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NOTORIOUS
SORCERER

The feather felt like a wisp of silk between his fingertips, hot as a Flower’s underthings and just as full of promise. Siyon teased it out, wrapping it in a length of actual silk before tucking it away in his satchel.

He was so focused on it that he barely heard the whistle from above. Not like a bravi signal, no human sound at all; more like the sigh of air ripped through a grate. The sound of an angel’s wings scything through excuses.

But he did hear it, and his body was already moving before his mind caught up, hurling him sideways a moment before the broadsword came slamming down right where he’d been crouching.

The force of it buried the edge in the rocks as though they were cheese. Flames licked blue-bright along the length of the blade. Light washed dazzling over Siyon—not from the sword, but the one who wielded it, looming above him resplendent in armour even whiter than the sand. The brutal white of perfect virtue, the unflinching white of implacable justice.

The shattering white of an angel.

Her face was a smudge in the searing light; Siyon just got an impression of a wild halo of fire around diamond eyes and hawk beak.

That beak opened and she screamed, like a raptor diving upon its prey.
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Siyon couldn’t get the damn square to line up, and the hangover definitely wasn’t helping.

He squinted at the ash lines on the floor. The tiles tessellated in a not-quite-repeating pattern of swirls and spirals that could probably cause headaches all by itself. It was left over from before this place was taken over as the Little Bracken bravi safe house, when it had been a . . . temple? Church? Whatever. They called it the Chapel now, so probably one of those. Siyon didn’t know much about all that religious stuff. He’d been born and bred here in Bezim, where they preferred the certainty of alchemy instead.

The building was nice; tidy brickwork, tall pitched roof, narrow windows of coloured glass. From the pale hair and impressive beards on the figures, Siyon thought the stories probably drew from the cults and myths of the North, not the remnants of the Lyraec Empire he was more familiar with.

The Chapel was quiet right now, with the morning sun cutting through the dust motes dancing around the lofty beams. The bravi were denizens of the night—the feet that rattled fleet as a passing rain shower over your roof tiles, the midnight laughter that promised mayhem and crossed blades and adventure. Last night they’d been all of that, the stuff of the dreams of children and poets, and now they were sleeping it off. So the tall, vaulted space—which might otherwise be cluttered with the scrape of a sharpening sabre, the clatter and call of training duels, the bicker and bellow of arguments over style—was all at Siyon’s disposal.

He still couldn’t get his delving portal square.

Siyon’s tea had gone cold on a pushed-aside pew. He lifted the tin-banded glass, high and higher, until the light through the stained-glass windows both made him wince and turned the remaining liquid a fiery golden orange. A colour burning with righteousness. An Empyreal sort of colour.

Siyon reached through that connection and snapped his fingers.

And then nearly dropped the suddenly scalding glass.

Allegedly Kolah Negedi—the long-dead father of alchemical practice—had strong views about casual use of the Art. Something about the essence of another plane not being a dog to fetch your slippers. Poetic, but frankly, the great Kolah Negedi didn’t seem all that applicable to the life of Siyon Velo. Let the fancy azatani alchemists, with their mahogany workbenches and expensive bespoke glass beakers, debate his wisdom. All Siyon did was fetch and carry for them. And that’s all he’d ever do, unless he could scrape together enough hard cash to pay for lessons. Today’s work would barely add to his stash, but one day, maybe . . .

In the meantime, at least he could have hot tea.

Siyon blew gently across the surface of the liquid, took a careful sip, and sighed as the blissful heat smoothed out the jagged edges of his hangover.

“Sorry,” someone said. “I can come back later if you’re enjoying your alone time.”

Not just any someone; that was the tight, pointed accent that went with leafy avenues and elegant townhouses and lace gloves. That was an azatani voice. Siyon cracked one eye open, and looked sidelong toward the doorway.

The young woman wouldn’t have come up to his chin, but she stood straight and tall, barely a trace of a girl’s uncertainty in the way her weight shifted from one foot to the other. She was clad head to toe in bravi leathers—sturdy trousers, tight vest, bracers laced up to her elbows. They creaked with newness, and the sabre at her hip gleamed with oil and polish. The tricorn balanced atop her tied-back ebony curls had an orange cockade pinned on with a Little Bracken badge.

They’d probably run the tiles together, two fish in the great flickering school of the Little Bracken, but Siyon never paid too much attention to the azatani recruits. They joined, they had their youthful adventures, they left to take up their serious adult responsibilities. None of his business.

But here she was, getting in his business. “What are you doing here, za?” he demanded, though he had a bad feeling he knew the answer.

“I was sent by the Diviner Prince to . . .” Her words petered out, uncertainty conquering the assurance she was born into. “Er. Assist you? Hold something?”

Siyon snorted. “I need an anchor, not a little bird. Go back and tell Daruj—”

“No,” she interrupted, her chin coming up in a belligerent jut. “I can do it. I’m bravi. Same as you.”

Siyon sauntered out into the aisle, where she could in turn get a good look at him. At the fraying of his shirtsleeves and the scuffs on his boots, at the battered hilt of his own sabre, at the lean length of his limbs and the freckles and even the glint of red in his brown hair that said foreign blood. That confirmed he was a mongrel brat.

She could probably trace her family back a few hundred years to the end of the Lyraec Empire. They’d probably helped overthrow the Last Duke and claim the city for the people. People like them, anyway. They’d renamed the city Bezim—in Old Lyraec, that meant ours.

“Yeah,” he drawled, stretching the Dockside twang. “We’re peas in a fucking pod. How old are you, anyway?”

“How old are you?” she demanded right back. There was a flush of colour in her warm brown cheeks, but she wasn’t backing down. Was it even bravery when you hadn’t heard the word no more than a dozen times in your life?

“Twenty-three,” Siyon said. “Or near enough. And I’ve been on my own since I was fourteen, delving the planes since seventeen. That six years of crossing the divide between this plane and the others tells me I’m not trusting you”—he jabbed a finger at her, in her new leathers with her boots that probably got that shine from the hands of a servant—“to hold the only thing tying me back to the Mundane. No offense, princess.”

She hesitated in the doorway, but then her chin came up again. “Fuck you,” she stated primly. “I can do it. And I’m all you’ve got, anyway. Daruj went down to the square; Awl Quarter have called public challenge.” There was a twist to her mouth. It stung, to be sent to do this, rather than being included in the party to bare blades against another bravi tribe, even in a small morning skirmish.

Siyon knew what that felt like. He drained his tea and set the glass down on the pew next to him. “You’re well out of it. It’ll be dead boring. Lots of posturing, barely three blades getting to kiss daylight. No audience in the morning, see? So no pressing need to fight.”

