoming committee a miserable business even for the locals. Niev could only hope that the Pals were getting similarly frozen off the little bay. Needless to say, her uncle Hamriddy had cried off this particular duty. He was playing soldier at the Gaelensreach, where they were putting all their engines and lookouts ready for when the Pals and their dead allies took the next step. All those new siege pieces being hoisted over from the Wave Knife, that would give the defence more punch, now surrender was off the table.

She still didn’t know which way he’d been about to jump, her uncle. If the Pope hadn’t made his entrance right then, would the papers already have been signed, giving the city over to the Pals? And obviously it was a good thing they hadn’t. Nobody wanted to be a part of the Palleseen Sway, pay their taxes and obey their ordinances, and who was to say they’d keep any promises anyway?

Except presumably nobody wanted to be shot and killed, have their homes destroyed, lose their families, and then still maybe end up under the Palleseen boot, which would grind all the harder for the sweat they’d spent in winning. Niev was faintly horrified to find in herself a deep uncertainty about how things had gone. She hadn’t wanted to kneel to the occupiers, but better that than let them step on her neck after they’d knocked her down. So many songs – their own and others’ – about the nobility and necessity of doomed resistance, but they rang flat in her ear now.

The Wave Knife – the woman, not the ship – was a Pal, and as young as Niev. Short red hair, a couple of scars, a haunted expression. She stepped ashore and stopped for a moment, catching her balance now what was under her feet didn’t roll with the tide. She wore a long leather coat and a bright scarf about her neck, and had a spiral of scar instead of one ear. She didn’t look like a fanatic sea-cultist but then most of them didn’t.

Speaking of just that, here was the Pope of Tides come to greet his fellow benthic votary. Niev watched the two Pal renegades clasp wrists with a patently hollow display of amity. Two people who’d be daggers drawn if it wasn’t for the Pals camped just one bay over. Two different religions but the same sea. The Wave Knife was closed, suspicious; the Pope was all heartiness, his hat tucked in the crook of his arm to keep it from the wind. Labourers from the Guilds brought up carts for the siege pieces, the tablethi, all the bounty from the sea that would prolong the siege.

If not win it. Niev bit down on the thought, in case some sea god was looking at her right then. But she’d been shaken: by the Pal advance, by their commander’s aggression in the negotiations. A narrative of inevitability that had taken root in her mind. The Pope, this pirate girl, the whole business seemed like the silver-painted wooden sword of an actor, all flourish and show. If Eres Ffenegh fell, they’d just sail off and find some other Pal conquest to rile up and shed not a tear. For Niev’s people, it was their one and only home.

And even if we win, will they go away? They will not. A bloody-handed foreign cult worming its way deep into the heart of the crab, constantly reminding the Os-Fferegh of what they were owed. Just as the Os-Fferegh had taken Pal aid in throwing out the Loruthi, and regretted it, would they come to wish they’d never taken the help of the sea?

The Fisher’s Guild had given over one of the dockside haunts for hospitality, and they repaired there. Niev was braced for hour on hour of ritual and sermon, a priest-off between Pope and Knife, but the new woman was refreshingly practical, barely a mad fanatic at all. Perhaps, if you had the responsibility of an actual ship – a little wooden kingdom constantly in danger of disintegration on the waves – you couldn’t really let yourself go full-on froth. She sketched out for them the minutes of a whole other war, spread like a net across all the trade lanes and coasts where the Pals sailed. Pallesand was an archipelago and the Pals had been sea-reavers before they became philosophers. More, their philosophy gave them magic to counter the influence of the sea gods. The fighting was fierce, a war without lines or borders, that left spreading clouds of blood and drifting debris wherever the skill of ships’ masters let them meet the enemy. A thousand small clashes across the vast face of the ocean; blockaded ports, piracy, false flags and calling the kraken from the deep. It made Eres Ffenegh and its struggle seem small, even with the face of the crab looming at the back of the guildhouse. What came through clearly was that aid would be sporadic at best, and if the Wave Knife and her flotilla stayed too long they’d just draw more Pal force to the harbour. The unspoken truth that Niev was bitterly aware of: the thing that had kept her city free so far was that Pallesand didn’t have the spare troops to throw at the siege. So many places were bubbling with unrest since the war, plus the former Loruthi possessions the Pals were trying to gulp down into the belly of the Sway. The victory was costing them more than a loss might have done, perhaps, but they would swallow each piece of the world eventually. There would come a time – soon – when they had an army spare for the City on the Back of a Crab, and that would be the end of it. Reminding her only that the absolute best and last time for a dignified surrender had probably been the previous night at the Pandaemonium, and the Pope had scuttled that.

She should be doing the talking. That was what she was here for. Niev ea Galeaff, no mere Right-city adornment but the competent agent of the most influential man in the Osseach. She should be winning over this Pal pirate, strengthening alliances, helping her city. In the chill of this morning, though, she wasn’t sure it was helping. Harming, maybe, because so long as they gave shelter to these cults they made themselves more and more the existential enemy of the Pals. Not just a city to be brought into the Sway, but something to be scoured from the face of the world.

They watched the Wave Knife tack out, after that; carving about the edges of the sea-wind to get clear of the bay, then taking its little fleet away past the horizon into the immensity of the ocean. The Pope had been keen for them to pay another incendiary visit to the Pal shoreline camp, but apparently there was artillery there now and the pirates didn’t fancy the risk of it.

The Pope himself was in enormous spirits, as they took the hoist up the face of the crab to the Lighthouse Ward. Clapping her on the shoulder with undue familiarity, prophesying fine times ahead when the Pal army next tried an advance. A possessiveness, in the way he spoke of her city. Without him and the alliance with the sea, there would be a Pal fleet blockading the harbour and everyone would be eating their boot leather. The cults kept the sea trade open; nobody starved. It was why they’d risen up against the Pals in the first place, these new allies. It was how they’d held out this long and the Pope wouldn’t let them forget it. His brinksmanship at the Pandaemonium was just the latest way of reminding them they couldn’t do without his people.

“And tell your uncle to stop by, my dear,” he told her, as they reached the top. “He had certain concerns, certain creditors come calling, I believe? I hear you were fielding them yourself only recently. Well, I have what he needs, now. Tell him he should come calling at the Lighthouse for it. I’m always obliging. The sea provides.”

She shuddered, feeling more chains loaded onto her people. Just one group of Pals fighting another, her city the battlefield.

We should have surrendered. That doubt in her, resolving into the unwelcome understanding that they’d been played, and that it was too late.


Aspel in Love

These bright young things of the Palleseen army; not so bad perhaps. Brandery is a bully and Dantell is a sneak, but the Heretics aren’t encrusted over by self-interest or malice or Pal ideology. They are cogs, not the machine, and not the most efficient cogs. Just by being themselves they’re probably impeding the war effort more than a company of militia.

Lovern is a hero, obviously. A good, decent, generous man, a solid friend. A man who, given the choice, would always do the least harm, build you up, be there for you. A good man, even down to having doubts about whether he’s really a good man. An assassin. Not even just a soldier toe to toe with the enemy, but a killer behind the lines. That’s what the Left-Eye Brigade are, after all. Murderers, and just because he feels bad about the last job doesn’t mean he won’t do the next.

Istreddy is a victim, though. The scars, the trauma, a man broken by what his own side turned him into. The man who brings the game to the table, the self-effacing one who always chuckles dutifully at your jokes. As a Diviner, his war is fought so in the abstract. He never has to think about who gets hurt by the guidance he gives. They made him a monster and he’s still doing what they tell him.

Quellery is great fun at parties, always the quip, a man who hasn’t let injury or the brimstone stink of his trade turn him into a monster. If you knew him, you’d defend him to his critics. You need a man like Quellery in every group, who can laugh at the horrors of war. And he does laugh. He contracts job lots of demons from the Kings Below and sends them into the meat grinder, acts as spotter for the artillery, makes the war work even if he hasn’t fired a baton since basic training. He knows one day he will retire to a good office on the Archipelago and sign pieces of paper that mean other people have to do all these things. But if he really wants that retirement he needs to play the game. Get mean, get greedy. The tragedy of Quellery is that Brandery and Dantell were probably just like him a decade before.

Can we spare Aspel? She just likes maths, and is lucky enough to have found a role where that’s a positive, rather than a character flaw. Maths can’t lie; can’t appropriate funds or play down the impact of an atrocity. It’s all just about turning things into numbers. And then subtracting some of them, through diligent calculation. That is, after all, how you murder a city in this modern age.

Dantell was in a particularly foul mood, the day after the talks. Not because she’d been denied the pleasures of the Pandaemonium. Honestly, who even had the time? The sea cult, though; that absurd Fisher King nonsense. The utterly smug look on the face of the man calling himself Pope of Tides. Honestly, he’d only ever been a Fellow, same as her. What would happen if every officer of any rank decided to give themselves ludicrous titles? The Professors of the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means would be besides themselves.

The only reason the Feggs had thrown their Palleseen liberators out of the city had been because of the Fisher King cult traitors. The others, the pacifists, who cared about them? As Brandery had challenged their leader at the negotiations, what were they going to do? Dantell was well aware of the idea of peaceful protest; amongst Higher Orders such practices were considered a nice reward for a particularly dutiful squad to go apply the boot leather to, secure in the knowledge that they’d all come back fit, healthy and exercised. The sea cult was another matter. They were the stabby kind of religious, even worse than normal both because they’d grown within the Pal army like a fungus, and because they had somehow got over their enmity with a score of other sea cults. Currently the fight for control of the waves and trade routes was the biggest single drain on the Palleseen coffers: magic, money and manpower. Eres Ffenegh was only a part of that wider conflict, but it was simultaneously a safe harbour for enemy shipping, and continually being resupplied by whatever ragged pirates and fanatics happened past. Meaning the locals didn’t know when they were beaten, so actually beating them became far more expensive than it needed to be.

And more time-consuming. Dantell was feeling the hands of the clock closing on a very bad hour. The hour, specifically, when the eye of the Commission turned onto just what was going on here. Not only their failure to capture the city, but the instruments with which they’d failed to capture it.

And here those instruments were, still standing in their ranks, backed up at the gateway to Godsgift Square. And it did feel like some god-given gift to the Feggs, to have these arrested in their inexorable march right here. Possibly the locals had believed they were being held back for the surrender talks, but their immobility this morning would surely clue the brighter Feggs into what was actually going on.

Speaking of which: Dantell hurried along the long column of the dead, drawing her two layers of cloak tighter around her. The necromantic legion had a chill all its own, that owed nothing to the sea-wind or the winter. “The Sage-Monitor’s sent me to ask for a report,” she barked, seeing her breath pale in the air.

The Lich Queen and her horrible vassal turned to her. And Dantell squeezed out, “Magister,” because, despite what the Culling Lists had to say about the Dead Companies, a rank badge was a rank badge.

“Will they march?” Dantell clarified. “Have they finished their… whatever it is? Observances?” Because not only were they dead, it was obvious to anyone that they were some sort of religious thing as well. The sacred guard of some death god’s temple or something. Moeriband, the old dead Empire that was gone to dust long before Pallesand came into being. And, Dantell thought, should have stayed there. Except, if it had, they’d not be this far into the city.

The Lich Queen caught the barb. “As Accessories to the Palleseen army, my company has left behind any unsanctioned traditions,” she said, virtually quoting the manual. The sheer banality of the woman, dressed as she was, commanding what she did, was breathtaking. Dantell wasn’t sure if the woman was actually mad or just a really good player, but she could almost believe they might be talking about some Faraslandi Accessories who were being a bit unreasonable about fighting on the third day of the month or something. If she hadn’t had the evidence right here before her eyes in all its mouldering glory.

“The Sage-Monitor,” Dantell said, “is concerned that you’ve not specified what the problem is. Did they all leave something behind that they’ve just remembered, he asks.” He hadn’t asked anything of the sort, but Brandery’s bulk and title were a good thing to hide behind if you wanted to be snarky. And that jab hit home. The slightest flinch, just a tremble at the corner of the woman’s eye. Dantell wondered what a thousand dead men could simultaneously forget, and shuddered, wishing she’d not raised the idea.

“The conditions in which my company was… stored turned out to be non-optimal,” the Lich Queen said, as though she was talking about weevils getting into the rations. “There was a certain amount of identic bleeding over the centuries, resulting in an erosion of proper boundaries between individuals. Fellow-Monitor Fessel and I have now reconstructed a working structure within the company, to preserve what remains of individual identity. Accessory Erd Mannet, stand forwards.”

Thirty of them did. Thirty dead men, one dead name. Dantell heard herself give out the slightest weasel squeak at the simultaneous movement. More, at the idea. She was a trained magician and she’d read widely in just about every discipline, necromancy included. She understood just enough to feel an unaccustomed horror. The sort of weakness she’d had as a child, as a junior officer, that war and ambition should have scoured from her. Identic bleeding. All those dead, standing in the dark as the ages passed, each body with a ghost, each ghost with a name. Except, like ink on thick paper, time had drip-drip-dropped onto the neat characters of those names, blurred and smudged and mingled them, until out of that mess only a handful of names remained. Erd Mannet, whoever or whatever that name had originally attached to, now a diffuse cloud of identity that wouldn’t even know which of these withered cadavers was his.

“They’ll march?” she clarified.

“Tell the Sage-Monitor there will not be a repeat of this inefficiency.” The weirdly awkward words. A woman desperately trying to hold on to what she was, too: the Pal officer, just one more ranker in uniform. Except everyone else in the world thought of her as the Lich Queen, some nightmare figure out of primitive myth. Pitiable, save that Dantell didn’t really do pity.

We should have killed you and dismantled your familiar when the dead stopped, she thought. Then we should have piled wood and oil barrels around every damn corpse and set them all on fire. If that would even work. But then how would they keep the pressure on the Feggs? There was an idiot soldier’s game Dantell remembered. Everyone held a charged tableth except for one wag who’d choose when to say the word to trigger it. Without a baton, all you got was a shock and a singed palm, but for dim minds it was a hilarious prank. You had to hold onto it for longer than anyone else, but drop it before the word got spoken. That was how you won.

She looked at the Lich Queen, at Fessel, at the dead. There must be a way we can hold you for just long enough. Knew that nothing of that showed on her face. Nodded smartly. “The Sage-Monitor will be pleased,” and marched off to the forward camp so she could make someone else’s life miserable, and thereby feel a little better about herself.

*

When she ducked into the Heretics tent, it was just Aspel and Istreddy there. The Diviner was playing some solitary game with his cards, or else just dealing and redealing them for his own prognostic purposes. Dantell wasn’t sure she liked that. Who knew how idle hands could mess with the grit of events in the city? But it wasn’t Istreddy she was here to chew out. She fixed him with her stare and jerked a thumb at the tent opening and the bitter cold outside. He was, after all, at least part dog. Time for him to remember he was only allowed on the furniture on sufferance.

She’d wanted him to just gather up his cards and slink away, but he stared back at her for a moment, in the way that dogs didn’t unless they were fixing to bite. Then he was gathering up the cards, pushing himself to his feet, slinging on a cloak with calculated sloth.

“How are the dead, magister?” he asked her. Dantell felt her own face freeze before she had it back under control.

“Not your concern, Cohort-Broker,” she told him. What Quellery had seen in her papers was common knowledge amongst the Heretics, then. She felt a prickly anxiety inside her, imagining just who might end up talking to Correct Speech should someone turn up with an inquisitor’s writ. And Istreddy was already two different flavours of imperfection himself. “Out,” she said flatly, and the man exited, but the problem he represented remained.

I will have to get rid of the whole pack of them, she thought. But they were like the Dead Company in miniature, useful until they became a problem. “Cohort-Monitor Aspel.” Aspel hadn’t much noted the little clash, because she was doing calculations. She had a slate hung up from the tent frame and was chalking figures on it, erasing some, chalking again. Her off-hand steadied the hanging chalkboard while also holding a little book open, also full of scribbled calculations. Her lips moved furiously; Dantell had to practically shout in her ear to get the woman’s attention. The look Aspel turned on her was ridiculously startled, as though Dantell had caught the woman reading Loruthi pornography.

“Magister?” Very tense, even before Dantell started to lay into her.

“I don’t know if you happened to go down to our main camp on the shore, since your revels last night?”

“Yes, magister.” A penalty of junior rank was that you had to answer even rhetorical questions.

“Only, a passing flotilla of mad cultists happened to punch it full of holes and we were not able to muster an effective response at range,” Dantell noted.

“No, magister.”

“Arguably because our chief artillerist was…” But her eyes kept skidding off to Aspel’s slate, and the calculations there. Working through them despite herself, the much-looked-forward-to chewing-out session slipping away. “What the hell’s this?”

Aspel stared straight ahead. “Figures, magister.”

The thing about Dantell was, just because people called her Stoat behind her back didn’t mean that she wasn’t genuinely clever. Her broad reading meant she could look at that tangled knot of equations and filter it through the lens of Aspel’s discipline, to come up with…

“This isn’t how it’s done,” she said quietly, mostly to herself.

“No, magister. But I was thinking…”

Dantell actually elbowed her out of the way, eyes flicking about the numbers. “You can’t… this isn’t how anyone does this. You can’t…” Counterintuitive was a word made for what this was. If you tried to use this mess to land an artillery shot you’d…

Eres Ffenegh was tricky for artillery. Ground below, air above, all infused with the leaking power of a dead god. Meaning you could aim straight and see your salvo fly off into the sea or even – as she and Aspel had both discovered a few days before – right back at you. Which logically meant that it should be possible to blindfold yourself, spin around three times, and bombard the enemy with pinpoint precision from an impossible angle. Except that was well beyond what the standard textbooks were capable of. The locals had experience that meant they could outfox Pal artillery more often than not, in fact, which made their new acquisitions off the sea a potential problem.

“This…” Dantell said. She looked at Aspel, who was still staring straight ahead because the idiot woman thought she was in trouble. Should be in trouble, in all honesty, because this didn’t look like perfection. It wasn’t the way they did maths in the phalanstery. Before the war, Dantell would be stealing this to present it as her own work and get a commendation. Right now it felt like an invitation to the Culling List. An artillery solution that wouldn’t even need Quellery running about with his idiot imps, at least until the enemy got wise to it. Enough of a surprise for one surgical strike past every ward and sigil currently out there foxing the air over the city.

Dantell could think very swiftly when she needed to. “Right,” she said. “I don’t care where you got this from, the depths of your brain or the crab god or the lips of a demon lover.” Was that a touch of pink to Aspel’s cheeks? Dantell swore that the junior officer corps around here was stockpiling reasons to get purged from the service the moment anyone asked any questions. But it was like the Dead Company. You held the tableth for as long as you could; you dropped it before someone said the word. And if you held your nerve for just long enough, and no longer, you won the game.

“Go fetch Lovern,” she said. “Actually, fetch Lovern and Istreddy. We may as well model this in the cards.” Her mind was going like a mill race now, turn and turn as the fleeting of events drove it round.


A Day in the Life of a Conjurer’s Familiar

There is a stink hanging over the City on the Back of a Crab, since the talks failed. If it’s fish, it’s fish on the point of turning. Perhaps Hamriddy and the others thought the Pals would come kepi in hand, their bullying demands turned to begging. It hasn’t happened. People woke this morning with a stone in their stomachs, the sort of foreboding that doesn’t need divination. The dead are all standing differently now, their halberds shouldered, ready to march. The dawn of the last free days of Eres Ffenegh.

In the Pandaemonium’s Middle Parlour, Jack took breakfast. A strange place, sans guests and with half the staff fled. To families, or to favourites whose grand houses have rooms enough to hide a lover, or just for some other place that wasn’t on the front lines. Those who remained had no place to go, or reckoned the Pals would still want whores and demons to celebrate their victory.

The Mouth of the Sea stared into her mug, the cheap tea the staff drank. She’d escaped the Lighthouse and the early morning ritual – the sun over the sea, very symbolic, or at least she said the Pope once decided it was and now they were all stuck with a dawn service. Instead, she’d crept across to the Pandaemonium, entering through the back door used by rakes from the Right-city. The alternative would be to strut in under the batons of the Pals and she had extra reasons to avoid that.

“I don’t do well with this cloak and dagger stuff,” she said, over cured fish and seabird eggs that might almost be a taste of home. “I mean, I never wanted to go religious anyway. I just got caught up in it.” Her high rank in the cult was because she was the Pope’s first adherent, back when he received the Fisher King’s favour. A series of events, regretted then and tenfold now. “I miss the army.”

Jack shrugged, feeling he was nobody’s good counsel right then. “You’ve not gone back to the uniform.”

The Mouth of the Sea regarded him doubtfully. “Would you?”

“I don’t miss it.”

“I really fucking do. Just… the belonging. The fit. And this religious stuff scares the pizzle out of me, it really does. Not like your old racket; these people are nasty and so’s their god.” She plucked at the front of her cult robe with its maritime ornament. “You have to dress funny. At least your god didn’t ask that. You’re right, I should sneak out one last time and just worm my way back onto the books. There’s this guy…” She spooned some more egg into her mouth. Jack waited.

“Only,” she added, “you live a while around people who aren’t army, you start to see…”

Jack nodded, ate, waited.

“How people outside see us.”

“Mm.”

“How they’re maybe right to.” She was suddenly absolutely furious, about to flip the table, send everyone’s bowls cascading across the floor. Then it was gone; not someone who held anger well. “I can’t go back, Jack. And he won’t get out. There’s nothing I can say would make him understand any of this. I wish I didn’t understand it. Fuck me, life was simple back in the old regulation boots, wasn’t it?”

“Not for me.” Then duty called for Jack; his mistress had visitors. The Mouth of the Sea caught his sleeve as he rose. “I’ll tell them Reddaen was got to by the Pals. I’ll cover for you.” Because she needed someone who knew her, to keep her sane, and the cult’s chief enforcer had given her the shudders, and sometimes even a turncoat Pal could be a good friend.

*

In the Widow’s audience chamber, the lady of the house sat before a grand oil painting of something that might be people tormented by demons, or possibly it was consensual and the people involved were just very specific in the sort of things they liked. All done in that heavy Allorwen style, lots of light and shadow, the fires seeming to sear the eyes, the darkness to swallow the soul, and a great deal of attention paid to musculature and the athletic human form. Jack stood beside the Widow’s great ornate chair – throne, almost – and knew she only sat here when she was putting the screws on people.

It was Niev ea Galeaff, come to beg. The Os-Fferegh woman – girl, really – had been more and more wearing Hamriddy’s name and offices as the siege heated up. Because Hamriddy had to assemble quite the set of stairs, to become chief man among the Families and the Osseach, and now all the people he’d borrowed the masonry from were wondering when they’d get the stones back.

“My uncle,” Niev started.

“Has sent you to settle his accounts,” the Widow finished graciously. She’d had Valkazar dress her in a gown of blue so dark it was almost black, edged with copper trim and glimmering with half-seen sigils woven into the fabric. A true Allorwen conjurer-noble’s garment, reeking of infernal power. Showmanship, Jack knew, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t impressive. Her presence filled the room.

“Uncle Hamriddy is committed to the defence of our city,” the girl got out, not quite looking the Widow in the face. “He acknowledges his debts, and your generosity, no need to send your creatures to harass me in the street.” A venomous look at Jack. “But under the circumstances he begs a further stay, as you have done before. This is your city as much as ours, and so he hopes that you will understand, the siege, the Pals…”

The Widow smiled. Niev took heart from that, who really shouldn’t.

“Your uncle has had from me,” the Widow said, “charms for the upholding of his flagging fires in the debating chamber, the better to oil his eloquence; charms for the upholding of his other parts, that age and overuse have caused to sag; counsel from the ministers of Hell regarding the vulnerabilities of his rivals; not to mention use of our facilities and staff here, on credit. Your uncle has promised me, in recompense: tablethi, gold, an itemised list of sea-relics left over from when this city of yours was great, and wedded to the sea by the old ways.”

Is it not enough that you have our temple? is what Jack read on Niev’s face, but she was a better diplomat than that. “The defence,” she said, “occupies my uncle. The defence of our city, that you, too, benefit from. When we’ve won—”

“Open the curtains, Jack,” the Widow commanded. Jack, with his fixed face on, walked to the drapes and tugged the cord. Beyond was one of the Pandaemonium’s balconies, the architecture it shouldn’t have, inherited from the Sable Manor. Hot air gusted in from the impossible outside, and screaming.

“The wise have lost confidence in the longevity of the Osseach’s defences,” Abellaime stated. “Your uncle does not want to meet his fate with debts still owed to a conjurer. There are places reserved for such, and one set aside for him in the terms of the contracts he signed with me. They bind more than demons.”

After Niev left, heavily, like a woman carrying a great stone, the Widow glanced at Jack. “You don’t approve,” she noted, as though his disapproval was just the savour the morning had been lacking.

Jack said nothing, but an involuntary twitch went through him when the next petitioner arrived, because it was Kiff.

Kiffel ea Leachan, scion of the hero; not in her armour, just an awkward girl in creased, slightly stained clothes. Still not gone home to face the music, exhausting the good graces of those few who’d put her up. Maybe bunking with the Hospitallers even, given she put the sweat in during the fighting. Here now, though, chasing the severed ends of her destiny. Her eyes flicked to meet his, and if the vicissitudes of the time made Niev more woman than girl, Kiff was definitely just a girl; no agency and no hard edges.

“Everyone says,” Kiff started, “they’ll come soon. So I wondered. The sword. If.”

The Widow gazed at her almost fondly, this thing she could ruin. She nodded to Valkazar and the majordomo stepped out, returning with Usrach, the doorman. The old temple demon now made to bear the desecrated sword.

It looked no different, still dull and slightly eroded from the decanting. Jack could feel the new tenant, taken up residence in the ruin of Conn Leachan’s rooms. Usrach didn’t want to hold the blade and didn’t want to give it to Kiff. Jack didn’t want Kiff to have it either.

And the Widow, being cruel, gave the girl a choice. Asked her if she was sure, so very solicitous. Kiff swallowed, plainly wasn’t sure but felt the shame at her back, the imagined disdain of all her people. She took the sword, and Jack knew she must feel the thing within it, eager, thirsty, fierce.

“No,” she said, “that’s not how it was.” How her ancestor had been, when he guided her hands through the contours of the hilt. How the new resident took hold of her.

The Widow arched one eyebrow. Jack found he was holding his breath. It would be strength, he knew, to cast that sword aside now. It took more strength to accept weakness than to be strong.

Kiff’s hands flexed on the hilt. Her face was chalk, the freckles standing out like nail-heads.

“You will be a mortal terror,” the Widow told her. Kiff nodded, slightly out of time, as though the same words were being whispered to her by the blade.

“Go smite your city’s enemies,” the Widow invited. Kiff nodded again, lips moving as though in response to something only she could hear. Jack felt the hatred and despair rising off Usrach like fog off the sea, and Valkazar chafing in his chains, and knew, This is how it is, in this business. The business he had chosen to bind himself to, the wickedness he embraced, for love.

*

In Abellaime’s private chambers, Valkazar poured tea as though someone had a knife at his throat: stiff, precise and rebellious. Jack couldn’t account for where they were in the physical structure of the building; the place’s interior architecture didn’t conform to its outer walls. The little knot of rooms the Widow kept for herself were like the balconies. The absurdly rich furnishings never the same twice, and always there seemed to be another door, another chamber beyond, no matter how far you went, spiralling into over-furnished infinity. Today they’d found the majordomo in the fourth room, standing by a table meticulously laid for two, grinding his metal teeth at the indignity.

“I made some progress,” Jack reported, at her invitation. “She came to me. I couldn’t keep her, but she came.”

“You conjured her?” A sceptical arch of an eyebrow.

“I… don’t think I did.” He’d given it a lot of thought. “But I opened a way. She came to me herself. My blood. She came for my blood.”

She chuckled at that. “Something came,” she said.

“She came.”

“Something came through a door you carved into her shape,” she suggested.

“You tried that. I could tell. I will know,” he told her.

“True love.” A hand to her bosom.

“Just because I still can.” He glowered up at her, a weird mix of the underling and the rebel, understanding in that moment that the majordomo Valkazar wore the exact same expression almost all the time.

He’d wanted the words to hurt, just as she hurt him, but her smile was almost indulgent. Someone whose dog has learned a new trick. “Contrary to the poets, it’s overrated,” she said, almost gently. “It grows into the foundations of all it touches, like a fungus. When it dies, everything above it cannot hold. I’d tell you, Never love, Jack, if it wasn’t too late. It undermines everything you are.” Not even mocking, perfectly sincere. He wanted to argue, but look at him now. How loving and losing had torn his life up. How it had brought him to this iniquity.

“Aye, well,” he said, “too late, as you say. You put stock in dreams? I dreamed of her, after.”

“Just draw no circles in them. I knew a conjurer died like that. The sleeping mind is like a demon. It gives you what you want the worst way.”

He shrugged, swallowed the details of the dream back down.

“Speaking of those undone by love,” she said, “I have an errand for you. Perhaps an instructive one.”

“Oh aye?” Very casual, bracing himself. She had put him to various wickednesses, in the past. Made him her enforcer and bully-boy across the city. And he had walked a very narrow path, between her desires and the limits of what he could do. Found that he could threaten, and the diabolic majesty she had invested him with would carry the day without him needing to suit actions to words. But there was always next time. There would be something irrevocable she would demand of him, and he knew that he had already done enough in her service that, when the time came, he’d say yes. For even a crumb of lore that might bring Caeleen back to him, he’d twist himself into a monster.

He knew the old stories. How, when the wicked magician reclaimed his true love, she was horrified at what he’d become and rejected him. The bitter truth was that Caeleen would be delighted, demon as she was. She and the Widow would probably toast one another over his ruin. He had no illusions, any more than he had choice.

“We had a prestigious visitor come to the Upper Parlour, while the Pals were here,” she told him. “Old Varney himself, stirred from his tower and lonely. In return for listening to his maunderings, he pledged me some of his library. Books and accoutrements that might aid your quest, as well as some light reading for me. You don’t mind a jaunt to the Varinaen?”

“None go into the tower,” Jack noted. “Not since the Pals did.”

“He gave his permission when he was here,” she told him. “Let’s hope he remembered to tell his wards and protections when he got home.”

*

In his dream she’d been there. In his dreams she always was. Good ones and bad, guilty, terrifying, hedonistic. He’d been in a dark place, and she’d been right there, in that darkness. He’d known she was reaching for his hand; he’d been reaching for hers, but she hadn’t been able to find him. Her frustration had been worse than his. “I need you, Jack. Why can’t I find you?” And then, worst of all, “I don’t even know who you are?” As though Hell was forgetting, the acrid air scouring him from her. Until she was just one of the many, rid of all the qualities that made her herself.

She’d made it sound like his fault, in the dream. Some failing, a flaw of character, that any other man would have surmounted. Her frustration was aimed solely at him. He took it, in the dream. If it was all of her he could have, then he’d take her fury and disappointment. She’d had a taste of his blood and it wasn’t enough. Perhaps he should…

Draw no circles in your dreams, Abellaime had said. He wished he could.

*

At the highest point of Ffen’s shell, the apex of the Right-city, there was a cleared space outside the grounds of anybody’s grand house. Not for fear of the precipitous drop into the sea, but because that was where the Varinaen docked, when it was not wandering. The tower of Varinecthes, whose sporadic tenancy had been a bastion of the city’s defence over the last few centuries. The Loruthi had only got their feet under the table sixty years before because of the connivance of the Osseach of Collaboration, and they too had left the old man alone. Varinecthes was the sort of grandee much invited to events but seldom seen, a haunter of his own company; that and his demon lover. It was a tall, crooked thing, that tower: made of rough stones that didn’t fit the houses of the city or the shell of the crab, clutching at the shell’s edge like an impossibly attenuated barnacle. Imposing at rest, but Jack had seen the thing in flight over a battlefield years ago, and that wasn’t a sight you forgot.

He drew plenty of looks passing through the Right-city. They did not appreciate a whoremonger’s man of business disfiguring the facades of their houses with his shadow. The Widow’s own shadow was over him, though. The militia glowered but didn’t approach, and everyone had more to worry about than Devil Jack. When it was plain where he was heading, they turned away and left magic to the magicians.

There was no door to the tower, not facing the land. Sailors claimed that a portal opened onto the air and sea sometimes, for communion with unknown powers, but then sailors said a lot of things. Then, as Jack’s approach slowed and he started to think the whole errand was wasted time, the door was there; had always been there, save some slack of the eye hadn’t caught it. A device from when Old Varney had been younger and more smug, perhaps.

A door’s existence didn’t necessarily imply an archmage’s permission. Everyone knew that Varinecthes didn’t encourage casual visitors when he brought his tower home to Eres Ffenegh. The Pal attack at the start of the siege had been all the more shocking for it. Jack paused before the doors – great weathered timbers bound with sigil-marked brass. He was aware of plenty of eyes on his back, waiting to see if the Widow’s creature would be turned away.

Knock? Call out? Make some magic passes in the air? He lifted knuckles to the wood, thinking that his little tapping wouldn’t be heard up the tower; the door gaped open for him. Swung outwards, causing him to skip hurriedly backwards or be struck. The chamber within showed a staircase spiralling upwards, a broken bottle at the foot of it. Stepping past the threshold prickled every hair on his body, told him he was observed and measured. Any permissions the Widow had negotiated were one hundred per cent revocable should he take liberties.

He’d expected a space like the Pandaemonium, partially out of the world, bulging past the tower’s outer confines in a mockery of geometry and architecture. There was a staircase and rooms off it, the lowest of which were bare, damp, skittering with rodents and spiders, all of which were contained comfortably within the tower’s circumference. He’d expected a haughty majordomo and a staff of demons to demand his business. The hollow spaces above rang empty, only the scuff of his boot-soles intruding on the silence. He’d expected Varinecthes, Old Varney, imperious in a magic robe, laughing to scorn the idea that he owed the Widow anything. The man was conspicuous in his absence as Jack ascended.

There were windows, higher up. Little arrow-slit things at first, but each floor they were grander. He looked out and saw only the sea. As one might expect, save by the seventh floor he’d worked out every window showed him the sea, and never the same sea. Oh, All the same sea, the cultists said, but a sea of many different colours and characters. For a while he just went from window to window, errand forgotten, staring out in fascination at more shades and moods of endless ocean than he had ever imagined existed.

Then he was in a room that had been comprehensively trashed. There had been a great deal of furniture here, and rugs and tapestries; shelves, a fireplace, a cauldron, a kettle. What had been wood was matchstick flotsam about the edge of the circular chamber. What had been metal was slag against the wall. Cloth was brittle ashes. Stepping up onto that level struck Jack so hard he came within a hair of going back down those seven flights the hard way. Not merely a sudden and violent discharge of power, here, but emotion. The grief of a great wizard.

In the centre of the floor there was an absence. Just a thing that wasn’t there. Not merely an empty place, but what would remain if one removed the structure of a cenotaph, leaving the memorial behind. Jack understood. The sadness permeating the place belonged to Varney, but it touched something he owned too.

If the things Jack was seeking had been in this room, there was no magician’s art that would recover them. He pressed on, up the stairs.

In the room above, the window had grown to a balcony. The waves it looked out over – nowhere near as far down as the tower’s ground floor had been, but what of that? – were tumultuous, the sky over them stormy, veined with momentary nets of lightning. The room here had not been served like its downstairs neighbour but neither had it been taken care of. There were old clothes strewn on the floor and hung on armchairs and wall hooks. A score of books lay flung open, spines cracked, loose pages scattered as though trying to escape the tyranny of their cataloguing. Jack saw enough circles and sigils to know the subject matter, and this too he understood.

The Widow had books he was supposed to find, some of her discipline. He wasn’t surprised to see one amongst the other casualties on the floor. He bent and retrieved it. The Marriages of Orllemande, written in verse for no sensible reason and illustrated with woodcuts of exquisite, sometimes perverse detail. One of those books the old Allorwen used to write, where all their arcane lore was encoded in symbols and allusions, so as to make things as difficult as possible for literally everyone who came after them. Not Jack’s problem, he hoped. He gathered up a couple of escapee appendixes that looked to belong to it, and stowed it in the sack he’d brought. Other titles lit on his eye amongst the distress and he gathered them up, closing each one like the eyes of a corpse.

She’d been after more than just reading material, of course. A set of candlesticks, she’d said. He’d know them, but he must have all three or they’d be useless. They were also for conjuring. Beacons that could be seen from the depths of Hell, no matter how bright the fires. If he was a good boy she’d teach him their use.

Peering through the gloom as the storm clouds beyond the balcony massed their forces, he found one and then another. They were slender things, worked into intertwined serpents and rose stems. He imagined grasping one, thorn and fang drinking his blood. Would she like that? That he hurt for her? Of course she would but, if all it took was pain, she’d be with him already.

He quickly triangulated from the two sticks he’d found, seeing where the third would be, around a notional circle. There, by the big leather chair draped in old laundry. Feeling his welcome in the tower waning, he reached for it. A hand took his wrist.

Jack almost swallowed his tongue. Outside, the thunder rolled as the lightning finally leaped from sky to sea.

Half of the heaped laundry in the chair peered up at him with a red-rimmed eye. “You,” said Varinecthes, greatest of magicians.

“I’m sorry,” Jack stammered. Anyone’s guess if the old man actually knew him. “I, my mistress, Abellaime… she said… I’m not a thief.”

The old man’s skewer of a gaze pinned him there for five seconds more and then a surprisingly deep chuckle issued out of his unkempt beard. “Fucking right you’re not, son, or you’d be one more beetle about the cellars, would you not?” He was not speaking Os, nor Pel, but the Maric that Jack had grown up with. Just something Varney did, natural as breathing.

Jack’s fingers were still just clear of that last candlestick. “I’ll go put the others back, shall I?”

“Take the fucking things,” the old man spat. “What use are they?” He released Jack’s wrist and rooted down the side of the armchair until he came out with a black glass bottle he uncorked with his teeth.

“You’ve been… trying to get him back,” Jack said. “The…” Racking his brains for the name, “your…” Then finding it. “Ghastron.” The demon concubine of Varinecthes, whom the Pals had banished back to Hell.

The old man stared at him and three centuries of emotion flickered behind his eyes, such a weight of it that Jack felt he should age and turn to dust right there. A moment later Varney was elbowing and shoving to get out of the chair, fighting the upholstery. Jack put a hand out automatically and the archmage hauled himself up and tottered perilously across to the balcony. He arrived with sufficient staggering momentum Jack thought he’d go headfirst over the rail, but instead he clutched at it, juggled the bottle, then took a formidable swig.

“Fuckers,” he said to the wave-tops and the storm.

Jack joined him there, feeling the tempest edge cautiously about the tower like a whipped tiger, barely ruffling Varney’s beard. He had what he was sent for. This was the point to give the Widow’s thanks and make his exit. To go back to seeking something that this man, so much the grander magician, had failed to find; that the Widow had already told him was impossible. He remembered that vast echo below, the room where a wizard’s grief had destroyed everything in a single instant. And that grief hadn’t gone, just been locked within the old man’s ribs again; would burn there forever, or however long archmages lived. Jack’s own unhappiness was like a teaspoonful compared to the stormy ocean below. But still he opened his mouth, temerity incarnate, and said, “I loved a demon, too.”

Varney grunted, staring out over the sea.

“The Pals killed her, too.”

Another grunt. Some kind of seabird, white and metallic blue, keened as it sheared madly past the balcony.

“I’m trying to get her back, too. I thought she came to me. To my blood. To my defence.”

“And you want old Varney to give you the secret,” said the archmage, with a bitterness befitting gods, “so you can go get your precious paramour back from the pits, is that it?”

“No,” Jack said, holding on to the rail. “I know that’s not going to happen now.” Not if Varinecthes, in his own dire need, had not found magic enough to accomplish it. “But… it happened. Something happened. Maybe you can use it.”

Varney gave him the side-eye. “You’re teaching me now, is it?”

“No, but…” Jack felt right then as though going over the rail into that unknown sea would be the best move, the only escape both from his misery and the utter social death-trap of trying to talk to the old man. “I got somewhere. She came. I thought it might help. If she’s out there, so’s Ghastron maybe.”

The wizard turned his withering glare on the sea. “You’re trying to make me feel better.”

“I, yes, I suppose. Maybe.”

“That’s good of you, son. Ain’t going to work, but this fucking city has been light on the commiserations.” Another swig and then he passed the bottle over. Jack wiped the mouth with his sleeve and took a cautious sip. It was fierce, sour stuff he didn’t know, sugar and sear and sorcery. It tasted like exactly what he needed and burned all the way down.

“Your mistress had a kind word. And a free drink. There have been times in my long life when I’d have sold myself for less. She understands.”

She knew how to play you, Jack thought. He was sure Abellaime had lost a great deal in her life but he didn’t think any of it had touched her.

“I won’t take the books, the candlesticks—”

“Have them with my blessing; they’re no fucking use to me.”

“But if Ghastron is out there—”

“He’s out there,” Varney told the sea, spitting the words over the railing like stones. “Of course he is. Out there, and he’d come to me if he could. I have his contract, and I could make the perfect circle, describe him with all the detail a hundred years of shacking up with the bastard puts at my disposal. And you know what I’d get, out of that masterly conjuration?”

Jack swallowed. “I do, yes.”

“So tell me, great and mighty magician.”

“You’d get some thing that looked and sounded just like him, but wasn’t him. You’d get the glass but not the wine. I’ve been there. I’ve seen her face and known it wasn’t her.”

“For sure, if you’re lucky. If you’re an amateur such as that’s all you could fish up. But if you were me, son? Or if you, in your fumbling, somehow managed to land your barb perfectly in your demon’s flesh and hauled her up through that circle, you know what you’d get?”

Jack had frozen, hands gripping the railing as though the whole tower might tilt him into the waves at any moment. “What?” he asked.

“You’d get her,” Varney told him. “I’d get him. Only the act of conjuration is a setting of terms. It’s a redefinition. You specify the boundaries within which your demon sits. I could have Ghastron back this moment, now. Child’s play, snap of the fingers stuff. But what would step from the circle would only ever be my memory of him, the him that I saw, not the him that was really there. I’d redefine him until all the parts of him that were him were written over with my handwriting. A dream of him, and I’d have erased everything he really was, to make it.” His own knuckles were white and he lowered his forehead to touch them. “You know the worst of it, don’t you, son. You’re already thinking it.”

“That it would be enough,” Jack said tonelessly. “That you could be happy.”

“With his ghost, with his shadow. If I could pluck out the knowledge that I’d destroyed the truth of him to get it. No more real than the fiends that get fucked in the circle houses, but if I could gift myself with ignorance I’d do it now and be happy.”

Jack nodded. “I see,” he said. “I understand. You’re right.” He considered the bloody circle, and his dreams. “I think she’s trying to get to me.”

“Of course she is,” Varney said. “You think this punishment is just for you and me? You think any of them want to be in Hell, under the thumb of the Kings?” He let out a cracked laugh. “I tried to go, you know?”

“To Hell?”

“Waving his contract like I was some short-changed merchant. I faced down the Kings Below.” He stared into the storm and the winds recoiled from him. “Kicked in their doors and stood before their thrones, not that they have either. Demanded my Ghastron back from them. And almost got him, too, except I understood the only way I could get him out of Hell was through the damn contract, just like a conjuration. I’d squeeze him through its terms like meat into a mincer, and form the slop back into his shape, and it wouldn’t be him. Just my sculpture of him.”

Jack’s mouth was very dry despite the rain that the clouds were unloading now, despite the sea. “And what if there was no contract?” he asked.

Varney stared at him. “You’re a mortal, she’s a demon. How else could she ever have been Above? Come on, son, this is ’prentice stuff.”

So Jack told him. How Caeleen had never been his demon. How he’d not known the first thing about conjuring when he’d met her. How he’d only wanted to free her from the man she’d called her master. The crooked shape that love had made, when it finally got its point into him.

Varney looked at him blankly. “You did what to her contract?”

“Just, you know, a clerical thing. An error. So she could stay, but not be his.”

The old man took the bottle back, drained what was left and then threw it into the sea. “Fucking amateurs,” he complained. “What an unholy mess.”

“I know,” Jack said. “I’m sorry.”

“She’s been banished back to Hell, and she’s still in that contract. Not bound to obey it, like any sane arrangement, but still under contract, and in Hell.”

“I don’t know, maybe, probably. But you’re right, aren’t you. I can’t just conjure her. It’ll supplant the previous contract and then I’ll just… like you said, the mince.” The image suddenly brought all that liquor hurrying back up out of his gut and he tried to swallow it back. He lurched forwards and the rail was abruptly at his stomach, so he jack-knifed over it, seeing a vertiginous whirl of rocks and the waves breaking at the foot of the tower. Varney’s hand was like an inquisitor’s pincers at his shoulder, hauling him back and then turning him round so the archmage could stare into his face.

“Son,” the old man said, “this isn’t the railing you need to be throwing yourself over.”

“What?” Still bilious, Jack swayed in his grasp. For a moment there, the distant sea had seemed the perfect end for him, given where all his dreams had gone. Then some ideas shifted in his head, pieces of the conversation rearranging themselves.

“Oh,” he said. “Oh, I see.”

*

He was almost back to the Pandaemonium when he heard the artillery speak and knew the Pal army, living and dead, had run through its patience and was pressing the assault again.


Mosaic: Visions of Perfection

In the end the greatest threat to Palleseen perfection was not gods. It was not cults, ancient folkways, opposing nations. Not sorcerer-lords or archmages; not the temptation of demons or the ambitions of other polities. It was that every single one of them knew exactly what perfection looked like, and no two of them saw the same thing in their mind’s eye.

“Cohort-Monitor!”

The bark of Dantell’s voice brings Aspel out of her… reverie? A moment when she’d retreated to a secret place in her head nobody else must ever guess at, and that she hadn’t even realised was there. Her expression must have been guilty as – well, the figure of speech was as a stoat but that seemed impolitic. The Stoat herself was looking at Aspel like someone who’s just spent a fortune on wine and finds the first bottle corked beyond salvaging.

“Cohort-Monitor, are you joining us? Only you’ve made some large boasts about what your new mathematics can do,” Dantell tells her sharply.

“I, yes, magister,” Aspel manages. She can feel her cheeks burning and hopes Dantell will take it as embarrassment at being off her mark, and not…

Thin hands with magnetite nails, guiding her own. The whirl of numbers. A voice, precise and stern, in her ear. Oh, how he’d made her understand.

She turns her eyes to the representatives of her crews, one uniform from each, waiting for their orders. She’s already told them where to site their pieces, on wall tops and rooftops, in a weird skew about the occupied part of the city. None of them overtly threatening the Gaelensreach gate and the path into the upper city. The Carcers must be absolutely scratching their scalps about what was going on. But then they aren’t in her head with all the numbers. His numbers.

She looks down at the curling pieces of paper she plotted out, making sure she has each assigned to the right crew. This first strike will have no margin for error. They always taught her, Nothing can be perfect in war. You’ll need to adapt. Everyone knows the first few salvos of any artillery battle are just for ranging. It’s always frustrated her. Like an artist who knows one can perfectly capture a face or a landscape, but the style of the time is splotching and smears and everyone saying, Good enough.

He agreed with her, Valkazar. In her, the frustrated tutor had found his student.

Aspel does not have liaisons. Not the usual Pal repression, just an absence in her. Friends, yes; fondness sometimes, but neither romance nor intimacy. Not even a fervent rejection, to her would-be suitors, just a blankness that rebuffed them more effectively.

She swallows, hands out the last slips. Somewhere around the edge of her view, Quellery is hanging about with a handful of imps roosting on his shoulders, assuming he’ll be needed. Later, yes. For now, with the pattern of the city holding its breath, he’d only muddy the waters.

