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PROLOGUE


The intruder knew rooms like this. Was too familiar with rooms like this: the smell of damp, the stink of unwashed clothes and bodies, sticks of furniture as likely to break as provide any comfort. He hated these places. Hated them even more for being forced into them by those who failed to see the truth.

He knew the truth. All the sacrifice would be worth it when others saw it. Even if he had to force it upon them.

He knew these rooms, where Dirrivan Murser lived, particularly well from secret, furtive, late-night visits. He knew when Dirrivan and his family were here and when they were grubbing around the city to earn a little more coin. Even more importantly he knew where Dirrivan hid his little treats. Oh, a greedy man, and the Howling Lord looked down upon the greedy. He judged them. So the intruder stepped through the darkness confidently, having memorized the place of every piece of furniture on his last visit. He moved around the worn chairs, over the rug thick with filth and past the table where the day’s bread was laid out, stopping for a moment.

Leave his little gift here? Then out and away?

No. A whole family, even here, might cause questions to be asked, and he did not want any questions to be asked. Not when they were so close.

Ignore the bread. Ignore the meagre fruits of the table, and to the cupboards at the back. Ah, Dirrivan, hiding your treats away from your family.

He opened the cupboard, carefully moved the tin plates and cups aside, and there in the back was the container of dried grinberries. Poorly hidden for such a rare and expensive thing. We should have known. You could not even keep these secret, so how could you be trusted with much greater secrets? How could you be trusted with secrets that would change the world? No, the man’s work was done and though the intruder was thankful for it, he was merciless when it came to risk. His cause was far too important to take risks with, and Dirrivan Murser was a risk.

From his pocket the intruder took a small bag. Would Dirrivan feel honoured if he knew how much this poison cost? Maybe. The man was definitely worth more to him dead than alive.

‘In our blood, it will be raised,’ whispered the intruder. A few undeserved words from the Book of Manol for Dirrivan.

Then the contents of his bag emptied into the bag of dried grin-berries. Almost impossible to tell the two apart, all just shrivelled, small, dark fruits. The intruder mixed them thoroughly, thinking that in this one thing Dirrivan’s greed would serve him well. Eat only a few and die a slow lingering death, but eat enough and death would be quick. Either way, Dirrivan Murser would die and no one would ever be endangered by the secrets he held. The intruder would keep an eye on the place for a few days, just in case, but there was little to worry about. The other one was in hand and, after all, it was not as if a Mortedant was likely to turn up in a place like this.
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CHAPTER 1


Ventday

As a Mortedant, the dead speak to me. It is a pity they rarely say anything useful and there is little coin in it.

Dirrivan Murser had been a simple downtier record-keeper and now he was dead. It was as plain as the black robe, floppy hat and kohl rings around my eyes that marked me as a Mortedant.

He lived, or had lived, in the second secant on the eastern side of the first tier of Elbay city. The eastern side had always been the most disreputable place to live, though truthfully, anything below the third tier was less than reputable and I would not have been here unless I had no other choice. It appeared to me that Dirrivan Murser had died of exactly the sort of unpleasant disease that lowtier types so often did. The body stank of vomit and I had no desire to touch the corpse and end up with whatever had killed him. I have always had a healthy fear of disease and was in a poor mood as I like to keep Ventday for myself, but work was scarce on the ground for Mortedants. And especially me.

My unwillingness to touch him was unfortunate given that the laying on of hands was an important part of my services. Not all Mortedants touched their charges, but that was because some of us were frauds who got by on family name and reputation rather than ability. I was not a fraud. In fact, I was more talented than most of those who left the Mortedants’ Priory. Therefore, I knew that the laying of hands was absolutely necessary. Still, I did not have to like it. Mortedants rarely attended lowtier deaths like this; to do so was seen as a punishment within our priory. Though that was not why I was here. My neophyte, Malkin, lowtier himself and put upon me as I was unpopular, had found this job and assured me there was coin in it. Much-needed coin. Apparently this man, Dirrivan, had put away a large amount of money but the family did not know where. If I could find a clue to its whereabouts in the last thoughts of the deceased, I would receive a percentage. Hopefully it would be enough to head off my fearsome landlady before the month’s rent became due. I did not ask how Malkin had come across the work – sometimes it is better not to know when dealing with the lower tiers.

‘Do you have the deceased’s last will and testament?’ I asked his woman. She was a hard-bitten-looking piece with a face that might have frightened off death had it looked her way. In her hand she had a cabbage and a short knife for chopping, which she brandished in a way that made me nervous.