She really did look like a doll playing dress-up, but she hadn’t fled. And if Daruj was off playing Diviner Prince (Siyon never found his friend’s bladename less ridiculous, whatever its proud history), then she probably was the best Siyon was likely to get until later this afternoon. Which would be cutting it fine to make his deliveries.

He sighed. “What’s your name again?”

She grinned, sudden and bright and blindingly pretty. She was going to carve her way through society when she set aside the blade to take up a ball gown. “Zagiri Savani. And I’m eighteen. If it matters.”

Siyon shrugged. “Not to me. Come on.”

His ash square still looked a little skewed at one corner, but he wasn’t redoing it again. “How much did Daruj tell you about what’s involved?”

Zagiri stayed well back from the lines of ash, so at least she was sensible. “You’re going to raid one of the other planes. For alchemical ingredients.”

Basically right, but she’d need more than basics. “I tear a hole between the planes,” Siyon elaborated. “Which is what the square is for. Keeps the breach contained. There’s no risk—not to you, not to the city.” The inquisitors might feel differently, but they weren’t here, and what did they know anyway? “That also cuts me off from the Mundane, so to get back, I need a tether.”

She nodded. “Which I hold.”

“Which you hold.” Siyon watched her for a moment. Clearly a little nervous, but she had a strong grip on herself. That irritating azatani arrogance might be good for something after all.

He unhooked his sabre from his belt and set it down on a pew, picked up a coil of rope instead. It was rough stuff, thick hemp and tarred ends, liberated from docks duty. As mundane—as Mundane— as rope could get, heavy with work and sweat and dirty, fishy business. “One end ties around me,” Siyon said, looping it around his waist, under his shirt and the weight of his cross-slung satchel. “And you hold the other. You hold it no matter what you see, or what you hear, or how much it jerks around. You hold on to this.”

She wrinkled her delicate little nose as she set a hand just above the thick knot tied in the end. She’d probably never put her pampered hands on anything this coarse in her life. “What happens if I don’t?” Not a challenge, more curiosity.

Siyon smiled, tight and brittle. “I get stuck in there. Since I’m delving Empyreal today, that means I’m trapped in unforgiving heat with the angels on my back until either I can find a way out or you”— he prodded at her shoulder—“scarper off and find someone to summon me back. I recommend Auntie Geryss, you can find her through the tea shop near the fountain in the fruit market. If, y’know, you fuck up completely.”

Zagiri swallowed hard, wrapped the rope around her fist, and braced her heels against the tiled floor. At least she was taking this seriously. “All right.”

“Don’t worry.” Siyon grinned, the thrill of what he was about to do starting to tug at him as surely as a tether. It never got old. “I’ll be right here. Well. Right here, and on the other side of reality at the same time.”

She didn’t look reassured.

Siyon stepped into the ashen square and vanished into heat haze.
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Between the planes was the void, and the void was perfect; it flashed by in a fraction of a blink, and Siyon was through.

It was like stepping into an open oven, snatched up in the Empyreal plane’s hot, dry fist. Siyon staggered, dizzy and dazzled, as the universe tilted around him. It always took a moment to get his balance, like he’d jumped from a moving cart.

Doing this with a hangover had been an awful idea.

Sand skewed beneath his boots, and whipped up on a keening wind. Or at least, it looked and felt like sand, abrading his skin and gritty between his teeth. Not actually sand, not here. Tiny grains of duty, or conscience, or something equally uncomfortable and insistent. Stung like a bitch, making his eyes water, and Siyon pulled a thin scarf over his face. Easier to see through it than with his eyes scrunched closed against the blast.

Dunes undulated away in all directions, toward shimmering horizons. The not-sand was white—scalding white, pale as purity, clean as righteousness—and the sky was seething fire that sizzled in sheets of orange and yellow and incandescent blue. It was dangerously beautiful; easy to overlook the tiny black specks within the burning gyre.

First rule of delving: The longer you gawk, the less time you have to harvest. Get in, load up, get out.

Siyon lowered his head again, and concentrated on slithering down the side of the dune without falling. This not-sand was so fine, it ran like water. You could drown in it, if you didn’t look lively.

In the gully between dunes, there was a little shelter from the sandstorm. Siyon could crouch without fear of being buried, and shovel aside the fine, flyaway grains at the surface. Deeper down, the sand took on a molten glow, clinging to his fingers like an itch. Siyon scooped up a stinging handful, funnelling it hurriedly into a flask. He shook the excess off with a wince and wiped his hand against the rope around his waist; the roughness of the hemp was great for stripping away the last little bits, or maybe it was the sheer Mundanity that did the trick.

He got one more vial of firesand using the other hand, and tucked them both away safely inside his satchel. Trying to get any more would be asking for burns or—worse—recurring attacks of guilt back in the Mundane.

Standing, he laid a hand on the rope around his waist again. The tether leading back to the Mundane wasn’t visible, but Siyon could feel it, tugging at him when he moved. The pull wasn’t too much right now, so Zagiri didn’t seem to be getting impatient. It was always difficult to tell how much time had passed while he was here. Tears were nudging at the corner of his vision, but Siyon could blink them away. The breath still came easily—though harsh and burning—to his lungs, and he wasn’t experiencing any strange urges toward crusades, justice, or self-improvement.

Perhaps he could try for a little more.

He shouldn’t. Get in, load up, get out, remember? The vials of firesand were what he’d been commissioned to deliver.

So if he could find something extra, it could be bonus cash. If he could find something good, he might be able to get his hands on a book—a real one, a proper alchemic tome. One that might teach him something. Make him more than just an interplanar errand boy.

Hey, a guy could dream.

Siyon flipped his satchel open again, running a finger blind along the dozens of little loops and pockets sewn into the lining. He needed to move fast; he needed something that might lead him to something powerful and lucrative.

Ah. Perfect.

He pulled out a feather—small, plain, grey, notched at one end. Just a pigeon feather. But like called to like, and in this place there were far more interesting—more powerful—things than pigeons on the wing.

Siyon lifted the feather and let the breeze pluck it out of his grip.

It zipped away, moving fast, and Siyon had to scramble after it. Up the dune and down, crosswise along the next, hauling himself up a rocky outcrop that surely hadn’t been here a moment ago. The pigeon feather danced up and over the lip, smudgy against the fire-bright sky, and Siyon dragged himself after it. The rocks scraped against his ribs like pious privation, but he pushed onward. If he lost the feather, it would all be a waste.

Just over the lip of rock, atop the outcrop, the feather snagged on the sharp black edge of a nest. Siyon could’ve whooped in victory, if he’d had the breath for it.

The nest wasn’t built of sticks, but of slabs and shards of obsidian, razor-keen and gleaming. It wasn’t big, barely wider than the length of Siyon’s arm, and there were only two eggs within, nestled among smouldering embers. When Siyon peeled back his scarf to peek over the edge of the nest, the heat nearly took his eyebrows off.