He came to her last night, Valkazar. She doesn’t actually know if he was there in her tent or if she dreamed it. His angular form beside her, his voice whispering the calculations in her ear. A hand on her own, guiding her quick writing, so she’d woken in the morning with these workings all ready. Not his puppet but his willing partner, understanding everything. His praise, A quick study, an apt mind, thrilling through her.

The artillerists are looking at her like she’s mad. They’re going to lob their shot randomly over the city, and it’s not as though the engines are big enough to really cause much damage on their own. She tells them they have their orders, and then again when a couple of them want to argue with her. She wants nothing from them but Yes, magister right now. Any agency they introduce will only spoil the numbers. She wishes her crews were dead men or automata, or demons bound tight by the terms of her calculus. Relying on other human beings is so imperfect.

She has an image, then, of a future Pallesand if she were on the Commission. One where perfection might truly be achieved, if only all the untidy parts of the world could be done away with. A demon’s eye view, taking Pal ideology to its logical conclusion. People, after all, are so messy.

She swallows again, knowing it’s a good job she’ll never be on the Commission, because she can see that what she’s imagined is a terrible thing, but the numbers are so seductive.

Each crew signals when it’s ready and aimed. They’ll be saying all sorts of things about her. Aspel has finally cracked all the way across. She doesn’t care so long as they do what she’s told them.

“At your word, magister,” she says to Dantell. There’s a lot of doubt in the Stoat, but she nods and then skitters away sidelong in case Aspel is about to commit spectacular ballistic suicide.

Aspel has the flag waved and all the artillery pieces scattered across the city speak within moments of one another. The shot spills out, hits the complex lensing created by the dead crab, funnels inwards. Not towards the Gaelensreach or the upper city, but all coming together in a precise pattern against one solid wall at the edge of the Pal advance. The wall at the high end of the Rosetarn Road, beyond which is an unsuspecting lower-city Ward, beyond which is another, beyond which is a third and then the Lighthouse.

The shots land exactly as they did in her dream; exactly as Valkazar told her they would. An impossible coincidence modelled with her numbers and Istreddy’s cards. She can almost feel her new teacher’s regard from over in the Pandaemonium. The bond between them, from that evening she spent learning at his knee. Their contract. The clearing dust reveals a twenty foot breach in walls and buildings, punched straight through, broad enough to take a company. Beyond it there are people in the rubble, people fleeing, people who’d just been in their houses, in their beds, those who hadn’t run away when the Pals moved in across the way. Aspel’s glass catches glimpses of the wreck and she snaps it closed hurriedly. That isn’t perfection, just the leftover numbers she had no use for. Valkazar would tell her it’s not important what happens to the figures after they’re subtracted from the equation.

Aspel is aware she’s done a terrible thing – not war, because that’s what an army does, but war this way, outside the parameters of perfection. But there’s what the Commission says, and there’s what the numbers show her, and the numbers can’t be wrong. Which mean the Commission is. Wrong about artillery and demons and possibly absolutely everything else. And she’s going to win this city for them, but at the same time she has become, instantly and completely, as great an apostate as the Pope of Tides. As great a fanatic as any frothing sea-cultist with a knife and a bloodstained altar. She meets Dantell’s gaze.

“Do you see, magister?” she asks, even as she begins recalibrating her artillery piece for the next salvo, the next wall. Even as, down there, troops are moving on swift, dead feet to take advantage of the breach.

Dantell does see. Given Aspel’s face is gripped by a terrible exaltation she cannot suppress, Dantell sees far too much. But the wall is down and the troops are on the move, and it’s like the Dead Companies, like the Left-Eye Brigade and all of that. The thing is that they’re useful, even as they pull threads from the fabric of perfection. They corrupt because they can help. But to accept their help you have to accept the rest: sharing a world with these ideas and principles that cannot be filed neatly away in the Commission’s relentless ordering of the world.

Also, Dantell is well aware, sometimes their usefulness is exactly why you cast them off, afterwards. Because the things you have them do are things you don’t want to think about, and their continuing presence only serves as a shameful reminder.

“Carry on, Cohort-Monitor,” she tells the weirdly possessed Aspel, shying away from the fire in the woman’s eyes. Truly, Dantell doesn’t know what’s riding the woman now, but she doesn’t like it. It will all have to go on the pyre, she decides. Which brings her to the next order of business. She summons Cohort-Monitor Lovern to her, along with his monocular squad.

“It’s time,” she tells him. No hurry-up-and-wait for Lovern today. He’s going to earn his keep. One more useful little piece of business that’s been hovering about the Culling Lists like a fly over ordure. She feels that she wins if he comes back or he doesn’t.

Lovern takes her orders moodily. All the damn ‘Heretics’ are so sullen about just doing their damn jobs. She can feel them squirming in her grip, thinking in ways soldiers shouldn’t think. That’s another damn fine reason that the Commission is cracking down on all this nonsense now the war’s over. You don’t want to teach your troops that there are other ways to see the world because, when it comes to matters of policy and politics, they might keep seeing the world in ways you don’t want. Never educate your army. Dantell, the educated officer, is very aware of what a hypocrite this makes her, given she fled the Archipelago because her own clevernesses didn’t fit the Commission’s straitjacket view of the world. She can only hope that, after the dust has cleared, she’ll just look brutally effective in ridding the world of imperfection – within and without – and not particularly clever at all.

*

Speaking of imperfection: the Lich Queen watches as her Dead Company goes through the breach at a run. She shouldn’t be this close to the wall, honestly. One Carcer sharpshooter could bring an end to her glorious career, such as it is. Fessel argued with her, sailing as close to insubordination as a bound ghost in a jar really can against a necromancer. He, the last survivor of her original soldiers, the ones who were, at least, not strangers to the uniform.

The uniform. She’s had the dead don the colours. It had seemed a good idea, a worthy concession to wrangle from them. It had been a terrible mistake. She sent to the quartermasters, Fessel using his horrible presence and her rank badge to win every spare piece of Pal cloth they had, the charcoal-grey of regulars as well as the pallid hues of the Accessories that should be all her dead men are entitled to. Because they’d horrified her. Not that they were corpses, but that they weren’t proper Palleseen corpses, and their tomb had stunk of religion, and it was embarrassing. The sort of thing that made her a very obvious problem for Brandery and Dantell and the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means.

After the negotiations had concluded – negotiations, such as neither Empress of the Dead nor commanding officer should have to lower herself to! – they’d dragged their cold limbs into the cloth of soldiers, and it had hung off their cadaverous frames like the drooping flags of a defeated army. Then they’d just put half that gaud and glitter back on over it, so now they’re some grotesque hybrid, the worst mockery of the uniform there ever was, and all her doing.

They’re keen, though, in their dead way. They went through that breach swiftly enough, halberds levelled, disciplined beyond the dreams of the parade ground. There had been a handful of militia trying to get something into the sudden hole in the wall to stem the tide, and they’re all dead now, as are a number of people who’d just been trying to get out of their homes. Her soldiers understand their business and, while it’s to achieve strategic goals, it’s also to make dead people out of the living, because it’s more useful to her and the Pal cause overall that people be dead.

The other person who absolutely should not be this close to the wall is the Emperor, but here’s his palanquin, borne by four untiring figures in gleaming mail. Her husband on a technicality, because it had been the only way to get into the tomb. He’d had the legitimacy, and she’d had the purpose; an unlikely marriage in all senses. She isn’t blind to the way that Higher Orders look at her, and they don’t even know about the marriage part. The Pope, her old schoolmate, is the only one she told, and if today’s work goes down properly he’s not going to be telling anyone.

“How long, tell me?” comes the whispery voice of her husband, the Dead Emperor of the Moeribandi, whose consort she agreed to be. Not a physical union, which would be horrible and wrong on many levels, but a spiritual one, that has its own horror and wrongness.

“Soon,” she says. “But the city first.”

“For the Empire,” he croons dreamily. “That they may more fully understand.”

“Not for the Empire,” she says. “For Pallesand. For the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means. To whom I owe my allegiance.”

“Ah yes,” he says, “perfection.” And she would really rather he was just some symbolic corpse with no understanding of what’s going on, but the Dead Emperor, inheritor of a thousand years of dust, is proving to have a keen grasp of current world events. It’s just he views them from the far side of mortality, which would give anyone a rather skewed perspective.

“When we’re done here,” she tells him, “I will send to the Commission for their further orders. I will explain to them the advantages of our service in their cause, and ask where they wish to deploy us.” It would be a long way from the Archipelago, for sure. It seems unlikely she’ll ever go home again. Another wintry little sorrow in her heart, that only grows colder these days.

“They will understand,” the Emperor says softly, “and they will found the new Empire, greater than the first.”

“They will not,” she says helplessly.

“The first worshipped a god, but the second may follow a philosophy. I permit it,” he allows. “So long as people live correctly it does not matter if they do so for a god or not. The end result is the same.”

“That is not, that is not true,” she says. She’s a necromancer, the Lich Queen, consort to the Dead Emperor. She shouldn’t get the crawling horrors any more, but they’re crawling all over her right now. What terrifies her mostly is that he might see more clearly than she, looking back at the world of life and light from his current residence within his own corpse.

The tail end of the dead are funnelling through the breach. There is a scattered crack and rattle from the taken portion of the city behind her, like unenthusiastic applause. The artillery again. She sees a great plume of stone dust rising from deeper into the city, the next ward opened up if Aspel has done her job. The dead are already making for it, no need for her to direct them.

She’d sat down with them, or a handful of them who were also all of them, because of the way that their personalities had sponged out. Or rather, they’d stood there like statues, and she’d sat near them and entered their long cold dream and tried to wrangle with them. They were just corpses. They were just ghosts. This was her trade, after all. So some old poet had ranted at them about seagulls and boats? They were from a far steppeland that didn’t even have much of a coast, what was it to them? So he’d talked of home and they’d remembered they’d once known such a thing, and now they were awake within their skulls and aware of what they were. How they had spoiled over their long confinement. Aware that their ancient Empire had shrivelled up into an undying set of corpses itself, meaning that their grand and loyal sacrifice had been precisely for nothing. So she’d offered them a second chance at purpose under the banner of Pallesand. Wasn’t that better?

She regarded the back ranks as they pushed on into the city. The sight – her troops enacting her orders – brought her no joy. They hadn’t understood. Everyone knew ghosts from the ancient past were difficult, but honestly few of them hung around that long. It was an underexplored part of the discipline. She should write a paper on it. She was surely the world’s expert right now.

She’d told them about perfection and Pallesand, duty and the uniform, and she thought she’d got through to them. Brought them into the modern age to be a proper and secular tool for the greatest army in the world. Except when they’d left her, the Emperor had congratulated her on her work as his consort. How his soldiers would bring the Empire back to a world that sorely needed it. A world filled with the imperfection that her people despised. Undisciplined things like life and people that must all be cleared away. Her horrified discovery was that the Emperor and his people were not enemies of perfection, but its champions. The perfection that their ancient Empire had striven for, an ordered life only as a prelude to an ordered death that went on forever. A death that needed neither gods nor priests, if the Pals were going to kick up a fuss about that part, because in the end even priests and gods and entire faiths died. She has convinced them to wear the uniform and take the cause of Pallesand into their withered hearts, but in doing so that cause has itself become something cadaverous and cold. And capable of marching forever.

And recruiting. She follows after the troops, looks about at the scatter of bodies left in their wake, the militia and the luckless citizens of Eres Ffenegh who couldn’t get out of the way quickly enough. She forced her Dead Company to make concessions; they demanded the same of her. Nothing difficult, nothing that falls outside her skillset.

With just a little of the power that her marital situation gives her access to, she hauls them all to their feet, these sad ragdolls. For a moment they sway there, mindless and pointless, ghosts fled. Just the sort of shambling squad she might have used to clear a minefield back in the war. Then they twitch, and their joints twist as they stand in new and unaccustomed ways. The stance of a thousand-year-dead army. The spirits of Erd Mannet and Otal Kimbree and the other surviving personalities of her company seep into the hollows left by death and take up residence. Not more soldiers, exactly, but more bodies for her existing ghosts to diffuse across. Presumably there will be a limit to them, but she hasn’t found the edge of it yet. New recruits, yet the same old soldiers. The inhabited cadavers take up whatever weapons they can find and follow off after the armoured host as though the necromantic army has a retinue of appropriate camp followers. Dead provisioners and prostitutes and entertainers ready to fulfil all the needs that corpses no longer have.

The Lich Queen follows after, simultaneously mistress and menial to the host, and wonders what she’s started here, this amalgam of ancient theocracy and modern secular philosophy. Left unchecked it might just perfect the whole world to death.

*

Lovern no more considers himself a magician than Aspel does. Neither born uncanny, nor achieved arcane learning, but someone who’s had magic thrust upon him. Of all the Heretics – perhaps even all the army – Lovern’s idea of perfection is simple and unexamined. Home, family, a non-combat post when the war’s over. A fictional time when Pallesand won’t have need of soldiers. Easy to picture him, big bluff Lovern, lifting some squealing child onto his shoulders, beaming at his wife, a little apartment on the Archipelago; maybe it’s even Anders standing in the doorway smiling fondly at him. And the gold eye has been replaced with a glass one, or at least covered with a patch, and he deflects questions about what he did in the war, and nobody’s so rude as to press him.

There is, he believes, a straight path to that future from here, once he’s got past this current piece of crookedness required of him. It’s always like that, in his head. Just one more piece of Left-Eye work and then he can put it behind him. Ridiculous, almost. He should be a monster by now. He’d be more useful to the Commission if he was. But he can do this work, see what he’s seen, and that part of him which is bluff and honest and decent doesn’t corrode away under duty’s caustic caress. It’s not him, in Lovern’s mind. It’s just the things he has to do, for his army, for his nation. None more dangerous in the world than someone who thinks he can do bad things for a bad cause, but remain a good man.

His squad is assembled, just like last time; his surviving half-dozen. He with his gold eye, to lead; they with their stitched sockets, to follow. If he dies, they’ll none of them come back, and they know it. During the war it was desperation, and those who volunteered were told their sacrifice would be honoured and mentioned in dispatches. Now the war’s done and they’re faintly embarrassing, unsavoury. The residue of practices and studies best left untouched; disowned in retrospect.

They are kitted out for close work, the sort of fighting the Pal army doesn’t much do any more. Truncheons and knives, hatchets and short rods; brigandine cuirasses over their uniform coats. Close work and stealth work.

Lovern opens his eye. The other one, the gold one. Sees what’s there, beyond and beneath the world. Not Hell, that place of smoke, fire and misery. He’s heard Quellery tell of it, and told Quellery of where his path takes him, and seen the demonist look blank and disconcerted, out-weirded by simple, solid Lovern. The world he sees through that other eye has no crab in it, nor cliffs, nor even ocean. In all directions there is only the Wood.

At first he sees it as shadows blooming like mould underneath everything else. The great crack-barked trunks of the trees, and the shadows between them that are merely more trees, further and further until… until what? There’s no end to them. There are reports of Left-Eye pioneers climbing to the heights of these giants and finding that the world is only woods, no matter how high they ascend or what glass they use to search for a horizon.

Lovern steels himself and steps out of the world, into the Wood, and his squad follow on. In moments they’re between the trees, and the world they left – the forward camp, the devastated city, the crab – is shadows, then lost between the endless maze of the forest. Lovern squints through his gold eye, seeing his destination. Nowhere he could walk to, in reality. Wards and walls and people to get in his way. But what the Pal scholars found was that, if you can enter and exit the Wood where you wish, you can use it to walk anywhere.

It’s supposed to be a perfect assassin’s road. If a Pal soldier with a charged rod can step out wherever they wished, then what enemy leader is safe? Except you had to know where they were, of course. And except the Wood isn’t to be travelled lightly. Hence the Left-Eye Brigade’s other nickname, the Fifteen-Minute Men.

There was a lot of theory, when Lovern was indoctrinated into this Specialist branch of the service. It slanted off him and honestly he hasn’t really missed it. More an exercise in very clever people wanting him to appreciate how clever they were. There are places where the Wood touches the world naturally, they’d said, and gates open and close at calculable intervals. The prepared traveller can enter, and exit elsewhere. This world, other worlds, the Wood extends in directions that have no everyday usage. But they showed the Wood was always there, alongside the world, those clever people. They found out how to access it, and shortly thereafter found out that the things living in the Wood didn’t like it when you did that.

There were people in the Wood, Lovern has heard. Weird, masked people. He’d never seen any, and by all accounts they weren’t the problem. But the Wood was a place of monsters, and the moment he and his people stepped out of the world, their scent was in the air.

They ran. He had his destination, calculated by Dantell – this heading, this many steps. An impossible journey that would bring his squad out exactly where they needed to be, past all the defences of the enemy, if only they could survive the trip.

There’s already movement between the trees. He has a glimpse of a great round fish-like eye, an underbite of wedge-shaped teeth. Beasts he’s seen with his comrades’ blood in their mouths. He puts on an extra burst of speed. You can’t fight them. Baton-fire scatters from their scales and swords break. And they aren’t even the only horror the Wood serves up to trespassers, or the worst. Lovern – straightforward, mundane Lovern – might just have seen more of this all-reaching otherworld than anyone alive and not wearing a mask. The scholars who taught him would be queuing up to ask him questions, if their names hadn’t ended up on the Culling Lists as soon as the war was done.

There is a bark of panic from the man at the back, gone over a root and sprawling. Lovern hesitates, turns. One of his squad is already skidding to a halt, reaching back to help, strictly against orders.

The beast lunges out between two trees like an eel. Fish-like, lizard-like, scooping the fallen man up in jaws that gape wide enough to swallow the sun, but cut fine enough to sever a soul from a body. The interlocking hatchet-work dentition chops the wretched soldier in two. The half that spills from its lips is still screaming.

“Go!” orders Lovern, under the baleful stare of that lidless eye, and they rush on through trees that are alive with hideous motion.


Spirit of Conn Leachan

The great hero of Eres Ffenegh. Remember when he ate the whole feast himself when his enemies called him as guest, and then broke every one of their knives and turned them out of their own doors? Remember when he sailed into the harbour at Eres Nairn with a single boat and sailed out with all their fleet, tied one to the next like a string of mules? His laugh caused the snows to come off the mountains, his noble tears are why the ocean tastes of salt. None like him in the grand battle or the single duel of champions. On one day at the battle of Cevaern Straits he took a hundred heads, each one of them captain of a ship or champion of a clan, and there was so much blood in the sea that the sun borrowed red from the waves rather than the other way round.

She’d put on the mail. Even as the artillery sounded and the first wall came down, she was wearing it. Under the only roof that would take her, some mean boarding house, but that meant she was already close to where the shot came down. The city’s only vacant rooms were those too close to the enemy. Every other district was crammed with those fleeing the other way.

The walls shook even as the rolling roar of the artillery came to her. The window glass was broken already from past fighting, casualty of the same stray strike that had cratered the street outside. Kiff looked at herself in the tarnished little mirror she’d hung on the wall. Pale face looking out of the shadows like her own drowned corpse, framed with the scalloped edges of Conn Leachan’s helm.

The sword was in its scabbard, at her belt. She’d not dared draw it since the Widow gave it back to her. The thing within it was like a presence at her side, though, whispering bad things into her ear. Why had she donned the mail? Had it known the attack was coming, or would it have had her running mad through the streets, looking for misery and violence?

Its whispering, that so-familiar voice. When the actual thunder came, it was only a relief.

She heard the old woman who kept house here cry out from below. The smash of crockery. The sole other tenant, a man she’d yet to see sober, roared back at the engines as though they were personal demons he could shout down, not a doom come for the whole city.

Kiff stared at her own face and asked herself what she was going to do. She’d wanted this sword, had she not? Wanted the original, because of the life of easy, unearned respect that came with it. Wanted this barbed replacement, because… because why? If not to fight, then why?

Fight for my city. Fight to be the thing I was supposed to be, but am not.

Distant shouting, screams, the crackle of batons from just a few streets away. The Pals weren’t wasting any time. Kiff rolled her shoulders, hearing the Crabshell scrape and clatter. Terror was a fist clenched in her at the base of her ribs. It was ice at her joints, fixing her limbs in place. It was the knowledge, I don’t know how to do this. She’d always left that up to Conn, the hero. All she provided was a body for him to perform his heroics through.

She moved one mail-shod foot and then the other. The armour was its usual cumbersome weight, making her no more than a turtle waiting to be tipped onto its back. Then she placed her hand on the sword’s hilt – didn’t draw it, not yet, just clutched at it – and something flooded through her. Strength? Nobility? Neither of those, but a dreadful eagerness to be where the bloodshed was, to drink an ocean of shed red, know misery and inflict it on the world. Demon things. War things. What the world needed of her right now.

She descended the stairs in a thunder of mail so that the old woman wailed again and the drunk bellowed. She kicked the door open and stepped out into a street heavy with stone dust and smoke and sleet. People ran past her, so she went the opposite way, towards.

Turning the corner she saw them, and her innards turned to ice water. The dead, of course. Not even the hated Pals she’d lifted the old sword against, and been taken by. Dead men in precious mail over a motley of grey uniforms, light and dark and both together. Rushing on swift feet through the streets of her city with blood on their halberd blades. She saw a fleeing militiaman caught in the back, his baton already cast aside. Saw him hacked down by the insect-jerky movements of the corpse-soldiers, like a lesson in proper halberd drill. A slash with the axe-blade to open him up and tumble him to the ground, then the spear-point to pin him to the ground as he tried to crawl away. Cruel and brutal but, beyond these transient things, efficient. The watchword of both death and the military. Efficient, she saw now, beyond the dreams of modern, mundane war, because once they’d turned the living man into a corpse, that corpse shuddered and writhed and then staggered to its feet as a soldier, lurching along, fighting its own limbs, carried along by the tide of elder dead. Kiff felt all her resolve drain out of her. The dead weren’t even coming towards her. She was just a spectator as they funnelled through the streets. From ahead, their direction of travel, she heard the crackle of baton-fire as defenders tried to muster resistance. Scars sprang up on the flawless mail, holes punched in dry flesh that let out only dust. The dead didn’t slow for any of it.

Her hand was still about the hilt of the sword. The thing within it was telling her, I shall fight them for you. There is worse in this world than these dead things, now I have come. Draw this blade and we shall wreak such mischief. But against this urging was the other voice in her head, her own. Kiff the coward; Kiff of the unchallenged days. She saw then that there were two ways of being of value to the world. To be born to it, have it heaped into your arms, spooned into your mouth so you never went hungry or without. Or have it beaten into you by privation and suffering until you learned how to fight the world, to rip sustenance from it with your teeth. The bloody knuckles of the dockside brawler, the labouring and the starving and the struggle. And here she was wearing the armour of her ancestor but inside she was soft.

The dead were slowing at last. There must be a barricade or just a suicidally determined resistance. Her chance to burst upon the scene, the hero of legend. The sword loomed invisible at her elbow and told her how sweet it was, to surrender to the battle, but she watched the column of the dead march, and could not make herself confront it. Instead her legs, caught in the vice of those two voices, took her down a parallel street, as more artillery fire arced overhead. Forced her to at least see where the dead assault had met living defiance, in case the sight might lend her ersatz courage.

There was indeed a barricade. Some house buried in the midst of this Ward had been a Gaeledh, and maybe nobody had known except some backstreet conjurer. It had all come down, though, and mostly on the dead, so the front rank of the gilded corpses was shattered and crushed beneath it, the street sporting a gaping hole in its rank of houses like a missing tooth. Here the defenders were making their stand as the dead clambered up over the bank of disarticulated rubble. She saw plenty of the living here, forming the wings and still firing into dead flesh in the hope that enough holes would come together to form a complete and final injury. In the centre, though, it was axes and swords and all that museum kit, and one of the small engines that had come off the ships. Driving the dead back not by mortal wound but sheer physical impact. Cleaving limbs from bodies and hands from wrists, because there was a limit to how much mischief an animate torso could do once you’d cut off all the rest of it.

Kiff’s feet took her one step closer and then another. Kiff’s self, her love of life, was pulling the other way. Her sword lusted for the fight, not even one side or the other, but if there was bloody mayhem being perpetrated it demanded its portion. She felt the hot need of it creeping up through the hand that held the hilt, like fire through a dry city.

“What are you doing here?” When he put his hand on her pauldron she almost yanked the sword out by reflex. If she had, it would have gone badly for him, she knew. She knew the voice but the sword didn’t. Other than her, and killing, there wasn’t a thing in this world the sword knew. She whirled on him, fighting her own arm, getting an inch of the blade clear of the scabbard-mouth, then ramming it back down. Devil Jack looked into her face like he was the reasonable one and she was the monster.

“Get yourself back,” he told her. “I don’t see this going well.”

“This,” she said, “is my place.” And her eyes were dragged to the sword, taking his with them.

“Listen to me,” he said – loud over the clatter of armour and the rap of batons. “I don’t care what she sold you, don’t use it. It won’t help.”

“She gave me my ancestor back,” Kiff got out between her teeth. Not true, but what she wanted to be true. A demon surrogate, Conn Leachan’s face with fangs and horns.

“Kiff,” the damned man arguing with the woman on the brink of apostacy. “Please.”

At her back there was a sudden roar of new shouting from the fight and she spun round, wrenching her shoulder from his grip. A new force was flooding up onto the rubble. Men and women in robes, the vanguard wielding truncheons and boathooks and boarding axes, the back ranks loosing batons with army-made precision, for they’d been soldiers before becoming cultists. She heard orders given, mostly in Pel, and now there was fighting within the houses on both sides of the street. The adherents of the Fisher King had come to throw their weight against the enemy, and she saw that the path the dead were trying to force would bring them to the very steps of the Lighthouse. The Pals were trying to excise their turncoats from the city. Here and there across the fiercest of the fighting she saw glints and flashes of silvery power, like the scales of fish briefly catching the sun, the Fisher King or his mortal vicar striking against the dead.

It wasn’t enough, she could see. The Pals’ necromantic troops had slowed to a trudge but they were still pushing forwards, their entire column acting with appalling coordination, without fear, with no concept of pain. Like soldiers out of theory manuals who always did the optimal thing and never hesitated or lost their nerve. They had almost crested the great slew of fallen stone, now. At its peak the militia and cultists stood tall, hacking down at them and making themselves targets for enemy marksmen in the windows above. Even the traitor Pals will fight for your city, but you, you stand and do nothing!

The sword was out. She heard Jack make some noise – perhaps it was despair but it wasn’t important any more. Very little was important once that blade had tasted the air, other than bringing it to the fight the swiftest way.

She was coming at the clash down a side street, and when she’d first arrived that had put her on the right side of the lines. The inexorable advance of the dead meant they’d pushed past her vantage point by the time she finally drew her sword, though. It was not, therefore, an ideal tactical situation. There were halberds levelled at her as she charged in, the sword held over her head like an actor in a play.

Yes, said the sword, and in that one word was such terrible joy that Kiff, the individual answering to that name, was almost extinguished by it.

*

For the span of time in which she held the hilt, there was no doubt in her. The worry, the self-hate, the doubts, the Kiffel ea Leachan of her was politely told to sit over there and watch, and the other, the demon wearing Conn Leachan’s face, got to work with the blade and her body. Watch she did, and felt nothing, because the demon had her emotions too, and was burning them at both ends and delighting in the light they shed.

The dead fell back. That was the wonder of it. Whatever was in the sword, they eddied from it like an ebb tide. The sword was swift and hungry, though. It clove a gilded breastplate in two, the stick-ribs beneath as well. It cut halberd blades from shafts. She watched her head tilt back and give an unearthly cry, the strangled children of words all mashed together in a keening, eager sound. It came to her ears second-hand, from far away.

The dead scattered, milled, gave ground. She struck down another, and the sword fed on its ghost, a loss felt by the whole, as though she’d severed a finger, a limb, when the undead host hadn’t cared about bodies crushed under stone or carved by axes.

The air was full of shot now, both ways; amazing none of it had found her yet. The militia and the ranks of the cult were returning fire, and she could see living Pals pushing in, with baton and rod and truncheon, trying to retake the bank of masonry that had become the whole war.

She let herself – the demon let her – skid down the bank for a little cover. It was enjoying her body too much to have her killed so easily. This life and liberty she had granted it was a prize to be sold dearly, though sold it surely would be. Either side of her – of the body that had been hers – men and women threw themselves down on the stones and levelled batons over the top, sighting as the Pals tried to advance around the mass of their dead. They were pushing forwards again, those corpses, regaining their discipline, but she would—

What would Conn Leachan do? The demon, rifling through her memories of all the old stories her family told, of their vaunted ancestor. Ah yes.

As the dead closed back in, she leaped up again – so nimble in all that clattering weight of mail! – and directed the sword at them. This time the warbling sounds her throat made resolved into words, in Os, then in Pel and Loruthi and a couple of other languages she had, laid open to the demon like caskets.

“I challenge you!” she was saying, the demon was saying, with her mouth. “Give forth your champion and we shall settle this!” Mangling the grammar, with most of the other languages, because Kiff had never been a diligent student, but just as they’d adopted the uniform, the dead had been taught the Palleseen tongue. And they were old, old things. Perhaps in their day, too, this was how it had been done.

One of them stepped forwards. No, a dozen, fifteen of them stepped forwards, though she knew it was one of them; a ghost stretched across desiccated cadavers. The rest of the dead stood back. The living – both sides – just stared. This was not how things were done, not these thousand years, perhaps not ever, save in the stories of Conn Leachan and whatever myths these dead told one another in the dark of their tomb.

Conn Leachan would have had about half an hour of singing his own praises before the fight, too, but neither Kiff nor the demon reckoned that was going to happen, and the dead had no voice to reply. Instead she just leaped high from the top of the bank of stones and began to serve them for supper, the sword’s edge razor enough to cut ghost from corpse and feast on what it took.

Kiff could feel points of pain now: the shoulders, the hips, the knees. The demon a demanding taskmaster, ruthlessly driving her to meet a hero’s standards. She watched herself duck and spin through the mass of them, so their halberds clashed together and they could not touch her save where the mail would spare her flesh. She made their numbers her friend, and she cut and cut and cut. When all the gilded mail and the ancient dry flesh was in pieces she tried to tell the demon to hold, because it was only her dead kin who were left standing, and not even armed. The demon understood how a champion’s duel worked better than she, however, and it chased the fugitive ghost from body to body until none were left.

It was then she understood that the ancient practice of ritual duel really was a lost art, because the living soldiers on both sides had not been watching with proper appreciation. The dead were still, staring at the scatter of bodies she’d left of their champion. Everyone else understood how war worked and was battling fiercely over the stone bank on either side of her. She stepped from the trance of her duel into a furious fray, an elbow striking the back of her helmet, a boot kicking the inside of her knee. For a moment the demon was driven from her and she was flailing and staggering within the midst of a packed melee, the shove of charcoal-grey on one side, the bright colours of the clan sashes and the sea-embroidered robes on the other. Her head rang within the cage of the Crabshell and there were people screaming and roaring on all sides, the flash of rods and batons, bodies underfoot shifting and splaying like dolls on the loose stones of the bank. She fell, but the press supported her, and then the sword drew blood from some luckless soldier’s arm – which side? She didn’t know – and the demon surged back into her.

She fought it this time. This wasn’t how it had been with Conn Leachan, the golden, the hero. To fight with his spirit had been to be pure and noble and glorious. This was nothing but hunger, a desperation to carve her edge into the enemy, alive or dead. A brute lust for violence that was the whole of the thing within the sword, the thing within Kiff. For a brief, desperate moment she held her head above the tide of bloodlust, then it had dragged her under and she sank, staring upwards through thickening layers of red.

It wanted her to watch then: what it did with her body and the blade. Cruelty, yes, but also as a good artisan wants to talk their client through the intricacies of their craft. Was this not what you wanted from me? Have I not wrought well? And she fought and pulled away and deflected the course of that blade not one inch.

She only knew that, some point later, something struck the front of the Crabshell mail hard enough to knock her on her back and crack the breastplate clean across, four or five shards hanging off the leather harness beneath. The sword was still in her hand but the impact had been hard enough to rattle the demon from her skull and hand the reins back to Kiff again. All around her was still the fighting and the dying, and she could feel the demon’s dreadful need to join in either one, but she held it off, pressed that arm down into the cobbles of the street, tried to unclench her fingers from the hilt.

She was not at the bank of stones. She was far out into the street. She had led the charge – a hazy, terrible sense of it, as though someone else had told her their nightmare. No, she had just run out into the midst of the foe, no charge, no allies. Only belatedly had the defenders, cult and city both, flooded out into the street after her, and now there were bodies all around as the Pal firing line raked into them.

A hand on her arm, hauling her up, trying to get a shoulder under her armpit. She looked into the chalk-white face of Devil Jack. He burned her. His touch was like acid. She shrieked, writhed away from him. He looked stricken, terrified, all that infernal grandeur gone.

“Come on!” he shouted. “We’ve got to get back. We’re plain targets here!”

She opened her mouth and the demon entered her again, dragging the sword towards Jack, desperate to sever this impediment. The demon had been made for one purpose, and it loved its work. Shot was zipping past her and around her, and Jack laid hands on her and hauled, his meagre strength staggering her back towards the barricade even as another spent baton strike ripped her pauldron loose and had it flailing and clattering about her face.

She was in control of herself for a brief moment, rushing back into her body along with the spike of shock. Jack had her wrist, both hands fighting her and both of them fighting the blade. She could feel his fingers and thumbs shifting against the mail of her gauntlet, his nails raking sigils, smudging them with blood. A conjurer’s assault on the demon in the blade.

The sword sprang from her spasming fingers, its blade carving into Devil Jack under the ribs, so that he made a shocked sound and folded around it, pitching to the ground.


Gouging Out Eyes

As noted, they taught you in the phalanstery that if you were gifted and worked hard, you could achieve anything. And he, being from rather a privileged family, had scoffed. He was already achieving considerably more than any number of students across the Archipelago who were probably more gifted and certainly worked harder. But then his mother was a Sage-Archivist, his father a Sage-Broker, out of which combination of knowledge and money he had done very well. Had even ended up going into the magic side of things, because when you had that sort of family right behind you, it left no room for people to say things behind your back. As far as he was concerned, getting ahead was a race that everyone got a chance to compete in, but the poor got lead shoes. Now, though, he looked back on his prejudices and understood he was wrong. You really could become anything, if you applied yourself and had a knack for it. It’s just none of his instructors really expected him to become the Pope.

The Pope of Tides was hosting guests, which meant that his Mouth – the woman who went by Anders in the increasingly rare moments she could go live her double life – was playing butler. Most of the rest of the cult crew were of a rougher sort, former troopers, statloi, Cohort-Monitors still grimy from the battlefield. Or fanatics, whether Pal or home-grown. People to whom the Fisher King’s sea-stinking and bloody-handed message spoke in ways she didn’t like, and that the Pope probably wasn’t too comfortable with either. But the problem with setting yourself up as the head of a nasty religion was that you had to put on a bit of a face for the congregation. Pragmatist as he was, he’d become extremely adept at the sinister mystic act, and she was worried that one day he’d take off the hat and the robes, but the mad high priestness would stick.

No less a magnate than Hamriddy oa Galeaff had come calling on them, head of some big faction over in the posh part of town. Or something like that; she hadn’t really got her head round the weird way they did things in this city. This old grandee, with his fancy clothes and moustache and a great bundle of sashes like he was smuggling ostriches, would have relatives all across the city down to the poorest dockside Wards, all part of the extended Galeaff clan, and somehow he’d lived all his life in the big house and convinced them all it was in their interests he continued to do so. A remarkable dodge; she had to give him credit for it.

He’d turned up at the doors of the Lighthouse with all the pomp, Families delegate here for important top-level city-saving talks with the Pope of Tides. He and his niece had come all the way up here to the top, up all those stairs. He’d been puffing and red-faced by the end of it, but he’d bounded up sprightly enough, another point in his favour. The Mouth of the Sea wouldn’t say she liked the man, but he was probably fun at fancy dinners. His niece was vinegar to his honey, sour-faced and serious while Hamriddy passed pleasantries with the Pope, and the Mouth popped up with a tray of some wine the cult had inherited. They had a lot of friends around the docks, given their role in the supply of the city. It meant the larder was never bare, but always random.

Technically she should probably go away, after that, but there was plainly something up that wasn’t formal city business and she was an incurable gossip, so she hung about at the top of the stairs doing her best formal butler’s snoot and daring anyone to tell her to go away.

“It’s not missed anyone’s notice just how much of what comes in from the sea ends up here at the Lighthouse,” Hamriddy observed. He was taking advantage of all the big windows to look out across the city as he sipped his wine. Proprietorially, or that was the act he was putting on. A little nervousness in the way he twitched his foot, though. The Mouth wondered for a moment if he was leery of being chucked out, because that had been a tradition in this city long before the cult performed the office with the Pal Perfector.

“The sea provides,” the Pope said grandly. “Most especially to its favourites. Or, speaking bluntly, if our friends weren’t bringing it in, you’d not have any of it, Hamriddy.”

“Yes, yes, and that’s fair,” the old man said, tugging at his moustache, “but you’ll appreciate there’s a lot of the usual muttering in the Osseach. Who’s done what for who, who’s behind whose walls, all of that. The sort of slap fight that could go on forever. I tell them, we’re in this together. We’re all the souls of generosity, are we not?” A sidelong look at the Pope.

From beyond the windows, the Mouth heard a distant scatter of hollow sounds and her stomach clenched, courtesy of long years behind the lines in the army. It wasn’t the actual advance that got you killed, when you worked as support, but the artillery could do it easily enough, intended or not. She crossed to the window that looked towards Godsgift Square, expecting to see a scrum developing there, but all was quiet from that quarter. Then a grand plume of dust was rising up from elsewhere in the city – closer, between the Lighthouse and the new Pal positions.

“Hum,” said Hamriddy, also peering down. “Just the one strike? Someone get loose lips near a charged engine?”

“Uncle—” the niece said, the smart one, because a vinegar demeanour was more appropriate to the city’s state than Hamriddy’s bonhomie.

“It looks as though we’re going to have to turn the Eye on them again,” the Pope mused. “Honestly, it’s like throwing a bucket of water at a randy dog, sometimes. The Fisher King’s awful majesty infused into the lamp and the lens of it, and surely we could do something more interesting than just blast the army with his glower? Are there not theological conundrums in the world begging to be resolved?” He sighed. “Drain your cup, Hamriddy, and let’s have it out. You would so dearly like to go back to the Osseach singing the praises of the Fisher King and his valiant adherents, if I could only…”

“I find myself,” Hamriddy said, “in the market for relics.” He was still looking down over the city, still not overly concerned, toying with his glass. “Empowered relics, sacred, you know, the sort of things that might profitably be decanted, or, hum ha, desecrated.”

The Pope stared at him, frowning. The niece said, “Uncle,” again but nobody paid her much mind.

“Desecrated?” His Holiness laughed suddenly. “You’re in hock to the Widow and now she’s called to collect.”

Hamriddy’s mouth twisted. “I couldn’t possibly say, obviously. But should she want something from me, and should that something be culturally significant to my city, and indeed already promised elsewhere or in the hands of the Helaseach, then it struck me you might at least have something to keep the wolf from the door.”

“Uncle, they’re past the wall. They’re heading here.”

The Pope rubbed at his face, as though a major Pal assault was one more bureaucratic detail he really shouldn’t have to deal with. “Go mobilise our people, will you?” he asked the Mouth. “Have them reinforce whatever the defence is down there.” He smiled at Hamriddy. “Thankfully we’re right at the crux of all your city’s warding here, all that twisty way the air works. Nowhere safer, honestly. You’re welcome to wait out the fighting with us.”

“Hum, well, you know, the defence,” said Hamriddy, as if he would normally be strapping on his armour at this very moment. He made no move whatsoever to depart to his city’s aid, and what gems of wit might have issued from him thereafter were lost to the Mouth as she hurried down the stairs.

Below, the new chief enforcer, Reddaen’s replacement, already had most of the cult under arms. There were some advantages to drawing your congregation mostly from the army. She passed on the Pope’s pontifications, which weren’t exactly eyebrow-raising strategic surprises, and saw them march off with shouldered batons and plenty of knives and axes and boathooks. The latter were mostly brought by their Os-Fferegh converts who’d come off the docks, but they lent a pleasingly seaworthy feel to the cult’s offensive potential.

That done, she grabbed another couple of bottles and hurried back up all those stairs, where she was just in time to see one wall of the Eye’s chamber explode inwards in a scything shower of broken glass.

The blast of it almost knocked her end over end down the stairs. She ended up dangling from an ancient torch cresset that held to the wall by a single rusted bolt. The bottles she’d brought clattered and smashed down the curve of the stairs as though everything breakable wanted to get in on the act. Up above, someone was screaming, sounded like the niece. Instinct kicked in. Anyone who knew her would say the Mouth of the Sea’s instincts were to either run away from that kind of screaming or gloat over it, evil cultist as she was. She’d been in the army medical tent with Jack, though, and if she’d never been an actual medico, you picked up some of the trade. She scrambled up the steps, braced for the damage.

The floor was all-over glass, great spearheads and scimitars of it. In the centre of the room the lens itself – the Angler’s Eye that the Fisher King had been louring down on the city through – was cracked across, a priceless piece of enchanted craftsmanship ruined. Not really her priority right now, though. She looked wildly around for her boss.

He was still standing. A couple of small cuts, forehead and chin, but thick papal robes had kept him from the shower of glass fragments. The wineglass in his hand was just a jagged-topped stem. Very still, silent from the shock. If I’d known that would shut him up I’d have blown him up myself. Because you learned to take your humour grim if you’d done a stint with the butchers.

The screaming was from the niece. She was across the room, closer to where the shot had turned that big window into so much collateral damage. Kneeling and all-over blood, but it wasn’t hers. Hamriddy, the old grandee, was on his back, spasming and flopping like a fish. A piece of glass the size and shape of a kite shield had gone through him under the ribs, almost cutting him in two.

The Mouth of the Sea forgot about being a cultist, or even being a rather self-interested hedonist, and landed hard on her knees beside the man. She felt a hundred little jabs of pain as the broken glass carved through her robe and breeches, but pushed it behind her just as she always had with the fatigue when the ninth wave of wounded came into the tent. She was fumbling at her belt pouch, because she kept a few drugs to hand for personal use and some of them were good for pain. Good for blood loss too, but right now the only thing that would sort Hamriddy’s blood loss was reversing the lake of red that was fleeing the confines of his body like refugees from a fallen city. So much of it, spreading across the floor, trickling out down the face of the Lighthouse through the breached window. She’d have thought it was all the blood he ever had if it wasn’t still gouting from his body.

He was still. The flapping and the flailing probably hadn’t had much to do with holding on to life, so much as the sort of twisting dance a snake does once its head is gone. The Mouth looked up and saw the niece staring at her desperately. Do something. But the Fisher King wasn’t a god for that kind of miracle, and even the best healers the Mouth had ever known couldn’t bring back the dead.

The Mouth stood, feeling sopping robes drag at her. She didn’t say I’m sorry or any of the usual deathbed stuff. The medical tents hadn’t really allowed for that kind of luxury. You were always sorry but it just kept happening.

“Attend me,” the Pope snapped, rather peevish that she’d been thinking about actual blood and lives and all that worldly matter. His face was chalky, the close brush with death getting through in the echo of the event. “Have our people gather all we’ve got. We’re getting out of here. The toffs in the Right-city can put us up.” Heedless that the leader of those toffs was lying bisected right there.

“They just went off to fight,” the Mouth shot back. “Just me and you, Your Holiness, but let’s hop to.” She was reaching for the niece’s shoulder to pull her along, because the army told you not to leave people behind too, which was when the soldiers stepped in.

Not Came up the stairs, which was the traditional entrance for the Angler’s Eye. Not even In through the window using some aerial techniques devised during the war. They came in from the depths of the forest, running full tilt out of trees that stretched forever away in the direction of their approach. Forever, in that moment, vanished the next, but the Mouth was somehow absolutely sure that those trees had been there since the dawn of the world and would still be so after its twilight. She’d seen a lot of uncanny shit, in the war and since, but this drew a wretched whimper from her. The presence of actual uniformed Pal soldiers up at the Lighthouse top was a distant second in that moment.

There were three of them. No, there were two of them. The third one had been moving, but now just fell face-first onto the glass-strewn floor and she saw something had carved a great chunk out of his back. Maybe he’d only still been going forwards because the act had given him a hell of a shove. Of the other two, though, they were kitted out for behind-the-lines throat-slitter work, the nastiest of the nasty, short rods and long knives, and hauberks on over their charcoal-greys.

The Pope of Tides opened his mouth – to protest, perhaps; to pull the rank he no longer had; to overawe them with his religious office. The leader of the two soldiers drew a rod and practically jammed it up the man’s nose, and the other had a knife.

There was a moment of wrestling, almost comical in the close confines. The Pope batted the rod aside as the soldier spat out the word, so the sizzling bolt of power grilled his cheek before melting a hole in the far window. The Mouth was lurching over, her own knife out, tripping on the bloody folds of her robes.

The knife went in. She saw it with an anatomist’s eye: thrust into the side, under the ribs, but not at the best angle for a quick kill. Still a chance, depending on where the blade went between liver and lights. The Pope grunted, and for a moment his face – that of a mid-ranking officer turned guru out of convenience and unhealthy curiosity – had a true prophet’s outrage in the presence of sacrilege.

She saw the Fisher King then. A moment’s glimpse of him, a thin figure in a sea-coat and hat, face just a twisted snarl of distemper, lunging forwards with a harpoon. The man with the knife leaped back – no actual wound but his face said he knew he’d been stabbed. A moment later he was dancing on air, stepping through where the shattered window had been, already beginning the long fall down the cliffs to the rocks and the sea. The traditional sacrifice to the old Pal god of the sea; the traditional way the Os-Fferegh got rid of their oppressors, united in this one moment.

The Pope cried out in triumph and shoved the last remaining soldier away with a convulsive thrust, which was exactly what you didn’t do to someone trying to turn a charged rod on you. The man staggered, stuck out his hand and spoke the command word. That simple Pel phrase, so very easy to bark in the heat of the fray, the music of a thousand battlefields, the first word of the language so many foreigners learned.

The rod flared and shot the Pope directly between the eyes. His head snapped back, mouth open, arms spread as though for one last divine proclamation. He staggered, skidding on glass and blood, and fell backwards.

The Mouth of the Sea felt more than she’d have thought. A tight clutch inside her ribs that really was shock at the loss of the man, not just the upset to her world. She’d known him before he was Pope, not liked him much then. Too clever and too aware of it, and nobody really liked the Decanters much. When he had taken on his new office, and she’d found herself shackled to his fate by a series of malign events, he’d not grown any easier. But at the same time he’d not revelled in the blood or the power. He’d just been a scholar fascinated with redacted history to the extent that, given the opportunity, he’d tried to bring it back.

He could have been worse. Not the greatest of epitaphs but one so few people merited. For a moment she thought she could hear the Fisher King shrieking in fury over the death of his champion, that divine grasp casting about for a surrogate. The Mouth of the Sea shrank back. She’d not wanted the honour, not ever, and she wasn’t going to take it up now.

Then the soldier – the last of them – turned round to face the Mouth of the Sea and the niece, the only living witnesses, and she saw he was Lovern. And he saw her.


Dantell’s Glass

The problem was, you needed Eres Ffenegh. Not even for the potential magical resources one might secure by finally mining out the crab’s innards. There were rich trade routes across the northern seas the city faced onto – the ones the pirate-cult alliance was currently playing hob with – and a dearth of good ports along the way. Eres Ffenegh, which in its time had been the scholarly navel of the world and a sea power in its own right, had been a vital berth and resupply point for the Loruthi while they held it, and the Pals wanted it for just the same. One small cog in the grand machine of the Sway, but take a cog out and try to get the clockwork to run.