‘I thought it was your job to get it, from the records people,’ she said. Suspicious too. I did not like suspicious people. They were difficult to deal with and often tried to get out of paying their bills. Though she was technically correct. However, the queues at the records hall could last for hours and the clerks were often incredibly rude and expected a hefty bribe.

‘Sivver Murser.’ My neophyte, Malkin, stepped forward. A skinny boy of no more than fifteen years, Malkin understood downtier people and their ways, which was useful. ‘What Mortedant Hasp is trying to say is that as the priory turned you away’ – he had not told me about that – ‘he cannot use the usual channels, like, not without a lot of delay, and we need the will to complete the paperwork. So we can make it all official after the fact an’ all.’ He gave her a shrug. ‘You know what Elbay’s like. This city loves a bit of paperwork.’ Sivver Murser nodded slowly and Malkin continued in a conspiratorial whisper. ‘We have to pay to take a will out of the records office too, and of course that cost is passed along to you. But Mortedant Hasp is thoughtful like that, of costs and stuff. So he thought we could get the will off you instead.’ Malkin gave me a nod and the woman chewed on her bottom lip.

‘Well, I suppose any saving is good,’ she said. ‘Howling Lord knows death crows like him are a greedy lot.’ She nodded toward me as if there was any doubt about who in the room may be greedy. ‘It weren’t right, you know,’ she said to me.

‘What is it,’ I said after a lengthy pause, ‘that weren’t right?’

‘How he died.’

‘Death comes in many forms,’ I told her.

‘One minute, he were filling in his journal, which he were obsessed with, the next he’s sick on himself and dead. Ain’t right.’

‘Well—’ I began, but she cut right over me.

‘And my old Dirrivan, he would never have left us with nothing. So you find whatever he had hid away.’ With that she put down the cabbage, but not the knife, and left us, going into a back room from which I could hear the crying of children. Many children.

‘Why you putting this off?’ said Malkin. ‘And I told you that you should have checked the will up at the records office.’

‘You did not tell me the priory had already turned this job down,’ I whispered. ‘They take a dim view of Mortedants going freelance. If we had gone to the records office I may have been censured.’

Malkin shrugged. ‘As long as they get their coin they don’t care. Same the city over.’

‘If there is any coin,’ I hissed. ‘If you’re wrong about him having money hidden away there’s nothing but the standard fee in this for us, and that wouldn’t even cover a bribe.’

He shrugged. Despite coming from the first tier, the lowest, Malkin was often surprisingly free with coin. My coin anyway. ‘Well, get this over with quickly then, Mortedant Hasp, and we can get back to the rooms and have some soup.’

‘Soup?’ I tried to give him my best withering stare, but street crows like Malkin are, in my experience, very hard to wither. ‘I asked you to get us meat.’

‘But only gave enough money for knuckle bones. You’re lucky I know the butcher and he picked out a few still had meat on ’em.’ Another shrug. ‘If you look carefully in the broth you’ll find some. Probably.’

‘You,’ I said under my breath, ‘are the worst neophyte I have ever had.’

‘I’m the only neophyte you’ve ever had,’ he said. He could be a very rude and dislikeable child on occasion. ‘And I was the cheapest to employ too. So don’t pretend you’re about to send me packing. Who’ll carry your bags then? Not you with your arms like sticks.’

He was wrong in that. I was quite capable of carrying my bags and was surprisingly strong despite my slender frame. And handsome, but in a very refined way few could recognize. However, what he said about money was true. The role of a Mortedant was a fabled and honoured one in the many-tiered city of Elbay. Most still thought that Mortedants made fine money. Even though the priory had somewhat fallen from grace it was still expected that a Mortedant would attend the deaths of the better families, for show if nothing else. There to delve into the ebbing mind of the corpse, see what secrets they wished to be known. Or if a death was suspicious then a Mortedant would be called to unmask the killer. For our services, we received a share of the estate. Of course, you only made fine money if the priory gave you fine work such as reading the last thoughts of the dead from families with money. I very rarely got fine work. I rarely got any work. The work I did get was mostly downtier, so I was forced to grub about in places which are far below my station in life.

‘We will not need the full ritual and set up,’ I told him. ‘There’s barely room in here for us, the woman and the corpse box. The spirit tent will only get in the way.’

‘She might expect it,’ said Malkin. ‘Us downtier types like a bit of theatre.’

‘I don’t pay you for sarcasm, Malkin. We’ll blow out the lights. Make it dim.’