He didn’t want an egg, though. What the hell would he do with a phoenix chick? (Answer: Set fire to his bunk in the Chapel and be left in the ashes for the inqs to pick up at their leisure.) Instead, Siyon edged carefully around the nest, peering into the nooks and serrated crannies, until he spotted the butter-bright gleam of a trapped feather. Extracting it was like sticking his hand into a shark’s mouth, sliding careful fingers between knife-like obsidian and the roaring heat of the nest itself. The feather felt like a wisp of silk between his fingertips, hot as a Flower’s underthings and just as full of promise. Siyon teased it out, wrapping it in a length of actual silk before tucking it away in his satchel.

He was so focused on it that he barely heard the whistle from above. Not like a bravi signal, no human sound at all; more like the sigh of air ripped through a grate. The sound of an angel’s wings scything through excuses.

But he did hear it, and his body was already moving before his mind caught up, hurling him sideways a moment before the broadsword came slamming down right where he’d been crouching.

The force of it buried the edge in the rocks as though they were cheese. Flames licked blue-bright along the length of the blade. Light washed dazzling over Siyon—not from the sword, but the one who wielded it, looming above him resplendent in armour even whiter than the sand. The brutal white of perfect virtue, the unflinching white of implacable justice.

The shattering white of an angel.

Her face was a smudge in the searing light; Siyon just got an impression of a wild halo of fire around diamond eyes and hawk beak.

That beak opened and she screamed, like a raptor diving upon its prey.

“Zagiri!” Siyon shouted. “Pull m—”

The angel backhanded him, slamming the words from his mouth and the sense from his head. Air spun wild around him; he bounced against the rocky outcrop once, twice, before plummeting to the sand.

This wasn’t his physical body, Siyon reminded himself, trying to drag breath back into his lungs. Not real, not him.

Still hurt like a motherfucker.

Sand sucked at him as Siyon heaved up to hands and knees. His satchel pulled him off balance; at least he still had it. Tears crawled down his cheeks, actually cool against the heat around him.

“Pull me out,” he said, but the words were barely a scrape in his throat. No power to them at all.

The world shook as the angel landed in the sand next to Siyon. Her arm wrapped around him, binding as a solemn promise, and she hauled him effortlessly up. His legs dangled, ribs creaking beneath her grip. “Thief,” she snarled in his ear. It wasn’t speaking so much as a stone-chiseled statement of immutable fact. “You must earn what you would steal.”

Siyon had no idea what that meant. But her fingers—or talons, by the sharp sting of them—dug into him as she closed her fist around the rope at his waist. It grew warm against his skin, and something shimmered into being in front of him; a twist of connection, spiralling away into the air like a faint and billowing umbilical.

Siyon gaped. He’d never seen his tether in the planes before. It was sort of beautiful.

The angel lifted her sword.

Siyon thrashed against her grip, but she only clutched him tighter, and his ribs cracked and his lungs spasmed and no sound at all came from his throat.

The sword flashed in its descent, bright with blue-hot flames.

Her grip around him tightened, impossibly, and then yanked. No, wait, it was the rope itself, and Siyon popped fish-slippery from the angel’s hold, whipping into half a moment of dizzying blackness—

—and then there was stone under his feet, and his knees giving way as he crashed into another body and they both went down.

A whistle in Siyon’s ears—no, in reality. “Look out,” he gasped, and shoved hard as he rolled in the other direction.

Something slammed down where he had been with a screech of ironwork and a frustrated hiss, and then there was silence.

Siyon sat up too fast, and paused for the whirling sparks to dance away from his vision. Zagiri was backed against the end of the pew, knees drawn up to her chest and eyes wide. Between their bodies, the ash square was nothing but a smear across the floor.

Except the tilework—and the stones beneath—were sliced through in a deep gash the length of Siyon’s arm.

Zagiri’s dark eyes were wide. “It just—it was—”

“Angelic broadsword,” Siyon croaked. His throat still felt scorched. His cheeks were stiff with dried tears. He reached out to the wound in the floor, but stopped short; the heat was still rising from it, with a smell like midday-baked stone paving. “Thanks,” he said. “You did well.”

She made a noise somewhere between a squeak and a sigh, and lifted her fist. The rope was still wrapped around it, but there was barely an arm’s-length left before it ended, abrupt and fire-blackened.

The end was still smouldering.

Siyon scrambled over and pried it carefully from her trembling grip. He held it gently, moved it slowly, to avoid killing the flame or dislodging ash. There could be good use—good money—in angel ash. How much more in a still-burning fire?

Never mind the phoenix feather, what could this earn him? More books? Equipment? Lessons? Proper ones from a Summer Club alchemist, not just occasional tips from Auntie Geryss.

Zagiri wiped her hands on her trousers. Her fingers were still shaking, but only a little. More backbone to her than many Siyon had seen tangle with the fringes of alchemy. “We’re done now, right?” she asked, evenly enough.

“Change of plans,” Siyon said, eyes still on the smoking rope. “Delivery time. This is too important to wait.”
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This was not how Zagiri Savani thought her day would go.

And that was before the flaming broadsword appeared from thin air and buried itself in the damn floor a bare handspan from her knee. She’d stared at the thickness of the blade and the intricate patterns etched in the steel that were somehow still visible through the blue-hot fire, and the only thing she could think was how long it must be, and could she even lift something like that?

“Zagiri,” Siyon said—from the sharpness, not for the first time. “Come on, let’s get going.”

Now he just wanted her to pick up the still-smouldering remainder and carry it around. In a fishbowl, of all things. Amazing, the random rubbish the bravi picked up on party raids.

“I just—” She hesitated. “Are you sure it’s safe?”

Stupid question, of course. He was holding it in his bare hands.

Then again, he was Siyon Velo. Bravi gossip had a lot to say about the petty alchemist of the Little Bracken. Zagiri should have known most of it would be tripe, given the number of wild tales she’d embroidered. But in her experience, alchemists were a bit more serious than an unshaven lout drawing with ash on the floor.

A bit less serious than a screaming angel blade, though.

Siyon gave her a flat look. “You carry a sabre and run around on rooftops, and you’re worried about safe?”

He was right. He was wrong. That was different.

Zagiri wrapped the burlap carefully around the damn fishbowl, keeping it between her skin and the glass. Not what she’d been expecting at all, when Daruj whistled her over. She could’ve been carrying a challenge, or even delivering a prize to his secret lady-love. (Everyone knew he must have one, an opera singer or an inappropriate azata or even the sister of a baron.)

Instead, Zagiri was playing delivery girl for a petty alchemist whose coat, when he shrugged it on, was wearing thin at the elbows.

“Look,” Siyon said, failing to tug his collar straight. “If you’re going to start screaming about angels or anything, do it now, and not when we’re out in public where any inq keen to poison sorcerers can hear you.”