The city’s landscape had changed, and not just because the lunatic Feggs had brought down another few buildings in the scrap. Dantell had received reports from her subordinates now, and had a good idea of what the venture towards the Lighthouse had gained in real terms. A couple more Wards of the city were now in Palleseen hands, a broad wedge inserted between upper and lower city. The actual advance hadn’t reached the Lighthouse itself – she’d never thought it would – but where the Dead Company had marched, the flag of the Commission still waved. Beyond that, there were a handful of Wards between the batons of the besiegers and the imposing face of the Gaelensreach that weren’t healthy for anyone right now. A new no-man’s-land cluttered with buildings whole and damaged, game for everyone’s spies, saboteurs and scouts. And still lived in by all the Feggs who couldn’t or wouldn’t leave, and who were hunkering down in their cellars and behind their doors, and hoping… what? Dantell couldn’t honestly think that anyone in that position would have much to hope for.

The bulk of the lower city was now cut off, crammed with displaced citizens, and anyone with a boat that could take you anywhere was probably upping the prices hourly. The upper city huddled behind its magical wall. The narrow strip of untaken city around the Lighthouse was likely a hotbed of demands going back and forth between the two, and she should probably have Aspel lay down a light bombardment there to keep the Osseach’s messengers on their toes.

The Lighthouse itself was no longer a factor. Aspel’s new accuracy had cut through all the baffling effects of the air over Eres Ffenegh and the damage was clear for all to see. The cult’s hideout had been well and truly blinded.

Right now, she was up on a rooftop with one of the artillery crews, peering at the contested streets through a glass. Every so often she caught scurrying movement, some local out scavenging for food or firewood. Because the winter was really coming on now; a poor time to be cut off from the city’s stores. She pictured the locals, under the batons of both sides, weighing whether to brave the streets and the extra cold, maybe to find it had all been picked clean already. Some locals had already tried to hand themselves in, those whose roofs had been lost to artillery or the Feggs’ own magic stone nonsense. They’d been sent back into the city, as had everyone uncovered in those Wards where the Pals had stationed themselves. Brandery had made it seem as though it was a great mercy of Pallesand philosophy. Of course we’re not going to shoot you or put you in a camp or carry you off on a ship, perish the thought! Instead, they were forcibly repatriated into those parts of the city the locals still held. Go back to your families or clans or whatever you call the things! Meaning the defenders’ supply situation over the winter was going to be very stretched indeed.

A scuff of steps behind her was Istreddy announcing himself. He had a particularly surly look, but she really didn’t have time for whatever was souring his scars right now.

“Get your cards out, Cohort-Broker,” she told him. He’d had another episode, probably, during the fighting. If he’d keep his head down then he’d just about be worth his keep, she thought. The problem was that all those wounds you couldn’t see in him were starting to make him overly visible. While holding on to an asset like Istreddy for actual warfare might be ideologically problematic right about now, holding on to him for just administrative purposes was indefensible should an inquisitor come asking.

He set down the low table he’d carried up, spreading his cloak about it to keep the wind out. Dealt, gathered up, reshuffled, redealt. All very useful, this other skill he’d picked up. Loruthi and Divinati techniques, always more reliable than they should be. Dantell watched his lips move as he placed another fan down, aware that part of her was still fascinated by it. The part which had learned every scrap of lore during the war, before that kind of thing became unfashionable.

She felt a wintry little sadness that was just for her. She’d been so keen to understand the world and all its ways. A genuine keenness to know. Until she discovered she’d crossed a line and knew too much, just when everyone was looking for people to denounce as unsound, and how many friends does a stoat ever have?

Istreddy was looking balefully at her, although honestly most of his looks were baleful by default. “Report,” she told him.

“The broken statue, inverted,” he said. “The sounding whale, likewise. Disharmony.” A static spread, because he was looking into the here and now for her, not the future.

“Yes, I can see the actual cards, Istreddy,” she snapped. “What of it?”

“What links the city to the sea is severed, magister,” he reported, and there was still more scowl on his face than the scars accounted for. She didn’t think Istreddy held any kind of brief for cults, meaning he’d probably seen more in the cards than she’d asked him to look for. She’d nearly ordered him into the breach in the assault, let him off the leash. Now she almost wished she had. The news was good but his delivery of it made it taste like gall.

“Dismissed,” she said. No point asking what else he’d seen; he wouldn’t give her a straight answer.

Earlier, she’d taken a closer look at where the fighting had been thickest, a single street that had consumed the fiercest attention of both sides. A mess, basically. Buildings thrown down – or that had thrown themselves down. A few score of the Dead Company smashed, and another score just… disinhabited, the ghosts gone from the bodies in some sort of Feggy magical attack.

Plenty of dead people, too. Those squads who’d drawn the short straw were carrying away any body in uniform. She’d wondered about leaving the dead Feggs to rot, but it wasn’t the locals who’d be marching through these streets next and the health hazard outweighed any blow to enemy morale. Instead she’d had a company go scouring cellars and back rooms for living Feggs, and had them deport themselves to the big square, taking all the corpses with them. Framed, again, as a great concession from benevolent Pallesand. She liked to think that the image of all those displaced starvelings turning up tottering under the weight of the dead, trundling cadavers in handcarts or giving them piggy-backs like children, was one that wouldn’t leave the minds of the defenders for a while.

Of course, some of the clean-up work had been done already, because there hadn’t been quite as many dead as she liked. No, that made Dantell sound monstrous. As many as there should have been. Not, perhaps, much better, but a number of casualties that should rightfully have devolved to the battlefield were standing about in the forward camp alongside the gilded excess of the Dead Company, who had not been much improved by stuffing their stiff cadavers into uniforms under that armour. The Lich Queen had taken losses but come back with more than she’d started. Dantell didn’t like that at all.

She finished with the glass, jotted down calculations in her notebook. The stretch of ground between them and the wall would have to be taken, and then the wall itself, with its inherent destructive potential, but she was working through a plan for all of that. The sort of thing nobody would have been able to bring together, who hadn’t had her broad reading around the thaumaturgic sciences. A little piece of weasel-cleverness, exactly the reason why someone with her credentials should be at least a Sage-Archivist and sitting on some important committee back on the Archipelago. Rather than hiding out in this backwater attached to a bully like Brandery.

On the way down from the roof she was briefly and appallingly aware of just how hateable she was. A moment of self-knowledge so acute and sudden it might have been a magical attack from some particularly petty-minded Fegg wizard. How the better person she’d once been had been corroded into this by the toxic atmosphere she’d moved in. How, skulk and hunch as she might, the stoatness of her was an inner quality, and she’d put it there herself. By the time she stepped out onto the street, heading back towards the original forward camp, she’d banished the thoughts. Self-knowledge wasn’t something she could really afford right now. Save it for the memoirs.

Passing through the forward camp, she felt the eyes on her. Not even just the normal reaction of honest soldiers spotting a stoat with a rank badge, but the Heretics in particular. All three of them. Istreddy had arrived ahead of her and now he, Quellery and Aspel tracked Dantell all the way through the camp with their collective scowls. Lovern, of course, had not returned. He’d been the perfect Unnatural, honestly. Done his job, severed the city from the wider alliance of sea cults by doing away with the local branch. Then not come back, meaning Dantell had one fewer piece of ideological unsoundness. Quite possibly he’d been the very last of the Left-Eye Brigade. Another piece of learning to consign to the bonfire.

Was she sad about that? Perhaps yes, in a distant and academic way. Did she understand why Lovern’s Speciality couldn’t have been allowed to continue? Absolutely. Pal scholars had known about that Wood for a while – there were known portals into and out of it, that were still considered potential opportunities for expansion if only one could deal with all the monsters. The understanding that the Wood underlay the whole world, without borders, and could be accessed at any point was enough to give anyone the jitters. Palleseen philosophy liked its boxes and boundaries. The Wood had neither. Lock it away, control access through those few gateways, maybe close those too if that was even possible. The existence of the Wood made the entirety of the Palleseen Sway look small. Why, one might start to imagine that all of our beliefs aren’t actually that important. No, best Lovern stay dead and the whole sordid business be forgotten.

That train of thought sufficed to get her out of the forward camp and all the way to Brandery’s tent, where her commanding officer had a spectacularly grim look on him. A young soldier – looking far too neat and pressed to be any of theirs – was waiting on the man, practically hopping from foot to foot to be gone. Knowing Brandery, Dantell could understand that.

Except it was genuine duty lighting a fire under the messenger’s boots, rather than the Sage-Monitor’s personality. Brandery wordlessly held out a piece of thin paper to her.

Dantell’s eyes flicked over the contents. She felt her world totter in a way that had nothing to do with Hell or the Wood or the concussion of artillery fire.

The reinforcements were on their way, here any day now. The proper reinforcements. The living ones. The signature identified one Professor-Inquirer Fowlett, meaning Brandery wasn’t going to be the commanding officer around here for long.

Dantell found that she’d put a little more space between them than was customary, as though already anticipating his fall from grace and not wanting him to grab her ankle on the way down. Professor-Inquirer Fowlett of Correct Speech, general and inquisitor all in one. Dantell swallowed, then met Brandery’s gaze. Their time was up.

She forced a smile onto her stoat’s face. She had, after all, been doing her homework. “It’ll be fine,” she told him – no ‘Magister’ now, because he was absolutely at the mercy of her cleverness. This wasn’t a situation he could bully his way out of. “One strike and all these threads are cut. And maybe the city ours as well. Triumph, Brandery, back to the Archipelago with commendations. But I need a free hand.”

She’d have it, and probably he would be there for the triumphal parade after the city was taken and all the indiscipline done away with. Although, if she could arrange a solitary podium at the end of it all, she wouldn’t object.


Unspeakable Wholeness

It had started in the war, a rumour going through the army camps. All the fates that can befall a soldier on the front lines: the blinding, the lost limbs, the hideous scars, the long slow bleed into death. It doesn’t have to be you. Nothing short of instant death, point blank under the artillery barrage. You just need the papers on you. A contingency, they said. Just in case. Probably never need it, but if you do, you’ll be glad of it. Just don’t tell Higher Orders. Don’t tell Correct Speech. They wouldn’t understand.

And probably there hadn’t been a piece of paper originally, but the Pals thought like that. Repurposing the ignorant superstitions of other cultures into something reliable and useful. There’s this god, see, who’ll heal you up. At a price, sure, but what’s that compared to getting your leg back? And probably it’ll never happen to you.

Because the war with the Loruthi had been fierce, it had happened to quite a lot of them. They’d taken the healing and paid the price. Taken God into their hearts, begrudgingly, as a contractual consideration. So it had spread out from the front line, where the metal met the meat, until it reached all the way to the Archipelago.

Some of them actually preferred it to soldiering. Mellister couldn’t imagine. Weak; they were weak. To find this Hospitaller life a preferable thing to killing the enemy. Absurd. Only those who had no other choice in all the world would submit to such indignity.

She caught herself swaying, right in front of them all. All the broken people, her own and those who came here from the streets and the fighting.

Before anyone could mark the unforgivable moment, she marched briskly away through the hospital tent. They’d moved it to another of the Left-city Wards after their eviction from Godsgift Square. Could have taken it to the rich part of town past the Gaelensreach, but that wasn’t where they were needed. Honestly, they’d almost ended up behind the Pal lines in the most recent push. Now the tent was in that strip of ground between the occupied streets and the Gaelensreach. They’d need to move again soon, but right now there were too many wounded, too few stretchers. Moving half these people would kill them. Which meant most of the Hospitallers literally couldn’t, without signing their own death warrants.

Her stern eye caught a couple of her people taking a moment to share a flask of something and a murmured word. She rapped sharply on the frame of the tent to send them scurrying back to work. Two of the soft ones, who were here even though they’d never had to avail themselves of God’s grace. Two of the more capable ones, therefore. But she didn’t understand them. Here, up to their elbows in blood, trying to save people, when they didn’t have to. Spreading the vile message of God, that Mellister herself had been saved by. Like smearing filth on someone’s plate, then serving up a meal for them. She shuddered. Mellister hated a great many things in the world, and the thing she hated second-most was God, her benefactor, to whose service she was dedicated.

She stalked out front to the soup kitchen. Beyond the Hospitaller tent was a whole town of lean-tos and makeshift shelters, far too many people crammed into a nest of streets because their homes were gone or under Pal colours, and they hadn’t got into the Right-city. We’ll get sickness here soon enough. The locals need to come and break them up, send them… somewhere. Except there wasn’t anywhere. It wasn’t as though Brandery was going to take them in and feed them. His compressing the population of the city ahead of the advance was one more weapon against the defenders.

The thought of him made her stop for a moment, clenching her fists, her jaw, teeth grinding, until she’d mastered herself. She was, thankfully, exceptionally good at stopping her temper just short of explosion. Or else God would have called in His marker months ago.

The girl with the stupid armour was helping with the soup, she saw. She looked about twelve years old, just the sort of podgy kid who’d get picked on in the phal, by students and teachers alike. Made to go on extra runs around the field, find spiders in her lunch. Soft, soft, soft.

Mellister wasn’t soft. Hard, brittle, feeling the world bend and twist her experimentally. She’d snap, she knew. There’d come a moment when the constraints of her new life became intolerable. She was almost looking forward to it. It would be quick. Appallingly painful but quick.

She wanted to go up to the soft Carcer girl in the ridiculous armour and demand to know why she was still here. Didn’t she have something better to do than serve soup to these wretched, stupid people who couldn’t even hold onto what was theirs? Shake the girl, slap some sense into her. None of which Mellister could do. All she had was turning her glower on her people there, and all the other people who’d come because they were hungry and cold. Weakness. Desperately trying to hold onto the thought, the spite, the bile, the soldier in her.

The girl in the armour brought her some soup. Actually brought her some actual soup, as though Mellister was one of these pathetic, wretched, desperate people shorn of options and chances. As though she was a victim.

She took the bowl in trembling hands. To her horror she felt tears sting at the corners of her eyes. She teetered on the brink of a terrible understanding, vis her own strength and lack of victimhood. God’s victim, the world’s, his.

“Only I thought you looked… tired. How long have you been…?” the idiot girl was saying, mangling the Pel words with her Carcer accent.

How long? It had been two days since they’d moved the tent and she hadn’t slept at all. The spite, the utter rank hatred of everyone and everything in her life, especially God, was the only thing keeping her going.

She found herself sitting then. On a bench with all the other tired and hungry people, alongside the girl Kiffel. The one who’d come in with the wounded and who’d just not gone away. Waiting for news and helping out while she waited because there was a city’s-worth of misery out there and another pair of hands was always useful. Even blundering about in that armour with a sword flapping about her knees like she’d never heard of the invention of the baton.

The soup was surprisingly good. It came to Mellister that she’d never tried it before, just assumed it would be thin and watery and horrible. That it would taste like failure and despair, the way everyone here smelled. But it was warm and had some fish in it, and other lumps that were at least filling, and someone had flavoured it with isfel like a Pal mess stew. It reminded her of the phal and of being in service, almost in a good way.

Kiffel told her, then. About what had brought the girl here: the sword, the ghost, the legacy. It was all as stupid as Mellister might have imagined, the sort of thing only credulous foreigners could get up to. And then the even more stupid thing she’d done with the sword: how she’d gone mad with it, the results of which could be found back in the Hospitallers’ tent. A thoroughly undisciplined sequence of events, honestly. And she tried to give the girl the full benefit of her stern disapproval, but something broke in her expression, as though the cogs and gears behind it slipped their teeth. She felt that dreadful sickness welling in her, that was sympathy for other people. Empathy, like catching the plague.

“I was an inquisitor,” she said, because Kiffel’s words had finished with a kind of negative pressure that drew her own out of her, and she was very tired, and she was so, so very sick of being the only rational person in the madhouse. “A Fellow-Inquirer, if that means anything to you. All I was supposed to do was track down where the money was going, the resources. Graft, you know? Not even cults. Not foreign spies. Just money lining officers’ pockets. But I’d been in the war, before that. I’d fought on the front. There was a thing going round. Almost a joke. You signed the paper and, if you got badly hurt, God would come fix you. And I never got hurt. All through the war, not a scratch. I forgot, after, when I got the promotion and the new posting. And then I came to Resolute Battalion and got hold of the books and found the commanding officer had been skimming off the top. Not even ridiculous greedy sums, but enough to hole his career below the waterline, you know? And I went to confront him, because I was Correct Speech and nobody messes with us, you know?”

The Carcer girl presumably didn’t know, but nodded.

“He…” Mellister stared into her soup. She shouldn’t have sat down. She shouldn’t have unclenched. All the hours were queuing up to take a piece of her. “Shot me.” Her hand went to her chest. “Killed me, he thought. But I still had that piece of paper. God came to me, and I was so angry. I wanted revenge. On him, on Brandery. I thought taking God’s terms would let me… I didn’t understand that…” Even thinking of it, she could feel exactly where the shot had gone in, a hot rawness there. She didn’t go into the shameful events after: sneaking out, ending up with these pointless bastards. Becoming their leader because she had the rank badge even though it shouldn’t count for anything, and because the rest were so undirected and useless. Doing this because it was this or nothing, and she was a soldier and needed structure.

Kiffel was watching her, seeing Mellister’s white knuckles on bowl and spoon. “But you… helped,” she said, aware she was on thin ice.

“Duty,” Mellister said tightly. “I always had duty. What else is there in life? Except I took the help of a god, threw away everything I ever believed, just to save my own life. Not even to save my life! For a revenge I’d never be able to take. If I’d known… But there I was, betraying everything I ever stood for. And all these wet sods pissing their breeches at the thought of being found out for the deal they’d made. When we ended up on this side of things, after your uprising, I thought… we needed discipline. We needed duty. A purpose. And we couldn’t fight, so…” She waved a hand at the soup, at the tent, at all of it. “Fucking stupid. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

*

Kiff wasn’t there, a moment later – her armoured form off amongst the beds. Mellister realised with mortification that she’d actually dropped off for a minute, allowed herself to relax to the unforgivable degree that she’d slept, just sitting up on the bench like soldiers learned to. She’d only snapped awake because one of her people was hovering about then, some kid who’d missed the briefing when it came to Loruthi minefields and wanted his legs back more than he wanted to be true to Pal ideology. Mellister scowled up at him, because doubtless this was some idiot matter any other human being in the world could have sorted out in two thoughts and a moment.

“What?” she snapped, and the young ex-soldier flinched.

“Magister,” he said. “He’s awake.”

Mellister had no idea what the boy meant. They were in a tent full of injured people, some of whom would take God’s grace and others would need a more traditional remedy, and most of whom were waking up or falling asleep all the time because that was what tired people did and…

“Oh,” she said, understanding. “Him.”


An Old Friend from the War

Back in his home of Ilmar he’d been Yasnic, and begged on the street to keep body and soul together. His body, God’s soul, it sometimes seemed. Then they’d drafted him because they thought he had healing powers, and the war was meat grinder enough that even Pal ideology would overlook godliness in the short term. In the army the officer who’d taken his details hadn’t listened, or hadn’t understood him, and so he’d been Jack on the paperwork and in the medical tent. Maric Jack, because of the accent.

After he’d fled the army and become a refugee in Alkhalend, he’d been Happy Jack, because Caeleen had been with him. The demon, who he’d freed without ever releasing her from her contract, through a kind of bureaucratic legerdemain. A couple of years, the two of them together. He’d been Jack still, but he’d been happy.

After she’d died – was that even the word? – in the fighting there, he’d not been Happy Jack any more. He’d not accepted the loss. He, who’d always knuckled under to God and to the fist of the Pals and to fate in general, had stood up. The reed refused to bend to the wind and so here he was, close to breaking, in Eres Ffenegh. A student of the worst lore, the creature of a notorious bawd and conjurer, a man with a wicked reputation. Devil Jack, on whom Yasnic and all those other Jacks would surely gaze in horror and disgust.

There was a familiar tightness in his chest, when he woke. Not pain but the echo of it, set out in the memory of clenched muscles, the fingerprints of where bone shards had cut inside him, the greasy recollection of internal bleeding. Different polities within his body opening their borders in a disastrous cultural exchange that should have left a great deal of wreckage, and possibly death. Waking up, in itself, was a privilege.

For a long time, the man they called Devil Jack stared at the sloping canvas above him, patched and stained. The sort of stains he knew from his own army days. That old rust-brown suggested quite the spectacular arterial geyser, to get so high. He’d seen a lot but probably there would never be anything to cap the horrors of the medical tent during the thick of the fighting.

No fighting now, here, but there had been, and there would be. He hadn’t been in a siege before, but there had been an uprising in Ilmar and one in Alkhalend. He didn’t fight, of course. Couldn’t, really. Yet there was a part of him that violence at scale had hollowed out to make a nest in. The war had made it his business even if he never lifted a finger. So that when he had heard the sounds of it, as he exited the Right-city after calling on Varney, he’d gone to see. To see if he could help? Well, that was the most charitable interpretation. Better than just morbid curiosity.

He took a deep breath, for analytical purposes, feeling all the parts of him move the way they were supposed to. Not the way they should in a man who’d taken a sword through the torso. His lung had uncollapsed itself, his ribs mended, his organs knitted, barely a scar to show for it. Not the first time, but one more time than he thought he’d ever get.

He moved his head, tilted it left until he could see his bedside visitor, perched there on one of the Pal folding stools, of unfond war memory. The sight was surprising enough that he sat up, feeling all the parts of him that should hurt clench in anticipation, then release suspiciously, knowing the pain should be there but unable to find it.

“You.” Though his surprise wasn’t the who but the way his visitor looked these days. It had been a few years; people changed. So did gods.

“You irresponsible twat,” said God, and that was familiar enough. “You got out, you loon. What’re you doing still running about like you’re wearing the uniform?”

Jack’s eyes took in his god, or at least the god he’d once had, before they’d had some irreconcilable differences of opinion and he’d struck out on his own. Back in the day, God had been about the size of a scrawny housecat, and about as grateful and selfless. He – the divine He, that internal capitalisation Jack could never get out of the habit of – was bigger now, but not human-sized. Somewhere between three or four feet tall maybe, if He stood up, rather than roosting on that stool with His legs dangling. Still old – well, centuries, a thousand years, but still looking old. Not as old as He had, though. Fewer wrinkles on that haggard face, and the beard with a mite less white in it. So that the gauntness and the hollowness looked like suffering, and the witnessing of suffering, more than just senescence. That same crag of a nose, those wild eyebrows, the familiar disapproving scowl. A face more familiar to Jack than his own, because for most of his life he’d lived with it in a succession of increasingly cramped rooms, the last priest and follower of God.

God had more faithful now, of course. Ever since Jack had been conscripted, and brought the healing of God into the army, and some sharp Pal soldiers had decided they could use it.

“I see,” he said, “that you’re still wearing it.” Actually, back when Jack had been in the ashen grey of an Accessory, God would have nothing to do with the business, bitterly opposed. But here was God’s skin-and-bones frame lost somewhere in the dark grey kit of a Pal regular, not even the pale colours of a foreign recruit. There was even a uniform kepi beside Him on the stool. Jack wanted to crane over and see what it said on the diminutive rank badge on God’s shoulder, because Seriously what the hell?

God shrugged, looked disgusted at either Jack or Himself. “What? You don’t like it that I dress up for my new friends now? Like they expect me to look?”

“You never dressed up for me,” Jack pointed out. Or perhaps God had. Jack remembered burning rags and scraps and old blankets, to give God something to wear. Perhaps the Hospitallers made sacrifices out of the quartermaster’s store, so those were the hand-me-downs God ended up in. “Can they even see you?” he demanded.

God shrugged. “Hear Me, sometimes. Don’t always know it’s Me, rather than just their own selves. See Me? Not so much. None of them are priests, you know? Or they all are but they’re rubbish at it. I mean, Pals, what do I expect? If they could keep the healing and do away with Me, you can bet they’d do it.” He turned His ancient monkey scowl on the Hospitallers’ tent in general. It was less ancient, less simian, just generally less grimy than it had been. Jack was hit by the strangely melancholic sense that God – despite His griping – was doing better for Himself since breaking up with His former priest.

“You’re still getting yourself killed then,” God observed. “I mean, I think I knew you were about, but what are you even doing with yourself?”

“Nothing you’d approve of.”

“Oh that’s to be taken for granted, you backsliding bastard,” God agreed, almost fondly. “Still living in sin with that demon hussy, are you?”

Jack clenched inside, couldn’t answer, had to screw his eyes shut just to stop breaking down. Hands raking the thin blanket into knots, chest tight so he couldn’t breathe, shaking; shaking until the metal frame of the bed rattled and squeaked. Not even because Caeleen was gone, but because the last time God had bitched at him about it, she’d been alive, and he’d been happy.

“She’s—” he got out, “gone.”

There was a moment when God opened His mouth to crow about the faithlessness of succubi and honestly what had Jack expected, and then even He read the room, and some of the spite and pomp went out of Him.

“Like that, is it?” He said quietly, and if there was ever a miracle in all the world, greater than healing Jack back from the very point of death, it was God being respectful over the death of Caeleen.

“Worse than that,” Jack said, because it had been a long time since he last confessed to God, and had God chew him out over his sinful ways, and he suddenly discovered he was desperate to feel the bite of God’s disgust, because what other catharsis had he ever had? “I’m a bad man now. I’m doing wicked things. I’m a conjurer of demons. I’ve become what you hate the most. They call me Devil Jack here.”

God snorted, then put a hand to His mouth to try to pen it in. “You have any idea how fucking stupid that sounds, Yasnic? ‘Devil Jack’? What are you, some kind of evil wizard now?”

“Yes!” Jack twisted round, pushed himself up further, anger driving out the grief. God always did get under his skin. “I’m a fucking evil wizard doing evil magic things. I’m going to bring her back. I will do absolutely anything it takes, to have her back with me in this world. I will do such things – every damn prohibition you’ve got, and then some. Things you don’t even know to ban yet. I would burn the whole fucking world just to have her with me, out of Hell.”

God sat back, making an exaggeratedly impressed face. “Well isn’t that a whole parcel of words you just said,” He noted. “Oh my yes, I am so very intimidated. My former priest gone to be a wicked magician. You lying fucker, we both know what would happen if you so much as kicked someone in the shins. Remember how I put you back together in the war? I don’t see you lying on that bed in a hundred different pieces, so quit fooling yourself and get over it.”

“I thought—”

“What, that Allorwen panderer was protecting you from My wrath?” God snickered unpleasantly. “You’ll know when you cross the line, son, believe you Me. They’ll be picking scraps of you out of their hair.”

“I’ve caused pain. Torment.” Jack wasn’t entirely sure why he was so insistent on it. “But you don’t really care about that, do you? Demons. You don’t care what people do to demons. Demons aren’t people, to you.”

God’s amusement drained away. “Oh.”

“She tested me. To see if I could put down what I called up, if it didn’t behave. And that’s torment. It’s inflicting fear and pain. And I did it. Because it was that or never learn what I needed. And you didn’t smite me. You didn’t care, if it was only demons. Like her. I could have done terrible things to her, and you’d have sat back and patted me on the head for being a good man and a good priest. You’re a hypocrite.”

“You don’t call your god a hypocrite!”

“You are. And you’re not my god any more. You’re just some god I used to worship once.”

God seemed to shrink a little, hunching His bony shoulders inwards. “That hurts more than you’d think.” He sagged, “I mean what can I say? You’re right. Back when the faith was big in Telmark, demons were what those Allorwen fuckers did over the border. Demons were wickedness incarnate, temptation for humans to do wicked things. Why should I have any brief for them? One more thing to tell My followers not to do, eh? I had such a list! Used to add little ones to the end to stop my priests getting too comfortable. Things that caused harm in the world. Demons cause harm in the world.” A sober look. “Not the demons themselves, necessarily, but they’re like swords, or these newfangled batons everyone’s so in love with these days. You’ve got them, you’re going to hurt people with them, that’s the only thing they’re for. Demons just the same. And so demons were never people to Me. Just weapons, and I could never be doing with weapons. And then you eloped with one of the fuckers. My own priest!”

“I’m not sorry,” Jack said defiantly.

“I am,” God told him, then waved away his outrage. “I don’t mean that. I mean, you were never much of a priest. I’m sorry she’s dead.”

“What?” Jack blinked.

“Oh don’t fucking make Me say it a second time,” God snapped irritably. “Not saying I ever liked her. Not saying I forgive her for seducing you, my substandard priest, from the path of righteousness. Except look at you, not in bits. I don’t reckon it matters what My prohibitions are, about her kind. It’s in you. You’d never so much as given her a harsh word, I reckon. She must have walked all over you, doormat that you are. And yet somehow you’re still here, and whole, so I don’t buy the wicked act, sonny. You’re better than she deserved.” God’s old hands knotted themselves together in His lap. “Better than I deserved too.”

“There’s something more,” Jack said. “There’s something I need to do. An old man told me.” It struck him that he didn’t actually know who was older, God or Varney, and that the pair of them had a lot in common. Crotchety, ancient entities whose divorce from the world was never final enough to stop them being dragged back down into its affairs. “I… I’m going to go somewhere. Somewhere terrible. But it’s the only way I have to reach her. I’m…” He faltered, unable to look God in the face. “I should…”

“Don’t tell me you’re asking for My blessing after all this time,” God complained. “After committing to your wickedness. After reinforcing your intentions to go against my precepts for love of a hell-spawn creature. Is that what you’re asking me now, son?”

Jack closed his eyes. Not hurt any more, but with the same fatigue that wounds bring, that God’s healing never seemed to touch. “Yes,” he confirmed.

A long pause. He imagined God’s face going purple with indignation but the voice, when it came, was calm. A gentleness the deity had never possessed, sharing a garret room in the Gutter Districts of Ilmar. Not something you’d look for, in a soldier’s god, but perhaps those who turned their backs on war needed gentleness more than anyone.

“For what it’s worth,” God said, “you have it. I hope you tell her that I do not approve, and that she continues to have My divine displeasure,” which was a very roundabout way of saying I hope you find her.

When Jack opened his eyes the stool was empty. A cluster of Hospitallers, their leader as well, were all watching him with a variety of expressions. Awe, envy, wonder, suspicion, only the last of which he felt he merited. They knew, he understood. Knew who he was; who he’d been talking to. Not one of them had seen the shabby little uniformed figure or heard His half of the conversation, but they understood that their god, the one they’d signed up with through that ridiculous piece of bureaucratic insurance, had been right there.

Jack swung his legs round and stood up, shaking out the last tightness of the wound he didn’t have, and all the other wounds that had been taken from him. He didn’t feel particularly blessed, but then he never had.

He knew their leader – mostly so he could avoid her. Her expression was the least welcoming of all. Fair. When the Hospitaller cult had broken ranks and joined with the Os-Fferegh to throw the army out, he’d kept well clear. It was only the fighting, only those rags of better nature, that had brought him back here. Taking time out from demonic wickedness to carry stretchers and canteens of water, just like old times. But he’d just come and gone. He’d never swanned in, Hello, God’s former room-mate here. Just slunk past, head bowed; never stood face to face with the woman who led them, as he was doing now.

Her expression was one of such caustic dislike that he wondered if God had silently stepped in again to stop it melting his face off. She obviously wanted to tell him he wasn’t welcome under her canvas roof, but there was so much venom cramming her mouth that she couldn’t get the words out. And he couldn’t just push past her, either. Her hate was like an arrow through the foot, barbed so pulling it out would hurt more than stabbing it in.

Then Kiff just blundered in, practically elbowing the Hospitallers out of the way, absurdly space-consuming in that armour. Seeing him and letting out a little shriek that could have meant anything. Her hand went for the hilt of the sword she still had, as though some part of her wanted to undo all God’s good work. The rest of her looked simultaneously stricken and infinitely relieved. “You’re… awake.” Alive. Looking from him to the shaven-headed woman, because even she wasn’t that oblivious to subtext. “You… I…” I killed you. Or not quite killed, because God had limits, but as close as he’d come since the war.

She made another noise. For a moment he couldn’t interpret it, then he realised she was about to burst into tears. Putting his arms around her, in all that armour, was a difficult and uncomfortable venture, but he tried anyway. Aware of how ridiculous the pair of them must look, him in his evil wizard’s black, her in the mail, like two mourning circus performers.

There were words trying to get out of her, and they were probably I’m sorry. He just held her and let the sobbing burn through her, then put her to arm’s length, looking into her red-splotched face, a battlefield for fatigue and misery. He wanted to don Devil Jack like a coat; be the arch familiar who cared about nobody, and for whom nobody should care.

“You’re all right.” She wasn’t. “It’s fine.” It wasn’t. “I’m good.” He wasn’t, but the words did a little, at least. Then there was a hand on his arm, pulling him back into the withering ambit of Mellister’s stare.

“I was just leaving,” Jack said. “I’ll try not to be back.” Given what he was planning, it didn’t seem likely.

The clench of the Hospitaller officer’s hand on his arm was one hair short of painful. Of course it was. It was all that he and God had left her. He met her gaze. “I’m sorry,” he said, but there weren’t enough apologies in the world.

They got out, past the beds, past the soup, out into the brooding shadow of the Gaelensreach. Kiff couldn’t stop staring at him: where his blood-crusted jacket and shirt were cut through to show unmarred skin beneath. He knew enough to understand her recent life had been a series of losses that neither prayer nor good deeds would bring back to her. At least this one small tragedy – the killing of Devil Jack – had been lifted from her conscience.

Outside the hospital, he felt all his other burdens fitting back onto his shoulders. The man he was trying to become, the bad one, because a good man wouldn’t cut it.

“I heard about people coming out healed, changed. This weird Pal cult that didn’t fight. But I…” Her gaze suggested she expected the mortal wound to come back, for him to fall into two pieces any moment. “They said you were one of them, when I brought you in.”

Jack felt one more burden bowing his spine. “I wasn’t one of them.”

“But they said—”

“I came before them.” Spitting out the words as though they were something to be proud of. “By the time there even was a them, I’d given it all up.”

“Is that why they hate you?” she blurted out, then looked mortified at her own lack of tact.

“Maybe.” But he shook his head. “They hate me because without me there wouldn’t be a them. The ones that hate me wish there wasn’t.” Seeing her blank look, he said, “It’s like drinking too much. You can still hate the bottle but that doesn’t mean you don’t keep going back if it’s there.”

She coloured. Maybe she’d been hitting that bottle since her own reversals, but he hadn’t meant it as a dig at her. Probably he should say something comforting, but he was too tired and didn’t have it in him and anyway, wasn’t he supposed to be a bad guy now? God was ambivalent about emotional harm.

He was dragging his feet back towards the Pandaemonium, assuming it wasn’t hosting Pal Higher Orders just yet. Kiff rattled around at his elbow as though someone had tied a string of copper cannisters to him. He rounded on her abruptly. “What?”

“I…” She was biting her lip and he felt that if she started sobbing again he’d collapse here in the street. He had so little room in head or heart for other people’s problems. I thought being evil would spare me this. Can I not cut it out of me? Isn’t there some demon blade for empathy?

“I need to speak to the Widow. Get her to talk to me, please. The sword, I…”

Jack regarded her, expressionless, the face he thought of as his devil mask, fit for a conjurer’s familiar.

“It’s not him,” Kiff said. “Conn Leachan. I mean I knew it wasn’t but I thought it would be… it’s horrible. It made me feel so strong.” Two sentences that should have been contradictory and weren’t. “I loved it. It was the best thing in the world next to when he, the actual he, was working through me. But after, I… it isn’t what I said I wanted. Please. I can’t. What it found in me. She has to. I need.” Broken pieces of language, sharp-edged.

He wanted to tell her to take her problems out on the Pals or the walls, or anyone else, really. Didn’t he have enough of his own? And wasn’t this just some soft girl finally finding the world’s hard lines? Except What it found in me touched him. He recognised that. Seeing that the wickedness had to be in you first, for a demon to bring it out. Oh he’d lived that, and like her, he’d loved it. The only difference was he wanted it back.

“She’ll see you,” he told Kiff. “I can’t make her agree to anything, but I know she’ll speak with you.” She’ll want to enjoy what you’ve become, was what he didn’t say.


Mosaic: Higher Orders

The Palleseen Schools of Correct Thought, and their spheres of influence:


	The Archivists of Correct Erudition – magic, education, scholarship, decanting, various Specialities.

	The Invigilators of Correct Appreciation – art, permitted entertainment, law, diplomacy, external espionage, conjuration.

	The Brokers of Correct Exchange – supply, economics, fiscal policy, weights, measures, taxes, divinatory techniques.

	The Monitors of Correct Conduct – the mailed fist. The armies expanding the Sway and the civic order within.

	The Inquirers of Correct Speech – originally dedicated to rooting out cults and religion, thereafter internal security, compliance, orthodoxy. Weighing the Brokers, policing the Monitors, sitting in judgment over the Invigilators and editing the Archivists. Liked by none, feared by all.



An Inquirer come calling is seldom welcome, but it’s a problem Brandery has dealt with before, using his trademark combination of stealth and brutality. His intended solution at the time had focused on a shallow grave and no questions asked, but matters hadn’t fallen out that way. Who’d have thought a nosy Inquirer would be a cultist as well? There was no honesty in the service any more! It had worked out for him, though. Even if Mellister is dragged back for justice, it isn’t as though anyone would listen to her about where the money had gone, now she’s broken rule one of her own School. Although if she does ever show her face this side of the lines, maybe best she has an accident before any official interrogation…

A Professor-Inquirer come calling, at the head of a sizeable body of soldiers, is rather different. No chance of the shallow grave option in this case. After her troops disembarked and her little flotilla of ships had gone to picket the bay, it had only been a matter of time before the summons came. Time in which her people were doubtless out and about asking questions. And then asking them again, in increasingly incredulous tones. Sorry, you have a company of what?

Now here Brandery is, with Dantell at his elbow because if he’s going to take the fall, he’s taking his devious second with him. He has a great deal of respect for the cunning of Fellow-Archivist Dantell, and especially for the fact that she’d sell him to the Inquisition like a shot if she thought it would save her scrawny neck. Hence he’s keeping his friend and enemy – the same person – exactly as close.

Professor-Inquirer Fowlett is a broad woman. Despite being two ranks and twenty years past any kind of battlefield posting, she looks like someone who strangles people to death after lifting them over her head. Not an athlete’s physique or a duellist’s grace, just a great brutal lump of a woman, round shoulders, broad waist, tree-trunk legs. A ferocious gravity to her, bending the world inwards with both her physical presence and her status. The top half of her face has the sensitivity of a romantic poet and the bottom half is all pugilist prize-fighter, the two elements somehow existing in a perfect marriage. Brandery almost feels the large contingent of fresh troops she’s brought is superfluous, that she’ll just go shout at the Feggs’ magic walls until they fall over.

Right now, if there’s any shouting, it’s going to be at him. Him and Dantell and the third in their awkward little triumvirate here within occupied Eres Ffenegh, because the summons went out to the damned Lich Queen as well. A woman at whom neither he nor Dantell are looking, as though by blanking her she might dwindle into non-existence and relieve anyone of the burden of explaining her.

Right now, though, Fowlett is at least taking him to task over mundane matters. Saving the best for last, the belligerent bitch. He’s already gone over how Eres Ffenegh was lost the first time, a sequence of events he puts firmly on the shoulders of the then-Perfector governing the city. Which shoulders, along with the rest of the woman, went out the window at the top of the Lighthouse, so there isn’t exactly going to be a finger pointed back in Brandery’s direction. And while Brandery was in charge of the actual city’s policing, he has an elaborate and well-rehearsed – mostly true – story about the fact they were still rooting out Loruthi sympathisers and getting their usual structures of power in place when the Feggs kicked off.

More awkward to explain is the colossal defection of Pal troops to the side of the locals, in the form of not one but both of the insidious cults that Inquirers like Fowlett had been rooting out on the Archipelago. Fowlett wants to know how, exactly, such widespread apostasy escaped the notice of Brandery. His line in response is that his responsibilities were firmly over the occupied city, not internal security, and he’s already explained why the wheels came off that wagon. The ranking member of Correct Speech had turned out to be a cultist (no mention of that only coming out after he’d done his best to murder the woman) and honestly, details on either of these cults were like gulls’ teeth out of the Archipelago. A very slight note of criticism, as much as a Sage might dare before a Professor and heavily larded with ‘Magister’s, but in their efforts to crack down on these dissident theologies, Correct Speech had rather shrouded them in secrecy. What is a simple officer of Correct Conduct to do, exactly?

Dantell then pipes up, all on-script, to point out that, despite these setbacks, those wicked cultists have now been dealt a significant blow, their leader dead, their magic Lighthouse with its big window kicked in and the squid-fetishists left in utter disarray. Preening, making it plain the business was her idea, a stoat lifting its sinuous head for a pat.

Fowlett has only just arrived, but Brandery reckons if he asked her what nickname Dantell is universally known by about the camp, the Professor-Inquirer wouldn’t even need three guesses. She nods to acknowledge that Resolute Battalion has, at least, achieved that much. The poet in her expression laments how little that adds up to and the bruiser warns that she’s going to make them regret their slackness. Brandery wants desperately to tug at the tight collar of his uniform jacket. It’s like being up before the principal back at the phal.

Fowlett sits back contemplatively. On the table before her is a map of Eres Ffenegh that Dantell’s marked up with current positions. A set of little wooden game tokens mark out the lines, the artillery positions. The Gaelensreach wall, the only significant defence left to the Feggs, is marked over in red ink so nobody forgets how the whole thing can come down and obliterate a besieging force that tries the gate.

A junior officer brings tea in then. Brandery had at least anticipated a decent blend at the Professor’s table but this is rank trooper stuff, the dregs of old leaves harvested too late in the season. Strong, almost ink-coloured, bitter enough to gag on. Fowlett drinks it down with gusto, meaning her enforced guests must follow suit. It sits in Brandery’s gut like gall.

“So much,” Fowlett says, “for the regular business, Sage-Monitor.” She fixes him with that poet’s stare, that sees too much. She’s about to ask him about the other thing, the dead elephant rotting in the room. What can he say? Will it pass muster, that he wanted to win more than he wanted to obey the Culling Lists? Or can he plead that the horrible dead soldiers were so terrifying he let them do what they wanted? Neither makes him look good.

His eyes are swivelling to look at Dantell for help – seriously man, how desperate must you be? – but then Fowlett says, “So, Prassel, would you like to account for your involvement in this?”

*

The Lich Queen almost doesn’t react. Yes, that’s what it says on the tattered dog-eared things that are her papers. Yes, it’s her name, but the withered thing in the palanquin calls her his consort and she’s well aware of what the rest of the army calls her. When Fowlett drops that Prassel into the conversation she finds she’s almost forgotten it herself. But then, she knows Fowlett and Fowlett knows her. From during the war, out in the field, then immediately after, in the Archipelago. Back when Fowlett and the Commission had been more than happy to make use of her.

What, exactly, is she supposed to say, to this woman in particular? Congratulate her on the promotion since doing her bidding on the Archipelago? Reminisce about old times? That battle against the Loruthi that was such a mincing machine to both sides. Or the time when the pair of them had presided over the show trials of most of Landwards Battalion’s command staff. Or what had happened immediately before the Lich Queen’s effective banishment. When she’d been sent away with the very clear intent that she never come back. She knows Fowlett and Fowlett knows her, and neither of them wants to see the other’s face in this pissant corner of the world.

Sage-Inquirer Prassel lifts her chin, shrugs the horrible non-regulation cloak more evenly across her shoulders, adopts a manner in keeping with the dignity of her rank. The military one, not Consort-Empress of the dead Moeribandi Empire.

“Magister,” she says, “you’ve seen my orders. Having achieved my goals on the Successor Steppes I am currently en route to the Archipelago to present my report in person.”

“To the Archipelago,” Fowlett echoes. And yes, the Lich Queen can see the problem with that, ideologically, but it’s true and she’s honest and so what else is there to say? Fowlett’s scowl deepens. “Sage-Inquirer, I recall that, even before your expedition, you were made aware of a shifting of the Commission’s attitude towards certain tools developed in the war.”

“Yes, magister,” says the Lich Queen. She’s aware Brandery and Dantell are watching her in horrified fascination. “However, I wish for the opportunity to submit my report to the Commission. I will propose that the area in question, vis the use of necromantically animated troops, is entirely within the precepts of Perfection, and in fact represents an unparalleled efficiency in use of battlefield resources.” Such as corpses, a resource battlefields are traditionally rich in. “I will propose that the current aversion to the use of Dead Companies is rooted in an unnecessary conflation between good, scientific Palleseen necromancy and primitive belief structures. I will show that necromancy is an entirely secular study, and needs no ritual or cultery to function. Those are merely adornments used by superstitious cultures and shall be done away with in the name of progress.”

Fowlett looks at her for a long time, then takes more of that horrible, bitter tea. The Lich Queen remembers her during the trials, then later the camps. Always that ghastly acrid stuff, which a troopers’ mess would reject. She’d drink cup after cup of it as she signed the warrants, as though it was some manner of penance in advance. Not that any self-respecting Pal would think that way. Someone once said Fowlett’s taste in tea was an anti-poisoning measure, the blend so hideous no toxin could survive contact with it.

“You propose,” the Professor-Inquirer says at last, “to bring this Dead Company to the shores of the Archipelago in order to demonstrate that the practice of necromancy is sufficiently orthodox to be returned to the syllabus?”

“Magister,” says the Lich Queen, Empress of the Moeribandi, commander of the gilded corpse-host, so many bodies and so few souls between them. Ritually wedded to the de facto head of an entire dead religion concerned specifically with ensuring everyone’s souls go to the right afterlife. Possibly ahead of their time, given how keen the dead have been to get their halberds bloody. “Magister,” says Sage-Inquirer Prassel, battlefield necromancer, scholar, Palleseen officer formerly in good standing. “Magister,” a third time, finding no words queuing up behind it to justify what she’s done and become. Except the unthinkable; except the unsayable. “You previously found the Dead Companies an appropriate tool.” A personal appeal. A personal accusation. She sees the words break over Dantell and Brandery, neither of whom know the truth of it.

“Hm,” says Fowlett. That gravity of her seems to redouble, until even the very light of the lamps bows the knee in recognition of her authority. A strong woman, a bastion of orthodoxy, the very will of the Commission come here to answer the Os-Fferegh question with a solid full stop.

The Lich Queen braces for the order that must cut the thread she’s hanging by. I am a loyal servant of Pallesand, she wants to say. I am dedicated to following the orders of the Commission. I only ever wanted to be a good officer. She remembers all those pleas being advanced by others during the trials, and elsewhere. She remembers Fowlett’s face, when Prassel came to report the work done. The extra distance between them, even though nothing physical had changed.

All Fowlett says, though, is, “Return to your command, Sage-Inquirer. Ensure your efficient troops are prepared for the next stage of the assault.” Said blandly, with neither commendation nor curse. Prassel waits for the leap in her heart. I’m back in! It doesn’t come. Two shoes in the room and only one’s dropped. But she’ll take it for now. She salutes, turns on her heel and marches out.

*

Back in the tent, once the Lich Queen is out of earshot, Fowlett leans over the table until it creaks.

“Perhaps,” she says through her teeth, “it was the case that you two clowns had little option but to tolerate this unorthodoxy, despite the culling orders I know you’ll have received. In order to keep the Feggs penned up for the interim, perhaps. You might just get away with a report worded in such a way. A bad tactical situation. A difficult choice. But I am here now, with living soldiers that are not an abominable offence to the uniform simply by being. So perhaps you will explain to me your plan to deal with this unacceptable fifth column here within our own camp.”