“Piss off,” Zagiri stated, scorn rising quick. “Takes more than a close shave to rattle me.”

Though admittedly, every time her eyes fell on the gouge in the floor, a shudder went down her spine. It was the way it swept, sheer and deep, across two paving stones. It was the fact it was carved into stone, without any apparent effort beyond what Zagiri’s sister might use to apportion a pastry at afternoon tea.

Wanting to get well away from that didn’t mean she was rattled. It was just sensible.

“Are you sure it’s safe?” Siyon mimicked, in a voice far higher than hers.

“I’m just asking,” Zagiri retorted, “whether I’m going to cause another Sundering if I drop this.” Tipping half the city into the ocean again wasn’t the sort of fame Zagiri had in mind.

Siyon hauled the leather strap of his battered satchel over his shoulder and shrugged. “Probably not?” That blithely cheerful face was not made more reassuring by his bloodshot eyes or the ash dusting his reddish stubble. “Here’s an idea: Don’t drop it.”

“Great,” Zagiri muttered, and hugged the bowl tighter against her stomach.

They slipped out the side door, and Siyon checked the square before he beckoned her out of the alleyway. It was late morning and everything was quiet, everyone either sleeping off last night, or busy about today’s business. The sea breeze was just starting to pick up, and the whiff of solder and sawdust from the factories across the river chasm was welcome compared to the memory of stone dust sizzling in angelfire. From the square outside the Chapel, there was a lovely view out over the bay, ships bobbing at moorage, with the messy business of Dockside hidden away by the sharp slope down to the water.

Siyon turned his back on it and started uphill toward the university, leading a zigzag path through the tangle of little streets. Half of them turned into staircases where it got steep, but it was still easy going compared to running roof tiles, and the fishbowl wasn’t heavy, just bulky. What it was, though, was boring.

“Where are we even going?” Zagiri grumbled.

“To someone who’ll hopefully pay me extravagantly for what you’re carrying,” Siyon replied.

Zagiri glanced down at the burlap. “What’s extravagantly?”

Siyon considered that as they climbed another staircase. “Not sure, really. I’ve never struck something this big. Thirty rivna? Forty?”

About what they’d spend on Zagiri’s dress for her presentation, but she wasn’t going to say that. “You should’ve gotten the buyer to come to you. More than one. Had an auction.”

“Like I was a Flower?” Siyon laughed. “Yeah, because your lot would come at my beck and call. Then they’d have to risk lugging the thing across the city.”

Zagiri snorted. “Instead, I get to. Wait, risk? I thought you said this was safe.”

“I did not say that,” Siyon pointed out merrily, but after a glance at her, he sobered. “No, really, don’t lick it or anything. But otherwise, the prime danger is how it’d earn us a whirlwind visit to a horrified magistrate and a fatal cocktail of poison and sanctimonious moralising. Well, me at least.” He lifted an eyebrow at her. “No long-term trouble for the little azata led astray.”

“Get bent.” She spat the words. “I’ve done time in the cells.”

He snorted. “In the holding cells. For disturbing the peace. With half of the rest of the tribe, released by morning, no charges pressed.”

“And trespass.” Zagiri knew she sounded sulky, and couldn’t help it. It wasn’t that she was proud of having been swept up on an evening of bravi tribe business, but . . . well, everyone at the Palokani garden party had been very impressed.

Siyon was not impressed. Siyon was laughing openly. “Regular little crime baron, aren’t you?”

She might have punched him, if she hadn’t been holding angelfire.

He steered them under the moss-lined gate of the university grounds, winding upward through the tangle of residences. The commons beyond was, as always, littered with idle students, lying on their shed robes, studying, chatting, playing handball. Zagiri shrugged down beneath the wide brim of her plumed hat and hoped none of them knew her. This was hardly the glamour of the bravi life.

But Siyon looked around like a girl on her first visit to the dressmaker’s, if one who knew that her mother had a very tight budget. His gaze lingered on the bronze-domed bulk of the library, and if there was longing in his eyes, there was also a bitter twist to his mouth.

Thirty rivna was extravagant, he’d said. And Zagiri hadn’t paid any attention to university fees—had never seriously considered attending, not when she’d rather be on a rooftop than reading a book—but she was pretty sure thirty rivna might cover tuition for a season. Maybe.

Zagiri hurried after Siyon—and his stupidly long legs—through the law school cloister, down a winding stair that curved around a bastion. “Do they even teach alchemy here anymore?” She tried to make it casual; from the quick stab of Siyon’s attention, she hadn’t managed it. “I’m just saying, it’s kinda illegal.”

“Kinda.” Siyon snorted. “It’s entirely illegal, though the magistrates won’t prosecute if you aren’t a danger to Bezim. Which means you’re fine, as long as you’re respectable.” He sneered the word, cutting a glance at her again.

Yeah, Zagiri knew what that meant. Respectable like her.

“They do teach chemistry,” Siyon continued. “Basically the same, you just only use things from the Mundane plane. Which means no power. Because the material of other planes is alchemical power.” And as the stairs widened out, spilling down toward the Boulevard, he turned to point at the bundle in her arms.

Oh. Material of other planes. Zagiri thought again of the blinding flash of the sword—the scream of it—and swallowed hard. “I’m guessing this is a lot of power.”

“You’re holding part of an angel,” Siyon said, like that wasn’t a terrifying idea. “A higher-order sentient being. Still burning with the righteous fire of her wrath. That’s serious power.”

Zagiri frowned. “Are you sure we should be selling this to just anyone?”

“You sound like an inq.” Siyon smirked sidelong at her umbrage. “But Joddani’s hardly just anyone.”

Oh shit. “Nihath Joddani?” Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe he had a cousin who dabbled as well, and she’d never heard of him because, well, Zagiri tried not to talk to him at all, honestly.

Siyon gave her a weird look, and Zagiri realised he might not actually be on a first-name basis with azatani clients who commissioned him like any other errand boy to fetch and carry. That’d be just like bloody Nihath.

Zagiri sighed. “We’re acquainted.” That was putting it mildly, but frankly all she wanted to admit to a fellow bravi. She nodded across the wide, paved expanse of the Boulevard, starting to grow thick with people, at the distant fuzz of green trees and close-ranked tile roofs. The Avenues, where the azatani lived, her among them. “He won’t be at home at this hour, you realise.”

“You know where he will be?” Siyon stepped aside with a fancy bow—which he messed up, leading with the wrong foot and twisting his back arm around.

Zagiri took them along the Boulevard, hefting her bundle of angelfire. “What I meant,” she said, “was why not just keep this yourself? I mean, yeah, money, but you nearly died—I nearly died!—and you could use the power for something actually interesting.” Nihath, the few times she’d been forced to overhear him chatting with his equally boring friends, had gone on about things like ascertaining the sublimation potential of aligned matter, whatever that meant. Siyon could—could— “Ooh! Could you make our sabres do that fire thing like the angel blade did? Imagine that, if Bracken showed up to an all-blades and our first six were just on fire, it’d be so—”

“I can’t do that,” he interrupted, scowling. “That’s serious alchemy, working with angelfire. Or demonscale, or djinnfrost. Firesand is basic, it just gives you a bit of a zing. But something that big, you need experience, and proper training, and a solid grounding in theory from a whole library of books and a proper workshop with all the right equipment. Otherwise it could—y’know . . .” He waved a hand off toward the sea.

Toward the sea, except two neighbourhoods from here, you hit the Scarp, where a jagged cliff rent the city asunder on this side of the river. The lower part had been sunk to its knees, wallowing in the encroaching sea, struck down more than a century ago now during the calamity known as the Sundering.

Bezim didn’t need proof of the dangers of alchemy. They lived in it.

“Y’know what?” Zagiri said. “Let’s ditch this damn thing and go have a drink.”

Siyon laughed, but this time he was laughing with her.

The buildings around them grew taller and more respectable, with elegant shop windows interspersed with discreet doors marked with brass plaques announcing offices, businesses, private apartments. It was even more likely they’d see someone Zagiri knew here, so she hurried them along, looking for the polished sign that said merely Summer. “Here.”

Siyon caught her elbow before she’d taken more than one of the steps that led to the front door. “We can’t go in this way. Not even you.”

“What?” Zagiri frowned at him, and then down at her bravi leathers. “Oh, you mean dressed like this?”

He laughed, and looked both ways up the street. “You could be naked as a Flower or done up to the nines. Front door is for members and their guests only. Come on.”

He led this time; they had to go halfway around the block to find the alleyway that cut down past the back courtyard of the Summer Club, and if Zagiri had no idea where they were going, now Siyon seemed far more at home.

There was a footman taking his break in the courtyard of the Summer Club, pipe between his teeth, smoke haze coiling around his head, a pale glass of tea on the step beside him. “No deliveries ’cept by arrangement,” he stated.

“We’ve something for Azatan Joddani,” Siyon said, kicking the gate closed behind Zagiri. As the footman opened his mouth to repeat himself, Siyon added, “You all know me, don’t pretend I’m a time-waster.”

The footman jerked his chin at Zagiri. He still hadn’t taken the pipestem from his mouth. “Who’s she?”

Zagiri opened her mouth; Siyon got in first. “My assistant.”

The footman shrugged and stood up, but he took his sweet time knocking out his pipe, dousing the embers with the remainder of his tea, and sauntering back inside. The door closed—heavy and forbidding—behind him.

“Rude,” Zagiri huffed.

“What?” Siyon asked. “You think he should have invited us in and given us tea while we wait?”

That was almost exactly what she’d been thinking, and now that he pointed it out, it was a completely ludicrous idea. She wasn’t used to being on this side of things.

Time slipped past, one grain at a time. Siyon took the footman’s spot sitting on the steps. There was room for Zagiri, but she took a look at the step and remained standing. “So you aren’t a member,” she said, looking up at the building. “Because you aren’t a real alchemist?”

That turned Siyon’s smirk sour. “Yeah, that’s the sum of it. You have to satisfy a panel of members that you can harness the planes and turn them to your purpose. Doing it like Kolah Negedi said.” Siyon sighed and dragged a hand through his hair, making it even more of a ruffled mess. The sun caught red glints in it. “You’re supposed to do it through an apprenticeship. Know the right people. Otherwise, you need books, and glassware, and practice. Proper teaching. Time.” He looked at the bowl Zagiri was carrying.

She could translate that. He needed money. He needed money like this was worth. He needed money like Zagiri’s family spent on a dress.

Zagiri cleared her throat. “I hear a lot about this Negedi bloke. Sounds like he’d be boring at parties.”

Siyon laughed. “Kolah Negedi has been dead for a few hundred years, so yeah, probably. He was the first true practitioner of the art of alchemy. Separated fact from wild stories, figured it out from first principles, wrote it all down in his notebooks. They taught his structures at university, once upon.”

Before the Sundering. Before the Scarp.

“So what,” Zagiri said, squinting at him. “You gotta do things his way or you’re not allowed in the club?”

Siyon shook his head. “There is no other way. He didn’t make rules, he . . . discovered how the universe works.”

That didn’t seem right. Zagiri frowned and opened her mouth, always ready to pick a fight with anyone who said You must do it this way—

But the door behind Siyon opened, and a figure stepped into the doorway. Not azatani, not with that strawberry-blond hair curling gently around his pale and elegant neck. He was a slender wisp, draped in linen and lace and flyaway ribbons. His eyes were the same blue as the sky, and he was delicate as porcelain, and all the words soured in Zagiri’s mouth to see him.

In a breathy voice that was nearly a whisper, the new arrival said, “Goodness, what rats have washed up upon my shores?”

Zagiri should have realised he’d be here as well, if Nihath was.

Siyon frowned up from his seat on the step, hanging on to the doorframe like he was worried he’d fall over. “Who the hell are you?” he demanded.

“Tehroun.” He spoke in that annoying way he had, soft and gentle as a summer breeze. “You have something for my master?”

“Ugh,” Zagiri said, and Tehroun’s blue gaze drifted languidly over her, lingering rather more pointedly on the bundle she held. More attention than he’d ever given her before.

Siyon scrambled down from the steps with a little sway. “We have material that will be of extreme interest to Azatan Joddani.”

Tehroun finally looked away from the shrouded fishbowl. “Yes. My master. I rather think you are right.” He wafted back from the door. “Do follow me.”

Siyon glanced at Zagiri, and frowned. “Are you all right?”

No. Yes. She just hated the idea of having to tell Anahid about this. She didn’t want to talk about any of that. So she scowled, and said, “Let’s just get this over with.”
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A hush enfolded them in the main hall of the Summer Club, insulated from the city by wood panelling, heavy green drapes, carpeting thick and even as snowfall. A wide marble staircase coiled around the walls, and in the lofty central space loomed the massive spire of an alchemical clock. It hissed and clicked and seethed with the slow trickle of sand and other mysteries. Other sounds fell from above, disembodied and embalmed—snatches of murmured conversation, the tap of a footstep, the shuffle and thud of a book.

Everything about the Summer Club declared that it was respectable, decorous, upstanding. There was nothing here that could be, to use the crass word of the law, a danger to the city.

Everything about the Summer Club clawed bitter jealousy through Siyon’s veins, and made him want to break the respectable, decorous, upstanding silence. Just because.

A brass sign on a heavy stand guarded the staircase, the physical equivalent of a discreet cough as it informed visitors that the upper floors were for members only. Tehroun drifted straight past it, a wisp of cloud on a summer breeze. Zagiri followed without hesitation, so Siyon did as well.