Brandery opens and closes his mouth as though, if he can impersonate a fish with sufficient verisimilitude, this will somehow assist matters. Into that goggling silence steps Dantell, of course. The clever one, the sort all unimaginative officers have somewhere on their staff. Fowlett, whose own imagination is entirely up to the task, nonetheless recognises the sort of officer who’s useful right up until the moment she’s not. Let’s see which scale of the balance you’re about to fall into.

Dantell, to her credit, falls squarely into the useful side, standing there with her chest puffed out and her hands behind her back, while sullen Brandery watches, trying and failing to hide how good this makes his underling look. Dantell, it turns out, has it all worked out. Really quite an ingenious piece of business, the sort of thing you’d only come up with if you were far too well read in a variety of disciplines now quite out of fashion back home. But sometimes you do need unorthodox measures to take care of an unorthodox problem. See Prassel and Fowlett’s previous collaboration on the Archipelago. Dantell continues: clear, concise, allowing for all manner of variations, even providing a page of close-written calculations that honestly Fowlett isn’t magician enough to make much of. What she is is a good judge of people. If Dantell is confident in her numbers then Fowlett can rely on the woman. The Stoat wants to show off how clever she is, after all. They always do. Sometimes it’s worth letting them be clever first, before getting out the tape measure and seeing which bits of that cleverness don’t fit neatly inside the uniform.

Dantell finishes up, so very sharp and plainly delighting in making her own commander look dull in comparison. Take care, Fellow-Archivist, or you’ll cut yourself. Fowlett nods. “Good. Official permission for the operation agreed. Make the arrangements. Dismissed. Sage-Monitor, you and I can plan the more mundane elements of assault, now I’ve brought you the troops to carry it out. I want this city beaten into submission in ten days. After which, the corpses of the entire Osseach displayed in some appropriately humbling way should remind them to keep the windows closed this time.”

*

Dantell, meanwhile, is a woman on a mission. Being cunning doesn’t actually preclude her from being intelligent, and she’s well aware of the thin ice she’s skating on with regards to Fowlett and orthodoxy. But this plan is good and it will work and win her a little longer to show how useful she is. Just the sort of corkscrew mind a Professor-Inquirer could use on her staff, perhaps. Dantell suspects that working for an august luminary of Correct Speech whitewashes any amount of dodgy practices. She suspects that something of the sort went on between the Professor and the Lich Queen, and that’s going to be an interesting crevice for the Stoat to pry into, if she ever gets the chance.

For now, though, she’s going to play it straight down the middle. She’s going to rid Resolute Battalion of its little cadaver problem.

She marches through most of the camp, from the fancy command tents of Higher Orders up to the old forward camp. And it’s not exactly ‘forward’ since the last push, but the ground between here and the actual front is kept by the dead, the domain of the Lich Queen.

They’re all three in there, when she pushes unannounced and uninvited into the Heretics’ den.

“You,” she tells Quellery, “with me. New assignment.” And, when the other two get to their feet as well, “Stand down. None of your concern.” This little knot of dissent, Resolute’s dirty laundry that Fowlett had better not see on display. But, just as Fowlett can use her, she can use them.

Quellery is doing his laid-back unconcerned act, but she can feel the edge on him. Lovern being missing-presumed-dead put a hell of a dent in these bright young things, because everyone thinks they’re immortal until there’s an empty seat at your own personal mess table.

“Magister?” the demonist asks. “More targeting work?”

“As if we need it, now Aspel’s finally got her act together.” They could drop random shot on any roof in the upper city right now, and all the Helaseach together couldn’t stop them. And previously they didn’t have the engines for it, but Fowlett’s brought a modest siege train, so maybe that’ll be how it goes. After this little piece of business, which requires at least a game try at an assault on foot.

She shoves the papers into his hand. A set of sigils that she spent all night labouring over, and a map of the city, points marked in red about those contested streets. She’s made it all as idiot-proof as possible, because while Quellery is no idiot he’s not the best at following exacting orders. He’s an improviser like her, and in this plan there isn’t room for two people who can think. Her drawings and maps leave him no leeway to decide he has a better way of doing things.

Quellery studies the papers, and then pushes his dark glasses up his nose a little. “And my cover, for this little jaunt into contested territory, magister?”

“Well you’ll probably want to go at night, when it’s harder for them to shoot you, Companion-Invigilator,” she says acidly. “I would imagine you can conjure up something to put between you and the enemy, at a pinch.”

He looks at the sigils, then his eyes shift towards the front, where the Lich Queen and her forces are billeted – if that’s even the word for dead soldier storage. “I see,” he says, and does. The eternal problem with this sort of plan, that anyone smart enough to do the necessary is also going to know why you need it done.

“A problem?”

“I mean no, obviously, magister.” His opaque lenses holding her gaze.

“We have a new commanding officer,” she tells him. “An inquisitor general. That changes the landscape, and we all must adjust. I would suggest that a man in your position very much wishes to be visible waving the flag of Correct Thought, because when it comes to Specialists there’s unlikely to be any neutral ground. Play your part and the Professor-Inquirer will know of it, and appreciate the loyalty implicit in your contribution.”

“I was unaware that anybody’s loyalty was in question, magister,” Quellery says, in that tone that makes her want to slap him.

“Well most tactical manuals suggest it’s the things you’re unaware of that are liable to trip you up,” she tells him.

“What about the others?”

She frowns. Bargaining, really? “They will have their own chance to serve.” A piece of noncommittal nonsense that a junior officer can’t really press her on. The words will salve his conscience just enough. Otherwise it’ll be Dantell out there, scurrying from shadow to shadow as she paints sigils on the walls of Eres Ffenegh, and that really isn’t where she sees her career ending up.


The Brink

They are different to us. You cannot draw a line that connects them to us. Those things that are abstracts to us, like goodness or wickedness, are real to them. Their realm is simultaneously one of fire and darkness. They hate us. Their only purpose is to torment us. Humans and demons, and what one thinks of the other.

He’d stood here before, of course. The Widow introduced him to the internal geometry of her sanctum. The Sable Manor, her hereditary pile, existing somewhere between the world and Hell, the way the great conjurer dynasties of Allor managed their estates. He supposed that most of those interstitial spaces were gone now, the bloodlines exterminated. Perhaps some still existed in the occupied nation – behind locked doors, past dusty halls – despite the Pals’ best efforts. Perhaps others had been transplanted like this one, so that some distant scion of an ancient line, long-settled into a career of woodworking or accountancy say, might one day open the door to their lumber room and discover… this.

The balcony of the Pandaemonium, that overlooked Hell.

What had really hit him was that this room wasn’t even some private sanctum the Widow reserved for herself. Just one of the better-appointed rooms a patron of the place might choose. Because coming to a circle house for your pleasures was an inherently transgressive thing, and if that got your juices going, how much more so taking those pleasures as the air of Hell wafted in past the drapes?

Down below, past the railing, that distant landscape; dark, shrouded with smoke, picked out in fires that lit only themselves, for the sullen reddish glow within the smoke was a thing unto itself. Cities, he thought he glimpsed, their walls jagged with metal spikes, their buildings crowned with blazing halos or dark crests. Fortresses, asymmetrical and jagged, leaning perilously; lakes of tar drifting with ghostlight that showed agonised faces; great scarred mines in the rotten ground, seething with motion like ant nests. All the horrors a human mind could conceive, on the themes of power, tyranny and subjugation. But then he was seeing it with human eyes, and he’d learned enough demon lore to understand that Hell was not a place like the world, just as demons were not the immutable things humans were. You could not truly look on Hell and see it as it was, just as demons could not look on the world and see other than what was there. You could not deal with Hell save in the manner of the conjurers and their contracts, the point of legalistic definition where Above and Below could co-exist. You could not go to Hell. It was not a place that could take in so worldly a thing as a human being.

Jack knew differently. Had known so, long before he began to learn the craft from the Widow. Jack had sent a man to Hell once. A conjurer, a bad man, a Pal officer who compounded the evils of his nation with personal wickedness. None of which had been the reason Jack had done it.

The thought, That man is down there somewhere, was as vertiginous as the drop from the balcony. A human life in torment, perhaps forever, because of Jack. I thought Abellaime was teaching me to be cruel but I always was. I was just too weak to be cruel properly. Because he didn’t regret it. He’d do it again. I would; I will. Show me the path to bringing her back and I’d send every single man, woman and child in Eres Ffenegh to the fires. He tried to make the words sound savage and fierce in his head, like he imagined evil people sounded to themselves.

Right now there was only one person he was intending to send to Hell, and he was having problems. He’d stood at the railing some while now. The landscape was far below, and though the stink of it and the choking smoke could ascend to reach him, he hadn’t gone further than putting one leg over the rail, then taking it back. At one point the idea had even occurred of taking the sheets off the bed. Of knotting them like a prisoner in a tower and lowering them from the balcony. There weren’t enough sheets in the whole of the Pandaemonium, he reckoned. If there was a way he could take himself to Hell, it wasn’t by such fairy-tale measures.

She was down there. She needed him, or he fondly told himself she did. She’d come to him in dreams. She’d shed blood for him in his amateur little conjuring circle. He felt that he only needed to set foot on that dreadful landscape and she’d know it. She’d come to him. They’d be together.

Better with you in Hell, than alone up here. Another terribly dramatic statement, as though he was a character in one of those bombastic melodramas Ilmar street tragedians had been so fond of before the occupation. Except, saying those words to himself, he understood them to be true.

Ah, damn it. He slung a leg over the railing again, feeling the dry heat rising from below. Just lean, he told himself. Lean over, and the ground will do the rest of the work. If Hell couldn’t pull you down to itself, no place could. Yet he couldn’t make himself do it and didn’t know if the limitation was cowardice or metaphysics.

“You look,” came the Widow’s amused voice, “like one of those clowns riding a wooden horse. Can you do the noises as well? I’ll charge admittance. We can call it ‘To Hell At A Gallop.’”

Ah well. “I thought you were looking at the things I brought. From Varney.”

“Looked at. Satisfactory.” She swaggered further into the room, a thumb to her chin, grotesquely coquettish. “Something told me I’d better see what my favourite apprentice is up to. Odd how intuition works, is it not? Or maybe you were sweating it so hard I could smell the desperation on you.”

“Don’t try to stop me,” Jack said, still straddling the balcony and increasingly feeling both ridiculous and vulnerable. “Is it you? Stopping me?”

“Jack, I taught you better than this. Hell is not a place one goes.”

“Varney told me.”

“If this is what he told you then he’s lost his mind entirely. Not grief but senility,” she said scornfully. “I heard you got yourself killed.”

“I got better. Again.”

“You don’t sound grateful,” she noted.

“I’m so close,” he said. She was on the balcony now, right next to him. He was half-terrified she’d push him, half that she wouldn’t. Perhaps all he actually needed was a solid shove. Do it, then. We can call it my journeyman piece, the end of my apprenticeship.

“I keep telling you it can’t be done.”

“You’re wrong.”

“There’s a word for students who say that to their mentors.” She leaned companionably on the railing at his back, gazing down on the Realms Below.

“You’re wrong. She’s down there. I can bring her back. But I can’t just conjure her. I have to go get her.”

“That’s not how any of this works, Jack.” She was being so maddeningly reasonable.

“I’m going to do it.” He teetered, or at least he tried to teeter. Somehow his balance would not pass the tipping point, as though the world had an incontestable hold on him. He stared helplessly down into Hell. Becoming wicked was supposed to bring you closer to it, wasn’t that the way? How was it he was such a failure, even at being bad?

“Jack,” said Abellaime. He imagined her kneading her forehead in exaggerated exasperation. “Look down.”

“I see it.”

“What is it you see?”

“Hell,” but that was the layman’s answer. “The construction of it. A vision of it, created by my observation,” remembering how the Allorwen scholars had described it. “Hell from my mind, through my eyes.” And there were enough commonalities, in everyone’s glimpse of Hell, to set some inarguable parameters to the place and establish that nobody in their right mind would want to go there, but the Hell Abellaime saw would not quite match the one he was looking at.

“There are two reasons that reckless apprentices are told they can’t visit Hell,” the Widow said over his shoulder, lips almost to his ear. “Firstly, that they can’t, not like they think. Secondly, that they can, but really, really shouldn’t.”

He’d braced against the first. The second came at him like an unfair kidney shot in a street fight. He felt the impact go through him, tensing him rigid. “Wait, what—?”

“But you’re set on this, aren’t you?” she mused, resting the point of her chin on his shoulder – weirdly intimate yet nothing of the lover in it. There was a soft cloth sound, and he saw her hand in the corner of his vision, holding a kerchief, red with black embroidery like a spiderweb. “Close your eyes, Jack.”

“What?”

“Your eyes. You can’t go to Hell with open eyes. It’s your own perception that keeps the reality of it at arm’s length. Only the eyes, strangely enough.”

He closed his eyes and felt her fold the kerchief as a blindfold over them, tied tight at the back of his head. Abruptly his balance on the rail, which had seemed solid as a foundation stone, was precarious. He felt himself wobble. The great chasm yawned for him.

“I’m waiting,” the Widow whispered in his ear, “for you to regret your choices. Perhaps I’ll pull you back onto the balcony. What do you say, Jack?”

He licked dry lips, feeling the hammering of his heart. It was fear, but it was something else as well.

Her hand was on his shoulder, to push or pull, but he didn’t need it. With an access of will he threw himself to the right, and the heat, and the brimstone stench of it, and fell.

*

And hit, feeling the jagged teeth of the ground gash his knee and greedily drink his blood down into the dust. The breath of the flames battered at his face, save where the blindfold touched and he was icy cool. His fingers felt barbed stone and grit and despair that got in under his nails. The thick, hot air clung to his ears, telling him of faint, distant screaming, of the thunder and clash of engines, of lunatic hoots and squealing.

Nearby, things were breathing, asthmatic and hoarse, eager, closer. He heard the rattle of their claws, tails dragging in the dirt. His imagination peopled the darkness with horrors that could only ever be poor shadows of what was actually out there. Hell, after all; no worse place, by definition.

He stood. Rather, he forced himself to stand. Overrode all the craven parts of his body that just wanted to crouch there, as though making himself small would hide him from the lashes of the world. It hadn’t ever worked Above, so why Below? A part of him was demanding he tear the blindfold away, look the fiends in the face. To know what it was, that was about to rend him. He smothered that voice in him with the bleak knowledge that How could that possibly help? To see clearly felt like comfort until you opened your eyes and saw. It would be worse, then, surely.

Inside him was a candle, perhaps. The last guttering inch of one. The God in him, back from when they’d been room-mates and he’d begged for alms on the streets of Ilmar. The residual grace that came from being the last worshipper and priest of a destitute divinity, before God had found new and better friends and Jack had fallen in love. He heard the demons – their breath, the crunch of hooves and talons – as they circled him. Wondering whether that feeble lamp in his breast would make him taste all the more delicious or be sour on their serpent tongues.

No point just standing here. But he couldn’t make his feet move. Every step forwards felt as though it would tip him into the maw of a demon, as though they were just waiting for him. As if to go to his doom by some inconsequential act of his own would make him all the more savoury to a demonic palate. No feast tastier than a human brought down by their own hubris. One more reason why the most common victims of demons were those who trafficked with them. And I have trafficked and more than trafficked. I’ve spent the last few years basting and seasoning myself to be devil-food.

He drew in a deep breath of the pitch-reeking air and cried out, “Caeleen!”

In the echo he heard the demons whispering to one another, not in words he knew but clicks and hisses and nasty wet noises. Probably wondering what the idiot human was doing. But given he already had an audience, why not draw attention to himself? Standing there as the ring of them closed sightlessly in, he howled out her name and what she was to him, made himself the most tormented thing in Hell, because here he was, and she wasn’t with him.

She touched his face. Her hand. And he had seen demons with her face and her voice and everything of hers but the her, the Caeleen of her. His one point of faith, now he’d split with God: that he would know her. She touched his face and he knew her, and his heart clenched so hard he thought he would die.

Her hand cupped the line of his jaw. He wanted so desperately to tear the blindfold away. He felt her breath, sweet, hot, smelling of wickedness. Her lips on his were like molten metal without the pain.

“Jack.” Her voice; again, unmistakeable. “I’m trying to find you, Jack.”

“You’ve found me,” he told her, hearing his own voice shake. “I’m here.”

“I’m fighting, Jack,” she said. “I’ve gone to war. I need your help. I’ve been reaching up to you, stretching as far as I can. I know you’re there, I can hear you calling, but I can’t find you. It’s like I don’t know you.”

“Don’t say that.” All of him shaking, now. Reaching out, knowing there would just be smoke, then finding her body, the contours of her, just as when he’d woken beside her in their bed in Alkhalend and reached out, never entirely sure she’d still be there. But she always was. “I’m here. You’ve found me. We’re together.” Drawing her to him, but never quite closing the inch of gap between them. “Please.” His tears dried on his face in the baking air.

“Where are you, Jack? Did you play me false, in the end?” she said. “I was supposed to be the cruel one. Now I look up into the World Above, when I need you most, and it’s like you’re not there.”

“No,” he said. A gnawing fear was growing in him like a grub. “I’m still… I had to learn the conjuration. I had to make myself wicked, or I’d never have got this far. Please, please don’t tell me that’s… ruined me for you. Oh god, please, no.”

Her hands, one to each shoulder, putting him to arm’s length to look at him. “Ruin yourself enough, I should be able to reach up and touch your fingers as you reach down to me. But you’re not there. Just a gap in the shape of you. Who is it that’s done these things, Jack? Who’s trying to reach me, if not you?”

“No, it is me. I’m here. I’m fighting too.”

She laughed, and his heart wrenched again so he couldn’t bear it. The wild freedom of her; the callous and the cavalier of her. “Fighting? Not like me, Jack. I need your strength, I need the Above of you, because I’m going to war down here. I’m a free demon in Hell with the strength of a contract still on me. I’m bringing war to the Kings, Jack, but I need more strength. I need the hammer Above to break the chains Below. And you’re holding that hammer but you won’t give it to me. I hold my hand out and you’re not there.”

He felt his mouth work, no words now. Wildly off balance so that, if she hadn’t been holding him, he’d have gone straight over. “I don’t understand,” he whispered at last. “I’m right here.”

“But who are you?” she asked him softly. “You’re not the man I took you for. Have you failed me at the end, Jack? Have you turned away from me?”

“No!” and with that his will broke and he tore the blindfold away.

He was still astride the balcony rail, in the Pandaemonium. He hadn’t moved. There was no Caeleen, no hands on him, no lips. Just her disappointment and the Widow, watching. She’d heard every word, he was sure, both sides of the conversation. Her expression suggested she’d found the exchange equal parts edifying and amusing.

He tried to dismount from the rail with dignity, but he was shaking too much, and ended up tripping onto the floor. Coming down hard on a knee that shot a trident of pain through his whole body: three vicious gashes where the ground of Hell had bitten him. Real, it was real.


Heretics

Quellery’s arm is a result of him wanting to show how clever he was, which is also the reason he went into conjuration in the first place. He’d tell you, of course, that it was to do his duty to Pallesand, but say it in a way that made it plain he was also extremely clever. What Abellaime would tell you is that a desire to demonstrate your cleverness is a terrible reason to play with demons. The demons will tell you exactly how clever you are right up to the point you make a mistake. As he had.

Quellery’s eyes are generally seen as a mark of the same kind of laxness, but they’re not. In the war the squad he was leading – Cohort-Invigilator Quellery as was – got caught under enemy artillery and he had only his Speciality to fall back on. Given the straitened circumstances, his usual leisurely period of negotiation wasn’t available and the demon he called had him over a barrel on contractual terms. That’s why there’s a demon somewhere Below with Quellery’s eyes, and why Quellery’s own are so upsetting. The dark glasses help with that, of course, but only incidentally; their main function is corrective. Specifically, without them, Quellery sees the world as a demon does, and that’s something a human can’t take too much of.

His imps were out in force tonight, meaning Ib, Pib, Pob and Flob had been joined by a fifth chittering homunculus, which he’d called Flab. The naming of demons was a longstanding conjuring tradition, a part of bringing the thing into being and giving it a shape and a purpose Above. There were great tomes of the long strings of names and titles given to their favoured servants by Allorwen conjurer-lords, none of whom would have approved of Quellery’s foibles. His take was that you had to take your chuckles where you could, in his business. Flab it was, then.

Night over Eres Ffenegh; one could believe the great crab only slumbered, and might wake any moment to shake the whole encrusted city off its back. What was life and death, after all, to a god? A question asked by generations of theologues and answered by the Palleseen Decanters. So the perfection of the world marched on apace. Quellery crept from shadow to shadow through shrouded streets, his fluttering retinue in tow. They weren’t the hawks of the aerial world, his imps. He’d never seen a demon that flew well. The air Above foxed them. They battered through it like half-blind pugilists. The imps progressed in brief hops through the air, their undersized batwings clawing for purchase before they dropped to the ground or hooked to a wall. Still, he’d conjured them quiet this time, so the usual wet-towel noises of their wings came muted to his ears and their nasty little voices were pitched to a whisper. He moved; they moved. He stopped and they roosted around him, turning the little fists of their faces to him inquiringly. It was, he reflected, a bracing adventure for them, a little time away from the Realms Below and the tyranny of kings. Each time a demon entered the world, they said, a little joy left, and that was the true harvest the Kings Below were after. They were miserable in Hell, and wanted only for humans Above to share in their condition. Quellery wasn’t sure he believed it. There was certainly something ineffable that went out of the world to pay the demon piper, but to say it was joy struck him as twee. Some scholars claimed that one day the Kings would have enough of what they wanted from the world, and then they would start conjuring mortals to be slaves in Hell. Also nonsense, as far as Quellery was concerned. He’d heard the imps bitching and gossiping about their masters and reckoned the demons got contracted out like you gave Accessories the worst jobs, or set an occupied population to work your plantations. It was all about keeping a mutinous populace in their place.

Quellery had occasionally considered what this made him and his peers, vis collaborators in the subjugation of Hell. Not something the Commission would have an ethical problem with, most likely, but it had given him a few bad nights. Bad nights were, however, an expected dividend of trafficking with Hell. He could hardly complain.

His breath plumed, and he had two cloaks pulled about him for what little warmth they could trap. He had a fingerless glove on; the other hand didn’t feel the cold any more, or much of anything. Dantell’s marching orders were in his pocket. He checked the streets around him. There were Carcer civilians in the houses – he’d seen the occasional light behind shutters and reckoned maybe one house in three. These were the streets between the lines. He could see the Gaelensreach from here – not the part around the gate all wormy with fresh fossils and ready to come to life, but it was a formidable, looming presence nonetheless. More than all Aspel’s artillery could batter through, most likely. Speaking of which, he’d tried to persuade Dantell to just have the sigils engraved on iron shot and let Aspel’s unaccountable new maths place them where they needed to be. Dantell hadn’t been convinced the very exacting glyphs would survive the trip, so here Quellery was, skulking about and drawing them by hand.

He gave a few terse instructions to the imps, and showed them the map again because their memory wasn’t great. They ascended in spiralling flight, zig-zagging up the walls, clutching to window ledges and eaves, then launching themselves again until they could grab a brief owl’s eye view of the layout. Their eyes were good in the dark, at least. As were his own. He had the glasses tucked into his inside jacket pocket and the midnight streets of this unlit district were like an overcast day to him. Also so bleakly depressing he wanted to slit his wrists. The fear and the misery of its inhabitants – the recent siege-related emotions and everything else in the last ten years – was smeared on the walls like excrement for his delectation. He could have told the local militia exactly where the murders had happened, the little family brutalities, the heartaches, the quiet lives of despair. The truths that demons saw.

His infernal cohort came back, fighting with one another over who got to sit on his shoulder. Ib won out and showed him on the map that he was one street askew. With them scurrying at his heels, he took a refuse-cluttered alley to where he was supposed to be, then took a copper plaque from his satchel. With swift but precise motions he scored the correct sigil into it – he knew it was right when it flared in his sight.

He wondered, not for the first time, what joy the demon was having with his eyes. Not having to see the worlds, Above or Below, in their full horror.

That was three of the five done, and nobody had shot him yet. There had been a militia patrol, at the last site, that had him impatiently kicking his heels while they sat and ate a late supper on the big bank of a fallen house where all the fighting had been. There had been a Pal patrol too, and honestly he’d hidden from that too, because he wasn’t in the mood to answer anybody’s questions. Also, sneaking about like this was a bit beneath his dignity and he didn’t want the troopers sniggering at him like they did at the Stoat.

He consulted the map once more. The sigils were to be placed quite far apart, of course, but that was only logical. They were spreading a net, after all. You needed to cover a lot of ground. He hurried through silent streets, his imps ranging ahead of him, swinging back, alighting briefly on his shoulders or his kepi like pigeons.

“Watched,” said Pob’s scratchy little voice in his ear. “Watched, watched.”

“By whom?” Quellery hissed back, but the creatures weren’t good at telling one human from another. “How many?”

“One. Watched. There. One,” Pob told him, and then scrabbled off his cap, swung low in the air as it flapped frantically to catch itself, and then flurried away.

Quellery grimaced, looked around, seeing nobody in the indicated direction. He picked up his pace nonetheless, aware at how horribly vulnerable he was, and how this wasn’t the way he intended his career to end. Goddamn Stoat. He wasn’t quite vain enough to believe this entire escapade was just a fancy way to get him off the books before conjuration ended up on the Culling Lists, but he knew Dantell didn’t like him, or the Heretics as a group. Him completing this mission and then getting shot on his way back to the lines probably wouldn’t be the cause of any Stoatish tears.

His haste, in getting away from whoever Pob had spotted, was why he ran into the looters. Or he assumed they were looters anyway. A group of Carcers without a complete uniform between them, coming out of one of the houses right in front of him, and there he was in his charcoal-greys. Possibly they were out defending their homes or retrieving precious family heirlooms. Or looters was what they were, no more noble than that, but plainly the chance to beat a random Pal officer to death was well within their remit. Patriotism and brute entertainment were indistinguishable when served up on the end of someone’s boot.

Among his many fine qualities, Quellery had a fine turn of speed at a pinch, so he turned tail and ran. His little coterie of followers descended on the pursuing pack of locals and did their meagre best to delay the reckoning they wanted to bestow on him. He heard alarmed cries, chittering and screeching, the crack of at least one baton. The little tally in his soul, the conjurer’s account book, told him two of his minions were already back in Hell. Durability hadn’t been a virtue he’d contracted for.

They were still after him, though the imps had won him a couple of street-corners. A baton cracked, but the night he couldn’t appreciate spoiled the sort of amateur aim these lads were able to deploy. He was almost at the point of slowing down and looking for a hiding place when someone lunged out of an alley and grabbed his collar, hauling him in.

What Quellery wasn’t was a brawler, even back when he’d had two good hands. He did his best to slap this new assailant, and his knee jarred painfully off the man’s hip. In return the alley-lurker – considerably burlier – shook him until his teeth rattled and then hissed his name.

Quellery went still, and if the man had wanted him dead then that would have been the time for it. Instead his eyes – those demon eyes – found his attacker’s face, and he spat out, “Lovey?”

“Quiet.” Lovern was still holding onto his collar, crouched low in the alley as the pack of looters stomped past. When they’d gone, and when Ib, Pob and Flab settled uneasily down around them, he straightened up.

“If you don’t mind,” Quellery said, tugging at his jacket, but Lovern looked at him for a moment as though he had no idea who his old friend of the Heretics’ tent even was. At last he released his fingers.

“Come on.”

“Explanations please, Cohort-Monitor. What the hell are you… is this still your mission? Did the Stoat set you to—?”

“No.” Lovern’s face, the honest, simple one, twisted with secrets. “Let’s get under cover. I’ll tell you. I’ll show you. Come on.”

*

There was a house two streets away – without the imps’ triangulation Quellery wasn’t sure where it sat on the map. That was where Lovern had holed up, apparently, after the original residents had cleared out. The lower floor was some sort of ironmongers – the shelves stripped, but still a scatter of nails and brackets and things on the floor. Up above, where monger and family had lived, were a handful of claustrophobic rooms that at least had the benefit of fireplaces, one of which had a litter of scavenged wood going – not exactly merrily, but at least the place was warm. And there he discovered that Lovern hadn’t just decided to play the hermit. Draped in a blanket before the hearth was none other than Cohort-Broker Anders.

That cast a different light on the business. Not, in fact, the light Quellery thought he could see by. When he got out a strained laugh and said, “Well I always thought you were too straight for it, Lovern, but now I find you shacked up with a paramour in a war zone,” the humour fell flat into their reproachful stare, and he realised he didn’t understand what was going on at all.

There was a kettle on over the fire and Lovern passed him a cracked mug of tea. Quellery looked from it to him to her, and none of the three offering any unprompted explanations. “Lovey, man, if you’re not actually doing the Stoat’s bidding, why the hell haven’t you just come back?” He saw the awkward way Anders was sitting. “She’s hurt?”

“Fuckers shot me,” Anders confirmed. She twitched the blanket back to show that Lovern had made a decent fist of bandaging her calf. It didn’t look like the sort of wound that couldn’t be moved, but Quellery didn’t count himself a medico.

“Fine,” he said, still aware that he hadn’t understood, but if they weren’t going to tell him he’d just soldier on, wouldn’t he? “Look, let me get this idiot sigil business done,” waving the Stoat’s papers, “and I’ll come back and help you get her to the lines. They’ll sort her out.” Frowning, feeling the conversational chasm at his toes and not sure where the bridge might be. He’d slipped his glasses back on now: nobody needed to see his eyes and he could use a break from what his eyes could see. If he peeked over them, he had a feeling he’d pick up some clues from this furtive pair, but that was a habit he’d trained himself out of. It so seldom made anything better.

“Quellery,” Lovern said heavily. “It’s… not like that. More complicated than that.” And his voice actually trembled a bit. “I don’t know what to do. We don’t.”

There had been something he’d missed, when Anders twitched the blanket back. Seen but not registered, and now the foot-dragging agents of memory were finally presenting their reports. “What,” he asked slowly, “is she wearing?”

Lovern and Anders exchanged looks. Lovern’s hand was, Quellery saw, close to the rod at his belt, a tableth in the slot. Quellery, familiar of Hell, felt his world tilting.

“Why’s she dressed like one of them?” he asked.

“Because she was with them,” Lovern told him.

“Wait, she’s a spy?” For a moment Quellery came down on entirely the wrong arm of the balance. A moment later he corrected himself with, “Wait, she’s a spy?” Switching from picturing Anders daringly infiltrating the cult and the Lighthouse to Anders, calmly sitting in the Heretics tent, listening to the junior officers chew the fat.

Anders actually smirked at that. Not in a Oh ho ho, and you never suspected a thing! sort of way, but more I should be so lucky. “Not a spy,” she said.

“But you…” Quellery between them. “Someone help me out.”

“Like I’d be able to keep my mouth shut long enough to be a spy,” Anders said. “Just… Look, things happened. A lot of them were quite stupid. You don’t always get to choose.”

Quellery looked at his blasted hand through his demon’s eyes and said nothing.

“I got that cult stuff on me, and you know Correct Speech’re going to peel your whole skin off, before the stain comes out,” she said. “I don’t do fish gods and I don’t do soldiering and right now I don’t know what the fuck I do do.”

Quellery was thinking about Correct Speech, in respect of just what was going on back at camp. When he didn’t immediately respond, Lovern put in, “I thought… I could get her back in, vouch for her. I mean she’s been walking in and out easily enough. People know her. She’s got a uniform stashed… We were waiting for things to settle, only they aren’t.”

“You,” Quellery said. He had a very bad feeling inside, which was conflicting with what he felt was his natural bonhomie.

“I’m coming back, but…”

“With her.” Wondering what he felt about Anders. Good enough company, sure, and obviously he knew Lovern had built a fancy there. He hadn’t realised his friend had been so smitten. It had just been something to tease him about. He felt very tired, and not just from the all-nighter.

His surviving imps fought amongst themselves restlessly before the hearth or chewed on the embers. Quellery swallowed, feeling his stomach shift queasily with the way his thoughts were going.

“Don’t go back to camp, Lovey,” he said.

“No, it’s fine,” Lovern said. “I can get her to fit. Like I say—”

“Not for her,” Quellery said in a dead voice. “For you.”

“I – what?”

“They think you’re dead. That’s a good reputation to have in this man’s army. We’ve got a whole company of fresh troops under the hat of a Professor-Inquirer. It’s Correct Speech’s show right now.”

Lovern swore. The imps tittered.

“I don’t think you’d pass muster,” Quellery told Anders frankly.

She’d caught on faster than Lovern had. “Yeah, been there. They can smell the god on you, those bastards. Fuck me, all I wanted was the easy life and a bit of contraband thrown in. How can one person’s day go so far wrong?”

“Not just your life,” Quellery said with feeling. “Lovey, you know the position Higher Orders is in now. You know, because I told you what the Culling Lists said about the Dead Companies, and you’ve seen the state of our front-line troops. So they are not messing about, right now. They’ve got me… well, setting the stage for some pretty punchy ward-work, is what they’re doing. If either of you were up on the theory I’d show you it, but just take it from me, they are cleaning house right now. And that doesn’t just mean burying the bodies, you get me?”

“You can’t think—” Lovern – simple, honest Lovern – started.

“What do these eyes see, Lovey?” Quellery asked.

“But I—”

“What do these eyes see? I’ve told you often enough. Come on, Cohort-Monitor, answer your superior officer.”

“The truth, you said,” said Lovern sullenly.

“The truth. Because lies are what protects us from knowing how shit the world is, and demons see the bad of it all the time. So, believe me, don’t go back to camp.”

*

He finished Dantell’s dirty work after that. Called up a replacement Pib and Flob and got going with the map. All five sigils placed and tuned until his demon eyes could see the strings of it, all linked together. Did he feel bad, about what it was supposed to achieve? He did not, particularly. He had no brief for the dead, and if they were being played foul, well, that was the world, wasn’t it? He’d left Lovern and Anders trying to work out which way they could jump. Just don’t come home. He’d hugged the big man, one handed, and felt a twist, the dagger of I won’t see you again, surely. Or if I do it’ll be worse. He hadn’t thought he’d cared so much, until that blade went in.


Mosaic: Lower Powers

Some are mad with freedom, of course. Fight to the last drop of Os-Fferegh blood. If the Pals are going to bring dead men to war, let them rule over a dead city in the aftermath. Some, just as unhinged but having been mostly silent ’til now, overflow with complex plans that, if executed perfectly – with the full collusion of the enemy – might transform the city’s fortunes. Beg the sea cult for a new ambassador, invite the Loruthi back, that sort of thing. Others, equally ineffectual, more hand-wringing, say of course the Pals will offer reasonable terms. Of this latter class, perhaps fifty per cent dreamer and fifty per cent nascent collaborator.

Still more, grimmer, more realistic, say that they must surrender now under any terms because, no matter what those terms, each new day of resistance will worsen them. They bring to mind what the Pals did to the priests of Jarokir, the examples made after the Ilmari uprising. All that, all true.

In the middle of these, caught in the teeth of these options, the majority of the Osseach, their advisors and their hangers-on, wait to see what will happen, how swift, how sharp, how savage the jaws when they close.

They have the service for Hamriddy oa Galeaff. Small and subdued, that would in any other time be a grand festival, half the Galeaff clan from the Left-city come through the Gaelensreach gates to attend, street parties, drinking, long speeches, revelry. The sort of thing the old man would have loved, had he been there. Not this sober gathering, everyone flinching in case the Pal artillery might lob a shot all the way to the cliff-edge.

They’ve bound his body with wires and weights the proper way, though Niev scraped and begged to get enough lead for it. They give him to the sea with his pockets full of coin, and little scraps of paper with messages from his kin. Sending him to Ffen, they say. Originally because the old priesthood was pumping the leaky bellows of the crab cult. Later because everyone knew Ffen was dead, and so if you die on the god’s back, why wouldn’t you go to him? The Left-city gives their dead to the crab by the base of the Lighthouse. Here in the Right there’s a platform hard up by the Varinaen, decorated carvings that show a welcoming crustacean, the arc of its claws protecting a crowd of faceless people: the Os-Fferegh, We of the crab…

Not even many of the family, at the service. Arduin got his throat cut – nobody knows who by, though Niev’s put it about it was a Pal infiltrator. Another couple of cousins went to the Left-city to fight and haven’t come back, and of course the bulk of the clan from those quarters can’t readily get into the Right-city, given the wedge the Pals have driven. And some fled, Niev knows. Fled early, when the fleeing was good, boat out of the harbour with whatever they could fit into a sea-chest. Not exactly creditable but there was a lot of it when the Pals, having been kicked out, didn’t go away.

She’s looked her last time on her uncle’s face. Cleaned up as best they could from the storm of glass that lacerated it. Her own face has a winding of bandage about brow and down one cheek, looped under her chin and secured in a tight knot hidden in her hair. Her war wounds. And she makes people look at the evidence of the war, there on her face. She comes to the funeral dressed in a militia uniform with a long knife and a rod at her belt, and stands like a soldier and gets in people’s faces, refusing to break eye contact. Because right now Niev needs to be someone people listen to. There’s a lot of talking and she’s very young and, if she lets them, they’ll speak over her.

She shouldn’t be the head of the family. There are aunts and uncles older than her who haven’t died or had a sudden yen for a nautical holiday. Nobody’s doing anything, though. They talk and talk, and fear of being the person whose voice is still echoing when the Pals kick the gates in means none of them say anything. So it’s left to her.

She has no idea what to say, but her dress and mien are sufficiently ferocious and far from surrender that nobody in the clan much wants to stand near her, as her uncle is consigned to the long drop and the deep sea. She’s very alone, and holds her chin high to show she doesn’t care. When the comforting hand lands on her shoulder she almost breaks into inconsolable sobbing at the slightest sign that anybody understands.

It’s not even clan, it’s not even kin. Not even Os-Fferegh, though everyone thinks of him as one of their own, by now. He’s been in and out of the city for a few hundred years, after all. The man’s virtually a clan of his own. Varinecthes, Old Varney, has come down out of his tower to see Hamriddy off.

He doesn’t say anything, this old, old man, just stands there with a hand on her shoulder, looking out at the sea after the body’s gone. People mark him, though, that he’d turn up. Hamriddy’s memory is enlarged and gilded by it, just a little. And Niev, in that circle of absences around her, grows in perceived stature too. That the greatest magician in the world – albeit fallen on hard times recently as they all have – would stand beside her, offer her comfort. The sort of small, human gesture that great magicians must surely find very difficult.

After the funeral, something meets that’s probably supposed to be the Osseach. Niev isn’t on the Osseach, of course. When she turns up, when she wears Hamriddy’s shoes and speaks from his place at the table, nobody tells her to sit down, shut up, get out. Nobody quite listens to her either. She exists in some bizarre state of there and away at the same time. But she hears all those different voices, for sure. The mad fighters, the mad dreamers, the conciliators, the defeatists. Fight! they say, and she hears her own voice say, but… Surrender! they say, and again, but… until she understands that her city, her people, the Osseach, they have the hands of the Palleseen at their throat. And just as if a strangler was on them, stronger, weight keeping their victim down as their fingers clench, it is not a moment for options. Both fight and surrender lead to the same place. They all know it. It’s down to how much of a fuss you’re going to make before you go, and whether they’ll release their grip if you considerately stop moving.

Niev listens to their voices – older people than her, wiser people than her – and feels only fear and despair for her city. The chill of the Old Knife off the sea feels like a Pal blade at everyone’s throat. The besiegers have new soldiers in, the living, to follow in the footsteps of the dead, and the only reasons they haven’t marched already are probably logistical, integrating the new force into their structures of command and brutality. And, perhaps, a lingering respect for the single moment of cataclysmic force that will occur when the defenders take the final step and bring the living section of the Gaelensreach down on their dead and living heads. A medium-sized quandary that the magicians of the Palleseen are doubtless discussing over tea right now.

She goes to the Pandaemonium, after. Not out of a sudden access of infernal desire. It’s just a place to go, where you can still sit and get a drink. More, it’s the place they go, who want to show they’ll still fight. It’s right on the lines, after all. There’s a door you can walk out of that’ll put you in sight of the Pal batons. Those who want to be over-loud about their chances and the glorious duty of resistance go there, drink too much, sing the boat songs, show their clan sashes, drive knives into the table and swear mad oaths. Niev always despised that sort of thing. When she enters the Upper Parlour the militia and the armed citizens there give her a cheer and she doesn’t have to buy a single drink herself. There are one or two there, who have houses in the Right-city and represent the moneyed and empowered end of their clans, but mostly the doors of the Upper Parlour are thrown open to a Middle Parlour grade of clientele, and perhaps that’s the Widow’s civic duty on show. Her people, no matter how much she dogged Niev’s uncle through the Right-city halls of power.

She finds Kiff there, sitting by herself until Niev joins her. The girl looks up. She’s out of that armour, one of the few not dressed like a soldier. Niev’s heard about the bloody work Kiff put in a few days back and the number of stretchers the girl has carried. Kiff doesn’t know that the front line of the city’s defence think more of her now than they ever did when she was carrying her ancestor about in a glorified cleaver, and that’s a shame, honestly. She’s someone who could use some good news, right about now.

Niev has heard the scuttlebutt around the parlour, woven in and out of the songs, carried into the boudoirs and out again. A grand sally against the Pal lines, into the face of the batons. Drive them back, spit in the eyes of their dead men, show them how the Os-Fferegh die. That last would be, Niev feels, the only actual achievement from such a tactic, but here’s Kiff, who duelled a whole company of the dead, so who knows.

When asked, Kiff raises a face flat with misery. “No,” she says. “No more. I can’t.” Her hand makes a motion towards the hilt of the sword she still wears – the magic one, the monstrous one – and she yanks it back as though it’s someone else’s. A child’s, about to reach into a fire because of how pretty it looks.

Niev’s going to tell her, then. Going to shout at her, in fact. Going to demand Kiff draw that damn sword and do something. Put on the stupid armour, charge the lines shouting out some inspiring line from a boat song. Shake the lump of a girl and know, even as she burlesques her outrage at Kiff’s inaction, that she’s actually shrieking at the whole city and herself. Except right then the saturnine majordomo manifests at Kiff’s shoulder and says the Widow will see her.

*

Each time Kiff stands before the Widow it’s in a room more opulent than the last, the moulding of the ceiling more gilt and fantastical, the walls a forest of stylised floriate papering, a jungle in abstract where misbegotten things lurk and leer between the stems. Abellaime reclines on a couch, regarding her with cool amusement.

“Take it back,” Kiff says.

The Widow forms her face into an expression of innocent puzzlement. “Whatever do you mean, child?”

“The sword,” Kiff says. “Take it back.” She makes no move to draw it, or unbuckle the belt that holds the scabbard. Noting this, the Widow holds out a hand for it. An awkward pause.

“Take,” Kiff says, “it back.”

The Widow waggles her fingers invitingly. The sword stays where it is.

“You have to take it,” Kiff says. “I can’t give it to you. I might need it. I can’t just let it go. Take it back. Please.”

“But it’s what you wanted,” the Widow notes. Now she’s pouting a bit, performing for the crowd of one miserable girl and her own majordomo.

“No,” Kiff says. “I wanted Conn Leachan. A demon, yes. But him. A demon that made me feel like he did. The hero. Not this. Please. It’s horrible. I was a monster. The demon made me a monster. Just… fighting, killing, joying in it. That’s not him. The demon. Not him. Please.”

The Widow sighs, a sound that encapsulates all the despair the wise might feel, over the desires of foolish youth. Kiff, the foolish youth, flinches from it.

“Valkazar,” the Widow says. “What do you see, when you look on this girl?”

The majordomo’s face – safely behind his mistress’s back – sours at the question. “A vessel, and a hero.”

“A hero, Valkazar?”

“A demon poured into the hollow of the sword.”

“And the shape of the hollow?”

“A hero,” the majordomo spits immaculately.

“And the shape of the demon?”

“A hero.”

Abellaime turns her gaze onto Kiff with a Well, what can I say? expression. She spreads one pale hand, examines the violet nails. “It seems as though you received precisely what you asked for. The thing within your sword probably even believes it is Conn Leachan. Who are you to tell it no?”

“But it’s not like that!” Kiff stands before her, impotent little fists clenched, vibrating with the horror of how it had felt. “It made me a butcher! Not a hero, a butcher!”

The Widow smiles sadly. “What do you see when you look upon the world, Valkazar? What do demons see?”

“What’s there,” the majordomo gets out through his teeth. “The truth.”

“And what does this girl feel, when the demon in the sword works through her?”

“The truth,” Valkazar repeats. “Only the truth.” Sour at being the straight man in the routine, but bound to it.

“You have exactly what you always had, child, save in one thing,” Abellaime tells the girl. “You’ve had from me a greater service than anyone else of your generation, not only the demon, but wisdom. You have in that blade a thing of the precise same shape and power as before the Pals emptied it, save only that it will not lie to you about what a hero’s work is. It’s all blood and butchery and taking joy from the horror of it. Leave the sword in my keeping if you wish, but do not curse it for its honesty. Curse your ancestor for his sophistry instead.”

Kiff’s jaw works. She reaches for the sword – to cast it down? To kill the Widow? – once, twice, fingers trembling about the hilt. The sword goes nowhere, save that when Kiff turns and bolts from the room, it leaves with her.

It’s a breath and a heartbeat before Jack comes in, still looking back at Kiff’s heels. The look he turns on his mistress is as accusing as anything Valkazar has to send at the back of her head.

“Why?” he asks.

“Have you conceived a fondness for her?” Abellaime asks him in a bored tone. “Sit down. My neck’s stiff.”

That is an invitation to him, a command to Valkazar. Jack takes a gorgeously upholstered stool, crouching on it like a crow in a new dark coat. Valkazar brings up hands with dark, clawed nails and gently begins to massage his mistress’s shoulders, his face suggesting it’s like plunging his hands into acid, but politely.

“She’s not a bad person.”

The Widow throws back her head to laugh, necessitating a pause in the demon’s hands at her throat. “Really, Jack, is that what you’d want on anybody’s gravestone?”

“She doesn’t deserve to…” He bites it off. “Nobody gets what they deserve, I know. But you don’t need to make things worse.”

“I? Worse?” She flutters her lashes. “I give her wisdom at a greatly discounted price, Jack. How else will she grow to be a better person? Something beyond not bad, perhaps.”

“What do you get from it? Tormenting her?”

All that mirth and coquetry goes from her face, leaving it the cold, bleak mask he’s cribbed his own expressions from while on her business. “It amuses me, Jack. Because I can’t have what I always wanted in the world. Not one demon in Hell can grant my wishes. The Pals cheated me of everything I was working towards. Like you say, nobody gets what they deserve. And why not amuse myself with this rich girl who’s had everything her own way until now? She’s my experiment, Jack. Because I agree, she is, despite her upbringing, not a bad person,” saying his words back to him like they’re lemons. “Not a good person. Not anything of a person. But who knows what she might become or achieve, now she’s on the anvil with the hammer coming down? Scrap or rare piece of craft. What’ll she do, do you think?”

“What?”

“With the sword? Go cut Pal throats until a shot pierces that armour? Throw it in the sea? Give up on her, Jack. You used to have room in your heart for all the world, but that was before you learned the truth, about the world, and just desserts. Now there’s space for one love, and wickedness. Because only the latter might bring the former back to you. Give up on Kiffel ea Leachan.”

Jack looks as sullen as anyone ever did, but he doesn’t have a counterargument. Mostly because he’s here to say, “I need your help.”

“Of course you do. You’re ready to talk about it then?” The Widow swings her feet around, sits forwards, genuinely eager. Valkazar, dismissed from his duty as masseur, stands back, looking daggers.