He tried not to gawk as the upper corridor unfurled in both directions. He’d never been up here, nor had any other alchemical supplier he knew. They got to make their deliveries in the back courtyard, or the servants’ hall if the weather were inclement.

Now he passed open doorways like glimpses into another world. Book-lined rooms with lamplit desks; storerooms crammed full of carefully labelled drawers and boxes; parlours with elegant furniture in sombre colours. Siyon loitered, craning his neck to see more. He was dying to explore every corner, and yet had no idea what he’d do if he were invited in. Wouldn’t know where to start. Couldn’t participate in any of the conversations he caught in snatches: gossip, small talk, exclamations about astronomy. He didn’t belong here. Wouldn’t fit in.

Not yet. And his ticket to one-day-maybe was nearly at the end of the corridor. Siyon caught up as Tehroun held open one half of a wide double door. Siyon stepped through on Zagiri’s heels—

Into a cavern of wonders. Books, so many books, lining the walls, soaring up to the ceiling, marching away on either side in soldier-straight rows. Ahead, a balcony railing, and beyond a view down to the lower floor, where there was more. Shelf upon shelf of yet more books, scrolls slotted away like wine bottles, and giant carved tablets from the ancient days of the Khanate mounted in glass-topped tables.

Siyon was so dazzled by the sheer volume of knowledge that it took him long moments to even hear the voices.

The group argued over a table scattered with books and loose pages and empty glasses of tea and wine. It looked much like the tail end of a long night of running the tiles, a bravi tribe gathered around their plundered spoil and comparing notes on who drew fastest or parried most flamboyantly.

A different sort of tribe, this. Siyon recognised every person at the table by reputation, if not personally.

Across the table, the Kalyrii twins, with their dark red hair pulled back like the sailors they weren’t quite, lounging identically though one sketched in a notebook while the other lifted a hand, declaring, “The Lioness is far too close to the Oasis at this time of year, of course a crosswise working cannot be attempted without risking Empyreal blowback.”

On this side of the table was Master Yvok, tall and long and pale as an icicle, his face lined by northern winters. He scoffed. “Stars are Mundane.”

“You are mundane,” the other Kalyrii twin stated, not looking up from his sketch.

On that side of the table, Auntie Geryss leaned back in her chair, amusement creasing her dark face. Her quick eyes caught on Siyon; she tilted her head in its bright blue turban, seeming entirely unsurprised and possibly even pleased to see him here. It was embarrassingly reassuring.

Beside her, the Margravine Othissa leaned forward. “This is all rather far afield from the central question. Can we not agree that the planes are out of balance?”

The sketching twin tossed his notebook down. “They have never been in balance!”

Othissa shrugged one well-rounded shoulder, bared by the sleeveless cut of the sort of gown they favoured in the New Republic. She was all dimples in honey, and sweet conciliation. “More out of balance, then. Even you cannot deny that.”

The Kalyrii frowned as one.

And the last person, sitting with his back to the new arrivals, said, “That is precisely my point.” Joddani was everything an azatan of Bezim should be—dark hair oiled in curls, shoulders broad in a well-cut brocade longvest, wisdom evident to the finest and brightest alchemical practitioners of the city. “The margin for error on all workings—even the most commonplace—is now far beyond that described by Negedi. All planar accessions must factor in modifications for the unctuous nature of the planes, or else they will slip away from the grasp.”

Siyon wasn’t sure what half those words meant, but he was startled to get the gist. Of course you had to connect carefully to the other planes. They were slippery, they moved unpredictably. That was part of the fun. Just what the planes were like.

Wasn’t it?

Joddani was still declaiming: “It is quite simply obvious that this will have repercussions for the entire Art. As the current foremost practitioners of the city, we must consider that some manner of redress may be necessary.”

“Redress?” Yvok frowned like a blond cliff-face. “You cannot be meaning this nonsense about a Power of the Mundane.”

A strange noise came from beside Siyon, a strangled sort of sigh. He’d almost forgotten Tehroun was even there, in the wonder of this room, of these occupants.

But as soon as Siyon looked sidelong, his gaze snagged on the pale young man. That feeling that he’d had outside, that Tehroun was something known. Something that itched at him. Nothing so simple as familiarity. This was more—

Tehroun turned to look back at Siyon. Some strange trick of the light in here made his eyes almost lavender, weirdly pale.

“Sorry,” Siyon murmured, under the noise of both Kalyrii twins shouting about how the Power of the Mundane—the Alchemist—was naught but a fairy tale. Might as well say he rides a dragon. Might as well worry about the Demon Queen invading the Mundane. “Sorry, have we met before?”

Tehroun frowned, the faintest crease between his alabaster-pale brows. “Of course we have.” He sounded faintly affronted that Siyon had forgotten.

“Enough.” Auntie Geryss slapped her hand down—it was the same colour as the tabletop, though rather less polished. “Lads, you are rowdy, and this is a library. Don’t get me started with you.” She pointed a finger at Othissa, leaving no space for that lady’s gasp before she continued, “Nihath, you won’t convince them today, and besides, you have visitors.”

Joddani glanced over his shoulder, then rose unhurriedly, tugging his longvest straight. “I am right,” he stated, and turned from the table. He’d only taken a step away from it when Tehroun was at his shoulder—draped against his shoulder, more precisely—and brushing fingertips through the curls just behind Joddani’s ear. Joddani barely seemed to notice, fixing a stern gaze on Siyon and saying in the same curt tone: “You are early. I am not conducting business at present. Come as we arranged.”

“Things have changed.” Siyon spoke quickly, even as Joddani was turning away again.

He paused, lifted an unimpressed eyebrow. Siyon considered just walking away, selling the angelfire to someone else, letting Azatan bloody superior Joddani know later what he’d missed out on. It was a happy little fancy.

But the whole time he was finding another buyer, he’d be lugging around something that the inquisitors would love to arrest him over. So Siyon whipped out a thin smile and said, “You’ll want to have first crack at what I’ve got.” He tilted his head significantly toward Zagiri—where was Zagiri?

She’d backed up, barely in the door, and her face twisted as they all turned to look at her.

Joddani said, voice sharp, “What are you doing here?”

“Yeah.” Zagiri winced. “Can we not tell my sister about this?”

“Your sister?” Siyon repeated.

“My wife,” Joddani said.

Siyon blinked at him. He hadn’t known Joddani was married— hadn’t seen any sign of a lady in the house he delivered commissions to. Then again, it wasn’t like he was invited in for tea. And if Tehroun was still clinging to Joddani’s arm like a pennant on a string, well, it was absolutely no business of Siyon’s how anyone else arranged their lives, especially the azatani.