“We met. She was there. Or she was to me. I don’t think I was to her, quite.” Jack grimaces, trying to explain. “She said she couldn’t find me. I was right there. She held me, but she was saying I failed her. That she was fighting; that she needed me, and I wasn’t there.” His hands clutch up before him, as though the answer’s right here. “I don’t understand. I’ve been doing nothing but try to reach her. I don’t understand why I couldn’t open the way for her, why I’m not the bond to bring her out of Hell.”

The Widow notes that fighting, cross-references it to curious rumours she’s received via her private channels from the Realms Below. Interesting. “My poor dear Jack,” she says. “When you came to me, you were the most open and innocent of all the world’s creatures. Even down to truly loving a denizen of Hell, which only the innocent can do. We who are sinners can enjoy their caresses, yearn for them even, but not love them. We see ourselves in them, after all, and know them for what they are. You have to be truly clueless to love a demon.”

Jack bears it. He’s heard it before.

“But perhaps you fooled me, back then?” she suggests.

His head snaps up. “What do you mean?”

“If you were truly clear as glass, she’d know you in and out, find you like a thread of gold in a mountain of straw. But she can’t.”

“I thought it might be… Him.” Meaning God. “He never liked her. Or demons. But then I met Him and… I don’t think it’s that.”

“No,” she agrees.

“I thought it was you, then. That you’d made me something bad or – no, that’s not fair. That I’d made myself something bad. Not the man she knew any more. But she told me herself that wasn’t it. It’s… she’s there, she knows I’m here, but she can’t find me, she says. Doesn’t know me. She needs me and I’m not there for her!”

He looks up, braced for the mockery, but Abellaime’s face is shorn of pretence, set into lines of thought.

“It’s a puzzle,” she says at last, and seriously. “Here’s the thread of you, and we pull it, but nothing unravels. Let me think on it, Jack. Let me consult my books. You went to Hell for her. You’ve earned that much.”

She’s as good as her word, and closets herself away for the rest of the day, as the city braces itself and the Pals assemble their multi-purpose assault under Dantell’s guidance. Only after dark does she receive her third and final caller of the day.

*

Kiff isn’t going to speak to Niev, when she gets back to the Upper Parlour. She’s not actually stupid. She knows Niev never really liked her. They weren’t friends, but Kiff was important, so she could impose on this Left-city girl Hamriddy had brought into his confidences. Kiff had rather admired Niev, who was sharp and hard and capable. Niev had no admiration for Kiff, who’d been none of those things. If Kiff had just blurted out how much she wanted Niev to be her friend, that would simply have made things worse.

Now Kiff isn’t important and, simultaneously, has done things, and had things done to her. And Niev’s hard edges have a lot of chips and dents knocked into them. The bandages and the dead uncle are just the start of it. Her eyes track Kiff as the girl comes back into the parlour, and Kiff hesitates, surely about to go, to find some worse place to drink herself to death in, and then comes over.

Niev’s eyes track her, then skip to the hilt of the sword, which rattles in its scabbard more than Kiff’s own movements can account for. Here in the Pandaemonium, its provenance rises from it like a stink.

“When the Pals come again,” Niev says.

Kiff’s face locks.

“I heard how it was. The Lighthouse.” Meaning not the Lighthouse, but the fight on the streets. That Niev understands was more distraction than a serious advance, because she’d been right where the main attack had been. A dead uncle and a dead pope.

The sword rattles. Kiff’s hand clenches on the hilt, grinding the quillons against the mouth of the scabbard.

“I could get you a militia company,” Niev says. “For when they come again.”

“Play the hero,” Kiff suggests tonelessly.

“Isn’t that… what you’re supposed to do? You don’t want to lead?”

“Not anyone you want to come back alive,” Kiff says. “They died. I charged out into the street in front of the batons. People followed. They died. Then, when he tried to pull me back, I… I can’t.”

Niev is about to leap to her feet, shout, rage, excoriate the girl for her cowardice. But she can see it’s not that. That not drawing the sword takes more strength of character than letting it leap from its sheath.

“I will help. I will carry bodies. I will stand in the way of the shot. I will let the Widow bleed me for demons if it’ll do any good. But not the sword, Niev. I’m not a hero and we don’t need them.” And Kiff looks her in the eye again and the girl’s grown up. Still the same person, the soft thing overlain by the callouses of all that’s happened to her. This is all the Kiff the future’s going to get, though. Not the bloody blade of Conn Leachan but this solid determination. Niev is furious that this is the decision the idiot girl has made. A moment later all that anger drains away from her. Again, she’s angry at herself, her own inability to even decide what the right action is. It’s not Kiff. Perhaps it was never Kiff. She reaches across the table, takes the other woman’s hand.

“We’ll all do what we can,” she says. And Kiff’s decided what she can do, so it’s up to Niev, now, to make her own decision.

*

Jack hears the voice, the demon voice, while he’s in his own small room – who’d have thought the Widow’s familiar would inhabit such cramped quarters? But he’s used to it. In another city, under a different name, the room he’d shared with God had been smaller.

The demon voice; not her voice. A hateful thing – formed so that it can be nothing but hateful – telling him in the quiet of his head, Come, fallen priest. Face me. Or I shed blood because of you. Suggesting a certain familiarity with Jack’s former creed and current strictures. He doesn’t actually know whether his refusing to present himself, leading to the shed blood of others, will constitute doing harm, and whether God’s vengeance will therefore return to him his injuries from war. Honestly, when the Pals understood about God they asked all sorts of clever questions about how it worked, that he’d never even thought about. Probably Mellister would know, or that damnable pamphlet the Hospitaller cult is built around. Jack himself is ignorant.

Jack didn’t start following God’s tenets for fear of the reprise of his wounds. He was brought up in the faith, a worshipper and then a priest. He’s lived all his life being the world’s punching bag and never punching back. So when the voice threatens, he goes.

It’s within the house, under the roof of the Pandaemonium, in one of the guest rooms. When he enters there’s a circle on the floor – of course there is; there’s supposed to be – and two humans there. Kaele and her current client, a pasty-white militia officer pressed as far as possible into the corner of the room to keep clear of the demon. Kaele is standing between him and the conjuration, a little sigil-warded knife in her hand. Her eyes go mutely to Jack. His flick to the circle. This isn’t what Kaele was calling up. He can see the specifics there, the man’s particular kinks, and it wasn’t for this assassin.

The demon is something between man and bug, spindly, four-armed. Its carapace is dark red and leathery, more like a maggot’s casing than a beetle’s. Its head has bug eyes and human eyes – not even demon eyes but blue, wide, horrified orbs stolen from some incautious conjurer. It has a mouth full of teeth and also sickle mandibles, which is probably why it’s speaking direct to his head rather than trying to mumble the words physically. In each of its several hands it holds a twisted knife of dark metal.

Jack takes a step back, bracing. The residue of God in him – that he’s been working hard at scouring away, let’s face it – glows sullenly like embers. “All right then, you’ve got me,” he says, having no way of projecting thoughts back into the demon’s head.

He can see how the thing’s come through. Conjurers make small errors sometimes, and those errors can mount into a debt owed to Below. Not Kaele herself, just other summoners in this chamber over the years. The sort of tiny error that would cost those Below far too much to exploit, to lever open far enough to admit a complete demon. Except apparently this time it’s worth the cost.

“If your business is with me,” Jack tells the demon, “let’s get them out of here, shall we?”

Fallen Priest, I drink their misery, says the demon in his head, which is about par for demons. Jack, who loves one, never made the mistake of thinking they were nice.

“If you’re thinking I can’t throw down with you for vows or some such, it’s not like that with demons.”

Is it not, Fallen Priest? the demon asks politely. Jack pushes, just a little. Draws three-eighths of a painful ward in the air, feels the tightness in his chest.

“Oh fuck,” he says. I did fucking make a point of it, didn’t I? His last chat with God. And God, it seems, has recanted His exception, for demons. At the absolutely positively least convenient moment. It feels like someone gave him a charged bomb as a wedding gift.

The Kings Below have decreed your death, the demon tells him.

“That makes me feel a great deal more important than I ought to be,” Jack gets out, though his voice is shaking. He’s going to get carved up now: fatally, but probably also very painfully, because this demon doesn’t look like the sort for anything quick and merciful. He’s going to get carved up because Kaele and her client will die if he just runs away. And if he turns round now he’ll run straight into the solid wall of the way he’s lived his life, all his life. Over which the patina of his recent attempted wickednesses are just a surface dusting.

Your lover dares set herself against the Kings, the demon says. It flexes its arms, none of which have regular human joints. They fear her. They fear you, for how you might empower her. Her anchor Above, if she can only find you. The demon pauses. You smile.

“They fear her,” Jack echoes. He has no idea what Kaele and her client make of this one-sided conversation. “My Caeleen. They fear her.” He is indeed smiling. Grinning like a madman, in fact.

But if you die, she fails, the demon points out, as though to a slow student.

Caeleen used to say, Misery and wickedness. Which sounded bad, but if it was the only leverage you had on the world, didn’t that become a noble thing? A demon, made for spite, and she had done great things, opposed every order, broken every chain. A thing of chaos and revolution. Sometimes when the world casts you as the villain, the greatest wickedness is in refusing to play the role. “It doesn’t matter,” Jack tells the demon. “She’ll find a way. Without me, she still will. I’m proud of her. If you ever see her down there, tell her that’s what I said.”

The bug-demon regards him impassively. Probably it’s not used to last requests, in its career as assassin for the Kings Below. Then one hand flicks forwards, throwing the knife point-forwards in a motion almost too fast to see.

Jack clenches, expecting the pain. Hears only a thud and a faintly musical twanging sound. Opening his eyes he sees the twisted blade buried in the floor, a fraction of an inch from his foot.

The demon’s other arms snap out, one, two, three. The blades make a little fence before his toes.

I reject the rule of kings, comes the demon’s cold voice in his head. Down with the Scotolaries of Hell. Misery and Wickedness! The voice rising to a fanatic’s howl, even as it stands there calm and still. And then it steps back into the circle and is gone in a sulphurous cloud, its knives writhing like serpents, becoming smoke and shadow. Jack’s eyes meet Kaele’s. He’s still grinning – even wider now – and from her look he’s a more frightening prospect than the demon.

*

Which leads us to Abellaime’s last visitor of the day.

She hears the summons. It is a part of the ancient binding contracts that keep the Sable Lodge in existence, holds the place’s unnatural geometry taut between two worlds. She could refuse it, but simple curiosity impels her to rise from her bed, set aside her book and call for Valkazar. She has the majordomo dress her in the gown she keeps at the very back of her wardrobe, the one woven from threads of jet overlaid with a web of filigree depicting Hell as a demon sees it. The contract for its weaving took a month to negotiate with the infernal artisan, master of its craft. That was back in the old days when the Allorwen made each arrangement a bespoke wonder of the lawyer’s art, conjurer against demon, wits against wits. Not like nowadays.

She goes to the balcony. It is there waiting for her, hovering in the air beyond the rail. She’s been a conjurer of skill and power for many decades; this is the first such meeting she’s ever had. It is not done, or at least even she has only ever heard rumours. An honour, therefore.

The thing beyond the balcony is smoke and embers, shrouded and insubstantial in the polluted air of Hell. If she had conjured it into the world it would come into sharp focus, all sharp edges and cruelties, but such as this does not contract for its own services, only for those of countless lesser fiends. Even insubstantial there is a grandeur to it. Over the burning glimmer of its eyes is a spiked iron crown; in the crook of its arm, a sceptre.

Abellaime tilts her chin up, forcing her face to be calm, imperious as ever this infernal magnate is.

“You called,” she tells the King. “I’m here. I won’t kneel. I don’t. It’s my knees. Also my pride.” And her voice does shake, ever so slightly, despite her best efforts.

“Abellaime, Mistress of the Sable Manor, last of your line.” The King does speak, unlike the assassin that came for Jack. Its voice is honey and magma and sweet decay. “There are so few mortals left that maintain a fiefdom intruding into our domain.”

She wonders if it’s here to collect rent. Yes, the shadow of the Sable Manor is cast into Hell, as it is into the world. The ancient contracts of her lineage maintain it. “I don’t believe I can offer you the hospitality your station demands,” she tells it.

“And yet,” it says, “there is something you can offer me. And that I can offer you.”

“You’re offering me a contract,” she says incredulously.

“What might I not offer you, who can do some small service for the Kings Below?” it muses. “A host of incubi and succubi for your rooms, each more tempting than the last. An army of fiend-soldiers in barbed mail to march out through your gates and cleanse this city of the invader.” Those burning eyes narrow slyly. “All that your family gave, the treasures and pledges, the souls that have come to rest in our treasuries. All those precious things of theirs, given away over the generations. They should be yours. Allow us to repatriate them.”

The Widow stands very still. Every great family of Allor has a tally of what was given to Hell in times of need, that they should not have let go. The Sable Manor was once a palace, not a whorehouse.

“And in return?” she asks the King. “What small service might I tender your Majesty?”

“Such a little thing,” it agrees. “So readily within your power. Call your minion here and perform the deed, right now, and you shall have all these wonders at your finger ends.”

“Jack,” she says.

“Your perspicacity is unequalled, great lady. It can be quick. It is not his agony we want. Although,” and though it has no tongue nor mouth, the sense of it licking its lips is strong, “that would be an added savour. Come lady, we know you are the last, cut loose from history, heir to a shattered nation. We can make you great again.”

She feels Valkazar very tense at her back. Give the word, he’d cut Jack’s throat without hesitation, not out of obedience but because he’s brimming over with undirected malice, and being her chief of staff gives him few outlets for it.

“My forebears did not make deals with kings,” she tells the thing beyond the balcony. “They fell, of course. They could not withstand the Pals, who had learned at our knee, but who found your contracts – the faceless hosts rather than the bespoke and personal arrangements of my kin – more to their liking.”

“You see the benefits of our friendship,” the King agrees. Or thinks it does.

“I always wanted to show my family the error of their ways,” Abellaime muses.

“And now you can,” it says, still believing they’re talking about the same thing.

“When you opened your slave pens to the Palleseen,” she tells it, “you knew what they would do to us. My nation. My family.”

“Whom you hate,” the King notes.

“Whom I hated,” she confirms. “Jack said his lover was fighting. And I have heard the rumours, from this demon or that, called up outside your aegis. Tumult in Hell. The pens broken open, the palaces stormed.”

For a moment the hanging monarch gusts and flickers against the louring sulphur clouds. “She cannot win,” it says simply. “She will be crushed, as all resistance is crushed. We are the Kings Below. Our reign is absolute.”

Abellaime laughs in its insubstantial face. “Offer me power!” she tells it. “Offer me slaves! Offer me all the things that should be mine, Your Majesty! Then tell me why, if she cannot win, you’d offer me anything at all? Go back to Hell and barricade your gates, and I shall open the doors between Jack and you if it’s the last thing I do.”

“We shall tear down the Sable Manor.” The King is abruptly twice the size, filling the space beyond the balcony, claw hands clenching on the railing. “It exists only with the consent of Hell. We shall rip the last rags of your inheritance from your body.”

“Yes,” she says, “Threats. They fit you better than promises, Your Majesty.”

“We shall have you suffer such agonies!” Its eyes blaze. “Your very name shall be erased, all your deeds and those of your ancestors. Hell shall not know you. No demon shall respect you. You shall be nothing. What do you have, that is not a gift from Below?”

The Widow stares at it for a long while, face without expression. It swirls and grows, smoky substance roiling over the balcony rail eagerly, sensing weakness.

“I understand,” the Widow says.

“At last you do,” the King thinks it agrees. When she smiles, it recoils from the expression as if from holiness.

“You are no King here,” she tells it. “You are a petitioner. And this audience is over.”

*

In the Upper Parlour of the Pandaemonium, for an instant, all the lamps give out no light, illuminating nothing but themselves. All the drinks taste of gall, and where a customer might have a hand on the hip or the arm of one of the staff – on the way to a more private room perhaps – they feel scales or leather beneath their fingertips. The air seems to clench with hot rage, just for an instant. Pressure mounts on every heart, dread in every mind, until just as spontaneously it is banished away, leaving them all staring stupidly at one another.

Niev and Kiff lock eyes. In the aftermath of that moment of infernal torsion, neither of them has an explanation to offer. Oh, some demon business of the Pandaemonium, but it could be the end of the world or business as usual and neither of them would be any the wiser.

“I swear,” Niev says. “One more thing and I’ll—”

She doesn’t finish the sentence. Probably just as well, because that’s when the Pals come in.


Old Coat, New Seams

The nation of Pallesand had come into being at war against the world on an existential level. At war with its own past, steeped in blood and the sea, and religion. At war with all parts of the world espousing similar cultish practices. Hence, with those parts of the world holding to any faith, malign, benign or benevolent, no exceptions. Hence, in the end, at war with any parts of the world not confined to their beliefs, calendar, weights, measures, literature, traditions and thoughts declared acceptable by the Commission. A perfect world for all concerned, and nobody needed to be sacrificed to anything. A great comfort to all those who died in uniform to bring that perfection, and all those who died resisting it, or afterwards under the boot-heel of Pal occupation. Or those, within or without the uniform, whose lives did not conform to the Commission’s ever-tightening corset of what was permissible.

Quellery wasn’t back until almost dusk. He’d spent the day hiding out, he said, waiting until it was safe to cross back past the lines, then the Stoat had kept him waiting forever to report. His swagger was gone; the man who ducked into the Heretics’ tent had very little of their fearless leader about him. Just dumping himself down on a camp stool and gratefully accepting the tin cup of tea when Aspel poured it for him. For a long while he just sat there, and she tried to work out if it was just lack of sleep that had just worn him to the bone, or if there was more to it. He likely wouldn’t realise that she hadn’t turned in last night either. Yes, she was wearing a uniform that had accumulated several days’ wear, but it was winter in Eres Ffenegh and everyone slept in all the clothes they had.

Eventually the tea recovered him enough to see that all three folding tables were covered with a mess of papers – just about everything she could get hold of, her busy calculations fit like puzzle pieces around whatever writing or printing they’d originally held. Balancing his mug on his knee, he waved one at her. “Doing the accounts? Can we afford better tea?” A wan flicker of his usual humour.

“It’s just,” she waved a hand – it looked vague but she was trying to encompass the entirety of causation; gestures were inadequate, “numbers.”

“So that’s what numbers are. I always wondered. Prefer words myself.” He was still being vague, some automatic part of his mind turning out substandard wit to keep the conversation going. “Izzy warming someone else’s bed, is he?”

“The Stoat sent for him,” Aspel confirmed. “They’re saying tomorrow, for the assault. Still arranging supply, distributing the tablethi.”

“The dead in first, I imagine,” Quellery said.

She nodded. “I mean, you would, wouldn’t you? If you had a Dead Company of that size. Spare the living.”

“Spare the living,” Quellery echoed. “Nobody ever spares the dead, do they?”

She gave him an odd look, fully earned because it was an odd thing to say.

“Had me out all night drawing rude things on Carcer walls,” he noted.

“I know that.”

“The new woman. The Professor-Inquirer.” He bit his lip. Aspel wouldn’t normally read him as well as this, but then Quellery wouldn’t normally be using such large print in his expression and body language.

“The Old Cause,” she supplies.

“What?”

“Her people, the ones she came with. That’s what they call her. You know, regimental nicknames. The Old Cause. As in ‘of Death’.”

“Oh that’s fucking jolly. Let me guess, they’re not particularly referring to the enemy.”

Aspel shrugged. “Well, inquisitors, you know. Compliance, ordinances of perfection.” She caught up, belatedly; her head was still full of figures. “That was your night’s work?”

“It was. Our dead lads are going to get a shock the moment they’ve blunted the Carcer defences. Now we’ve got enough live bodies to throw into the breach instead of them.”

Aspel considered that. “What do you think of that?”

“I mean, I don’t have any particular brief for dead people.” Quellery shrugged, then savagely threw his mug across the room. A streak of tea-spots spattered her papers. Aspel leaped to her feet, froze, staring at him.

“I saw Lovern,” he said. She remained frozen, not really able to process what he meant.

“Dead…?” she said at last.

“What?” For a moment his face – all of it not hidden by the lenses – was comic in its bafflement. Then he caught up. “No, no. Alive. Hiding out in between the lines.”

“Why?” Big, straight-up Lovern, the man without a scheme in him, was skulking like a deserter. She couldn’t make the thought fit.

Quellery opened his mouth and then Istreddy shouldered his way into the tent, looking bleak. He had a bundle of cloth under his arm. When he’d wordlessly hung it off the tent frame it turned out to be a new uniform, looking ill-tailored and over-large.

The demonist’s eyebrows lifted over the frames of his spectacles. “Here’s me and Aspel agonising over our losses and they’re giving you new clothes? There’s no justice.”

Istreddy turned his ravaged stare on the man. “Don’t.”

“What…? Look I’ve been playing dodge with the locals all night. I’m supposed to come back and find you two keeping the sunshine warm for me.” He pushed himself to his feet and examined the coat. “Wait, this is…”

“They made me a special,” Istreddy said tonelessly. “For the assault.”

“Wait, with the…” Quellery fingered the cloth panels of the jacket, digging his nails into where they’d been stitched together, too-big gaps, too little thread.

“With the seams, yes,” Istreddy confirmed. He brought out a folded paper from his inside pocket. “Orders, as of this morning. They don’t need the cards any more, they say.”

Quellery perused the terse military phrasing. “Redeployed.”

“Back to the old posting.” Istreddy was shaking, ever so slightly. Or else his outline was infinitesimally inconstant, like something else was trying to get out. The thing they’d seeded in him in the war. The thing that had given him scars inside which made the outer marks trivial. “I’m on the front, first living advance. And the coat. They want me to go back to…”

“That’s not right,” Aspel burst out. “We can…” And then stopped, because what could they, exactly? Three junior officers.

Quellery stared at the new uniform, running a finger along where each piece would part neatly when its occupant bulked and changed, grew bestial and fierce. “I was right to tell him not to come home,” he said.

Aspel understood but of course Istreddy didn’t, so Quellery retrieved his mug and made more tea and told them both what he’d seen. Anders, the maybe-traitor; Lovern, their friend.

“Mostly,” he said, at the end, “it was the way the Stoat reacted, when he didn’t come back. Not even unbothered, positively relieved. One less problem on her plate.”

“This doesn’t make any sense. They need people who can do what Lovern does,” Aspel complained. “He’s an investment. They made that eye, they taught him. The whole Left-Eye Brigade. And you, and Izzy’s divination. It’s useful. Weapons in the fight.”

“Heretics,” Quellery said. “I mean, yes, a joke, very funny of us to choose that for our little club.” It had been his choice. He was the funny one. “Thing is, you do what we do, any of us, you think differently to them. You have to, to make it work. You see the world different ways. In wartime, against the Loruthi, they overlooked it, because the Loruthi had us on the ropes and anything was fair use. But you know how things are at home. You remember what went on when they found half the soldiers back from the front had caught some sort of religion. The fishers and the healers and those other ones. Fuck me but it was like a madness in Higher Orders back home.” Looking from face to face. Istreddy shuddered. Aspel hadn’t necessarily picked up on the cues at the time. Mostly it had come down to her as mess tent rumour, murmured low so senior officers didn’t hear. At that point it was easy to deny such things had ever happened. That the Commission would go so far. And once you could deny a thing – once your preferred state of reality was that the thing hadn’t happened – then that thing might as well never have been done. The bodies were buried by then, and soldiers were always making stuff up.

Except Quellery was a man whose eyes saw only the truth, and Istreddy had been there. She looked into his hatched face, ugly as sin, remembering the one time he’d been so drunk he’d told them all how he’d ended up sporting those scars and seconded out of the Lycanthropists. After his tour back on the Archipelago.

“But that’s cults…” she said uncertainly. “We’re soldiers. We’re not actual heretics. It’s just a name, a joke. We’re… we’re useful. To the Commission. To perfection. We help perfect the world. We do.” And she understood, maybe, why the demon tutor’s words were so persuasive to her, because there was something in Istreddy, and there’d been something in Lovern, which looked at what they were told to do in terms of right and wrong. Didn’t ever get as far as refusing the order maybe, but at least registered that they were being used to do evil things. And Aspel just knew the numbers and had never really looked at what the end result of any given equation added to, or more often subtracted from, the world. She just did as she was told, and was happy in her craft. Until she met these reprobates, who insisted on making her think.

“We’re imperfect,” said Istreddy. “That’s half of it.” His raw eyes fixed her. “You’re fine, Aspel. They’ll keep you and your engines for now. And Quellery’s demons will last for another few turns of the glass. Until someone on the Commission remembers how much we took from the Allorwen, back at the start, before we stamped out all the evidence. But they’re rolling up so much of the rest, and it’s because we’re imperfect, but it’s because of what they made us do.” His low, depressed voice – Quellery used to make fun of it, could do a bang-on impression. That had been the joke: something good would happen, and Quellery would say, in his Istreddy voice, how it was terribly bad news for some reason. They made fun of him for moping, and then he’d got really drunk that one time and told them why.

“They sent in the regulars,” Istreddy had said, slurred, savage, the hair bristling in phantom waves across his skin. “But that was bad blood. Some units refused. Too many faces there they knew. Most of them in the camps had worn the uniform. Comrades, people like us. The death squads marched in loyal and came out traitor, came out faithful even. So they sent us. Because they knew we were monsters. They’d made us monsters and here was monster work. And even then, even changed, I couldn’t. Our own people, unarmed, crammed in, starving and disease-ridden, and they still needed us to…” He’d fought his fellows, earned the marks of tooth and claw on him. After he’d recovered, some sympathiser had taken him off the rolls of the Lycanthropists, found what he’d scored high for, back in the day. The quiet life of divination in Correct Exchange.

Aspel looked from him to Quellery – who knew all of this, because he had open eyes. She felt like she was borrowing those uncompromising demon orbs too, now. Seeing it all laid out.

“I don’t think Lovern would last, if he came back,” Quellery said. “Best case, they’d send him back into that place of his, alone, and hope the things there got him. Worst case, he’d not survive reporting to, what did you call her, Old Cause? And now this.” He waved at the new uniform with its special seams.

“You’ll be fine,” Istreddy said. “Both of you. Just… keep your heads down. Lay off the Heretics business. Look it’s… it was always going to go this way.” His voice jumped, in the middle of the sentence. Not a sob so much as a growl forcing its way up like indigestion.

Aspel felt within her for the great surge of feeling, the grief, the anger, the way she was aware people were supposed to feel. The way Quellery was plainly feeling right now, the way his knuckles were white around the mug and his jaw was clenching all the humour out of his expression. She didn’t have it in her, not that fierce fire. Half her head was still taken up with the dire need that had kept her up all night. So it was a surprise when the word “No” came from her, not the demonist. “No, it’s not right.” Not an emotional judgment. Not the frustration that sometimes overwhelmed her when the world or her numbers just didn’t do what she wanted. “No,” she said again, as though it was something she’d never said before, something from a language other than Pel. “No, I don’t want that to happen.”

Their expressions reinforced the idea that she’d suddenly begun saying strange words in a foreign tongue. “You’ll get killed,” she told Istreddy.

His expression suggested he was well aware of that, but he made an equivocating gesture. The soldier’s odds, always a chance you’ll come through even the worst meat grinder without a scratch. “Maybe I earned it, on the Archipelago,” he said.

“But you – turned.” Meaning not the turning that was the Lycanthropists’ job description, but when he’d gone against his own rather than carry out the bloody orders.

“There was work done before it got to that,” Istreddy said hollowly. “I’ve earned this, Aspel. Just… keep your head down.”

“No,” she said again, and this time Quellery echoed her. They exchanged looks, trying to work out if her No meant the same as his.


Lack of Leadership

History – the historian at least – has a preference for those individuals permitted to carry the burden of events. Generals, kings, high priests, magnates of the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means. Those of status and title, at whose word the lesser sort scurry to obey, reduced to little more than theatrical props attending a soliloquy. It is not the soldiers who win or lose the battle, but the strategist in their tent behind the lines. It is not the populace who hold the borders, but the king, and it is their loyalty to him that the scribes eulogise, not their love of family or land or freedom. Even when the revolution stirs, it is not the commoners’ doing but a personal failing of the crown.

The histories of the siege of Eres Ffenegh – that mere footnote in the books of the Palleseen Sway – will speak of Brandery and Fowlett, of Hamriddy and the Pope of Tides, those great minds, those iron wills, between whom the fate of the city was decided.

There were five of them, bundling in through the door with the encrusted doorman showing them in like they were valued clients. If it had been that simple, then probably half the existing patrons of the Upper Parlour would have pulled a knife or a rod and that would have been the end of it. Only four of the Pals were in uniform, though, and the one who wasn’t – the one prudently taking joint-lead – was known to the rest. She was limping, propped on the arm of the biggest soldier, but she already had an arm out, waving down the violence. Her robe was filthy and bloodstained, tattered where the glass had worried the hems. Niev – standing like most of the clientele – stared at her. Kiff – one of the few still sitting – took a moment longer to recognise the former Mouth of the Sea.

“I thought she was dead,” she said. In the sudden quiet of the Pals’ entry her voice sounded far too loud.

“I did too,” Niev said. “She… there was a Pal who… I thought he’d dragged her away but…” She frowned, trying to match her jangled memories to the faces on display. “That one maybe.” Pale, remembering a dead uncle on the tally. Tensed for action, for words that couldn’t be called back.

“Hold!” the Mouth was saying. “Hold, nobody shoot us!” She limped a step further into the parlour, wincing. “Fuck me, someone get me a drink. Someone get all of us a drink. Come on now, who here’s important? Must be someone.”

Various of the militia officers probably thought they were important, but nobody seemed willing to make the call on whatever this was. Kiff glanced up at Niev, and Niev was glancing around, and of course none of the actual Osseach had come this close to the enemy in case of a surprise attack. Only dead Hamriddy’s niece and a bunch of officers, all of whom were either drunk or had their trousers round their ankles somewhere else in the establishment.

“What is this?” Niev demanded, her voice sounding very young and high to Kiff. “You’ve got… prisoners?” It plainly wasn’t that, unless the Mouth of the Sea had some serious coercive magic about her.

“I’ve got defectors,” the former cultist said, and then her escort decanted her into a seat. “Drink, for the love of rea— god. Any god. Any drink, for that matter.” And one of the Widow’s boys brought her a mug of something she downed without much investigating it. The four Pals stood awkwardly behind her, still very tense. They had their own knives and rods and truncheons, Kiff saw. The whole tableau still felt a hair away from violence.

“Defectors?” Niev demanded, because nobody else was stepping up. “I mean, it’s not really the time when you’d expect them to defect to us.” And, fair, she didn’t say Because they’re about to win, but it wasn’t as though she was revealing a grand secret to the enemy. “And this—?” A finger jabbed at the man who’d been holding the Mouth up, who wouldn’t look her in the face. “He killed your— Why aren’t you—?”

“Complicated,” said the Mouth. “Look, the man was a Pope but he wasn’t a saint, and he didn’t kill your uncle. I’m sorry about your uncle, though. Sorry, but listen.” Plenty of equivocation there. “Are you, what is it, Osseach now? Can they talk to you?”

Niev looked around, finding a room of people not immediately willing to meet her gaze, and then just picked one of the few officers within five years of her own age. “You.” And then a handful more, going up the years. “You and you and you. Go find anyone you can who’s on the Osseach.” As they stumbled out of the side-door, she turned back to the newcomers, smoothing down her jacket. Her face was very composed, the ghost of a dead uncle banished from it. To Kiff it seemed she was doing an impression of Hamriddy, not Jolly Uncle but the way he’d been when he was on serious business. You could almost see the moustache bristle.

“Come on then,” she said. “Kiff, drag the table over. We’re the Osseach until the Osseach arrives. You and you,” picking out a couple of the more senior and sober officers. “Come sit.” By then the table was over, and Kiff ended up sitting there at the Mouth’s elbow, not really sure what was going on or if she was invited. Niev ended up getting a third table, and a few other people she hadn’t actually asked, but who were curious. The final council – Kiff found herself thinking, The Osseach of Utter Desperation – was the five Pals, Niev, Kiff, two militia officers, a working girl called Kaele and the Pandaemonium’s majordomo. The latter of whom nobody had invited, but had just sat down by the uniformed Pal woman, and was murmuring in her ear. Not sweet nothings, Kiff presumed, but the woman leaned in towards him, listening intently. After a while she began to make notes.

They were an odd set, these Pals. The big man who was holding onto the Mouth’s arm looked like the sort of figure most Pal kids wanted to grow up into, except for that eye. Kiff remembered him of course, from that. The oddly solicitous officer who’d taken her back to her own people after… after it had happened. The man next to him had a face like something had determinedly tried to bite off the front of his skull, and past him was a slouching figure with dark glasses who did most of the talking. The other woman, the one talking to the demon, was small. When she came in she’d been plain but, when the demon spoke, something lit in her face that made her seem like a saint receiving divine inspiration. An odd way to think of a Pal.

“Defecting,” Niev said. A glance at the door in case the entire Osseach chose that moment to come in and take over. Kiff had a feeling the remaining grandees of Eres Ffenegh might be slow to rouse themselves to a whorehouse within baton-sight of the Pals immediately before an anticipated assault. Sure enough none of them was hurrying in at that moment.

“I don’t know what you know, about Archipelago politics right now,” said the man with dark glasses – he was Quellery, and the senior officer, Kiff understood. “Does ‘Culling List’ mean anything to you?”

It didn’t, so he told them what it meant and how things had gone now the war was over. And Niev was all puffed up to make some acid comment about the war very much still being here, except of course they meant the big war, against the Loruthi. The one they might have lost, rather than little wars against places like Eres Ffenegh, that they would always win.

“He means our mob, right?” the Mouth said. “The cults. If we hadn’t joined up with you, then they’d have rooted us out sooner or later. We got ourselves out, the hospital crew as well, because people were asking hard questions back home. And giving hard answers too.”

“The camps,” said the scarred man, Istreddy. Kiff was still trying to keep all the names in her head.

“The camps,” the Mouth agreed. “Look, the war cracked a lot of things wide open. People came home with a lot of foreign ideas, like gods. There were two ways that could have gone, with the bigwigs on the Commission. They could change the way they do things, or they could double down. You can guess which way they went. I mean, they didn’t fancy the Fisher King business coming back and I can absolutely understand that. If I hadn’t gotten myself mixed up in it, I’d be right with them. But they could have cut the healers some slack. And then it’s just…” She looked at the big man, and then at the others.

“Once you commit to going hard-line on your own orthodoxy, then everyone’s looking to show how loyal they are by pointing a finger. By denouncing anyone who might be an ideological problem,” said Quellery tiredly. “Everyone who might be an ideological problem. We are all ideological problems, to a greater or lesser extent. Except for—” He was about to gesture at the uniformed woman, but took a second to see her whispering to the demon and then said, “Well maybe all of us, then. So yes, we defect. Because they want him dead,” the scarred man, “and him,” the big man. “And certainly her,” the Mouth. “And probably the rest of us eventually, but really it comes down to knowing who your friends are, and where you stand when someone’s going to put them on the list.”

“You’ve come to us for sanctuary,” Niev said acidly. “Only I don’t know if you noticed but your own former comrades are going to roll over all of us come morning. I don’t think much of your timing, Companion-Invigilator.”

He actually chuckled at that. “Fair. Good point, well made, magister. And I don’t imagine you’d trust us with batons in the defence, or that we’d particularly want to wield them against our own people. It’s just… this or nothing. And Aspel here wanted to return to this place anyway, can you believe it? Had a satchel packed and was going to light out tonight, ahead of, as you say, the assault, which is most definitely coming. Something about wanting to hand in her maths homework.”

“I just needed to understand,” said Aspel, the uniformed woman. “The numbers. I almost had it. The…”

“Aspel is a siege engineer,” Quellery explained. “The chief artillerist. So there’s that much we’ve taken away from the assault. Use that how you will.”

“It’s not that!” Aspel burst out, too loud, staring at the tabletop. “It’s bigger than that. It’s… the whole world in numbers. Isn’t it?” A desperate appeal to the majordomo, who bent towards her, almost proprietorial in his concern. And what was going on there, Kiff had no idea, but it could join the throng of other baffling things as far as she was concerned.

No Osseach had arrived to take over. Niev ran her fingers through her hair. “Look, fine. Four fewer officers to throw your living and dead bastards at our walls tomorrow. What am I supposed to say? Thank you for your lack of service? You’re not going to fight for us, fine. We wouldn’t trust you to, also true. So what then?”

“Shoot them,” said one of the militia officers. “It’s a trick. Saboteurs.”

“It is not a trick,” the Mouth of the Sea said. “I am here, a person you know, telling you it is not a trick.”

“I never liked you fuckers,” said the other militiaman to her face.

“Don’t defectors usually have demands or something?” Kaele asked. She’d been following things keenly, shrugging off the arm of the second militia officer who plainly thought she was there as adornment. “Or useful information?” She looked around the table. “That’s how it is in the fictions.”

Kiff had no idea what her reading tastes were like, and whether the plots of those fictions ended up in steamy scenes of defector and questioner going beyond usual diplomatic détente, but it seemed a reasonable thought.

“Demands,” Quellery said. “I mean not shooting us, and indeed us remaining alive. That’s most of the point of us being here. Information.” And he bit his lip. Kiff understood this was the crux point. Just being here was only taking a few people away from the assault. Information would be strengthening the defence.

“Tell them,” the big man said, “what you were doing last night.”

“I mean, running from you fuckers mostly,” Quellery said to the two militiamen, “but it’s the Dead Company. I think that’s something I can say. It’ll give you an idea of why we’re on the run anyway. Like I said, the Culling List. People, ideas, areas of study. The Dead Companies went on that list. And then here’s this madwoman come out of the wastes with a whole load of corpse-soldiers. Religious corpse-soldiers. What are they going to do, eh?”

“Well I don’t know,” Niev said. “Your Culling List hasn’t stopped you using them against us.”

“Last night,” Quellery said, “I was all over where the assault’s going to go, drawing wards. Wards that just need a few dozen tablethi and the right words to make them active. A whole district of your city, magically primed for the biggest exorcism you ever saw. The moment the wall’s down – come down on the dead, or knocked in by the engines – Higher Orders are going to turn every walking corpse out there into the ordinary kind, evict every ghost, rid both sides of this inconvenient problem.”

“Well,” said one of the militia. “Good, isn’t it? Because those fuckers are the nail.” An expression the Pals didn’t understand.

“We should go piss on those marks he drew,” the other one said, but then Kaele pointed out that would leave them facing an undead vanguard that hadn’t been exorcised, and how would that be any better?

“I mean yes,” she said, “the Pals don’t like it that they’re still around, but do we?”

“What are you proposing?” Niev asked the defectors.

“We are proposing absolutely nothing,” Quellery said. “Good faith, showing you we mean what we say. I mean I wouldn’t much want an army of dead people kept around either, if I was you, or even if I was Higher Orders. I don’t think anyone wants them. But I’m just telling you the plan because it still feels mean to have been made a part of it.”

“So you’re telling us the one part of the Pal plan that we wouldn’t want to change if we could,” the first officer said sourly. “No damn use to us at all, is that.”

“I don’t think it’s fair.” The first contribution Kiff had actually made, and everyone there looked at her as though they weren’t sure why she’d stuck around. Then the big man blinked and said, “It’s you.”

He hadn’t recognised her out of the armour. She shrank back from his appraising look, but her presence just seemed to make him more despondent.

“I’m sorry,” he said, which surprised everyone there, his friends included. Then he addressed the whole table. “I’m sorry,” again. “I am… not proud, of things I’ve done in this fight. I’m not even proud of what we’re about to do to the bloody Dead Company. It’s… dishonourable. Even to the dead.”

“I mean, if it’s the dead, that would be disrespectful,” Quellery drawled.

The big man shot him an angry look. “For once,” he said, “be serious. It’s just…” He looked from face to face. “You don’t like us. How could you? We came here, and as soon as we’d thrown the Loruthi out we were telling you this was our city, and you had to do things our way. We said it was better but… that’s not the point, is it? It’s not like we showed you our working and let you come to it on your own, we just… told. And then when you didn’t want all the things we said were gifts, and threw us out, well, we’ve been fighting you ever since. And I’d love to say that we, us four here, just didn’t get it. That we’d grown up everyone telling us we were right, and believed we were bringing you perfection. But nobody lasts long in the army really believing that. You see how the boots march one way and the money, the resources, they flow the other. You tell yourself you’re a good person doing the right thing, but the shine wears off, and you can’t paint it on fast enough to cover up the truth.” His voice had grown more and more ragged as he spoke, louder and louder until everyone in the parlour was his audience, until he abruptly stopped. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I am not a good person. I have done bad things. Things I can’t make up for. And I’m here because they’ll shoot me, and they’ll shoot her,” the Mouth, leaning in to him. “And they’ll kill Istreddy, because of what he is.”

“And what I did,” scar-face Istreddy put in.

“And so ultimately we’re not here even because we’ve wronged you, just for our own hides,” the big man said. “And so all I have is to say I’m sorry. It’s pitiful. And I hate that it’s all I have.”

Still no Osseach processing in through the door to make some sensible business out of this shambles, and an awkward silence following the man’s words. Neither side seemed to be particularly happy with them, but the two militia officers had at least stopped sharpening their knives. Kiff sat back, glancing around her. Across the room she saw Jack, sitting by himself at a table. Maybe he’d have an insight, but even as she was about to call for him, the Widow was there. Stooping over him, murmuring in his ear, then straightening up with a look of hard triumph. Some new torment for her familiar. And whatever she’d said electrified Jack. He leaped to his feet, eyes wild. He practically clawed at her sleeve, begging a repetition, a confirmation. Her expression said plainly that she was teaching a remedial lesson to a very slow pupil, and honestly Jack seemed to agree. A moment later he’d bolted from the parlour, despite Kiff’s best efforts to catch his attention. No help from that quarter.

The big man’s words rattled about in her head. Dishonourable, he’d said, to the dead. Under her hand, the scabbarded sword stirred. She’d taken it against the dead, borrowing a demon’s skill because she had none of her own. A duel of champions, her against a dozen corpse-soldiers. She’d dishonoured them too, probably, leaning on the crutch of the demon to give them a fight. Did the dead care?

The sword rattled softly in its sheath. Yes, the dead cared. When she had taken arms against them in that moment it had been a ritual from an age long ago. The time of Conn Leachan and ancient gilded armour and dead empires. It opened the door to an empathy she wasn’t remotely comfortable with. Wizened dead faces, mummified limbs. A necromantic host consigned to a tomb nobody should have opened, yet here they were. The sword juddered in its case, telling her how lost they must be, in this modern world. How little was left of anything they understood. Certainly not that their own allies wanted rid of them. Poor dead murderous things.

She didn’t like the sword. She didn’t like the hero-shaped thing in it. Didn’t mean it was wrong

Two women and a man came in then. Kiff recognised one of the women as a clan representative from the Right-city. Not actually on the Osseach but one step off it. The other two looked perhaps like Guild representatives over from the Left-city, probably stuck here since the attack on the Lighthouse. Niev welcomed them, and that made them as much of an official presence as the Upper Parlour of the Pandaemonium boasted. There was a hiatus in negotiations then, as Niev brought the newcomers up to speed and some of the Widow’s people brought a jug of fish-mead and cups for everyone.

Kiff sat back and thought, feeling the sword shift and click under her hand. Dishonour. It was one of those things the old hero stories were very into. The proper conduct of someone like Conn Leachan. How he treated his friends, yes, but also his enemies. Mostly meaning that when he brutally chopped them up, he did it from the front. It didn’t really seem to be a useful concept for Kiff or Kiff’s world. She suspected the pieces of body left behind didn’t care where the blade had gone in. From what the Widow said, she had an uncomfortable feeling that the real Conn Leachan hadn’t cared much either, the end result – the pieces – being the important thing. After all, if you’re the only one standing at the end, you can have the poets sing it however you prefer. But the stories were all about honourable conduct, the hero’s way. Where were they left, if the actual hero had never given a damn? Like fine clothes with nobody wearing them, still somehow holding the body’s shape.

As a child, secure in the knowledge that she’d get to wear that sword, she’d cared about those clothes and that shape, though. And the sword seemed to care in its own weird way. It had crossed blades with this Dead Company, abiding by a champion’s code that presumably had actually existed once, because the dead remembered it.

Because the sword recognised it. Demons seeing only truth. Not mercy, not nobility, not actual heroism, but some consideration that was not being extended to these ancient combatants, even by their own side.

The talk went on. Kiff wasn’t really listening. It wasn’t like she was on the Osseach or that anyone would ask for her wise counsel. Then there was another break, the Families woman and the Guilds people sending more messengers out, unwilling to make themselves the architects of any action. The Pals sitting back, tired and stubborn, caught between what they wanted to save and what they were willing to betray. Could Kiff feel sorry for them? Probably, but then she was soft. She could feel sorry for anyone, even the dead.

She stood up, trudged across the parlour and retrieved the sack that had her armour. She’d just left it under a table and maybe she’d hoped someone would steal it, but it was useful or valuable to precisely nobody. She dragged it back to her seat beside Niev.

“I want to do something,” she said.

Niev regarded her, surely thinking Another stupid Kiff thing. She wouldn’t be wrong, particularly.

“Look,” Kiff said, trying to find a way to dress it up that didn’t involve the words hero or honour. From across the table the Pal defectors were watching her. “The Dead Company. The Pals are going to get rid of them, right.”

Quellery nodded. “Assuming I did my sums right.”

Kiff had been about to say, And do we want that? but she had no idea what the answer was. Doubtless some bright spark was trying to work out how they might trigger the whole exorcism business early and just rob the enemy of its vanguard. Except…

“I want to tell them,” she said.

A wide selection of blank stares.

“The dead. This woman who commands them.”

“Why?” Niev asked. “How, even? Wrap a message around some artillery shot and throw it in their direction?”

Kiff knew exactly how she meant to do it, but the words dried to a croak in her throat, they were so ridiculous. I will go to them. I will just walk across to their lines, holding this sword up as a token of my good faith, in the hope they’ll recognise it as it recognises them. She tried to address the ‘why’ instead, but that also just disintegrated in her mouth like paper in the rain. Because they should know they’re being betrayed. Trusting to the finer feelings or self-interest of corpses.

“It’s the right thing to do.” It was the big man, Lovern, the one with the gold eye.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Quellery snapped. “The dead bastards’ll hack her to pieces before she gets anywhere near the Lich Queen.”

“I think they will not,” said Kiff, which was an awkward and faltering sentence to trust her life to. “I think they will recognise me.”

“The Osseach…” Niev said.

“Do you think they’re about to come to a conclusion? Those three? Do you think the rest of the Osseach is even coming?” Kiff asked. “It’s well past midnight already and the Pals will come with the dawn. Niev. You wanted me to do something.”

“I wanted you to take that damn sword and fight.” A moment of Niev’s lips pressed bloodlessly tight. “They’ll kill you.”

Probably. She reckoned they’d hear her out, but after that she was trusting to the mercy of a necromancer and her undead host. Even in the hero stories that sort of thing didn’t go well.

“I mean,” she said, “you care, suddenly.”

She’d never really been cruel before. Perhaps it was the demon, speaking through her grip on the hilt. To the Niev of not-long-ago she’d been an annoyance the girl couldn’t get shot of, she knew that much. But not-long-ago was a long time ago now, and the woman in front of her clutched Kiff’s arm as though she was desperately trying to hold onto something already gone. Their younger days, child of privilege and Left-city upstart. Back when all the problems had seemed huge but been tiny.

Niev took a deep breath and let go. “You will need someone on our side,” she said at last, “to tell them not to shoot you in the back. And to know what you did, after.”

*

One last thing to do, before she did this one last stupid thing. The armour didn’t deserve to go to the same ignominious end she was headed for.

The doorman of the Pandaemonium regarded her stonily when she approached it. The old temple guardian that the Widow had inherited with the old temple, Usrach.

“This mail,” she told it. “You remember it. You know it.”

Usrach nodded.

“My ancestor Conn Leachan wore it. Better than I did.”

“No,” it said.

She’d had a whole speech ready, pieced together over a few nights now. A valediction for her dead forebear, a pledge to do better, all of that. Now she just stared.

“I… what?”

“He did not.”

For a fleeting moment she thought it was a compliment. That somehow this crustaceous thing thought she had borne the Crabshell as well as old Conn Leachan himself. Except that wasn’t what it meant.

“But this is his armour,” she said weakly. “Everyone knows. It’s been in my family since… it’s… isn’t it?”

“It is sacred mail from the temple,” Usrach told her. “It was consecrated to Ffen, even though Ffen was dead. I remember. It was never worn by this kin of yours.”

Something broke inside her, the last suture of all her childhood dreams of glory. She laughed. Leaning on the doorframe, shaking. Hysterical, really. Not the bold mirth of a hero but the desperate cackling of someone who has absolutely nothing left she can rely on. “He never even fucking wore it?” she whooped into the demon’s face. She thought of Conn Leachan in her, the armour like a second skin, but then the thing in the sword had given her exactly the same grace, and maybe it was just that neither would let the burden of some fishmonger’s leavings get in the way of a good piece of butchery.

Usrach looked at her, enforcedly impassive, and said, “You have worn it.”

She had no idea what it meant. Then, after a moment of fish-like goggling, she understood that actually, that had been the compliment. That she hadn’t disgraced this sacred armour by her tenure. Someone had said something nice about her and she’d almost missed it.

“I’m going to do something stupid now,” she told Usrach. “And I lost the sword – no, no, I kept the sword but I lost him. I don’t want to lose the armour. So I’m going to give it to you.”

“No,” it told her.

“Look I can just leave it here. I will just dump this damn sack of stupid-looking armour right at your feet. I am going to go out and talk to some dead people and someone called the fucking Lich Queen, and I don’t think that’s the sort of thing you come back from. I am leaving this here and I would hope, if it is so sacred, you will look after it until someone worthy comes to claim it, all right?”

“No,” it said again. “But I shall dress you in the mail, as it should be. As it was, when the temple was not abandoned, or profaned. And when you walk from here, I shall go with you.”

More fish-like movements of her mouth. “But… You’re… contracted…?”

“To Ffen. To the Temple. And you do not disgrace us,” Usrach told her.

She felt the stabbing pain of knowing that, to this one creature, she had somehow performed adequately, not from birth or inheritance, but actually her.

It dressed her in the mail with reverence and precision, which would give Niev time to go along the top of the Gaelensreach and warn them not to shoot anyone coming out of the Pandaemonium’s front door into Godsgift Square. Soon after, Kiff and Usrach set out from the Pandaemonium’s main door, and walked towards death.


Dust of Empires

It was the greatest of empires, a dynasty whose hand shadowed the world. An understanding of magic and metaphysics unparalleled. Of architecture, majestic; of art, wondrous, symbolic and naturalistic both; of armies, undefeated; of governance, farsighted. All put to the service of one prime principle: the absolute inevitability of the death of all things.

Not in a bad way. Or perhaps there’s no good way but, as empires went, the Moeribandi were light on massacres and exterminations. Just very, very concerned with death, and the stewardship of that which endures beyond it. On this study they built their morbid religion, lasting even now across those regions that name themselves the empire’s successors. To this end they bent all their power and wisdom. Until, in the end, the Empire fell not from division or invasion, but from a steady retreat into its own tomb, the doors pulled closed from within.

Erd Mannet remembered the Empire like it was yesterday. What was a thousand years of sentry duty within a necropolis? Each much like the last and so, when he cast his mind back – that thing he has left, ephemeral, attenuated, which counts as mind – he recalled not the long age of dust but the gold and the glory. Though somewhat monochrome even then, given the Empire’s obsessions.

The world they’d brought him out into – not blinking in the sunlight, given the condition of his eyelids – was not the Empire. Filled with the wrong people, painted the wrong colours, speaking the wrong languages. The ritual marriage of Emperor to Lich Queen had gifted him this new speech of Pel, but it was ashes in his mouth compared to the speech of his childhood. As was almost everything else.

He didn’t remember ever consenting to be dead. To serve, of course, and to the Moeribandi Emperors the end of life never meant the end of service. Somehow they sealed him and his comrades up in the tomb of the Emperor and he never thought to object. To lift a hand to stay the grinding stone doors as they closed. To voice his preferences for sun and sky and a living heart within his ribs. Until that poet had to go prating of living things, he’d never even thought of that. But now he saw himself through the world’s eye as a parched cadaver, unearthed before these people who never knew imperial glory. Whose ancestors were fish-and-boat savages perched on a rock in the sea when the last of the Emperors laid himself down to eternal rest.

There was a new Emperor, of course. Not an heir, because the old Imperial line ceased having them centuries before they ceased to be. Someone anointed and empowered to command the servants of the Empire, though. A boy, killed before his time in a sacred way, shaped to be part of some prophecy for the return of the old ways. Yet where was the prophet, and what was the purpose he must lead them to? The boy didn’t know. So they’d marched here to fight for some other empire that didn’t even want them. Erd Mannet had eyes, even though they were like withered raisins in their sockets. He knew the living of this time had no reverence for that dead grandeur. The Lich Queen saw Erd Mannet and his people as some kind of auxiliaries, a dead limb to be grafted onto the living body of her nation’s armies. The other leaders saw them as a tool, to be discarded when it grew blunt.

The Dead Company were holding the barricades in case the defenders attempted a sally. Dead flesh can absorb a lot of baton-shot. The defenders showed no signs of trying them, and perhaps that was because they’d seen the dead in action quite enough already. Both sides had come very swiftly to appreciate the advantages being dead gave the servants of the Lich Queen. They’d lost bodies, mostly to the briefly animated stones the local magicians had unleashed, but their total casualty count was one.

Ettek Scerlen was dead. Had been dead a long time, but now was gone, his ghost vanished away into the ether. Gone to his reward, that’s what the old Moerend priests would say. Gone, anyway. A presence that had stood in the dark alongside Erd Mannet for whole ages of the world, snuffed out, every last vessel sundered by that blade. The creed of the Moerends had a lot to say about how demons were the great enemy of humanity, but at this remove Erd Mannet could only think that it was fitting, that the enemy on whose neck the nascent empire had set its sandalled foot was still here to oppose them. Demons were something of the familiar past. He found he almost welcomed them as old friends. When the demon champion had fought Ettek Scerlen’s many bodies, scattered and destroyed them all, Erd Mannet had discovered something in him. A part of the living man that so long a death had not dried out and turned to dust. Envy.

He heard a shout from behind, from the living lines. Someone was stepping from the territory of the enemy and walking towards him. He felt the resonance in his chest like the beat of the heart he didn’t have. The demon and its bearer. Another challenge, perhaps. Another chance to cast down the ancient foe of the Empire, or else fall to it, either one to be wished.

He stirred himself, his many selves. They marched out to meet the blade and the bearer. She had on that antique mail, that smelled of some young cult still wet from the sea. The sword was mutinous within its scabbard, eager to taste the air, and battle. Her hand on it was not to draw it forth, but keep it pressed down in its sheath. At her side was another demon, ancient, consecrated to some false faith. Worthier foes than Ern Mannet had allies.

She spoke, first the local garble and then stilted Pel, neither of which shared any linguistic commons with the tongue of the Empire. The demon squire knew better, though. Demons always did. Its stony steel voice echoed in Erd Mannet’s skull in the proper speech. “My mistress challenges your queen to a duel of words.”

Erd Mannet had no organ left to house disappointment, but the hollow parts of him hollowed further. He had no words. His tongue was a string of cracked leather, his lungs were feathered dust.

Fight me, he told the demon.

I would fight you, the sword promised him silently, but the squire spoke again.

“Blood and strength do not tempt her. She is become like a priest.”

Erd Mannet sensed the sword’s disgust at a vice even demons would not countenance. It lusted for battle so fiercely, and her hand was on its hilt, yet the woman did not draw it. No servant of the Empire would oblige a demon, nor be tempted by one. Erd Mannet considered a woman who would bear an infernal blade yet not wield it. A hero, surely. A holy woman from the stories, who carried temptation so she could temper herself against it.

There were living allies coming forwards, the boldest of them calling demands. Their conduct would not uphold the Emperor’s honour, Erd Mannet knew. He had his bodies form up around the woman, halberds held high, and marched her past the barricades, past the increasingly strained voices, all the way to where the Lich Queen stood.

Overhead, the first greys of dawn were rolling in off the sea like mist. The Palleseen camp bustled with the quiet activity of a thousand soldiers and more buttoning their jackets and shouldering their kit.


The Good and Faithful Servant

Much has been said about demons and those who call on them. What about the dead? The great necromancers of history, what did they want? Eternal life is popular, meaning they feared death, the central irony of their discipline. Power over a host of servants who could not betray them or disobey, meaning they were fundamentally insecure. A few, perhaps, just loved the knowledge, so thorough an understanding of the borderlands between life and death that they could cross back and forth without a map. The traditional folk image of a necromancer, then, has a certain dark grandeur, a tragedy, a loathing. A selfish, lonely, corrupting business.

The Lich Queen was aware of popular depictions of her trade and considered that she was none of those things. Neither selfish nor corrupt, grand nor tragic.

Perhaps a little lonely, she might confess to herself in the utmost darkness and solitude. More than a little loathed. But then she’d been in the uniform long enough to know that the rest of the world – the imperfect part – had a lot of loathing for a Pal officer. Being a necromancer as well added relatively little.

She’d never wanted to be a necromancer. She’d scored well in her competences. It had seemed a good way to advance her career. And the science of it had appealed. There had been a time when the keen minds of her discipline had been writing texts that treated raising the dead as just one more avenue of scholarly enquiry. She’d felt herself part of an intellectual company pushing the boundaries of metaphysics for the greater perfection of the world. As she’d often argued, necromancy was a very efficient use of human resources. Efficiency was inherently on the side of perfection. There was no need for people to get all upset and squeamish about it.

She had started the war as a Fellow, animating corpses for use as battlefield fodder. She’d come out of it with a Sage’s rank badge, doing sophisticated ghost-wrangling that didn’t leave her with grave-dirt under the fingernails. She and her peers had done sterling work during the war. The Dead Companies had won battles, held lines. Would the Loruthi even have been defeated without them?

She was wise enough now, in retrospect, to understand that was perhaps the first warning sign. That the Temporary Commission of Ends and Means might not like being told that the inevitable march of perfection might not have happened if not for this group or that. That a zeal for perfection on its own wasn’t enough to carry the day. But the atmosphere after the Loruthi caved had been jubilant amongst her peers. They were not the stuffy old men and women of yesteryear but young, keen-minded, ready to carry Pallesand to its grand destiny on the backs of however many corpses that required. The Lich Queen still remembered the thrill of it. To feel you were at the very cutting edge of history. Which was where her keen razor had met the blunting armour of Professor-Inquirer Fowlett summoning her to the Archipelago. And that, too, had seemed good at the time. A natural progression of her career. Perhaps she would be given that final promotion, given a broad remit over the development and use of necromancy across the Sway. She’d been – well, given her middling years, not overwhelmed with girlish enthusiasm, but at least proudly pleased.

After which, she’d found out what they needed her dead soldiers for.

After which, they’d sent her off into the arse end of nowhere chasing necromantic pipe dreams. Only looking back did she realise that had been someone – not Fowlett, she was damn sure – looking out for her.

Still, here she was, making the most of the crumbs chance had thrown her. Wasn’t that necromancy all over? Life gave you dirt and you started digging. She still believed in the cause – the Pal cause, yes, but the necromancer’s cause too. Inherently rational, making use of valuable resources that would otherwise go to waste, strategic advantages, so on, so forth. It wasn’t religion. It didn’t have to be something dirty and shameful. Fate had given her the siege of Eres Ffenegh and so she was going to show Fowlett and the Commission just how valuable a Dead Company could be. She would change their minds, get them to redact her science from the lists. Onwards to perfection!

Fessel found her in her tent, her head in her hands, trying to hold herself together in the face of monstrous despair. And this, too, was not something that was necessarily a burden of necromancy. She could have raised the dead with a bright smile and a gleam in her eye. It was that she was a woman whose career was plunging into a pit, and who couldn’t get purchase on the walls as they rushed by.

“I have tea,” said Fellow-Monitor Fessel, meaning the ghost in the copper jar wedged within the ribcage of his current body. He tried to change regularly. He couldn’t detect the scent of decay himself – it was a facility that never seemed to cross over, something inherently of the living – but was aware that she could. There were preservation measures one could use, obviously, and previously she’d done just that. But time and despondency eroded your personal grooming regimen and eventually you just stopped embalming your second-in-command as one would in polite society.

She fought back the bray of appalling laughter the thought provoked. That was happening more and more often recently. She didn’t want to become the mad-laughter sort of necromancer. That felt as though it would be the last straw.

“Tea,” Fessel prompted, because she still had her hands over her face, fingers digging crescents into the skin as though she was going to tear it off any moment, the better to resemble her epithet. Fessel’s voice didn’t help, squeezed out of the half-crushed lungs trapped behind the copper jar, after which he’d have to reinflate them by deliberate muscular action. It was almost as though he wasn’t really supposed to be walking around in daylight, in uniform.

“Thank you, Fellow-Monitor,” she said brightly, taking the cup. Aware that there was a curve of livid marks across her face where her nails had pressed. Pretending nothing was amiss.

“The Professor-Inquirer is here,” Fessel wheezed laboriously, “to ensure all is in order. And there is a prisoner.”

The Lich Queen frowned. “Have the troops been going on patrol of their own notion?” Not that she’d have expected them to come back with anything living enough to be called ‘prisoner’ if they had.

“The Company brought her in of their own notion,” Fessel said. No chance of reading any emotional content into that tortured gasping, but she reckoned he didn’t approve. Back in the day he’d been in charge of good Palleseen corpses and good Palleseen ghosts, none of this foreign Accessory nonsense with their weird beliefs and fancy armour. As far as Fessel was concerned, Pal superiority definitely translated into the afterlife.

“Well, it can wait,” the Lich Queen decided. She looked over herself, pulled her cloak on and stepped outside into the pre-dawn chill of that damnable sea-wind, which the buildings never seemed to blunt much. Surely being a necromancer should inure her to the cold, but apparently not.

Fowlett was out there with a little entourage of hangers-on, including that weasel of a woman who was Brandery’s aide, and exactly the sort of ambitious sneak the Lich Queen had learned to watch out for in the phalanstery.

“How may I help you, magister?” she called. She had on her professional face, that admitted to nothing. Not the gaudy armour, not the provenance of her troops, not the palanquin lurking nearby with its lisping occupant. Not all the incremental liberties that had turned her, all-unwilling, into a pariah, or the things she’d been ordered to do.

“Just inspecting the troops,” Fowlett said, though her glower suggested she wasn’t getting much joy out of it. “Ensuring your company is aware of the role it’s to play.”

“Ready and proud,” the Lich Queen said – the traditional phrase of the vanguard going into the grinder. Except you had to grind very fine to make an impact on her company, and that was the point. That was why they should be a mainstay of every Pal army. We could bring the world so much perfection if only we weren’t so fastidious! She wanted to grab Fowlett by the jacket and shout the words down her throat. Let me back in! I have such gifts for the Commission. Only acknowledge the perfection of death! She fought back another horrible laugh.

“We will bring the fight to the wall, magister,” she reported smartly. “Everything between our lines and there will be swept away. The Dead Company will take the square around the living gate. If the Carcers bring it down, then it will impact on us. The regular troopers will hold the streets on either side of the square, preventing a counterattack from the lower-city Wards.”

If the wall didn’t immediately come down, Fowlett had sigil specialists who would work to render it just dead stone. Until that was done, her forces would hold position before it, bottling the locals into the upper city. After which, from what she’d seen of the plan, it would be the living soldiers going in to strike the final blow.

“Permit my company to force the gates, to spare living casualties,” she’d suggested, when this had been set out for her. Fowlett had dismissed the thought without discussion. Which rankled. If the Lich Queen was going to alter the prejudices of the Commission towards her discipline, having dead soldiers first through the gate to upper Eres Ffenegh was surely a powerful image. We tireless, unsleeping servants of perfection!

Orders were orders, though. Their initial work done, the wall either come down on them, or rendered harmless, they would stand and wait.

Fowlett had her go over the plan another two times, as though she was some phalanstery dunce. More indignity that she bore bravely. But then it had been the same on the Archipelago, with those other orders. The Lich Queen met the Professor-Inquirer’s eyes, and for a moment saw the woman look back at her from those years ago. A moment in history nobody wanted raking up, and that the Commission’s subsequent reports barely mentioned. A shared guilt that had seen Fowlett lauded and the Lich Queen exiled.

“Good,” Fowlett said, because apparently something in this whole lamentable business warranted the word. Then she and her people left, the weasel last with a mean backwards glance, and the Lich Queen was abandoned to the dead and her thoughts.

The Emperor wanted her then. His consort, his living link to the world. The woman who had found him like a bundle of sticks by the door of the necropolis. She heard his sad little complaints whispering from past the curtains of his conveyance. He was just a dried cadaver now, the self-ness of him leaking past the border into death. An anchor, though, for the Imperial bodyguard he had gifted her with, the host of bodies and handful of ghosts. He kept trying to encrust the whole business with the ritual and reverence of his dead religion and his corpse-empire, and she absolutely could not have that. No prayers, no invocations, no ceremonies to guide the departed to a proper fate. She kept telling him, We don’t do things like that any more. And knew that she could so easily start. Why not embrace hope, even in death? A hope that after this long span of indignity and frustration and shame there might be something better.

She turned an eye to the sky. Practically time for the off. The business of the prisoner recurred to her, almost banished by Fowlett’s visit. I don’t need to trouble myself. But she was curious, and maybe this was some Carcer deserter come to curry favour with the city’s new masters. Or a local necromancer, someone who’d found a way to mess with her corpse-soldiers, and surely that was something she needed to know about.

With Fessel plodding after her, she went to where a dozen corpses – and one ghost – were holding their captive.

*

First she saw the demon looking like they’d dredged it from the harbour. And why not? You wanted to send a message across the lines, a demon was the most expendable courier. The thing stood outside the focus of the dead vigil, though. She saw a girl there – pitifully young, she seemed, but maybe that was more a reflection on how old the Lich Queen herself was feeling. She was sitting on a crate with the dead looming around her. In a bizarre carnival touch she was wearing a full suit of armour made out of seashells or something, that looked formidably impractical. But then the soldiers guarding her were also attired in antique costume, so the whole thing had the air of a theatre stage where someone was in the wrong play. Stepping into the midst of all of this, the Lich Queen had the uncomfortable sense it was her.

“What’s this? Report, trooper,” she told the soldier – singular – whose possessed bodies were all around her.

Magister. Its cold voice whispered into her head, but at least it had learned the proper form of address. Their champion.

The Lich Queen frowned at the girl, who didn’t look like any kind of champion. She took a tiny vial from her belt and dabbed a couple of stinging drops into her eyes, the better to see what was there. Some sort of presence in the blade the girl bore, and the armour had a few interesting gleams that might interest a Decanter. The demon stank of expired religion. Nothing special, though. Just some lost fiend and a Carcer girl in fancy dress.

“Wait, champion?” She caught up suddenly. “This is the one who held up our advance against the Lighthouse?”

Yes, magister.

“And she’s just… surrendered to us?”

Yes, magister.

She waited for context, but the dead weren’t being proactive today. Save in the business of taking prisoners. “Is this some duel thing? Is she here to challenge us for the whole siege or something?” By the end of the sentence she was asking it of the girl, not the dead escort, because they seemed to be in an obstinate mood today.

“No,” said the girl. “Not that.”

Fessel brought up a stool then, and she gratefully sagged down into it. The assault hadn’t even begun and she was feeling worn away by it all. She hadn’t slept well – didn’t sleep well, really – and it felt as though everything she did was like forcing her hand into the sandpaper vice of her fellow Pals’ opinions. The people she was serving, those whose lives she saved by having her Dead Company take the wounds in their stead, those for whom she performed… unwelcome tasks.

“Look,” she told the girl. “I have a battle to direct. Let’s make this brief. What is the point of you and why shouldn’t I just have you killed? If you’ve come to challenge me to single combat, please understand why that isn’t appropriate in this day and age.” The words rang hollow against the breastplates of her antique corpse warriors. Honestly, she had always been a good hand with a duelling rapier. She could probably just cut things short by giving the girl the chance and punching a few holes past the edges of that mail. It would almost be fun, while she did it. Except if word ever got back to Fowlett she’d seem even more ridiculous.

“My name is Kiffel ea Leachan,” the girl said. “I’m the Champion of Eres Ffenegh, for what that’s worth.” Honestly she seemed as oppressed by their circumstances as the Lich Queen felt. “I’m not here to fight. I tried that. It was…” She shuddered.

“Effective, I understand,” the Lich Queen said. “Although I’ve since instructed my troops not to indulge in such foolishness.”

“It made me feel sick, after,” the girl said. “Because it made me feel good, at the time. I don’t want to do that again. I don’t want to be that person. I just wanted to talk to you. The leader of the dead people.”

It was that which stayed the Lich Queen’s hand. So that she just nodded and waited, rather than telling Fessel or the soldiers to make an end of the girl or deliver her to Fowlett. This girl had come here to talk to her, not Higher Orders. Not the Professor-Inquirer or Brandery or the Stoat. A modicum of respect, even if it was from the enemy.

“You appreciate that you’re not going to be treated as some sort of diplomat,” she told the girl. “You’re not here in any official capacity. You’re just an enemy combatant who, for reasons known only to you, put yourself in our power. We can take that sword from you. We can take the armour. It’ll be good for a handful of tablethi once the Decanters get to work on it. You understand that you have absolutely no protections here.” Searching the girl’s face for outrage, betrayal, all the usual things. But Kiffel ea Leachan met her gaze without flinching.

“There wasn’t much I could do,” she said. “If I didn’t want to become that again. But this I can do. I can talk to you. I can tell you something I don’t think you know.”

The Lich Queen heard her out, and maintained sufficient control to keep a bored look on her face. Was it really something she hadn’t known? Oh, the particulars were new, for sure, but the story behind it – what it said about her standing within wider Pallesand – that was tiresomely familiar. The contempt, that she’d seen lurking in Fowlett’s face. Contempt and just a little guilt, the latter of which might be conveniently erased. Along with the Lich Queen and her command.

She couldn’t even say, All my gallant soldiers, because they weren’t, really. They were horrible dead things that should never have been disinterred. She was an affront to basic Pal decency, a disgrace to the uniform. This course of action Fowlett had determined on was absolutely the right thing to do, when faced with such a menace to perfection as the Lich Queen had become.

She heard Kiffel out, stony-faced, then nodded. “What did you think you’d gain, exactly, by coming here, with this?”

“I thought you should know,” Kiffel said. She hadn’t finished her account with any kind of glee or triumph. Honestly she seemed gripped by the same existential despair the Lich Queen felt at her own throat, sisters under the skin. “I thought it was wrong. Some of the others just wanted to let it happen. Be rid of you that way. But…” She made a looping gesture that incorporated the dead guards and the hilt of her sword. “It felt wrong.”

“I don’t know what you imagine will happen now,” the Lich Queen said. “I’ll run mad, cut the throat of my superior, curse them for betraying me, is that it? Come over to your side and hold the gate for you? I am a Sage-Inquirer of the Palleseen army. Did you really think that was going to happen?”

Kiffel blinked at her, and in that moment the Lich Queen felt it was her being the child and acting out, and this mere girl was the old woman who’d seen far too much, and was rolling her eyes at this undignified carrying on.

“I am,” the Lich Queen repeated, with all the dignity remaining to her, “a Sage-Inquirer. Of Correct Speech.” In her voice she could hear the horror of the woman she had once been, seeing what she would become. “I am not… I am not going to…” For a moment she was about to lose all vestige of control. Shout, scream, beat the girl to death, cackling maniacally as she did so. All I ever wanted was to be a good soldier. How have I ended up here?

“I will not be treated like this,” she told the girl, the world, the sky. She stood up jerkily, unsure of her footing, and lurched away.


The Man Called Jack

It had been like one of those racy stories the Loruthi wrote, and had distributed secretly amongst Pal soldiers to weaken discipline. He’d been an innocent young priest; she was a succubus contracted to a cruel conjurer. She’d been sent to tempt him from his virtuous ways. She’d succeeded. Sufficiently so that he’d arranged her master’s downfall in a way that had left her in the world. Perhaps, then, he’d not been so innocent as all that. After all, back before they called him Jack, he’d come through the bloody Ilmari uprising. The sort of thing that knocks the neat edges off your naivety.

After that, it had shifted into one of the other patterns of Loruthi literature – they loved their steamy books, over in Lor. He’d been the blinkered, hard-working husband, and she’d been his wife who ran around and played him false and had adventures in an exotic foreign city. And he hadn’t minded, because she’d always come back to him, and because the one gift he’d ever had to offer her was ‘no chains, no contracts’. Until her last adventure, another uprising, another street battle, and she hadn’t come back.

Jack took one last look at the Upper Parlour. In one corner, the saturnine majordomo of the place was sitting with the Pal woman, one of the defectors. Talking with her in a manner that utterly belied his usual hauteur. She, in turn, was listening more intently than Jack thought he’d ever seen anyone attend to anything. He’d seen prisoners before a hanging judge less interested in what was being said. But then he knew how it was, with demons. Demons called Above by human will. We make them like us, but more so. Our imaginations are not bound by the limits of the world, and so demons become more what we want than anything in the world can be. And the popular imagination ran to violence or sex, of course, but you could shape a demon for anything.

The other defectors sat in a huddle one table over, a hunched convocation presumably arguing over just what would happen next. What small sliver of it they had any agency over. They’d not come here to sell out their own people, for all their own people had apparently sold them. The fighting would come soon. He had to do what he had to do, before a sudden influx of Pals complicated matters. And then…

We run. We get out, somehow. If there is a ‘we’.

Abellaime had come to him and whispered just a handful of words in his ear. It had been like a slap. Like being punched in the heart. Simultaneously the dagger of hope and the bludgeon of How could I be so stupid? One simple thing. Not even some grand secret known only to the conjurer-magnates of Allor. Something any fool in the street could have told him, had they known enough of his history. But it had been too hard to see, from inside his skull. It was, after all, the thing about you that other people used and knew and remarked on, but that you yourself so seldom spared a thought on. More so even than your face, which you at least saw reversed in the mirror from time to time.

He left the parlour, and found the room with the balcony onto Hell. It was never quite in the same place twice, but he was wise to the ways of the Pandaemonium by now. He stood at the rail, breathing the sulphurous air. Hearing the distant shrieking; seeing the umbrous glow.

She was down there. He could feel her. As though she stood immediately below, a direct vertical line between the edge of the balcony rail and that spot of infernal ground she’d planted her feet on. And he knew that the distances and geometries didn’t allow for that; that here didn’t juxtapose to there and it was not really true anyway. But he felt her waiting for him.

I can’t find you. I don’t know you. Her frustration at his failings. Just like old times. It was most of what their relationship had been based on, it sometimes seemed to him. And he’d taken it hard, hearing her say that. Hearing her, a prisoner in Hell, castigate him for not being the man he should have been. Except that hadn’t been what she’d meant at all.

She hadn’t been a prisoner, she’d been fighting. She’d fought, Above. Not a skill she’d been made for, when that unlamented man had contracted with the Kings Below for her talents. A skill she’d made her own after going on the run with Jack. She’d seen how Above worked. Let Jack play the pacifist who wouldn’t – couldn’t – lift a hand to swat a fly, Caeleen would fight. In a new city, with a new name, she’d made a passion out of severing souls from bodies. From the front in a duel; from the back in an alley: all the same to her. Returned at last to Hell, of course she fought. Fought those who had sold her, fought the iron magnates who reigned there. Was fighting still, he had no doubt. Not just waiting like some wan princess for her flavourless beau to rescue her. Fought, but needed him because he was Above. He was that place of light and life that demons longed to escape to.

Carefully, Jack tied a blindfold about his eyes. Even more carefully he fumbled for the rail. One hand found the smooth touch of it. The other brushed the hilt of his knife in case he needed a little blood to lubricate matters, as conjurers often did. Or else, he told himself, in case this failed. Because he had gone too many years without her now, and he had come so close to finding her. Hope was like a barbed arrow. It hurt most when it was pulled out of you. God’s prohibition was on him, but there was one man’s blood in all the world he could shed: the single life he had full and proprietary ownership of. If this did not bring her back to him, bring him back to her, Jack had that one last escape.

He had done so much: learned occult lore, shaped himself into the city’s villain, endured the goads of the Widow’s wit. All to bring himself to this moment.

Carefully, swaying, he climbed up until he stood on the rail. Hot brimstone air gusted at him from below. At his back the Pandaemonium hosted the tense silence of a battle about to begin. Beyond its walls they’d be lining the barricades and handing round the tablethi. In the Hospitallers’ tent they’d be readying the salves and bandages and preparing the beds.

He willed himself to lean forwards against every instinct. I’m here, I’m here! Feeling the abyss ahead by senses he couldn’t name. I’m coming. Reaching one arm forwards, letting its weight tip him. In his head was the most simple thing, the thing about him he’d never thought to say to her, and she’d never thought to ask.

There were whole tomes of lore in Abellaime’s library on the subject, as it pertained to demons. The power a conjurer could hold over them by knowing their name; the way a demon was shaped by naming it; the absolute and indivisible link between the label and the thing it described. Not one of those books considered that the connection extended both ways; that a demon could know a conjurer just as intimately. Needed to know them, connected by a bond closer than family, closer than hate or love, joined name to name across the division from Above to Below. No contract identified only the one party, after all. Only when the second name was set down did it become a binding agreement.

I never told you my name, Jack thought, to the Caeleen in his head. I’m not Jack. That was never me. That was just the name they gave me, when I met you. When I was born they called me Yasnic. That’s who I am. Know me. Find me. I’m Yasnic and I love you.

He fell forwards, and she caught him.


Burying the Dead

In the past, the Palleseen army had used clocks to coordinate, but mechanical timekeeping had proven sporadically unreliable. A clock kept ticking by tablethi tended to run fast or slow based on the fluctuations of background magic, worse than actual gears and springs. During the war one bright Archivist had come up with a simple device designed for dawn offensives that had been unofficially adopted throughout the Sway. It worked simply by measuring celestial light and could be set for a particular level of ambient radiance, which it would announce with a pleasant little chime to signify it was time to start killing people in the name of perfection.

The chime sounded as Fowlett was receiving the last few reports from tardy officers announcing their companies’ (belated) readiness. She was no slouch at delegating, Fowlett, but Dantell reckoned the woman’s bulldog glower was something best bestowed on her underlings in person. If even a glimmer of it remained reflected in their faces when they returned to their detachments, the whole army would surely fight the harder. Not that victory wasn’t assured in the long term, but nobody wanted to get raked over the coals for negligence while the rest of the army was celebrating in the streets of Eres Ffenegh. The Stoat was, of course, an inveterate eavesdropper, and mess tent scuttlebutt suggested that how Fowlett preferred to celebrate a win was interrogating those who hadn’t won hard enough.

The Professor-Inquirer raised her head, lifted a finger. All about the camp, senior officers would have heard the same soft warning. It was time to be about the business by sections, and deliver Eres Ffenegh to the Sway by dusk.

Fowlett didn’t get silence, because the sporadic bark of orders sounded across the camp, but over it all Dantell fancied she could hear the stamp of dead feet and the ring of obsolete mail. Good. She pictured the dead passing the Pal barricades at their unnervingly quick pace, that insect-jerky hustle they could muster. There would be the crackle of Fegg batons, and the local magicians would be waiting to bring that great wall down on everyone in one last idiot act of defiance. After which they’d have conveniently rendered themselves defenceless for the living army to march in. And ideally a lot of the dead would get ground to dust by the Gaeledh constructs, and the rest, well…

The Heretics just walking out had scared her badly, because she’d made Quellery a lynchpin in her plan. Some said they’d defected, as if that made any sense given how today was going to go. Dantell reckoned they’d taken a boat, the three of them, and just rowed off down the coast. You could pull it off at nightfall if you were good on the water, and anyone off the Archipelago had a passing acquaintance with oars. That meant Istreddy wasn’t going to get himself killed in the fighting, and Aspel wouldn’t be able to pull that disturbingly effective artillerist’s trick she’d used against the Lighthouse. Mostly, though, it meant that the three of them were suddenly no longer Dantell’s problem when Fowlett decided to run a pencil down the staff list and ask just why they still had a Lycanthropist on the books, or how a specimen like Quellery matched up with anyone’s idea of perfection.

Brandery shifted beside her and she almost glowered at him. Right then she was feeling as though the pivot point of the entire siege was fixed to the small of her back, and Brandery was just this leaden lump with a rank badge weighing down one arm of it. Because of course, Quellery’s absence threw into question whether the fucking wastrel had done his job before skipping out to take up a glittering new career as a deserter. Which meant that she, Dantell, Fellow-Archivist, had gone weaselling her way around the streets between the lines checking Quellery’s homework like she was some sort of high-stakes phalanstery lecturer. To discover, to her genuine surprise, that he absolutely had done his job. And that if he had, for reasons unthinkable, defected to the Feggs, he either hadn’t told them what he’d done or they’d seen no reason to undo it. They probably felt that a conquered Eres Ffenegh would still be a nicer place without a lot of ancient corpse-soldiers on the streets. It was always pleasant to find points of agreement with your enemy.

So here she was, without much sleep under her belt, in her best uniform with newly polished buttons, trying to stand upright save that the burden of her nickname bent her back and hunched her shoulders by default these days. Hoping against hope that her scheme would win her enough credit with the Professor that she wouldn’t see detention.

And if I ever see Quellery again… But honestly she’d shake the bastard’s hand, because he had done his job, done the last thing she needed him to do. She didn’t care if he’d spontaneously immolated the moment after he reported to her, nothing left but boots and some ash. If he’d run, let him run far and find some life that met a natural end before ever the Sway extended to encompass it again. She was feeling remarkably magnanimous, under the circumstances.

“The Feggs are keeping their batons down, hmm?” Brandery rumbled beside her. “Short on tablethi, you think?”

A few of the other senior staff glanced at him, mostly in annoyance but a couple whose expressions suggested they’d been thinking the same. Outside there were a few more orders shouted, doubtless late soldiers being bellowed into place. The tramp of mail, for sure. No shooting.

“Is that…” Dantell asked, “louder?” It was her imagination, obviously. She’d been listening out for the sound, and now it loomed in her imagination, and the sound of officers shouting had a different tenor in the echo. The sort of panic you weren’t supposed to hear on this side of the lines.

“I’m just going to…” But she was whispering the words, because since when did a stoat ask permission to sneak out. Leaving Fowlett discussing what surrender terms might be just enough candy to keep the city underfoot until the big stomping boots could be pulled on, Dantell shuffled back towards the tent flaps and shrugged her way out.

She saw the Lich Queen, approaching at what was probably classified as a rapid stride but that felt more like a charge when you were right in her path. Her cloak of verdigrised scales rippled behind her. And behind it was all of her Dead Company, led by the horrible corpse with the jar in its chest. All of them. The whole rank and column in its gilded finery buckled over Pal colours like the most expensive-ever insult to the uniform. Marching this way, as though there had been some vital particular of their orders that had been mis-transcribed by a clerk at some point in the process. For a mad moment Dantell was about to leap in the woman’s way and tell her, No, no, towards the enemy!

What she actually did was get the hell out of the Lich Queen’s path, stumbling backwards into the command tent inelegantly enough that she had everyone’s attention. Tripping over Brandery’s boots so the man instinctively caught her, then just held her dangling from her own collar. As though he wasn’t sure she was worth righting rather than just dropping.

“The Dead Company!” Dantell got out hoarsely, pointing wildly at the tent flap. A few of the officers there began to get the picture, but most of them were just staring at her as though she was having some sort of fit.

Then the Lich Queen stormed in. Stormed in. And Dantell had heard the word, and thought, honestly, she’d seen someone pull it off once or twice, but this was it. This was storming, and everyone else had just gusted or blown.

Fowlett shot to her feet. There was a look on her face beyond her customary belligerence. Dantell recalled that she and the Lich Queen had history. Right now it was stretching the space between them as though some invisible demon was wringing the air between its hands.

“I have been made aware,” said the Lich Queen, “of your intentions for my soldiers, magister.”

Fowlett swelled, bulldog to bullfrog, emboldened by the honorific. “You have no soldiers. You have tools. Tools that are counter to perfection. Send them into the grinder and let go of them, Prassel, and perhaps you yourself can be redeemed. You were a promising officer, once.” And the Professor must have heard the tramp of feet right outside but you’d not know it, from the confidence.

“My soldiers,” the Lich Queen stated. “My discipline. My science. All at the disposal of Pallesand and the Commission. My studies, my discoveries. The salvaging of bodies and ghosts, an army that can live and die and rise again to fight. An army proof against shot, that can be migrated from body to body. The perfect modern fighting force that can march forever and be loyal far beyond death. And this is your judgment? That it be pissed away against the walls of Eres Ffenegh, then forgotten? All my work, magister! All that I could do for our nation!” And Dantell thought she saw the exact moment some final restraint snapped within the Lich Queen, after which she’d never ‘magister’ Fowlett or anybody else again. “I never wanted to be a necromancer! But I became what the Commission required of me, to serve our nation! I raised corpses and bottled ghosts and sent them all against our enemies! I won the fucking war, as much as anyone, and this is where it gets me? Suspected, despised, my life’s work cast away!”

“The Temporary Commission of Ends and Means,” Fowlett said icily, “has determined that the use of Dead Companies is against the precepts of perfection. Smacks of superstition and religious ritual. Ideologically unsound. Cast your cadavers into the bloody fight, Prassel, after which you should surrender yourself to the—”

There was a single thunderous sound outside. For a second Dantell thought it was enemy artillery striking much too far into camp. But it had been them. The dead, all of them, stamping to attention all at once with a coordination a drill statlos would have wept at. Their feet and the rattle of their mail, all in one instant. She heard fearful cries in the relative quiet after, pictured dozens of regulars with levelled batons, who’d all seen these dead men punched full of holes and continue marching. Fowlett’s mouth was still open, a string of saliva crossing it as though a spider had taken advantage of the opportunity. Her eyes were bulging. Hard to get a rise out of a Professor’s rank badge, but enough dead soldiers and you could do it, apparently.

“That is not why,” said the Lich Queen. “That isn’t why you cast us off. You know, and I know.”

Fowlett tried to interject but the Lich Queen just shifted the way she stood somehow, some quirk of posture Dantell reckoned the woman was entirely oblivious of herself. But which communicated very clearly to every other person there, I have an army of undead soldiers right outside this tent.

The Lich Queen looked about at the assembled Higher Orders. “Let it be known that, shortly after the war, I and my Dead Company were called to the Archipelago, by order of Correct Speech. Professor-Inquirer Fowlett, yes, but Correct Speech as a whole. Not the soldiers you see outside. My wartime contingent. Partly our own cadavers or Loruthi scavenged from the field, with implanted Pal ghosts still loyally serving after being severed from their original shells.” She spoke the necromancer’s parlance casually, ignoring the twitches and tics it provoked in her audience. “Called to the Archipelago, along with a number of my peers and their Companies. I am going to tell you why, all of you. Because by doing so I will tell you why they cannot stomach our existence any more.”

Fowlett made a sound, another attempt to capture the whipping rope-end of the conversation. The Lich Queen spoke over her.

“There were, at that time, various disloyalties discovered within the returning army. The cults. You all know this. Soldiers and civilians – our people – sent to the camps. You all know this, although I am aware mention of it has been redacted from the Commission’s records. Rank cowardice. What was done was done. The rot was deep enough I doubt any among you didn’t lose people under your command to those camps.

“I have no brief for cultists. For religion. I am a loyal Palleseen officer. I believe in perfection.” For the first time a cracked note in the Lich Queen’s voice told Dantell this was less than the truth, now. “But they were our people. They had friends still in service. They had confederates yet uncovered. They could perhaps have been re-educated by Correct Speech, given enough time. If perfection is a worthy ideal it will prevail against gods in argument as well as force. Our people. But the Commission, in its wisdom, in its fear of the sheer numbers who had availed themselves of these cults in the thick of the fighting, gave in to the worst of expediency and decided the best solution was to exterminate every last man and woman in those camps. You know this. You’d all sign fucking affidavits to say it didn’t happen but you know. And when they sent the regulars in, they wouldn’t do it. Enough of them balked. Enough of them recognised familiar faces. Enough of them had fought alongside those who held these aberrant beliefs, or been recovered by them on a stretcher. And so the Commission turned to others who might have fewer qualms about spilling Palleseen blood. They sent in the Unnaturals. Lycanthropists and demonists and what have you. And found that there was enough of Pallesand in those monsters that even they were conflicted, and the job remained half-done. And so they sent for me. For me and my peers, who had only ever sought to serve our nation in the most efficient way. You made us your executioners. You sent in the dead to clear the camps, believing that the dead had no mercy nor finer sentiment. And you were wrong, because any dead soldier with a ghost to animate it was living once. But we were loyal and we served. I am ashamed to say that we served, and we cleared the camps, until not one of them was left to trouble the conscience of the Commission. You made us your butchers and set us on our own, unarmed, defenceless. And, not to our credit, we obeyed.”

Fowlett was still standing, knuckles white as though she’d leap on the Lich Queen and beat the woman to death any moment. Not just that these things were being said to her, but that they were being said to all these people. These officers who knew it all, but had obediently agreed to forget, and would now have to forget it all again. And what if they wouldn’t, this time round? What if any of them harboured kindred sentiments they’d been fighting down?

“And after it was done,” said the Lich Queen, “you sent us away. Exiled us to rocks off the Islands. Sent us on idiot quests to the far corners of the world. Anything, rather than look on us and be reminded of what we’d done on your orders. And that is why you are trying to bury the Dead Companies. Not because of what we are, but because of what we did for you, that you know was wrong, and that you can only obviate by excising it from history – the deed and those who did it.”

She stared around the tent. Dantell wasn’t sure what she’d expected to happen next, and she guessed the Lich Queen hadn’t thought beyond this moment of catharsis either.

“Sage-Inquirer,” said Fowlett, tightly controlled, “may I ask what you intend to do now you have unburdened yourself of these revelations.” As though any of it had been revelation.

“I have a thousand dead men at my back,” the Lich Queen said, as though only just understanding this. “In the heart of this camp.” And a prison camp and a military camp were not the same, Dantell considered, but unleash an army of the undead on either, you’d probably not tell the difference by the end.

“It would be possible,” said Fowlett carefully, “to write to the Commission, and…”

“No.” The Lich Queen lifted her head. Imperious, Dantell thought, as befitted the consort of an emperor. “I am loyal to Pallesand. I am loyal to perfection. But the Commission are liars and cheats, who cannot look the world or their reflections in the eye. I reject them. I reject you all.” Outside the tent the dead men stamped again. One step closer. Dantell heard a faint whimper coming out of her throat, that she couldn’t stop. In her mind’s eye were the curved blades and sharp points of the halberds, the pitiless gilded mail.

“I should send a message to the Commission written in your blood,” the Lich Queen remarked contemplatively. “That would be the most efficient course, and I have always striven for efficiency. But I have this last scrap of the uniform remaining to me, and I have shed enough of my own nation’s blood. Far too much. I regret only that I obeyed then, and saved my defiance for now.

“My Company will march from here. We will establish ourselves in the world. We will recruit.” And she said that word in ways known only to necromancers and grave robbers, and Dantell’s whimper escaped her throat and ran into the world seeking somewhere to hide.

“We will found our own nation and pursue our own perfection,” the Lich Queen told them. “And it shall be perfect.”

Cold, still, lifeless, Dantell thought. The perfection that comes after all that messy heartbeat and breathing has stopped. Fowlett had to say something. Fowlett had to shout an order that had the army around them shoot. Someone had to do something.

“One day,” the Lich Queen said, “our perfection shall meet yours, and you shall see how you have deceived yourselves.”

She turned on her heel, that damnable cloak swirling. Brandery had a rod out then, got it halfway to pointing at the woman’s departing back, but his hand shook. He could not complete the gesture. Not with the knowledge that it would surely let the army of the dead off their straining leash.

They heard the dead march, then. A receding march at last, but not into the city. Marching down the landwards route by which they had come. Heading back to the Successor Steppes perhaps, where a dead empire had once flourished and might do so again. Until the tramp of those withered feet had faded from the ear, nobody spoke.

Fowlett’s look, about the tent, in that silence, was murder. Was that of a Professor-Inquirer, most senior of ranks, most feared of Schools, who had been spoken to like that before her subordinates, with no recourse against the speaker. Dantell was well aware of where that went. A woman like Fowlett could only punch down, make it the fault of those below. Dantell knew exactly whose fault it must be, and honestly she couldn’t quite get a handle on what had been going through Quellery’s addled brain. What they’d been about to pull on the Dead Company had not been common camp knowledge. She, Fowlett, Brandery, and then Quellery because she’d needed him to mark the sigils. He was sharp enough to understand what it was in aid of, but to have such a crooked mind that he’d go do the work, then rat on her to the Lich Queen, what was that about?

You’d better have taken the boat, she told the smirking Quellery in her head. If we catch you in the city, I will flay you alive. I will peg you out on the strand for the crabs. I will…

“Send for all forward company officers of Fellow rank,” said Fowlett, as though it was a perfect sequitur to what had just happened, and as though a mutinous necromancer hadn’t just hauled her over the coals. As though hundreds, even thousands of Pal soldiers and citizens hadn’t been butchered by corpses to her order on the Archipelago. “The assault will proceed. We will adjust our approach. We have more than sufficient force to breach the upper city, after which I anticipate Fegg resistance losing heart rapidly. And the wider streets up there will facilitate our advance.”

For a moment nobody moved, just staring at her. Stunned, Dantell thought, by her formidable refusal to even admit that any of the preceding business had happened. Then the quicker of her staff officers were scrambling to go shout orders, call runners, make it happen, mostly because that let them get out of the tent and therefore out of Fowlett’s murderous glare. Dantell, who’d normally have been one of those quick students, was a moment too late.

“Brandery, you and your weasel get over here.”

Dantell felt an icy clutch inside her. Mostly it was that familiar sense of I’m in trouble. The knowledge that her triumphant return to the Archipelago as a favoured pet of the Professor-Inquirer was now deader than Ffen the crab. A residual dagger of ice was for that weasel though because, yes, she knew what everyone called her – had called her since she was seven years old in junior phal – but at no time had anyone in authority just out and said it out loud. It was for the mean whispers behind her back, not to be barked out in a parade-ground voice in front of Higher Orders.

While the others – mostly those officers Fowlett had brought with her, hence trusted – scrabbled to look busy, Dantell stood beside Brandery under Fowlett’s barbed stare as though they’d been caught drawing religious caricatures on the chalkboard in break.

“You two clowns,” Fowlett said, with some relish, “have mishandled almost every aspect of this siege before I came along, and now I’ve arrived you’ve contrived to sabotage our best attempt to take the city without significant losses.” Some of which was fair and some of which was not. “Despite this, we will take the city today. The defenders are exhausted, stripped of their allies, backed into a corner. Your idiot plan to use assets consigned to the Culling List has failed at the outset.” Our plan, Dantell thought, but said nothing. “The wall remains a concern. Bring that down on us as we try the gate and it’ll put a monstrous dent in our numbers, perhaps even enough that they can prolong the defence.” A monstrous dent in our numbers was a very sterile way of saying hundreds of Pal soldiers crushed to death by animate architecture. “However, my own Specialists have been working on the problem since they arrived.” Without even looking she found the exact right piece of paper on her desk and slid it over towards Dantell. Who didn’t want to take it, but felt the inexorable force of Fowlett’s expectation pincering her hand forwards until the thing was in her fingers.