Tehroun sighed, like this was all tremendously boring. “You want to see what they have brought,” he whispered.

That was all the confirmation Joddani needed, apparently. “Fine.”

They found the nearest unoccupied parlour—all sea-foam upholstery and pale wood. Tehroun cast himself down on a chaise like a discarded silk scarf. Joddani closed the door firmly behind them. “Let’s see it.”

Zagiri set her bundle down on the low table and scuttled away behind a sofa as if that might offer protection. The burlap sack was incongruous against the lacquered wood, but that hardly mattered once Siyon flipped it aside to show the glass bowl—and its contents.

He was relieved to see that the rope-end inside was still smouldering, just a few pinpricks of glowering orange appearing all the brighter for the low light in the parlour. “Angelfire,” he stated.

“You cannot be serious.” Joddani crouched to peer at the rope.

He called an Empyreal spark to his snapped fingers, and watched the flame tilt toward its more powerful cousin, even through the glass.

Siyon leaned smugly against the mantel of the cold fireplace. This was going to be worth a lot. He might even be able to—

Joddani straightened and whirled about. “You blithe and irresponsible idiot.”

Siyon blinked. “What?”

“To bring such potential power into the plane with matters so— why, I’ve just been remonstrating with my colleagues for a little more moderation, and you—” Words, apparently, were insufficient; Joddani flourished a hand in the direction of the glass bowl.

Siyon shrugged. “What, are the inqs getting prissy again? We got here safe, and no one’s going to arrest you.” Not a first-tier azatan like this one.

Joddani made a cramped little noise, dismissing the inquisitors like a speck of dust on his well-tailored trousers. “I mean the planar imbalance, Velo. The intrinsic relationship of the planes within the universe, the very way in which we relate to each other, surely even you—” He paused, gaze sweeping Siyon from head to toe. “Well, perhaps you have not the wherewithal to feel, let alone understand, the matter.”

That stung, like he’d swallowed firesand. “No, I just skip between planes twice a week, what would I know about anything?” Siyon snapped.

Joddani had turned away already, frowning at the fishbowl and its burning contents. “How did you even get this?”

Siyon cleared his throat. “Angel sliced my tether. I was already back.”

“You see?” Joddani jabbed a finger toward Siyon. “Accidental transference of intrinsic matter. That shouldn’t be possible, I’m sure Negedi says so, if you consider all the mentions in the other related works. Something has shifted. In the circumstances, I cannot permit this power to be sold to some other practitioner who may use it without regard for the damage he—or she—is causing.” He glowered back toward the library. “I will give you fifty rivna. For this and the firesand I commissioned.”

Siyon laughed. “Fuck off.”

Behind her couch, Zagiri gave a little huff that might have been laughter. Joddani sniffed. “That is all the ready funds I can draw.”

“Trade’s fine,” Siyon pointed out, doing his best to seem nonchalant. Negotiation was all about not letting the other bastard see how much you genuinely wanted. “Let’s say . . . teach me a lesser working. Your choice.”

Joddani sniffed. “I have far better things to be doing with my time. I’ll trade you a dozen lesser imbued gemstones.” He shot a glance at the rope-end and added, “And half a dozen vials each of stardust, heavy lightning, and moonbeam liquor.”

That gave Siyon pause. He had trouble raiding the Aethyr—had never been able to open a gate to that plane, no matter how he tried. So getting hold of Aethyreal ingredients would expand the range he could provide to other clients. Would that be worth more, in the long run?

And yet, he had a sure thing here. Joddani sneaked another look at the angelfire, and Siyon countered, “Keep the vials. I want access to your library.”

Joddani glowered at him; Siyon grinned back. “There are books in my personal collection that would be quite dangerous in the hands of an untutored—”

“So teach me,” Siyon interrupted.

Joddani barked a harsh and dismissive laugh. “You may come, once a week, for the duration of a season, and read from certain books that I will select.”

“Two seasons,” Siyon countered. “Until the Salt Festival.”

Joddani sniffed. “Very well. But ten gemstones only.”

“Done.” Siyon didn’t bother containing his grin. He felt ebullient. Two seasons of reading! Even if Joddani only stuck to the basic primers, it was far more than Siyon had thought he’d be able to get hold of in two years. With that, and fifty rivna . . . “Oh yeah, I’ll take the money now, if it’s all the same.”

Joddani would never be so ill-bred as to roll his eyes, but he did sigh. “Yes, yes, wait a moment, will you? Out in the hall. And don’t touch anything.”
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So they waited while Joddani went to extract the money from wherever it was stashed; stuffed down his trousers for all Siyon knew or cared. Siyon leant against the banister overlooking the alchemical clock. It looked like a whole apparatus of glassware tied up in knots, varied pieces of equipment, little of which he could afford, even with fifty rivna in his pocket.

Don’t think about it like that. Fifty rivna would buy him a good few lessons with Auntie Geryss, the sort that she crammed in around other work, as long as he paid for the materials he used—or, more often, wasted—and cleaned up afterward (which sometimes took twice as long as the lesson itself had). With that, he could put into practice the theory he’d learn from Joddani’s books, and then—

And then what, Siyon? Somehow scrape together a half-arsed version of one of the Summer Club entrance tests? A tenuous path to a difficult goal.

Zagiri was right; it was past time for a drink.

Siyon turned his back on the clock and considered her instead. She was slouched against the wall, the heel of one polished boot balanced against the toe of the other. At his sudden attention, she frowned. “What?”

“You all right?” Siyon asked.

“I can roll you in feathers,” she suggested caustically, “if you want to be a mother hen.”

He laughed—the sound was far too loud in these muted corridors, but it felt good. “Fine, see if I worry about you anymore.” He jerked his chin back toward the parlour where they’d left Joddani. “Any more surprising connections you’d like to tell me about? Your mother run a Flowerhouse? You best friends with the niece of a crime baron?”

Zagiri snickered. “My mother likes to pretend the whole Flower district doesn’t exist. And don’t the barons steer clear of azatani? Aren’t we too much trouble?”

Siyon made a they-have-a-point face, and she made a cheerfully rude gesture.

Though a moment later, she was frowning thoughtfully at the parlour door. “Is what he said a thing? Like, the planes being imbalanced or whatever?”

Siyon shrugged. “Hardly matters, right? Fuck all I can do about it.”

“But you . . .” She gestured with one hand, an arc from here to there and back again. “Surely that can’t help.”

Standing here, of all places, that seemed bitterly hilarious to Siyon. “You have any idea the sort of thing alchemists like your brother-in-law can do? Harness luck, bottle lust. They can charm a shirt so it turns a blade—you’ve seen ’em, Haruspex had them at the last all-blades. They can boil metal and freeze sunlight.” The jealousy was so thick on Siyon’s tongue that he wanted to spit, but he didn’t want to get kicked out before he got paid. “If something’s askew with the universe, it’s none of my doing. None of my business either.”