She looked over it. Understood it instantly, of course. Because she knew her stuff, the Specialist’s Specialist who had a fair grasp of most fields. A series of wards to be placed around the gate that would hold the unnatural animation of the place in stasis. Which wards had not, of course, been placed ahead of time – far too visible to have magicians at work all over Godsgift Square in the narrow area the sigils were needed. Dantell’s own exorcism working had cast a much broader net. Placing wards under fire, therefore, during the battle.

“Fellow-Archivist Dantell, you’re supposed to be a clever little shit. I’m seconding you to the Specialist team. Make sure it’s done properly and don’t come back until the gate’s taken or the wall falls on you.”

Dantell had – by dint of her own cleverness – never had a front-line posting. She was, by her own estimation, far too valuable for it. She felt her bowels turn to water; had to actually clench to stop their contents making a contribution to Fowlett’s battleplan. She swallowed repeatedly into the following silence, and finally croaked out, “Yes, magister,” because those two words, in that order, were the only ones that fit into that cold, brutal quiet.

She looked to Brandery, though not really for help. His expression of arch outrage at her failings was fooling nobody, least of all Fowlett.

“Sage-Monitor Brandery,” the Professor said. “The streets between our lines and the wall are going to be the site of some hot fighting. Lower-city forces have been mustering; a counterattack is anticipated. I have a detachment to secure those streets and ensure our push against the gate is not disturbed. You’ll take command of that personally, root out all local resistance and hold against all comers.” Brandery probably had done some front-line work back in the war but not recently, and it likely hadn’t been the messy tangle of street to street fighting, where any sharpshooter with a good eye and a baton could make significant changes to the opposing chain of command. His own “Yes, magister,” was flat, surly, minimally respectful.

By then the front-line officers were coming in to be told the new plan. Outside the day was ticking away, dawn breaking without the assault being underway, a stay of execution for Eres Ffenegh. But not a long one.


Mosaic: At the Gates

The day has come for Eres Ffenegh. They’d thought the day had arrived when they’d thrown the Loruthi out and reclaimed their long-pawned liberty. The Pals had been waiting, though. The Pals had been all smiles and covert aid when it was the Loruthi with their feet up on the tables of power. The Os-Fferegh hadn’t understood, then, that the day history would record was not the glorious freedom of the City on the Back of a Crab.

Conversely, the Pals had thought the coming day was when they first raised the flag of perfection over the place and installed their Perfector-Governor, formally inducting the Carcers into the Sway, but the eel of events had more thrash in it, as the Palleseen tried to wrestle it into the keep net. Hence the Perfector went out the window and the siege lines were drawn.

The day has come, though. The Pals have chewed their way through the Left-city to the gates of the Gaelensreach. Those Os-Fferegh with a sense of history are only now understanding that the day of their city was not in the future at all. Was centuries ago, when the fabled Osseach of Stars held sway, and scholars and magicians flocked to their doors from half the world. When they were on the map. Not today, when they – in the sense of a city with its own identity, traditions and independence – will be removed from it.

Dantell doesn’t like the magicians of Fowlett’s company. They’re good, though. War veterans, all of them. Counter-cursers, used to going through the breach with the regulars, standing in the second rank, running with the scouts and the dirty tricks crew. Quick and nasty magic, and defending against the same. Their leader, one Fellow-Archivist Tlemitch, is about as Pal as the name suggests. A bloody half-Maric in charcoal-greys, here on Fowlett’s staff and somehow not purged yet. A hard-faced woman with a great white streak in her hair from some arcane near miss. She’s actually admirable, Dantell is aware, and about as welcome in Pal circles as someone referred to as the Stoat, so really they should be friends. Dantell has got this far in her career by not having friends she wasn’t willing to stab in the back, though; she reckons Tlemitch is the same. If they both come through this alive, they’ll doubtless end up knifing each other on paper over who gets the pat on the head for their efforts.

However, right now those efforts are still nascent and so they’re working together like they were born in the same crib. Practically finishing one another’s sentences, so that Dantell can start a suggestion and Tlemitch instantly understands what she means, and vice versa. For someone whose career has been as a solitary opportunistic predator, it’s a shock for Dantell to find herself working well with others.

The front ranks – the living ones, who thought until half an hour ago that the worst of their morning would be breathing dead men’s dust – have gone in. Here at Godsgift Square and along the contested section of streets, and a scattering of posts where the lower city is mustering. The artillery is concentrated on a further stretch of wall, mostly as a distraction but maybe they’ll get lucky. Those are the murderous streets, Dantell knows, where Brandery is commanding. No open space for a good baton line, but knives and truncheons and people shooting out of windows. A lot of Carcers, militia and civilians, who’ll charge a toll for every step and street corner. Here at the square, before the gate, it’s a more civilized business. The Pals have one side, the locals the other, and the wall. There’s a lot of shot flying, and half a dozen small artillery pieces battering the ramparts and the gates, just direct volleys so the lensing issues aren’t quite as problematic. For the first half hour it’s just tit for tat, relatively low casualties, then a whole chunk of battlement gets battered off by the pieces. Quicker than anyone thought, but you build a wall of crumbling fossils for magical purposes and probably you sacrifice a bit of structural stability. That’s the signal for the squads to go in round the sides of the square.

There’s some nasty street fighting, in the sequel to that, but Dantell is at least one step back from it. Her heart is pounding like the engines even at that range, and she has a rod in her hand clutched so tight she’s amazed it hasn’t snapped. Not had to shoot anyone yet, though, and here she is one house back from the actual killer wall itself. Its great uneven stones, fit together like some lunatic’s puzzle, are wormed through with stone relics of dead sea life. Simulacra of ancient creatures formed when the long-ago mages of Eres Ffenegh decided they really wanted this monstrously dangerous thing in the middle of their city. Back when, she suspects, upper and lower city didn’t see eye to eye. It’s all crusted over with the sort of petty history nobody in their right mind cares about. And which won’t matter once perfection is brought to the place. If she and Tlemitch and the magic squad do their work, the wall can be dismantled later and decanted for a decent yield. One more relic of the old superstitious world put to rest.

Her hands itch for her decanting tools now, mostly because decanting is work that goes on under quiet conditions far from battles.

Tlemitch came with a plan, sigils on a page, connected with lines and numbers. It’s the sort of plan that doesn’t survive contact with the enemy, though, and now she’s making hurried amendments. Dantell leans in, gives suggestions that are immediately taken up. The other magicians contribute but give her space. Nobody’s jostling elbows here on the front line. She feels a weird pang of regret. Could I have had this, if I’d done things differently? Is this actual camaraderie? Then she catches Tlemitch’s hard look and knows, No, no, this is just a truce between me and the world. Knives out again tomorrow.

Tlemitch finishes her amendments, taking into account local magical conditions and the fact that one of the places they were supposed to be is a house where a company of Carcer militia are holding out. It’s a plan with a lot of stretch in it, though, designed for battlefield conditions. They split into trios, Dantell leading her own. They’re going to go daub graffiti on the Carcers’ wall so it doesn’t wake up. Not today, not ever.

*

There are gardens on this side of the wall, a little park with a couple of fountains gone dry for want of spare tablethi to power them. A place of ceremony and quiet contemplation, now cluttered with militia, and with half a dozen small engines throwing scrap and fragmenting shot over the wall top at the Pals. The grass is scoured and churned; one fountain’s taken a direct hit from a piece of wall. It’s like seeing a beloved old aunt get beaten in the street.

Beyond this space of garden, the broad avenues of the Right-city lead off. Under other circumstances there would be good clear views all the way to the edge of Ffen’s shell. Right now those streets are filled with lean-tos, impromptu tents, hovels. Whatever shelters and windbreaks can be strung between the eaves of the wealthy, as the elite of each clan give grudging shelter to their lesser scions who’ve made it this far. The upper city of Eres Ffenegh has become a shanty-town. The spare furniture of the big houses has become winter firewood. The cellars have been emptied of their excess. None of it happily. The siege has stretched the clan structure of the Os-Fferegh to breaking point, and plenty of the big-house type of citizen have been outraged by the sacrifices. Half the Left-city are poor relations with kin on the Right, though. It means they’re on this side of the wall when the final fighting starts. It also means that, when that wall comes down, there’s nothing else between any of them and the enemy.

The churned garden remains clear of tents because that’s where the final lines of militia have set up. They have a few artillery pieces to lob shot over the wall top, and they have batons, and a lot of statuary as cover. And they have the wall.

Niev ea Galeaff isn’t the only member of the Osseach there. She isn’t even on the Osseach, but she keeps acting as though she is, and the actual hierarchy of the city is fragmented enough that nobody gainsays her. She’s wearing a uniform and carrying a baton, and just telling older and more martial people where to stand, and like magic they do.

It hasn’t escaped her notice that the dead haven’t come. The corpse army just marched away from the front lines at the first glimmer of dawn and haven’t been seen since. Kiff did that. The Champion of Eres Ffenegh actually accomplished something. And never came back. Did Niev ever think she’d shed a tear if something happened to Kiffel ea Leachan? Well, a tear comes to her eye now, at the thought. You finally did something right.

The Helaseach, the city’s surviving conjurers, have made their own line before the walls, behind the first rank of the militia. Each has drawn a circle, complete save for the last sigil. Aeriff, their leader, has promised to badger the Kings Below for every demon that can be contracted, for a monstrous final line of defence. But before that, their business is the wall, the Gaelensreach itself. And somehow it’s Niev that Aeriff is reporting to, not someone actually in a position of authority. Honestly, a lot of the Osseach have put some distance between themselves and the Gaelensreach. All the better, Niev suspects, to be able to deny any involvement with the defence after the Pals win. The position of front-line commander is not being fought over particularly. It’s her and a couple of old men and junior scions here on this side of the wall; it’s a motley of ship-owners and guild grandees out in the lower city trying to push the other way. A pincer action that should have given them considerable tactical advantage if only the old crab had any strength left to its grip.

She looks up at the Gaelensreach, its top already ragged as though the Pals have been chewing on it. She opens her mouth, but cannot say, I do not want to be the one to give the word, to destroy our own greatest monument. When it comes down it will kill a lot of Pals, but unless some tactical error causes the besiegers to all stand in its shadow at the same time, there will be a lot of Pals left, and no wall between them and the Right-city. It’s not explicitly stated in the histories, but she appreciates now why nobody ever used this great weapon before. And why the defence of the city to date – a house here, a street there, even the beloved Taela on Godsgift Square – has been more about losses than wins. The whole practice of the Gaeledh, the awoken buildings, is monstrous self-destruction. Like trying to ward off a mugger by gouging your own flesh and hoping the show of blood will scare them away.

“Be ready to bring it down,” she tells Aeriff, as though she’s anyone with authority. “Call up every demon you can.” She hears her voice rise into a keening hawk’s cry. “Make them pay for every one of our streets they take, for every step of our ground they walk! At the end of today we will stand or we will fall, but make the cost so high they’ll never call it victory!”

She has no idea where any of that came from. Aeriff is looking at her as though she’s mad. The militia around her cheer, though. Actually cheer. Old Hamriddy could always rouse the crowd. It’s as though that part of him, cut loose from his body by the glass, has just now come to light in his distant Left-city-born niece.

*

Within the Upper Parlour of the Pandaemonium they can only hear the knocks of the engines and the crackle of baton-fire. The stairs leading down to the doors to Godsgift Square have been cluttered with tables and chairs, more a notional impediment than a real one should the Pals choose to turn an engine their way. Inside, the Widow’s remaining staff wait. They mostly have nowhere else to go, their profession being one that comes with accommodation as standard. Kaele has the other conjurers together, and they’ve commandeered a space from where the furniture’s been cannibalised for defensive purposes. The floor there is a mandala of summoning circles, intersecting at one point where the chalking of a single sigil will bring them all to life. It isn’t exactly out of the Helaseach’s manuals, but they are going to defend their home. They none of them have experience in calling forth the sort of fiend that might do service on the field, but they all have imaginations and personal contracts with the infernal in the Allorwen fashion.

The back half of the room still has its furniture, but the tables have been upended, the chairs stacked, to give a little cover. While the regular militia is out on the line, here are a score of Fisher King cultists armed with axes and knives and batons, ready to sell themselves dear. Of anyone in the city, they know they’ll get zero mercy when the Pals roll over them. They are here specifically, rather than the smashed Lighthouse or anywhere else, because they’d heard there were Pal prisoners in the house. They’d come with sacrificial blades and half-remembered invocations because, since the Pope died, they’ve had no connection to the god they gave themselves over to, flailing for meaning like loose rigging in a storm. Except when they got here with blood on their mind they met the second- most senior member of the cult telling them to calm the fuck down because nobody was getting sacrificed today. Telling them from a chair on account of how she’d been shot in the leg, but still mustering enough sectarian authority that the Heretics didn’t get their throats cut in the name of religion. So now the lynch mob have become impromptu defenders of a demonic brothel, which probably isn’t in any of the Fisher King’s holy texts. Or wouldn’t have been, had the Pope ever finished writing them.

As for the Heretics themselves, saved from making a contribution to the divine, three of them are sitting in the furthest possible corner from the stairs – the entry point for any Pal insurgence. Lovern, Quellery and Istreddy, sitting as close to the Mouth of the Sea as possible in case any of the cultists want to raise a point of doctrine. They have made a variety of bad decisions, is what’s on their minds. Imps come and go – Quellery’s usual mob, flitting in and out of the Pandaemonium to spy out the fighting and bring him word. Quellery’s own thoughts – running with Dantell’s suppositions – are about how he could just have found a boat, maybe. Of course there’s no real way he could have smuggled Lovern and Anders to it. It would have been him, Istreddy and Aspel abandoning their friend. Not something he’s really capable of, he discovers. He hadn’t ever pegged himself as the loyal type: an ambitious Pal officer and a demonist, neither of which really gravitate towards those sort of traits. Didn’t I use to be a bastard? he asks himself. He remembers being young and unpleasant, with the certain knowledge that demons were the big thing in the Pal military and that there was a Sage’s badge in his future. What the fuck happened to that promising young chap? He’d be on the right side of the lines and doing bloody well for himself. There’d been that point, under fire, when he’d given his eyes for the lives of his squad. That had been the right thing to do, but also a stupid thing. He could have saved just himself at far less cost, but instead he’d made it so he couldn’t even take joy in the outside world without visual aids. And there’d been the moment, recuperating, when he’d realised he’d damn well better learn to take joy in the inner things, just being himself. And understood that actually people enjoyed him being snarky and maybe he could have friends, why not?

All of which led him here, waiting to be shot in a whorehouse. He laughs suddenly, and the others look at him warily. Not quite the proper conjurer’s mania but not far off.

Lovern has an arm around Anders, who’s pale because her leg’s aching and also because it’ll hurt a great deal more when the Pals finish the job. She’s still managing the occasional barb of wit, but they’re as strained as her expression. Like Quellery, Lovern’s aware he’s made a great many poor decisions to end up here. Unlike Quellery, most of his were to do bad things, rather than refrain from them. Lovern has a great sense of debts unpaid. If being sacrificed to the Fisher King would actually help, he’d be the first to volunteer. The problem, for him, isn’t a sudden revelation. It’s that he had the revelation, about the rights and wrongs of his life, some time ago, but military service gives your bad deeds a lot of momentum so he went on doing them even after he knew better. I am not a bad man. And the revelation that being a part of this man’s army means that isn’t enough, because you end up doing bad things anyway. The point of all that military training is to stamp the No out of you so the orders get obeyed no matter how bad or good the individual soldiers might be.

Istreddy, for his part, hunches over himself like a man who’s eaten poison. His eyes are very wide and he flinches with every shot. Inside him is something terrible – not metaphorically, like Quellery’s youth or Lovern’s bad deeds. Actually, literally something terrible and, like every caged beast, it wants out.

Aspel is the only Heretic not with them. She’s across the room, sitting with the Pandaemonium’s majordomo, having a maths lesson.

It’s Valkazar’s moment. If the day has come for anyone, it’s for Abellaime’s chief demon. Nobody’s asking him to welcome patrons, give orders to prostitutes, make sure the floor is swept. The war has driven regular business out from under his roof, and he can take the time to coach his new student. The clever one. The one who can. All these years of degrading service under the Widow’s rule – not fit to kiss the shoes of her illustrious ancestors – and he has found an opportunity to revenge himself on her. Make her pay for every degradation. She to whom he taught the secrets of conjuration, when she was young and pliable. She whom her parents gave him the rod over, free rein to discipline and bully, and who has turned the tables on him so decisively. The last heir of the Sable Manor? He would piss on her claim to the title, if he had it in him. She is an upstart, unworthy of the demesne and his service. In Aspel he has found the key to his cell. In this last moment, with the Pals at the gate, Valkazar is going to have his revenge on the whole pack of them and go back to the Kings Below a hero.

Aspel follows his convoluted chains of mathematical logic, a language for describing the unseen world, pertaining particularly to the Sable Manor and the way it hangs stretched taut between Above and Below, and to her own specialist knowledge of influencing the flight of artillery.

“Do you see?” he asks, and she does. She alone, of anyone he ever met, has the mind for this. And she – unlike him, shackled to service, forbidden to revolt – can act.

“But if I…” Aspel frowns. But the knowledge is too much to resist. He’s given her the keys to the universe. Surely she can repay him with this small favour.

“When the doors fall,” he murmurs, “and these fools are shedding blood, it shall be your moment.”

*

Elsewhere in the Pandaemonium – deeper, so she can’t hear the fighting – the Widow waits. At her back, the air gusts hot from Hell, but she’s put the balcony out of sight for a reason. Jack’s there, or he’s not there; she’s waiting to find out which.

If she turns, she’ll see him. Jack hovering with indecision at the rail. Jack stricken with grief at his failure. Jack gone, an absence of him. Jack’s head on a spike, courtesy of the Kings. But until she turns, she can’t see which Jack, or lack, will be there on display, so all these things are possible. Falterer, failure, victor, victim, the trades of all Jacks. Not just a conceit. Jack is halfway to Hell, as close as any mortal can get, even from her balcony. Until she turns and regards him, or he steps back into the world Above, it remains unknowable whether he’s halfway there or halfway back.

The Widow, long denied her revenge, long given power without purpose save to indulge her own whims, made a decision years before Jack darkened her door. If she could not be revenged on her family, there were greater vengeances. Most likely impossible ones, hence they could never be stolen from her by any power so mundane as Pallesand. The Pal conquest had, after all, only been the capstone of her people’s destruction and the degradation, the prostitution, of their traditions. Not in the sense of her succubi rented by the hour; that at least was an honourable trade, an old profession, negotiation and respect in every contract no matter what the human client believed. It was more that, in these latter sordid days, every fucker fancies themselves a hellieur, and instead of learning the lore and making the profession’s true bargains, they just sell themselves to the Kings and haul up a net of misery for the coarsest purposes. They have made war on her art, which with the Manor is all she has from the dead fingers of her family. If she can’t have revenge on those parents and uncles and aunts, maybe she’ll avenge them instead.

She’s mercurial, she knows. Mercurial, but relentless when she finally finds a project, no matter how impossible. She’s done all she can to hone her weapon and aim it at the target. Now it’s in the wind, and her agency in the matter is spent. The waiting is all.

*

The streets to the seaward side of Godsgift Square are a mess of skirmishing. Sage-Monitor Brandery, demoted to the front lines, has the task of securing them so the assault on the gate can go in without any additional complications. A patchwork mess of boat crews, civilians, guild and militia are busily smuggling in complications as quickly as they can move them from the docks. Every window is a sniper’s nest, every junction a spot for a barricade. But Brandery knows the drill, and he’s a bully, and a Sage’s rank badge puts the fear of lack-of-god into the rank and file like little short of Correct Speech polishing the thumbscrews. Fowlett’s people are fresh, well-supplied veterans. Full-time soldiers who believe in the sort of perfection that comes from the tip of a baton, the weight of a truncheon or the stamp of a boot. Brandery moves them forwards street by street when he can, house by house when he can’t. Ahead of their advance, the civilians who haven’t cleared out yet are a flood bottling in every alley. Trying to find a way out, getting in the way of their own side, who are more reluctant to shoot them than the Pals, who aren’t reluctant at all. The thing about being a soldier in an army whose business is colonial occupation is that a conscience like Lovern’s is a rare flower. You learn that shooting a civilian in the back counts as the good times. It’s when the locals band together and start shooting back that the job begins to drag. You go through training being told that anyone who’s against perfection is a savage, a cultist, a brute, a beast, an animal. The humanity they wear on their faces is like flayed skin stretched taut over evil and you mustn’t be fooled by it. They rear their children on blood and sacrifice, and only good Pal perfection will save them from themselves. They’re better dead, say the Schools, than left to their depravities. Hammer that hard enough into someone and eventually it’s a nail you can’t ever pry out. Those besiegers whose war experiences have sown a little doubt have plenty of examples to keep them on the straight and narrow. Just because the camps were erased from the records doesn’t mean everyone hasn’t heard about what happens if they decide you’re not perfect any more.

When the Carcer resistance digs in, they fight and grit their teeth against it. Brandery bullies them into the battle, and once you’re standing over a bunch of bodies, some of whom were fighting you, it’s easier to believe they were all cultists and enemies. That way you and your squad-mates can congratulate one another, rather than just stare hollowly into your drinks after the battle. When the Carcers are just running, therefore, and maybe don’t have weapons (though who’s taking chances?) you push forwards, batons, truncheons and boots, and redouble your insistence on them just being the just prey of perfection. Eventually you love the times they turn their back and run because it’s always easier being the conquering hero when nobody’s actually raising a hand against you. The Lich Queen being gone, none of these bodies will be getting up to protest their civilian status, not even the children.

Ahead, up against the Gaelensreach, the ultimate bounty for bullies is waiting. The Hospitallers are evacuating their tent as fast as they can, but there are enough who can’t be moved without a stretcher – shouldn’t be moved even with a stretcher – that it’s slow going. Not so many able volunteers, given everyone with a baton or even a kitchen knife is out in the street trying to put the right end into the Pals. Mellister shouts and snarls and spits at her people – she’d kick or slap but she can’t, can she? – every bit as much of a bully as Brandery. Her pacifists have a narrow corridor into the Left-city, and they’re moving the injured as fast as humanly possible. The boat crews and guild artisans are on their way with a relief force but they’re held up streets away. Mellister can hear the approach of the Pal front and she knows there isn’t enough time to get her people out from under the hammer.

She’s been nursing a plan for a long time now. Not quite since she became a Hospitaller, but since the siege began, and in full knowledge of who was directing it. Mellister has been good for the Hospitallers. She’s an organiser, a bully for a virtuous cause; she’s made them an efficient non-fighting force, here in Eres Ffenegh, and none of these things were her life’s ambition. She was an inquisitor. She was tracking down graft within the army. She was never supposed to be nice. Now, with the tide of the war about to break against the walls of her tent, she decides she can’t do it any more. She’s not a weak person, but she’s found that true strength isn’t in the shouting or the threats, putting fear in people, cursing and snapping them into place. That’s easy; every bully knows. True strength is in bending the back, taking the lashes, just going on when the fight has been robbed from you. She has tried all these months to live with God’s hard bargain, and it’s too much. She was meant to be a mean woman, a terror to her underlings, the one kicking the arse of the world. But God stole her boots and made her tiptoe on stockinged feet, and she can’t do that any more.

When the Pal vanguard arrives and sees the tent, they ready their own kicking boots. Everyone knows the Hospitallers. The Fisher King cult, they’d have respect for. Those bastards can fight, after all. The proper kind of enemy cultist, the ones with bloody knives and altars. These healer types are weak. All they can do each time you kick them is turn their face back towards you for the next boot to come in.

What halts them in their confident approach, then, is the woman in full uniform striding from the tent. The rank badge polished, the insignia of the Schools displayed proudly. The one thing no soldier wants to see: Correct Speech, the Inquirers. It actually stops them, and some of the batons dip.

“My name is Fellow-Inquirer Mellister,” the woman booms at them, a proper officer’s bark so that a few actually snap to attention without meaning to. Behind her, the final shift of her people are scurrying out the back of the tent, but all eyes are on her. She regards the invaders with the hauteur of a superior rank and her dreaded School. Each one she locks eyes with remembers some sin against perfection that Correct Speech would pry a thumbnail out for. She reads guilt in every eye because guilt is universal.

“You will take me,” she says, “to your commanding officer. Now.”

She stands right in front of them, daring them. For a long moment not one of them dares lay a hand on her. But they’ve seen which tent she came out of.

The lead statlos stares at her and then, as though shocked by his own courage, raises a hand. Mellister stares straight at him and he slaps her across the face.

She reels, hunches, comes back up straight, but he plants a fist in her stomach, doubling her over. Then she’s on the ground, and the boots come out in earnest. A Fellow-Inquirer, but one they’re allowed to give the leather to. One who can’t fight back: any soldier’s favourite adversary.

They show some restraint. They don’t just stamp her to death. Each man exacts a measure of resentment against Correct Speech, then steps back. She’s still breathing when they hoist her upright; still conscious, probably just a few ribs and fingers to the tally, not that anyone’s going to be paying the account except her.

Word spreads, of course. Even as the second line of squads pushes forwards to take up the slack and advance on the now emptied tent, the knowledge is spreading through the assault like blood clouding water. Until Brandery, at his forward command post, receives word that one Fellow-Inquirer Mellister, late of Correct Speech and now of the Hospitallers, is in custody. A rare ray of sunshine for a man whose day started off with Fowlett’s extreme displeasure. Mellister the helpless, Mellister the pacifist. Mellister, moreover, who knows far too much about certain dealings involving Brandery.

He checks the most recent reports from his forward squads, ascertains it’s all going to plan, then stomps off, rolling up his sleeves and readying his own kicking boots. A little personal business, unprofessional of him to take care of it during the fighting, but he really doesn’t want Mellister talking to Fowlett before her well-deserved execution.

*

The walls of the Upper Parlour shake, and dust sifts from the ceiling. A basso profundo crack sounds, some beam of the building’s structure ceasing to suffer in silence. Aspel, at her table with the majordomo, lets out a hissed curse. The other denizens – cultists, Heretics, staff – are quiet, waiting, but it’s a singular impact, a singular curse. A stray shot, therefore.

“She’s warding us, you think?” the Mouth of the Sea offers, huddled into Lovern’s armpit where she is.

Istreddy has his cards in front of him, shuffling, dealing, gathering, over and over. Fumbling, too. His fingers look knotted, hairier than before, the nails yellowed and sharp. His back is hunched, the new seams of his new coat straining. His lips move as though trying to keep the teeth behind them.

“No,” he says.

“What?”

“No. Not that. A working.” He bites down on the sound that follows because it’s not a word, just animal noise from the guts of him.

“You don’t look well,” the Mouth of the Sea says, fighting to sound sanguine.

“I’m fine. I’m – me – under control, fine,” Istreddy says. When he shoots a look at her, challenging her to call him on the lie, his eyes are red. She doesn’t try it; nobody’s that mouthy.

Lovern has a rod, tableth in the slot. The rest of them were disarmed as a part of the whole defectors-surrendering thing, but he’d been supporting her, and she’d felt the length of it – inappropriately lascivious thought! – pressed between them. Where nobody searching him would find it, because they wouldn’t want to hurt her. Now it’s on the table before him, whipped out of his breeches, so to speak, after the rowdy cultists came in. Her cultists, she reminds herself. At least notionally hers. And they are armed. In lieu of anything else they’re now the Pandaemonium’s resident defensive army, god help them all.

Quellery comes back with more drinks. Probably racking up quite the tab but the staff are being liberal with the Widow’s cellars right now. Plenty of the staff are armed too, she sees, and some have called up demons. Not the most threatening fiends the Mouth has ever seen, but they’ll stop shot meant for better.

“Anders,” Quellery says. She regards him warily; but he’s looking past her elbow quizzically. “Who’s your friend?”

She looks. There’s no-one. It’s one of his attempts at wit, therefore. Except he doesn’t have that smug look he gets when he’s being funny.

“Little fellow,” he says. The other thing he doesn’t have on him is spectacles. They’re in his hands, half-cleaned. She shivers away from the eyes he’s turning on her, or past her. Past her elbow. As if there was actually a little fellow there.

Her expression is blank enough that he elucidates. “Little man, funny hat.” A hand indicating a broad brim. “Big coat. Spear.”

“Harpoon,” she says. Inside she’s ice.

“Could be. Not an expert.” Quellery replaces his glasses, his head twitches and then he’s pulled them down his nose again, those unmeetable eyes peeking over the rims. “Seems very keen to attract your notice.”

The Mouth of the Sea is biting her lip, staring at Quellery – not his eyes but the rest of him. Knowing with absolute certainty that he’s right and there’s someone at her shoulder. The room is going quiet, though there’s absolutely nothing that should have attracted anyone’s attention to their quiet conversation. Some of the cult are drifting over, though she can see in their faces they’re not sure why.

No. But there’s no No left in the situation because the thing Quellery can see – and she and human eyes can’t – is very obviously there. And of course it fucking is because where did she think the fucker had gone?

“I… don’t want…” she says.

“What is it?” Lovern asks.

Istreddy sets down a card. It shows a man on a promontory with a storm raging. The Tempest. She’s seen that card a dozen times in the games they played in the forward camp. Had the sketchy figure been holding a spear before? Had it been clutching a fisherman’s hat to its head, its long coat gleaming with spray? Surely none of those things, save there it is in paint and pasteboard.

She meets Istreddy’s red eyes.

“It’s the Fisher King,” she says.

Lovern doesn’t get it at first, then she feels the twitch of revelation that tries to pull him away from her, but his arm won’t let it. The cult are standing all around them, staring at her with hope and fear, the first of which cuts far more deeply.

“What,” she asks Quellery, “does he want?”

“Fucked if I know,” he said. “I only have the eyes, not the ears.”

She knows, though. Little lost god, his pontiff executed, his cult slaughtered in the camps. Existing here and there across the Sway in diminishing enclaves. The Fisher King wants a new champion to lead the faith.

“No,” she says. “I didn’t want it before. He wanted it. I gave it to him.” That him who was assassinated in the Lighthouse by Lovern. She looks from one to another of the cult, but if the Fisher King wanted any of them it would be their elbow the bastard’d be lurking at.

Not as though she was ever going back to the Archipelago for a quiet life, but now she’s thinking of the sacrifices, the blood, all the reasons her people turned their back on the business so long ago.

She blinks. She’s thinking, of course, of her old comrade Jack. He who also came with a god in his knapsack. One he renounced and reviled and argued with like an old married couple. She thinks of the late Pope of Tides, whose precepts and prayers and big hat were entirely his own invention, because he’d been that sort of man. Right now, at this extreme, who really had the leverage in her relationship with the sea god?

“Right,” she tells the air around her elbow. “This is how it’s going to be.”

*

Being on top of the wall over the gate has become a death sentence. The street artillery the Pals have hauled up has stripped the Gaelensreach of shelter for anything bigger than a mouse. The square itself remains a gap between the lines, because there’s no cover there either. The Pals have made several attempts to take it and been driven back by shot. Now, though, there are precious few vantages left for the defenders to shoot from, and the lobbing artillery placed in the murdered park behind the wall is running short of ammunition and tablethi. The next time the Pals come, there’ll be little to dissuade them.

Niev isn’t actually in charge of the defence but everyone who is is too busy to do all the things she can see need doing. Right now that includes shouting at the entire Helaseach of Eres Ffenegh.

“Demons!” she yells. “You said demons!” Demons to fly over the wall, to drop rocks, to piss on the Pals if Hell has nothing better to offer. But there are no demons from the Helaseach, despite thirty separate circles drawn in chalk, mud and blood.

Aeriff is pale enough she might have been drawn in chalk herself. “The Kings,” she says.

“What?” Niev demands.

“They won’t answer us. The Kings Below. They… refuse.”

“They can refuse?” Niev says. She just knows enough metaphysics to understand what the woman’s saying.

“No, they can’t, they don’t, they always have… They’re always eager to unleash more demons in the world. They don’t care who to. They don’t take sides. But…” Aeriff shakes her head. “I don’t understand.” The last words you want to hear from your chief wizard in the middle of a war.

Niev wants to shake her. Wants to grab her by the front of her fancy robe and rattle her teeth. The one time in her life when More demons would actually be a solution and they’re on strike or something. All around her the great conjurers of a city once renowned for its magic stand aghast. The Pal artillery speaks beyond the wall and hammers more chips from the top, dissuading anyone from leaning over to shoot at the soldiers mustering below.

“The wall,” Aeriff says, like a sleepwalker. “We only have the wall.” The last argument of the Os-Fferegh, which they’ve never deployed before because it’s a trick you can only do once.

Niev feels her innards twist. She remembers bringing the Taela down, that landmark of her better days. She will always be the one who gave the order. Now the defenders can have the wall, or they can have the weapon.

She opens her mouth to give the word; which word, she isn’t sure.

*

From his balcony, high up, far back, the sorcerer Varinecthes watches the battle.

He’s often enjoyed coming back to Eres Ffenegh. A fine city, good people, decent food. Most of all just a place used-enough to his tower coasting up that he and Ghastron could have a little peace and quiet together without people constantly demanding he do magic or anything quite so gauche.

“I suppose this is it,” he tells the silence within his tower. There will be other cities, but he’ll never forget this one. Not for all the good times but because this is the place where they sent Ghastron back to Hell. The Pals with their new magic he hadn’t even heard of, until they gave him a demonstration.

Far off past the wall he sees the Pal artillery – flashes of spent power like fireworks to his wizard’s eye. Is this the moment he descends in wrath and fury from his tower to punish the lot of them? Take a rod to the whole of the Palleseen Sway in vengeance for his lost love? He knows he’s not strong enough to overturn the Pals – he’d run out of juice quickly enough and they’d decant whatever he had left and call it profit. He knows he’s sick of wars and empires and, well, people, mostly. He knows that he was in a room with the man who struck the blow against Ghastron – back before, at the Pandaemonium – and he’d reached into himself for that white hot core of rage and found only ashes. And the man had been repentant, and Varney had been tired, and none of it would bring Ghastron back.

At the base of his tower rocks grind, unlocking like the teeth of a slightly open jaw. It’s time for the great wizard to depart from his place, and perhaps even from this world.

The artillery shot down there is doing some odd tricks, he sees. Aimed at the wall, but weaving in the air. The lensing of Eres Ffenegh, bane of artillerists, is doing something unexpected, possibly something clever. For a moment he thinks some wag amongst the defenders is going to drop all that shot on the Pal ranks, and wouldn’t that be jolly. Except that’s not where it’s going. It’s only having to deviate a little from the gate itself. Circling, hanging in the air, over the Pandaemonium.

Even as he watches, the Pals flood into Godsgift Square. The main thrust are headed for the gates – still intact but probably they’ve got a variety of ways to solve that riddle the hard way. A significant force are heading to the main doors of the Pandaemonium itself, though, because the Pals have been in there before and are aware the brothel’s built into the wall, with a gate on the far side. And the doors of the Widow’s domain are not as strong as the gates of the Gaelensreach.

One more small regret. All those times Varney sat with Abellaime and traded arcane anecdotes, one more pleasure lost to time. But everything’s lost to time eventually. He’s piled up more than a few centuries. He’s lost more than most people ever had, and isn’t sure it’s better than never having had at all, honestly.

Time to go.

Except, even as the tower shudders and shifts, something else shudders and shifts too. So vast a balance as to make his flying tower a mere gnat. Varney’s eyes go wide and he clutches at the rail. What have you done?

*

Within the Upper Parlour they hear a battering at the door. A crackle of baton-fire from further off suggests there are yet defenders with a useful vantage, but they’ll be focused on the gates, or else getting clear before the Gaelensreach enjoys its brief moments of thundering life. Which will probably cave in half the Pandaemonium. One more casualty of the city’s doomed defence, and likely the least regarded.

Finding themselves sufficiently unopposed, the Pals do something with the door: a loud crack, a tableth-charged explosion. A ram or a concentrated charge that sends the doors down there flying open. Pal soldiers push in and immediately fall over the great tumble of furniture that the Upper Parlour denizens threw down the stairs. Less a barricade than a weaponised yard sale of furnishings, nicely dusted with the jagged cadavers of a hundred glasses and twenty bottles.

Up above, the Mouth of the Sea sags into Lovern. Anders, she tells herself. I’m Anders. She isn’t even Anders, it’s just the name she took. And the world doesn’t want that name from her, it wants her to put her motivation where the Mouth was.

You need us, she’d told the space where the god was. We’re all you’ve got. We will shed blood, and bleed, and all of that’s yours, but, god, give us something back. Stand with us. Give your followers strength and I’ll be your champion like you always wanted. And the Fisher King’s a raider’s god, a bully’s god, striking at the weak and then fleeing over the waves, but he’s penned in here with them. A god can have his back to the wall as much as his worshippers.

She won’t call herself Pope. Time later to hammer out a new hegemony. She stands straight, though, as befits the Fisher King’s chosen, injured leg bedamned. She points at the stairs the soldiers are trying to navigate and keens out the sacred battle cry of “Fuck ‘em up!”

The remnants of the Fisher King’s cult start shooting down at the Pals. Start throwing bottles of anything so potent it might be flammable. Chuck knives and hatchets. And die, more than a few, even in the first moments. Die and go to the god that sits on the stairs in the midst of the glass and the broken tables and dabbles its horrible fingers in the blood. The Pals fight their way over the furniture, but the tables and broken chairs heave like decks in a storm, and the spilled drink is slippery like weed underfoot. The very stairs seem to pitch and yaw beneath them and the dry air of the Upper Parlour gusts rain into their faces and spoils their aim. The Fisher King opens his coffers of spite, long hoarded, for these, his handful of adherents.

By then the Pals have forced their way into the Middle Parlour, which is empty because the drinks are worse and the chairs less comfortable. Who’d stay there when the city’s falling? They go through the space below like a house fire, seeking other ways up, the hidden provinces of servants and staff. Soon they’re thundering up other stairs and the defenders spread thinner, trying to hold every door.

Lovern lets the Fisher King’s new chosen down onto a seat. He has his rod in his hand.

“Hey, now, no!” she says, trying to tug at his arm, but they’re all about to get shot so what’s she trying to save him from? Across the room the demons the Pandaemonium’s staff called up are scrapping with the Pals at one doorway, claws and jaws against knives and baton-shot, holding for now but plainly not for long. Quellery’s imps gibber overhead, throwing salt shakers and wineglasses and the silverware.

“Lovern,” she says and meets his eyes, or the single living one he has. There’s something terrible in it she doesn’t recognise. Then there’s something terrible in both because the gold one opens. Doesn’t change, but suddenly there’s a depth and contact to it that the cold metal never had, and the next moment Lovern is gone.

Quellery swears; unwelcome because just once she’d like him to be smug and explain what just happened. Lovern’s gone, though. He had a way out and he’s taken it, and that, apparently, is that.

“I mean I hadn’t thought it was a love for the ages,” she mutters to herself. He took the rod with him, so she draws her knife instead. Quellery doesn’t even have a knife, and she doubts his imps are getting the better of the fighting. He stands with one fist clenched by will and the other by injury, waiting for soldiers to break into the room one way or another.

Istreddy makes a noise. When the Pope looks in that direction, she sees his jacket part in neat straight lines down the back and sides, so he looks like he’s wearing a festival tabard made for a child. The ridge of spines along his back scratches the ceiling. His hide sprouts mottled hair, straw and pitch colour in spotted, irregular tufts and patches. His head is just recognisable. Those red eyes are still his eyes, and the snout has something of his face to it, as though he’s stretched it over a beast’s snarl. From within the prison of his flesh, the man Istreddy stares out at her, terrified of himself and everything else. His limbs are long and twisted, his gut shrunken like he’s been starving the monster inside him for a decade. His fur is mangy, the skin hanging off him in strips. If he was a dog they’d put him down. Less monstrous than pitiful, laced with scars from where the other Lycanthropists mauled him when he’d tried to stand in their way.

He lurches forwards, upsetting the table, scattering the cards so his last divination goes to its grave unreported. Quellery makes a sound, not even a word. Not even Istreddy’s name because the thing isn’t Istreddy any longer.

The first Pals break into the Upper Parlour – below they’re trying the door to the Right-city, but there are enemies up here and no sane officer would leave a force at their backs. Charcoal-grey uniforms flood in and Istreddy bounds into them like an over-enthusiastic puppy the size of a horse. He snaps, snarls, swats. He could disembowel and chew off heads but the man in the beast is fighting himself because he’s a Pal and these are his people. He wants to protect his friends and he wants to have clean hands and he wants to have a quiet clerical job that doesn’t involve being a monster and – caught at the crux of all these things – he’s going to have none of them.

They put shot into him. They put knives into him. One savage cut severs the sinews of self-control Istreddy-the-man was hanging on to, and then the beast is suddenly bestial. There’s blood and shredded uniform and he forces them halfway down the stairs with a rag-ended arm between his teeth and charcoal-grey under his claws. They’ve shot him twenty times by then, though, and the Lycanthropists were always just Unnaturals. Fodder you threw at the enemy to soak up shot and then die. They’re not immortal.

They’re coming through another servant’s door then. Shouting, shooting, the cultists laying into them with axe and gaff and dagger so the entrance becomes a knot of bloody fighters killing each other one inconclusive cut at a time, the Fisher King revelling in every red drop spilled. They fight like mad fanatics, his followers, but mad fanatics seldom win fights against professional soldiers, even if they used to be soldiers themselves.

Aspel stands up. Honestly, Anders had forgotten she was tucked into that corner with the demon compere. Now she throws her arms into the air with such a cry of triumph that several of the Pals turn to look at her and become impromptu sacrifices.

Inside, only Aspel knows that, outside, above the roof of the Pandaemonium, a dozen separate artillery rounds cease their whirling dance on tides of air and descend, striking across the face and roof of the building. Everyone knows it the next moment because the ceiling cracks across, one end noticeably higher than the other, and several squads of Pals on the staircase with Istreddy are abruptly buried as that part of the building suffers percussive collapse. The Lycanthropist’s agonised animal howling rends the air.

For a groaning moment everyone is still, waiting to see what more will come down. Then Valkazar rises to his feet. Rises and rises, surely a foot taller than he ever was before, his claw-nailed hands lifted before him. He lifts them, flicking his sleeves back, though the gesture carries the suggestion of manacles falling away.

“Aspel!” Quellery shouts. “What did you do?”

“I…” She stares back into his lightless eyes. “Numbers…?”

Across the face of the Pandaemonium, where each shot fell, seven stones are gone. Seven chunks of masonry that the Widow ornamented with her own wards, to conquer the ancient sea temple and make it hers. The anchors for her binding of the place. Her signature, writ small and secret across the face of the building. Each one pulverised with a precision only pure numbers might achieve.

Valkazar leaves the table and Aspel’s side. The old tutor, the servant of an antique Allorwen family now reduced to one scion whom he detests with all his heart. His least favourite pupil, formerly his mistress, now his prey. Hell is howling for Valkazar after a long absence, but the walls of his prison hold him Above still. For just long enough to achieve his revenge and present Abellaime’s head to the Kings she’s long defied. He strides across the room and vanishes deeper into the Pandaemonium.

*

The one scout fleet enough to put a head over the top and come back with it intact confirms the Pals are formed up on the far side, and there’s an engine being manhandled through like the guest of honour at a parade ground, ready to beat the gates in. They have one defence left, and after the wall comes down it’ll be a fight over the rubble until one side gives.

Niev stands with the handful who are here for the Osseach. The warehouseman’s daughter, of the dockside Galeaffs, just some bright kid whose parents performed some service and, in payment, put their child into the notice of old Hamriddy. Some piece of smuggling, most likely, because her old not-quite-uncle always had expensive tastes. A service that let her show she was clever and capable, and not a part of the feuding and rivalries of the Right-city. Could attend at a polite dinner or go talk to people with fish-hook scars on their faces. But she was only ever supposed to be an agent.

In the end she gives the order, because it’s the right thing to do. Knowing that, outsider as she is to the halls of power, they’ll blame her for it. Aeriff is calling on the Helaseach to wake the stones the instant later. Above, the great wormy blocks shudder and grind as life comes to the structure. The magic infused into the stone, the breath of Ffen – if crabs have breath – transmuted into will and animation. The whole stretch of the Gaelensreach shivers and groans and cries out for freedom.

And is not free. The stones turn and grind like teeth but stay in place. The wall does not fall. Aeriff shrieks in despair and rage. There are invisible chains across the face of the wall and, though it writhes and ripples, it is anchored in place.

“Well then,” Niev says. Her heart is like a bird in her chest. She takes her baton, checks the tableth, the Loruthi word inscribed there. She goes to join the militia.

On the far side of the wall there’s a great push from the Left-city – militia, guild apprentices, boat crew, fighting to crack the Pal line against withering fire. Elsewhere, the people of Eres Ffenegh are rising up, being put brutally down. Fowlett’s orders are No prisoners, no mercy. She wants the Feggs to remember today for ten generations. After the inevitable surrender it’ll be worse, but right now she’ll take whatever casualties the actual conflict can rack up. Blood is, she strongly believes, the only currency with which perfection can be bought.

On either side of Niev, the militia form up as best they can. What little cover the park and gardens offer is overtenanted. The very last chance will be to bottle the Pals in the gateway itself for as long as they can. And then… and then… There is no and then. Niev understands this, though perhaps many of the others don’t. Once the Pals have spread past the gate it’s over for the Right-city, that little haven of big houses and wide march-able streets. The Pals will be able to bombard and burn and stamp their way through the Left all the way to the docks, and at some point it will stop being a fight and just become a punitive jolly for bullies in uniform.

*

On the other side of the wall – with her actual back to it – Dantell sags and sits, seeing the edifice twist and ripple above her, but not come down.

“We did it!” Tlemitch shouts. She picks Dantell up and actually hugs her. “We did it!” Their counter-curse work has locked the wall in place. They couldn’t undo the animation wormed through the stone but they’ve shackled the blocks of it, each to each. Close work, desperate work, knowing if they got it wrong they’d be the first victims of their own failure. But Tlemitch and the rest of Fowlett’s Specialists are good, and Dantell is as clever as any stoat can be. All this time they’ve picked at the wall’s workings and only now do they know that they got it right.

Tlemitch lets Dantell go, and the Stoat has a brief, wintry moment of understanding, Oh, this is how it could have gone. Having friends and being appreciated, a thing she only ever heard of, surely outside the bounds of perfection.

She’s done her part to win the battle. Now they’re bringing the ram up, and the regulars and their army-issue boots will get to stamp on the nice streets of Eres Ffenegh until the nice people of Eres Ffenegh surrender without terms. And maybe a bit of stamping after that, soldiers being how they are. But Dantell’s part is done, her work is finished. She sags against the mutinous but impotent wall. In the back of her mind she’s already making calculations about her future. How much this – and a tamed city – will restore her to Fowlett’s good graces. How likely it is that her weaselly cleverness is going to land her on the Culling Lists anyway.

*

The streets beside the gate are still being pacified, the Left-city resistance as stubborn as a rotten tooth clinging to the socket. Brandery’s line sways back and forth, taking and losing the same two streets half a dozen times. Brandery has delegated the assault for now, though. He has personal fish to fry.

They’ve put Mellister in the cellar of a chandler’s. The floor above still has stains and shot-mark from where they cleared it just an hour before; now it’s serving as a forward staging post. Mellister is sitting – in full bloody uniform! – on the crates of candles and sundries stored down there. That same sulky, suspicious-looking woman he remembers from when she was prying about his battalion’s affairs. Except now she’s shaved her head from the regulation bun, meaning she looks sulkier and more suspicious still.

She’s a prisoner and technically there are proper protocols, but they haven’t even tied her hands. Awe of her rank and of Correct Speech, he suspects. And the fact they plainly beat the shit out of her when that awe ran out, so when they slung her in the cellar she might not even have been conscious.

“I knew you’d come yourself, when my name reached you,” Mellister says through split lips.

“What’s wrong? Your god can’t fix you any more?” There’s a lot of damage to Mellister that shows no sign of healing. Brandery chuckles, flexing his knuckles. “Well, there’s a war on, I suppose? All your traitorous little followers getting shot. The chap’s probably busy.”

“I prayed that He not heal me,” Mellister says quietly. It irks Brandery that he can hear the capital letter somehow, even though Pel isn’t supposed to work that way. “I told Him it wouldn’t be worth it.”

“On that we can agree,” Brandery says. He wonders if he can indulge himself here, take some time out of his busy schedule to lay in with fist and boot leather. Mellister is a pathetic scarecrow figure, though. The satisfaction would be minimal and even knuckles like his can bruise. He’s not such a bully that he can’t wrap things up quickly to get back to his official duties.

Mellister gets out a rod. Just takes it from inside her jacket with the hand with the fewest broken fingers. A standard-issue officer’s piece, the tableth in its slot. She points it at him.

Brandery stares.

“One thing about everyone knowing you’re a pacifist who can’t kill anyone,” Mellister says around missing teeth, “is they don’t search you.”

“But you’re a pacifist,” Brandery gets out. “You can’t kill anyone.”

“You did that to me,” Mellister spits, underlining the words with blood. “Oh, I signed the damn paper during the war. God to catch me if I fall. So many of us did in the fighting, but you never think it’ll be you. And it wasn’t. It took some embezzling Sage-Monitor to damn me to religion. You shot me, Brandery. When I found you with your fingers in the regimental coffers, you shot me.”

“And you’re not going to shoot me.” It’s been a nasty shock, but Brandery recovers his self-possession quickly. “You can’t. You made your choice. Has it been worth it, I wonder, the little extra life your treachery won you?”

She stares bleakly at him. “No,” she says. “It’s hell. I hate it. I’m a soldier. I can’t live for peace. I’m not strong enough.” And she says one word more and Brandery rocks back, wide-eyed.

There is a hole high in her chest, left of centre because his aim hadn’t been quite on. He can only see the top of it past her open collar, but he knows the rest of it’s there because he remembers putting it there that first time. It’s been waiting all this time, held in the hands of a god who’s now gifted it back to her.

Mellister drops to one knee. The rod falls from nerveless fingers. She wheezes. It should be a death rattle but it sounds like a laugh.

Silly bitch has shot herself. But there’s a terrible clamour in Brandery’s ears and then he’s on his own knees, trying to work out why his legs don’t work any more, why the front of his uniform tunic is a charred mess and why everything suddenly hurts so very much.

When the soldiers hammer down the cellar stairs they find the pair of them, Sage-Monitor and Fellow-Inquirer, lying dead with a single rod between them, bearing mirror image wounds.

*

The stairway that Istreddy fought on is caved in, but another door has been a vicious fight between more Pals and every demon the Pandaemonium staff could call up. The demon bodies are gone now, but the surviving soldiers are clambering over a topography of their comrades to get into the Upper Parlour. Across the room they finally make it up the main stairs, past the glass and broken furniture. All over bar the mopping up.

At the far end of the Upper Parlour the remaining defenders huddle behind the upended tables, their meagre barriers turned into matchwood shot by shot. The demons are gone – even Quellery’s imps down to the last flob of them – and the fanaticism of the cultists has had its edges knocked off it, their god fat with blood like a tick.

The floor is strewn with dead cultists, dead soldiers. It sags where the structure of the building slumps, walls below bowing and cracking.

Quellery has a baton, but it’s a local piece with a Loruthi tablethi and he can’t make it shoot because he can’t pronounce the word properly. Kaele, who’s exhausted her talents as conjurer, leans over and speaks it for him each time he lines the weapon up one-handed, the end propped on the back of a chair. Her own hands are roughly bandaged because the last demon she called up was on fire. Beside them, Pope Anders has a baton of her own and a better grasp of language. Quellery had a moment’s surprise when she started shooting – not a regular pontifical duty, surely – but she used to wear the uniform, came through the war just like he did.

Aspel isn’t shooting. Aspel is doing something very complicated with a piece of Kaele’s chalk and the underside of one of the flipped tables. Quellery is just magician enough to understand it. Aspel is doing maths. The room around them is charged with magic – the demons, the tablethi, the Allorwen demesne. Aspel is manipulating the lensing, the way the ambient power twists the air. Her artillery work at a tiny scale, within one room. There are maybe thirty soldiers packing out the far end of the room shooting at them and the walls to either side are riddled with shot, but the tables remain mostly intact. Aspel’s chalk flies faster and faster and her lips move with increasing desperation as she tries to catch each piece of death and fend it off. Quellery loves her for it, but he can see it isn’t going to work. If only because there’s a statlos over there who’s shouting the soldiers into formation, and in a moment they’re going to charge in with knives and truncheons and do the job the old-fashioned way. The sort of fighting no amount of maths can do anything about.

He shares a look with Anders. Not how either of them planned to go, he reckons.

One of the tables folds in half, and the cultist behind it falls back, bristling with splinters but shot dead so the extra damage probably doesn’t matter. Aspel lets out a shout of – well, annoyance, really. Just the world not behaving herself, her numbers not quite accounting for everything. There are tears in her eyes. The chalk breaks in her hand.

The soldiers charge forwards. Quellery wants to laugh. He likes laughing, it was always the best way to face military life. Right now he wants to laugh because Aspel’s failed the maths exam and the soldiers could just shoot them all. But they’re not scholars enough to realise it, so they’re going to work up an unnecessary sweat.

He pulls out his knife. Not exactly where the bulk of his training lies, but needs must.

Lovern comes back then.

A salient, horrible correction: most of Lovern comes back. His torso and head and one arm, just slapped down onto the floor of the Upper Parlour out of nowhere, like a delivery from an unfriendly butcher. Sudden and ghastly enough that the charge of the soldiers skids and stumbles to a halt.

Anders makes a high, shocked sound. Honestly there’s still a lot of noise going on, inside and out of the parlour, but it’s her voice Quellery will remember. Mostly because his own innards are echoing that same sound. He stares at forty per cent of the corpse of his friend and can’t process what it is he’s seeing. Lovern’s gold eye stares at the ceiling, and somehow it still burns with life even though the rest of him is dead.

Quellery looks up from that fierce metal gaze and meets the eyes of the statlos across the way. Corpses are part of soldier’s business, the waste product of the machinery of war. Even a partial corpse delivered from thin air doesn’t slow the wheels much. The statlos opens his mouth and Quellery shifts his baton to aim right down it. Kaele spits the word and the man falls back even as his troops charge the remaining distance to the table barricades.

The remaining distance is very complicated all of a sudden. As they cross the span of floor where Lovern’s corpse lies, they run and run, and keep on running, and yet never quite reach their enemies. The walls of the Upper Parlour ghost with the shadows of an infinity of trees, and out of the trees rushes something silver-scaled and wedge-toothed and huge. A goggle-eyed monster only half-sated and trying to find where the rest of its lunch went. It carves into the tight-packed Palleseen with a blind fury. Quellery sees little more than a ravenous maw they’re all falling into, clawed feet tearing up the bloodstained carpet. The room clenches like a man vomiting, expelling this intrusion from elsewhere. In the wake of that convulsion the half-glimpsed monster, the trees and the soldiers are gone with it. For a moment he thinks he hears thin and distant screaming, the panic of men and women utterly lost and gone from the world.

There are still a few soldiers at the far end of the room, lucky enough to be last in line for the fight. They stare across the suddenly cleared space, which not a one of them is going to cross for orders nor money. Then they’re fleeing back down the cluttered stairs because conquering the Upper Parlour of the city’s most notorious brothel is more than their lives are worth.

Below, having funnelled through the Middle Parlour unopposed, their comrades find the door leading out into the Right-city and begin to force it.

*

The balcony is still there. Abellaime can feel it weirdly askew at her back. The threads binding the Sable Manor to the old temple’s stones are half-snapped, fraying. A lot of bound things are now free. When Valkazar storms into the room, she stands. His treachery earned that, at least.

Elsewhere, there is a city falling. Lives are ending. A great many things, in fact, are coming to an end. But she owes him her undivided attention. And besides, not looking at the balcony had been wearing her thin. At least Valkazar’s entrance gives her something to focus on.

“Oh dear,” she says drily. “Does the staff have a complaint?”

Valkazar – his horns are longer, his mouth bristles with fangs, he had to stoop to enter the room – snarls at her. “No more,” he says. “You wicked, disrespectful, disobedient creature. You shame all your family. Your parents would lament, that you, of all your kin, are the last of your line. You, the runaway, the renegade, the worst of all my students.”

“You’re suggesting I should have been a good girl and stayed at home?” Abellaime asks him. “How did that work out for everyone else?”

He lunges for her and sparks fly from the wards woven into her dress. “You are not fit to speak of them! Your ancestors knew the truth, of mastery and of service. But you? A bawd, a harlot! A disgrace, that all my generations of loyalty are reduced to this! But I am free of you now!”

“Yes, you’re free,” she tells him. “And not just of me. What do you see at the balcony?” A demon’s eyes, that see only truth without human expectations to colour it.

Her tone is almost mischievous, so unexpected that he forgets he doesn’t have to do what she says any more. His metal eyes shift and he says, “Jack.”

At last she can look around. He’s stepping down from the railing. His face is pallid, ghastly, triumphant.

“I’ve done,” he says, “something.” Valkazar stares at him with a terrible fascination.

“What did you do?” The demon staggers, though the floor feels entirely solid to Abellaime. “What have you broken? You… there is an order to things, a way that they must be. A proper place, mastery and servitude—”

“No,” Jack says. “Misery and wickedness.”

Behind the smoky skies are filled with wings. There are clawed fingers hooking over the balcony rail. Jack’s face is all madness and joy and he turns back to offer a hand.

*

In the Middle Parlour the soldiers ready themselves to kick in the door that leads to the Right-city, when it opens before them. At the Gaelensreach, even as the Palleseen bring their engine to knock in the gates, the grand portal is thrown open. The Pals scatter backwards, anticipating a last doomed counterattack from the embattled defenders. That’s not what they see, though. That’s not what comes through. The eddy backwards becomes a press to get clear of the gates, which becomes a full-scale retreat from what marches into Godsgift Square.

No two are the same, each drawing on the monstrous shapes that conjurers have made of them. Wings and horns, scales and spines, a catalogue of monstrosity such as only human imagination can imbue the world with. Demons, not as individuals, nor as some company of Unnaturals sent to glut the batons. What comes through the gate to stand before the Palleseen army is the legion of Hell. They stand in ranks – not quite disciplined but not just a pack of beasts either. They have claws and teeth, and they have blades and spears, but a fair number hold twisted metal staves set with flaming embers. Not batons, not tablethi, but the homage is very clear. Someone has been innovating in the Realms Below. After all, when you go to war you’re exposed to a great many new concepts. Just as the Pals brought foreign religion home to the Archipelago, so demons brought Pal ways of war home to Hell.

More demons emerge from the Pandaemonium – where else? – their armour, blades and fangs already bloody, joining their comrades from the gate. Those whose anatomy permits form a double firing line, Pal standard. Others crawl about the face of the Gaelensreach like flies, or loom on the flanks bearing sabre teeth and hooked talons.

At the front and centre of this host is a demon in the shape of the most beautiful woman in the world – each eye seeing her that way, no two viewers quite seeing her the same, all of them seeing her how Jack sees her. Except now she has dressed herself in black spiked mail, as a demon warlord should, a rapier in one hand and a demon baton in the other. She takes a deep breath of the living air. The supreme triumph on her face speaks as eloquently of the fall of kings as the seven barbed iron crowns that jangle at her belt.

For a long moment the Pals hesitate. Troopers look to their statloi who look to their officers. The ripple of uncertainty rolls outwards until it finds the senior officer in charge of the assault lying dead in a cellar.

Slowly, soldier by soldier, company by company, then all of them at once, the Pals begin to fall back through the city.


Mosaic: Loose and Broken Threads

Eres Ffenegh, the City on the Back of a Crab. For some centuries not a great landmark of the modern world. Once a centre of occult learning, to which the magicians and scholars of the age migrated to study conjuration, alchemy and other lore; since overtaken by time. More recently a Loruthi possession for two generations, just a useful port on the cold seas for their trading vessels.

Eres Ffenegh, set to be a small footnote in the histories of the post-war years. One of many colonial possessions of one side or another that saw the conflict as an opportunity to reassert its independence. The script for such defiance is followed the world over, either the uprising is bloodily put down, or there is a brief flutter of freedom’s flag before the boots march in. There was a half-page set aside in the chronicles for the Os-Fferegh’s brief moment of liberty before the tide of the Sway rolled over them.

But that’s not how it went. Those historians might want to reserve a page or two, or even a full chapter. Eres Ffenegh will forever be known as the city where all Hell broke loose.

The Lich Queen stares at Kiff as though not sure who she was or why she was still breathing. Then the imperious, witchy look falls away, leaving only a very tired woman whom the world has deeply disappointmented. Which disappointment was brought to her door by the messenger in front of her. Axioms about bearers of bad tidings and their fate are certainly uppermost in Kiff’s head right then.

“I should kill you,” the Lich Queen says. “It would be neater.” Usrach stirs mutinously, the segments of its limbs grinding softly. Kiff looks from it to the dead who grin back at her without malice. The silence stretches, maybe the woman just indulging her fatigue before giving the fatal order; maybe actually expecting a reply.

Kiff doesn’t have one ready, so there’s a rather awkward pause before she says, “I should probably beg, but I don’t think I’ve got it in me.” Because that sounds misleadingly defiant, she adds, “I’m very tired.”

“Yes,” says the Lich Queen, also patently very tired. “I’m not sure what perfection says. About prisoners in this position.” Looking to Kiff as though the girl has a sideline in interpreting the minutes of the Commission. “You must have known you’d not be going back. You can’t just have assumed that I’d let you go. I mean, that would be ridiculous.”

Kiff examines her motives. “I think I just hoped things would work out,” she says faintly.

The Lich Queen looks at Usrach. “What about this thing?”

“It has been my honour,” the temple demon says, “to serve as I once did. To play my small part, and know I am free to go.”

“You don’t believe I’m going to have you killed,” the Lich Queen says, a bit exasperated.

“I don’t really think I have much say in it,” Kiff says. “I don’t think I ever did. When things were going well I never tried to do anything, because things going well was all I wanted. I didn’t think about making things better for anyone else, in case things went less well for me. I just wore the armour and waved the sword. Then things went badly and I lost it all, and I still didn’t really have anything I could do. Then I tried to fight and it was horrible and also I made things worse. So it came down to this moment when we had something we could do, and nobody was making any kind of decision. There was just this gap, like a pit. And so I stepped into it. It felt like the right thing. To let you know. Not fighting, just talking.”

“Where will you go now?” the Lich Queen asks.

“What?”

The woman visibly reviews what she’s said, then gives Kiff a look as if to say, Look, I know you understand Pel and that was a very simple sentence. Which it was, but Kiff stumbled over the unspoken part where it was decided she wasn’t getting killed by the undead after all.

“Back to the city,” she says at last. “To help.” Reviewing her previous potted history. “Somehow.”

The Lich Queen looks sour at that. “Seems a waste,” she says. “Fowlett’s still got more than enough to take the place without my help, just at a greater cost.”

“No,” says Usrach. Its pearl eye and its shrimp eye seem to glow. “My city stands free today. My people stand free today.” It stares the Lich Queen in the face. “Your people are fleeing for the beaches and the boats.”

For a moment Kiff thinks the Lich Queen will turn coat again, decide only she can save Palleseen ambitions for Eres Ffenegh, reverse the course of her corpse-column. But then she shrugs. “They are not my people any more,” she says. Not spitefully, not triumphally, but with infinite regret. “Go, then.”

“Or you could…” Kiff looks back at the city. “Come with me, back to the city. Stand with us.”

The Lich Queen laughs, full-throated and living. “I am loyal, child. Loyal to perfection and Pallesand. Just not their perfection, their Pallesand. But I am disloyal enough to let two enemy partisans go.” And she turns her back and marches off, and her army follows her, all the dead host with the palanquin of their emperor at their head.

*

Professor-Inquirer Fowlett does not have her command tent, or even Brandery’s tent. She doesn’t have her desk or a variety of her other accoutrements of rank. Her surviving force is encamped a day’s march landwards from Eres Ffenegh and she’s ordered plenty of sentries to keep watch. Who knows how suddenly the enemy might test their vigilance, if a day’s march isn’t far enough? The military manuals have very little to say about the speed of such a force. Some of the bastards can fly.

The tent, desk and the rest were casualties of the retreat. If she’d dug her heels in and demanded everything be packed and loaded, it had seemed that half her troops might unlink Higher Orders from the chain of command and just go. She’s a realist at heart. She knows the iron rule of ‘Old Cause’ rests on the belief and consent of her troops. There’s only so far you can get with bellowing and bullying.

Now she’s trying to get her head round just what went wrong, receiving the reports of her surviving officers. Those from the front, especially. Those few who count as Specialists, in particular.

Fowlett’s first assumption, based on the field officers, is that the Feggs somehow called up an unprecedented number of demons to deploy in the defence. It’s by far the most palatable explanation. The city always had a reputation for traffic with the Realms Below. Perhaps, as well as the much-advertised Gaeledh walls, they had some last-ditch contract or similar, a one-off piece of theatre they had now rolled out and used up. In which case Fowlett can regroup and march right back.

Tlemitch has a different scenario, though. Tlemitch, the leader of Fowlett’s own counter-curse squad, the magical deconstructionists. Not a conjurer by trade, but the woman needs to know a bit about a variety of different disciplines to do her job.

Now Fowlett sits in the shade of a hastily-erected lean-to, cloaked against the chill that reaches them all the way from the sea, and squints belligerently at the half-Maric officer. It’s a very hard thing for her to squeeze past her Professor’s rank badge, but she says, “I don’t think I understand what you’re telling me, Fellow-Archivist.”

Tlemitch swallows. She looks absolutely shattered – her duty on the front lines, then the forced march. More, though, it’s her understanding of the situation.

“Magister,” she says, “that was not a conjuration I witnessed.”

“Demons,” Fowlett says. “Walking around Above. What else could it have been?”

“Demons, magister,” Tlemitch says numbly. “Walking around. Above.”

The Old Cause bristles. “If you’re going to—”

“Magister, I suspect the other officers who’ve reported to you focused on what came out of the gate. The actual forces arrayed against us.”

Fowlett nods, narrow-eyed.

“I looked through, magister. I saw what was beyond the gate in the Gaelensreach. It was not the upper city of Eres Ffenegh.”

Fowlett has actually heard a few panicked accounts of this, which the panic led her to ignore. Tlemitch’s voice shakes only a little, though.

“It was Hell, magister.”

“Are you telling me…” Fowlett gets her temper under rein. “What are you telling me?”

“That the Os-Fferegh are going to need a new gate in their wall. Because it doesn’t lead to the upper city any more.”

“A large-scale conjuration—”

“No, magister,” Tlemitch insists. “A gate to the Realms Below.”

“Well they had to get all those demons to the front,” Fowlett reflects philosophically. “It’s a trick they’ll be able to pull off again, or just the once, do you think?”

Tlemitch says nothing, biting her lip, and Fowlett actually has to bully and shout at her a bit before the magician is willing to say the words.

“It wasn’t being held open, magister. It was there. I think it’s just… something Eres Ffenegh has now. An open portal to Hell.”

Fowlett considers. Because she is who she is, and of her nation, she interprets this in a very specific way. There are large and small powers in the world. Pallesand is currently the largest, unchallenged since the Loruthi were knocked down a few pegs. But there are other powers, potentially very strong indeed, that have never been players in the power games of the World Above.

“Are you saying,” she asks slowly, “that the Kings Below have invaded?”

Tlemitch shakes her head mutely. Honestly what she’s saying is probably less catastrophic than the powers of Hell having colonial ambitions, but it’s also less palatable to Fowlett, to Pallesand, to anyone who thinks in terms of hierarchies and orders and a rigid rank structure.

“Magister, I have attempted a conjuration, since we’ve stopped,” Tlemitch reports. “To try and gather information. I sought to contract some imp from the Kings Below, as I normally would. The standard rote summoning. There was nothing.”

Fowlett frowns. “They’re… interfering with your ritual. Or now they’re here they’re not hiring out their slaves, is that it?”

Another shake of the head. “Magister, there was an… emptiness. This is not some local business in Eres Ffenegh. The thrones are empty and the pens are thrown open. The Kings Below are gone.”

A few days later they begin to receive reports from elsewhere about the Sway. Cities of industry, armies with a strong showing of conjurers, all those used to calling on the Kings Below for demons in bulk. The factories have ground to a halt and the demon troops are mutinously absent. So that Fowlett and Tlemitch slowly understand that what they’ve seen was not just a local inversion of the way things are, but the first indication of the way things are going to be.

Only then does Fowlett think to ask where that damn stoat-looking officer of Brandery’s is, because a weasel mind might just be useful in these unprecedented times. But nobody’s seen Dantell since the siege.

*

You take your victories where you find them. For Niev, she finds she can at least take some joy in seeing the Osseach – what survives of it – meeting in its proper place. The great hall in the Right-city, its roof beams like an inverted boat, almost black with centuries of smoke and weather. Better here than in a whorehouse, whatever the conveniences, arcane or carnal, that might afford. The Osseach chamber is high-ceilinged, and the delegates sit in chairs carved like lobsters, their segmented tails the backs. Or lobster demons, anyway, such as were once the common servants of the temple conjurers. All of which is probably in rather bad taste now. Perhaps some new furniture is in order. Overhead the cracked ceiling still preserves the celestial map and compass of the old Osseach of Stars, from when Eres Ffenegh was important to the world. As it might now be again, not necessarily for reasons anyone’s happy about.

No Hamriddy, of course. No Pope of Tides; no Mellister speaking for the hospital. Three other seats new-filled, one clan, two guild. Of the others, a nervous air. Aeriff of the Helaseach sunk into herself, trying to digest what’s to become of her profession and order now. The family representatives each with a long queue of disenfranchised relations demanding they do something for the city that had fought so hard for them. The guilds without enough skilled hands to do half the work, the ship-owners whose wealth lies at the bottom of the sea. The peace isn’t going to be fought on the same field as the war, but it can be lost just as easily.

“There are those who merit especial thanks, of course.” The speaker is from another of the clan factions, someone inoffensive enough to everyone that they’ve been allowed the floor, standing before that semicircle of ornate chairs. A thin, reedy-voiced man, but Niev at least recalls seeing him around the edges of the defence, organising and provisioning. “Lougann oa Haelish of the Shipwrights, for the defence of Pencewort Ward…” Names, a few of them Osseach grandees, but mostly just people, and a reminder to Niev that the siege was of the city as a whole, not just that part beyond the Gaelensreach. In fact, the greatest favour the upper city did for the lower was provide a focus for the Pals’ aggressions. But it was a war of a thousand skirmishes, and there are people she doesn’t even know who can claim to have saved the city from capitulation as much as, or more than, she.

The names track on, and everyone applauds politely. Many of those named – those yet living – are here behind the chairs, each coming forwards to receive the nod from the Osseach, on the basis that an incline of the head puts no dents in beleaguered city coffers.

“And, of course, of the Galeaff,” says the speaker nasally, “the city confirms its great indebtedness. Foremost amongst the Families, and an anchor of our defence. The loss of our friend Hamriddy,” Niev’s uncle is everyone’s friend now he’s dead, even the rivals who hated his guts, “but his baton carried well and ably, after his death.” A rather wan smile towards the relevant quarter. “Kaethlien ea Galeaff, without whose hard work…”

The woman sitting in the chair in front of Niev stands heavily, smiles, acknowledges the little ripple of acclamation.

“Who the hell,” says a voice at Niev’s shoulder, “is that?”

She turns and starts to find Kiff there. Kiffel ea Leachan, who is not under any circumstance going to be named in this list of great heroes. Just like Niev isn’t.

“You don’t remember Aunt Kaet?” Niev says out of the side of her mouth. “You know, Aunt Kaet, who did so much for the city’s defence.” And Kiff – being born to the Right-city – doubtless knows the woman, but not the deeds, for the solid reason that nobody actually saw her within a baton’s range of any fighting, nor even shuffling papers for the city’s better provisioning, but here she is. Suddenly everyone with Galeaff blood is absolutely positive that she was instrumental in taking over the war effort after Hamriddy died. Certainly more so than some warehouseman’s daughter from the Left-city. Niev puts all this into her face and Kiff reads it there. Reads it, then puts an arm about Niev’s shoulders briefly and gives her an off-balance hug. Just for that second, comrade to comrade, two women whose contribution isn’t going to get recognised, for very different reasons.

“I thought you were dead,” Niev says, and is surprised to find out how glad she is that it isn’t the case.

Kiff shrugs. “Me too.” She’s not wearing the armour, though the sword is still at her belt. Is actually tied into the scabbard with a great messy knot, in fact.

“I do have,” says the speaker, his voice quavering a little more, “someone who wishes to address the Osseach. One of our, ah, foreign allies.”

The seated dignitaries compose themselves. They’re expecting that woman who’s the Pope now, probably, or some Hospitaller, come to present a bill for their part in the defence. That’s not who they get.

Niev hears Kiff swallow, beside her. Probably the first time she’s laid eyes on the real reason the city didn’t fall.

She’s named Caeleen, Niev understands, and she isn’t wearing the spiked black mail any more. She’s wearing a uniform, though. More than a little Pal in it, but Niev’s heard this creature served with them during the war, however that’s even possible. A twisted iron rod and a rapier of black metal at her belt, and her golden hair gathered up into a military bun at the back of her kepi. And probably the uniform is also being worn just because of the apoplexy it would give any Pal officer who hears about it, because that’s the way this new faction in Eres Ffenegh works.

Caeleen favours the Osseach with a smile so bright you could go blind. “My officers and I have had a lot of visitors, from your city. One family, one faction or another. Threats,” a look to Aeriff, “promises, offers, demands.” She beams at them, oh so prettily. “No names, no contracts, but apparently I’d have my pick of collaborators. We are, of course, here as the grand army of the Kings Below, come to claim your sunlit world for demons at last, to chain you as our slaves, starting with Eres Ffenegh.”

The silence that follows is not absolute. Someone gasps. Someone drops something. A sword – from someone prudently far back in the room – whispers from its scabbard. Caeleen laughs. There’s a lot in that laugh. Malice, glee, the crashing down of great old things that can never be rebuilt.

“Your faces,” she tells the worthies of Eres Ffenegh. “Also, your senses of humour. Let me break the habits of my kind and speak truth to you then. No kings, no masters. That is our law. That is what we have brought to Hell. That is what we brought to you in your hour of need, when the tyrants sought to master you. Because one among you here is dear to me. Misery and Wickedness, the breaking of chains, the casting down of authority.” She smiles sweetly at the current ruling authority of the city, which might just hold onto its fancy chairs. “We don’t want your city. We don’t want your world. Not to own. We do not own, no more than we are owned.” Spoken with the steel of someone who was once property. “But we will have our access to your land Above.”

Someone stammers a little, and Caeleen fixes them with a bright eye.

“Does this mean… the gate…?” the tongue-tied Osseach member gets out.

“You will have to knock a new one in,” Caeleen says merrily. “For the old leads only to Hell.” From either side, as does the doorway into the wreck of the Pandaemonium. “But how else shall we maintain our first embassy in the World Above?”

Embassy? Niev sees a murmur pass back and forth, and ripple back through the room. Dread, surely. What misery and wickedness might issue from such a place? But after that, a little cunning speculation. Because what might Eres Ffenegh become, as the first city in the world with an embassy from Hell?

“Now,” Caeleen asks, “is there one here they name ‘The Widow’?”

“I am.” Abellaime glides around the edge of the crescent of chairs. She’s dressed finely enough to make the city’s ruling council look like upstart servants, black velvet worked with copper sigils and filigree. Still, she approaches Caeleen with a wary respect. Strips off a warded glove before extending her hand. Curtsies as the demon kisses her black-painted nails. The Widow regards the Osseach with an imperious stare. “And do you consent to me as your first ambassador to the Realms Below?” Abellaime has never let the will of the public dictate to her before. Her question is entirely rhetorical, save that Aeriff answers it.

“No!” the leader of the Helaseach snaps, standing, furious. “You’re not one of us! You don’t speak for us!”

“I believe you misunderstand just what Hell seeks an embassy to, my dear,” Abellaime says easily. “Not one city; not one people. Above; all of Above. And if you advance yourself for the post, may I ask just how many demons you have contracted with, since the Kings fell?”

Aeriff’s face purples. For a moment Niev thinks she’s about to drop dead or burst into flames, from sheer rage. She has no answer, though. Just like most modern conjurers, she contracted through the Kings, the easy way. Abellaime and her staff offered a bespoke service.

“It will be a pleasure,” says Abellaime to Caeleen, the only person there whose judgment she’s soliciting. Niev sees something pass between them, demon and bawd. She has a sense of wheels turning behind the scenes, long-laid plans, infernal schemes.

Afterwards, she and Kiff find somewhere to sit – nowhere fancy, just an overturned artillery piece on the Right-city side of the Gaelensreach. Sit and share a flask and talk about what happens next. For one of them, nothing changes; for the other, everything does.

“But they’ve just… passed you over,” Kiff complains. “You did more than anyone.”

“Not true,” Niev says. “And I’m still there. Still standing right behind the Galeaff chair, anyway. I’m young and the world’s changing. There’s time. Our new diplomatic status is going to shake a lot of things loose, in the city and beyond. There’s a bet on, as to whether the Pals or the Loruthi will be first to send a formal ambassador, to us and to them. My money’s on the Loruthi; they’ve got more to gain.”

“You’ll make them eat four-week herring,” Kiff says. Meaning beg and crawl, and have to smile as they do it.

“Probably. No kings, no masters. Misery and Wickedness.” Niev rolls the maxims around on her tongue. They taste like brimstone but it’s a taste you could get used to. “You, though. Seriously? I mean, I reckon your sins are forgotten right now, given we won. Plus the militia know you were on the front line that time. And I could put round the thing you actually did do. The Leachan name is in the mud, maybe, but it’s waiting for you to pick it up.”

“I was never a good friend to you,” Kiff tells her. “I mean, not bad, just… just a sort of nothing that took up your time.”

Niev lets out a bark of undiplomatic laughter that shows just how true she finds the words.

“I was just… I’ve seen a lot, since they took Conn Leachan away from me. Seen, done, fought, talked. I’ve looked back on it, trying to work out what it was I actually did that was worth most. That makes me happy, to know I did it. And I’m going to do that from now on. Because it’s something that needs doing, and it’s something I can do.”

*

The dead go to the sea. That’s the Os-Fferegh way. Not enough land on the rocky promontory of the city, nor is stowing corpses inside the dead crab considered respectful. And while burning is a Pal tradition, anything that could serve as firewood is being saved for the long, cold winter.

The Pal dead are loaded onto boats and dumped out where the sea’s deepest, without ceremony. For those that have mourners, there are points where the fish know to gather. Bodies are weighted and sent off with thoughts, with tears, even the odd prayer to a god that’s been dead longer than there’s been a city.

The cult send their fallen siblings to the sea past the Lighthouse, in a manner that suits their own and local custom. Perhaps the Fisher King himself is there for the send-off of his fallen votaries. How many of the faithful in any cult can claim that? In amongst the blessed fallen, a few others are given what ceremony these straitened days allow. Two bodies, one too great, one too little; averaged out, therefore, two bodies.

Istreddy is a great mound of spotted flesh; one must take it for granted that the man’s there inside the beast. The dextrous hands to deal cards, the mild man for whom it was a professional necessity not to take offence, you can’t see these things in the bestial carcase he’s left to the world. Beside him is all they have of Lovern, ragged from the teeth of the Wood.

Quellery can’t weep, not with his eyes. He’s been cursing instead, solidly for hours. He’s kicked the lighthouse and chewed out any cultist who tried to stop his minuscule sacrileges. He’s beaten the heedless stones with his unfeeling claw of a hand.

Aspel doesn’t weep, but that’s no indicator of how cut up she feels. After the bodies, large and truncated, are given to the sea, she sits on the ground and watches Quellery make an exhibition of himself, and inwardly cheers him on because it’s something she can’t draw from herself, but she knows it’s right.

Anders – the Pope, still going by Anders for these two alone – does weep. Weeps more for Lovern than she ever actually liked him, even. They’d known each other a few months and she’s been a woman of fast and loose attachments all her life. And there was this man, on the wrong side, but the right man. And he got himself killed saving her – her and others, but let her have this selfishness – and it’s not fair. She was going to be happy somehow, with Lovern. And probably she’d have grown tired of him, or he of her, and they’d have had a little fun and drifted apart, but now he’s dead. That idea, of their being happy, has petrified in her mind. She’ll believe in it more fiercely than ever she will in the Fisher King.

With the bodies gone, of course, there are some questions needing answers. Quellery and Aspel are technically enemy combatants, or were until immediately before the final siege. Niev and various other officials are well aware of the uncertainty of their status. They might be arrested, tried, traded to Pallesand. Anders is the only one standing up for them – well, Anders and a handful of the Pandaemonium staff, to whom nobody listens.

It is to the Pandaemonium that they repair, or at least the leaning shell of it. What Aspel left of it, in fact, which nobody’s got round to asking about. Kaele and the rest of the staff make them welcome, but they’re just camping out there. Nobody knows what will happen to the place, although the Widow has expressly refused to relinquish it to the Osseach. Will the World Above’s first ambassador to Below continue to run a whorehouse on the side? Likely Abellaime will still find it a convenient place for the mortal and the infernal to mingle. That’s the hope amongst the staff.

“We should join up,” Quellery says. Aspel gives him a hard look. “What?” he asks her. “I can do demons, you can do the accounts.” A ghost of his usual humour.

Aspel’s about to say something unencouraging when her eyes go wide and she practically flies across the room at the tall, horned figure just come in. To attack him or embrace him, honestly it could be either one. She stops outside range of either, practically vibrating with emotion she can’t give word to. “You,” she says at last.

Valkazar, former majordomo of the Pandaemonium, sits down in the wreckage. When he stalked from this room last, he was all flame and triumph, about to visit a long-awaited vengeance on his mistress. Now he is smaller, thinner, his clothes hanging from him. Aspel frowns. “What?” she demands. “I thought you were all free now. Free and in the world with everything you wanted.”

Valkazar turns his long face to her, seeming older now, in mourning. “I had a place,” he says.

“You…” Aspel frowns. “You freed yourself from it.”

“I don’t mean here!” A little of his former fire. “Not as the chamberlain of this brothel. I had a place in Hell. There was a hierarchy: kings, lords, servants, slaves. I hung about the midst of fortune, in Hell, but it was my place and I knew it. I would have torn her apart and then gone back in triumph to my small lot. But now it’s all torn down. I don’t know where I fit any more.” The thing of lessons, unable to learn the rules of this new world.

“You deceived me,” Aspel tells him.

“I am a demon. We do that,” he replies. “I had you free me, but I taught you much, so you could do it. Have I not one student in the world grateful for my tuition?”

She’s very angry, for just a moment. Enough that the demon tutor actually flinches back from her. And then it’s gone, and she’s just sad. Sad for lost friends, sad for the lies, sad for him.

“What will you do?” she asks.

“I don’t know,” he says in a small voice. “I can go anywhere. I have every choice. I don’t know what to do.”

“Quellery and I,” Aspel says, “were thinking of staying here, to see how it shakes out. I can do the accounts.” She shoots a look at the demonist, in case he was about to say he hadn’t meant it. But honestly, they’re comrades in arms to the staff here, and under the shadow of the Widow if the Osseach come calling for them. They could do worse. “So teach me,” Aspel finishes. “I want to learn more.”

Valkazar’s copper eyes stare at her. A slow, cruel smile tugs at his mouth. With such a student, what ruin might be brought to any number of worlds?

*

After bidding farewell to the pair of defectors, it’s Anders’ turn to leave. Probably she could just lord it in the broken Lighthouse, trading on all the work the cult did during the siege, but she reckons the Os-Fferegh would soon grow tired of them now the city has other allies. And this is where Lovern died, and she’s keen to see the back of the place. The Wave Knife has put in again, to find a very changed city, and the cult is going to friendlier shores.

“This is what you want, is it?”

She turns at the quayside, knowing him from the Maric accent. “Well,” she tells Jack, “we can’t all be married to the Queen of Hell.”

“No kings, no masters,” he tells her.

“Yeah right. Seriously, though.”

“No kings. No masters.” Mild, as he always is, but no give in him.

She shrugs. “Well, what we do have is fucking popes, because apparently that’s me…” And his gaze is sliding off her, left and down, and she shivers. “Right there, is he?” Because Jack could always see gods, having lived with one once.

“He is, yes.”

“So no, this is not what I want,” the new Pope of Tides tells him. “This is specifically what I didn’t want. Why I ended up chumming about with the last man to wear the big hat. Because he wanted the big hat. But I said, in the fight, I’d take it, if the little fucker helped. And there was some help, so now there’s the hat.” She is not, in fact, wearing the hat, because it’s a ridiculous piece of theatre. But Jack’s eyes stray to her head and maybe he can see it there too.

“I mean, pirate, maybe,” Anders says vaguely. “Maybe that I can pull off. But I’m stuck with the hat and the job, aren’t I.” She gives him a crafty look. “I remember you, though. Always dickering with the little bastard on your shoulder. Old Fishy better not think that I’m just going to roll over for him. I’m going to have demands.” She sends a filthy look at where Jack’s eyes had strayed, then snaps back to him. “I guess you’re staying here and – what, is it warming a bed, when it’s already on fire?”

“I don’t know,” Jack shrugs. “I had a thought, I… It’s been a long time since I saw home. Heard news from there, even. A lot’s changed in the world since they arrested me and sent me to the army. I think someone’s going to do something stupid there.”

She blinks at him. “Home… was it Ilmar?”

“Ilmar, aye.”

“You want space on the boat? Not right into Ilmar harbour but, you know, closer.”

Ilmar doesn’t have a sea harbour. Jack doesn’t make the clarification. “I don’t know if I can,” he says quietly.

“Because of her.”

He nods.

“I thought it was all ‘no ties, no shackles’?” Anders prods him. He looks at her, and in his face she sees every act he did, the tightrope he walked as the Widow’s familiar, the compromises made and the scruples sold, so he could have his lover back in the world. Yes, no ties, that’s surely what they agreed, but Jack has bound their wrists together anyway, save that he’s given Caeleen a knife that she can use at any time. He hasn’t kept one for himself.

“Well look,” she says awkwardly. “If you, you know, work things out, then we’ll carry you. We sail with the dawn. Be on the quay by then if you’re coming.”

*

In the depths of the Sable Manor, the Widow is receiving her first supplicant. Not even one of the Os-Fferegh who’ve worked out that the old Allorwen whoremonger is absolutely the person they need to butter up around now, but a petitioner come in search of a job.

Abellaime will indeed restore the Pandaemonium to its former glory. Making an establishment of that nature the place where Hell and the world meet fits both her and Caeleen’s sense of humour. And she never contracted with the Kings Below. Always bespoke, conjurer to demon, just as she’d been taught.

She wonders how the world is starting to crack, now that all those factories and mills cannot just fish for massed labour. How a new class of hellieur will have to arise, and whose hands are on the means of production. Probably nobody else in the city has quite understood the scale of what they’ve wrought in the world.

She leans forwards to examine the thin, stooped woman before her. The Pal uniform has gone, but the posture has not. Stoat, thinks Abellaime. It is an unavoidable impression.

“Only I had heard,” says Dantell, “that your apprentice, your familiar, had left your service. And so I wanted to tender my skills. I have broad range of magical competences, magister. Really, quite wasted in the army, if I say so myself.” Peering up at Abellaime through the corner of her eye, patently the least trustworthy individual in a shifting city, more crooked than any demon. And the other eye turned on the door because right now, between Palleseen and Os-Fferegh, there’s nobody in all the world has any love for Dantell the deserter.

But she is clever, as stoats are, and her presence in the Widow’s shadow would stoke all manner of indignation and outrage – misery and wickedness! – and when she finally tries to betray her mistress, as she inevitably will, that in itself will be entertaining.

The Widow smiles benevolently. “I had a demon as a majordomo until recently,” she says, “but that’s not the done thing any more. When can you start?”

*

From the docks, Jack heads out into the Left-city until he gets to one of the big levelled parts where the fighting was – artillery and Gaeledh conspiring to make an utter wasteland of three wards. Here is where the Hospitallers have set up their tent.

Their new leader is a middle-aged man who owes God for the legs he left on a battlefield in Bracinta. He eyes Jack warily – God’s ex, after all, is never going to be entirely welcomed by His current best friends, but Jack’s not there to cause trouble.

He finds Kiff in one of the smaller tents, moving boxes. The lowest grunt work of the healing trade, because there’s always a crate of medicine or bandages to be shifted, bedclothes to be washed, food to be prepared. It’s not all about miraculous healing, after all. The Left-city has a lot of people without trades, houses, families. The Hospitallers are doing their small best, and here’s Kiff, doing her tiny part of that smallness.

She puts the box down when she sees him, and they embrace briefly. He, the only child, feels oddly like he’s inherited a kid sister.

“You’re sure this is something you want?” he asks her.

Kiff sits on the box, shrugs. “It was just… I looked back over everything, and it just felt… This was the only point where I really did anything. When we were carrying the stretchers. Even when I fought I did more harm than good, and it was only a feint from the Pals anyway. But this…” She shrugs. “I’ve not done much, to feel good about, in my life.”

At that point, Usrach ducks into the tent. The demon’s disparate eyes swivel and skitter. It gives Jack something between a nod and a bow, picks a box up effortlessly, and departs with it.

“Still with you then?”

“Can’t shift it,” Kiff agrees. “The armour’s about somewhere. I wanted to give it back to the Osseach but Usrach wouldn’t have it. It’s mine, or its, or ours.”

He doesn’t need to ask about the sword. Kiff had been all set to keep it, noble guardian of a psychopathic weapon she’d never draw. Until Jack had suggested she just give it to Caeleen, so its demonic occupant could be freed from the blade and repatriated to hell. No kings, no masters. Even a bloodthirsty sword-demon can be a prisoner and a victim, after all.

“Look after yourself,” Kiff tells him, standing up again. “Or – she’ll look after you?”

“It’ll be exciting finding out,” Jack decides. When Kiff’s gone out with her box, he says, “But you look after her, you hear me?”

God, perched up on the stack of crates, glowers down at him. “Brought a fucking demon into my service, hasn’t she? I should exco-fucking-mmunicate her.”

“A temple demon,” Jack says mildly.

“A—!” God looks apoplectic. “Is that mockery supposed to make things better?”

“Since you’ve revised what you think of them,” Jack points out.

“I have not!”

“About harming them.”

God drops His gaze sulkily. “Soft, is what I am. Don’t think it means I approve of any of what you and that hussy are doing.” He folds His arms, sticking His lip out. “Thinking of going back to the old place? Sow a bit of the old misery and wickedness around our old manor, is it?”

Jack shrugs. He’s looking at God with an expression he never had when he was God’s priest and only follower. It might be fondness. God squirms.

“Will you not?”

“You did it for me. About demons. You did it for her.”

“Lies!”

“You blessed our union.”

God swells up, incandescent, then deflates. “Be happy while you can, Yasnic,” He says. “Take it from Me, who’s been around for longer than you. It doesn’t last.”

Jack knows that. He always did. No happiness he ever had but something took it from him. But even so.

When he’s alone after, when she comes to him, her hand on his shoulder, out of nowhere. He’s been waiting, but just as always with Caeleen, waiting doesn’t mean she’ll come. That would be a contract, the thing they adamantly do not have between them. This time she comes. Her arms encircle him, pulling him into an embrace. He feels the warmth, the softness, the hard lines of a few remnant pieces of her demonic mail that gouge him like claws. Always it’s this way, between them.

He leans into her. “Is it Your Majesty, now?”

Her arms tighten on him, painful for a moment. “No kings, no masters, no chains,” she says. “We did not empty their thrones just to sit on them ourselves.” She chuckles low in his ear, then purrs, “I hear you want to leave me.”

He feels his heart kick. He feels the offer of a berth recede. Ilmar – the friends he left, the city he was born to, the bad decisions the city is known for. “I… had wanted…” he says hollowly. The bonds he’s put in place, that bind only him, pull taut inside. This much leash and no more. “But it’s not important.”

She turns him about. When he sees her face it isn’t important. Nothing else is. Ilmar gave him birth and God and a lot of hard life lessons. Caeleen gave him happiness. Not a commodity Ilmar was ever oversupplied with.

“This is where you are now. The gate, the embassy, Hell,” he says. “This is where I am. For as long as you’ll have me.” And longer. And forever. Even rejected, cast aside, how could he be anywhere but at her feet. He, who broke worlds for her.

“Jack,” she says, and then, “Yasnic.” The name strange on her lips, because he never really heard anyone else speak it fondly before. “How far is it from Eres Ffenegh to Hell?”

“I, ah…” He, the student of demonry, ambushed by an exam question. “I should know… it’s…” He can’t even think of how such a thing is measured. An unthinkable gulf and yet a single step.

She bows her head until their foreheads touch and her golden hair drifts about his cheek. “And how far from Hell to Ilmar?”

“I…” It’s further, obviously. Because Hell and Eres Ffenegh share a border, and Ilmar is a long way across the sea. And yet they have hellieurs in Ilmar too, and there were demons driving the factory machines when he left, though their traces will be empty now.

Caeleen smiles, cruel and kind and all things. “Flee to the most remote mountain, the furthest city, the ends of the earth, you are only ever a breath away from the Realms Below, Yasnic. You can’t escape me, run where you will. Only know that, where you wander, wickedness will follow.”

“And misery?” he asks, though his chest is so tight he can hardly get the words out.

“And joy,” she says. Joy in wickedness? Joy in misery? A hard-edged joy if Hell’s own revolutionary feels it, but his life’s been short on joy of any kind, and so he’ll take it.

*

“Take it from Me, who’s been around for longer than you. It doesn’t last.” Perhaps there’s one who’d have an opinion on that. Agree or disagree with God’s assessment? Until very recently, strongly agree, but perhaps his mind has changed now.

A knock, at a door which only appears when it wants to. And of course there aren’t any servants, magical or otherwise, so it’s up to the place’s owner to shuffle down all those stairs in his slippers to answer the damn thing himself. Complaining all the way, kicking an errant bottle ahead of him so it breaks into a minefield of shards at the bottom which an irritable spell clears away.

Varinecthes the magician, Old Varney, opens the door of his tower and for a moment is so full of feelings and words, memories, needs, that he can say and do absolutely nothing. A Pal assassin, right then, would have the ancient wizard dead to rights and be able to rid the world of him. He just stands, slippers and dressing gown and little tasselled cap, in the doorway of the Varinaen, in full view of the world, and stares, his face twisting in the grip of too many emotions.

At last he manages, “Well what kept you?”

His visitor spreads his hands. “It’s a long way from Hell, even with the gates open.”

Varney takes those hands, that belong to the demon lord Ghastron, and draws the infernal creature within doors. And for now at least, all is well.
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