“You.” The voice was new, brusque rather than azatani-crisp. Siyon whirled around to face the speaker, and nearly groaned. Jaleh Kurit might be carrying a pile of books that nearly reached her sharp-pointed chin, but she could still glare at him like he’d clambered through her bedroom window.

He’d done that, once or twice. She hadn’t looked at him like that then. But that had been before she apprenticed to Othissa and decided she was above sleeping with a lowly supplier.

Now she was wearing a kerchief wrapped around the near-black curls he’d run his fingers through—not quite an azata’s headscarf, but making a pretense. Siyon didn’t want to kiss her even half as much as he wanted to demand she tell him everything she’d learned in the half-year since last they’d spoke.

From the hard slant of her mouth, neither was likely. “You are unaccompanied and you are certainly not a member. Begone, before I summon the stewards.”

“We’re not here to see you,” Siyon shot back. “Scurry off back to your mistress.”

She gave him a blatant once-over, mouth pursed and eyes hard, and Siyon felt scaldingly aware of his stained shirt, scuffed boots, smudged face. Had he shaved this morning? Had he shaved yesterday?

Jaleh—dressed simply but well, carrying an armful of knowledge Siyon wildly coveted, walking these halls as one who belonged— simply sniffed and turned away into another parlour.

As the door shut, Zagiri said, “Bad break-up?” Her voice ran with laughter over an undercurrent of sympathy.

At the height of their final argument, Jaleh had called Siyon a pathetic futureless gutter grubber, and he’d called her a jumped-up talentless clerk, and she’d thrown a pestle at his head and screamed for her brothers, who’d chased Siyon halfway across the city. (Awl Quarter bravi, both of them, and unaware until that moment of the affair. It had nearly caused an incident.)

Siyon said, “About average.”

Zagiri snorted, but before she could make any more smart remarks, Joddani came out. “Here.” He tossed a small sack to Siyon—small, but gratifyingly heavy when it clanked into his palms. “You,” Joddani added, pointing at Zagiri. “A word.”

She looked beseechingly at Siyon, and she had saved him this morning. “Actually, we should really get going—”

“It will be but a moment.” Joddani didn’t even look at him. “Come along.”

Zagiri pulled a face, but she slouched after him into the parlour.

Silence settled back on the corridor; the alchemical clock sighed, and scraped, and chuckled liquidly. Footsteps climbed the stairs, and Siyon turned to watch a young man ascend—a shining head of oiled curls with a faint bronze sheen, an ornate purple-and-silver brocade longvest over immaculate shirtsleeves, boots just as perfect as Zagiri’s.

This day was riddled with azatani like weevils in flour.

Siyon knew just enough about the fashion of the Avenues to recognise a follower—or perhaps a setter—of trends. All in the details: the lace cuffs that fell over his long-fingered hand on the banister, the cut of his longvest that made him look slender and supple as a sapling, the length and tousle to his burnished hair that meant he had to toss it out of his eyes as he crested the staircase.

Under the consideration of those clear brown eyes, Siyon embraced the burning awareness of his scruffy appearance. If they were going to look and judge, then so be it: He’d be the vicious gutter brat they all saw.

“Goodness,” the azatan murmured, sardonic laid over languid laid over scandalised like the gossamer robes of a Flower. That gaze slid down Siyon and up again, less lazy than measuring, and it set Siyon’s teeth on edge even before the azatan said, “Are you a practitioner?”

“Are you?” Siyon jerked his chin back down the stairs. “Sign down there says members only.”

One perfect eyebrow rose just a fraction. “So you are a practitioner.”

Of course. Signs applied to other people. Everything this guy wanted no doubt dropped into his hand with a grateful sigh for being allowed the opportunity.

It was a nice-looking hand. Long, tapered fingers, narrow palms, no doubt smooth as a fishmonger’s lies.

Siyon grinned, or at least he bared his teeth. “Sure. I’m the best practitioner you’ve never heard of. I make angels dance and harpies weep. I make the others look staid, boring, uninspired.” He leaned forward; it was a feral relief to vent a little bile. “I could make all your wildest dreams come true.”

The azatan tilted his head in a careful and practised gesture, but there was a glint in his eye. Like the spark of light off a drawn sabre, like the thrill of leaping from one gutter to the next, like the flash of nothing between the planes. “You don’t know what I dream about.”

“Don’t care either. I don’t do love potions or petty poisons or—” Siyon darted a glance over the azatan. “Performance aids.”

Both eyebrows went up now, and Siyon found himself wondering how much more reaction he could wring out of this mahogany-carved statue of azatan perfection.

Probably just as well that the door opened, and Zagiri came storming out. “I don’t care!” she snarled over her shoulder. “Velo, come the fuck on, we’re—oh.” She stopped dead at the sight of the azatan, clapped a hand belatedly over her mouth.

He merely gave a little bow, showing no sign of bother at her dress, her language, her presence. “Miss Savani. Regards from my family to yours.”

“Miss?” Siyon repeated. “Isn’t she an azata?”

Behind her hand, Zagiri mumbled, “Not until I’m out. I have to sponsor a—y’know what, can we talk about this, oh, never?”

Siyon grinned; she took the hand away from her face to make that rude gesture again, and then turned a placid smile upon the bemused azatan. “Thank you, Azatan Hisarani, and returned in due measure.” Even her voice had changed, smoothed out like silk. “I beg you excuse us.”

She shot Siyon a fierce glance, and hurried off down the stairs.

Siyon shrugged, and followed her, but the azatan—Hisarani, apparently—stepped sidelong to block him with one arm, fingertips resting lightly against the banister.

Something skittered down Siyon’s spine—the thrill of a challenge, the outrageously expensive scent of Hisarani’s cologne, or perhaps just the knowledge that this young man (this brat) could probably have him arrested with a snap of those long fingers. Siyon didn’t step back. “Darling,” he snarled, “not here.”

Hisarani watched him without blinking. “Then where?” Siyon just stared at him for a moment, not following at all. “I have need of an alchemist and get no satisfaction from the regular practitioners,” Hisarani stated, his Avenue accent carefully snipping off each word. “I am willing to consider an irregular one. So where can I find you, sir?”

Siyon still had no idea what he was talking about, but he hadn’t spent years among the bravi just to back down when he could bluff through instead. “Sir, you can’t.” He pushed Hisarani’s arm out of the way, brushed close on his way past to murmur, “You can’t afford me.”

Zagiri was waiting at the bottom of the stairs, nearly dancing from foot to foot in her impatience. “Drink,” she demanded.

“Drink,” Siyon agreed, just as vehement.

They went out the front door, Zagiri breezing past the disapproving clerk.

When Siyon glanced back, Hisarani was still watching them from the top of the stairs.
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