‘Already pretty dim in here.’

The woman returned with a rather scabrous looking sheet of paper which turned out to be Dirrivan Murser’s will. She pushed it into my hand.

‘Here it is,’ she said, ‘and I know what’s in it. Barely enough for your fee.’ Malkin had not told me this woman may not even be able to cover the basic fee. I gave him a look, which he returned quite insolently. ‘But he was always on about how he had a big payday coming, and before the festival he’d have us out the city and into a better life. So that payday is mine now. I want it.’

‘You don’t sound like you cared about him very much.’ I gave the will to Malkin, and he scanned through it, quickly filling in the mortedancy forms before putting the will in the tent bag. It was frowned upon to take jobs that were not specifically allocated to us by the priory, but I also frowned upon not being able to eat. As long as the paperwork was done and my percentage paid, I would most likely be forgiven a small breach of protocol. Probably. If not I could always blame Malkin.

‘He never did much for me alive, so I hope he is of some use now he’s dead.’ She could not have had much of a life, I supposed, stuck in these small rooms with all these children and a man she did not like. But life in Elbay was hard for most, and unfair to most too – myself included. In fact, it was particularly unfair to me. Having said that, my next words were, I admit, a little unprofessional. However, in my defence, that small room did smell very bad. Whether it was the corpse or the living occupants I am not sure. ‘I’ll knock ten percent off my fee if we don’t bother with all the ritual.’ She eyed me up suspiciously. Wrinkled her nose. Perhaps she disliked the smell of her rooms too.

‘Will it still work?’ she said. ‘You’ll still be able to read his mind?’

‘The ritual is more for the mourners than the mourned.’

She looked from me to the corpse, then back to me. ‘Alright then,’ she said. ‘Get to it.’

‘I shall. Malkin, the lights please.’ He folded away the forms and doused the candles around the room while I moved over to the body and took off my gloves. I felt the woman hovering expectantly behind me. ‘Some room, please, Sivver Murser.’ She backed off a little and I prepared myself.

Of the three great priories – the Worshipful, the Spurriers’ and the Mortedants’ – there is little doubt we are the most talked about, and the most disliked. Such a close association with the dead brings few friends, but I believe our work is valuable. Words of intended apology from the deceased, via a Mortedant, have healed feuds that have run for generations. Hidden fortunes have been unearthed, long-lost family members found and terrible murders solved by our skills. In fact, everyone knows someone whose friend has had a remarkable experience with the Mortedants. Even now, when we have fallen far from grace, the richest and the most powerful of Elbay cannot have a distant relative die without the full ritual of spirits, and even the lowly, such as Sivver Murser, bring us in to unearth the secrets of the dead. Tradition ploughs deep furrows through our city.

Yet our skills are widely misunderstood.

What Mortedants see in the minds of the dead is rarely more than a few seconds’ worth of their end. And even that can be very blurred and confused. No one tells you this, of course. Not even other Mortedants. The start of my neophancy had been mired in misery because of it. I had thought I was a very poor Mortedant indeed. It was only when I met a student named Kuridan Satury, and he recruited me into a mischievous campaign of diligent snooping and listening in at keyholes, that I realized I was probably better at it than most of the faculty. I could even see far deeper than a few seconds if I pushed myself. No, lack of skill had never held me back. That most other people are jealous of that skill is my real problem.

Nonetheless, whether Dirrivan Murser had coin or not, I suspected his sivver was about to be disappointed. I was not one to delve deep any longer; all it had ever brought me was trouble and a headache that hung around for days. If the man had coin and it was important to him – and it is important to everyone in Elbay – I would surely find it drifting at the top of his mind.

I laid my hands on his forehead. The corpse was as soft and ineffectual as he had probably been in life. Maybe as cold too. Nothing came to me immediately. The slow movement of decay filtered into my mind, the ebb of what he had once been as it moved away from the world of flesh and to wherever it is we go afterwards – to the arms of the Howling Lord, if you believe the Worshipful. Though most of them are quite mad.

I felt a sense of sadness from him, and maybe there was a hint of a secret, but everybody has secrets. Still, I worked, I dug a little, I sifted and sorted in the murk of a dead mind until the final words came, clear as clear could be.

‘Not sure them berries were good.’

And that was it. His last thoughts. I remained touching his forehead for a bit longer, making sounds of effort because it always does to put on a good show. For a fleeting moment I thought there may be something else, some deeper worry. But people were often worried when they were dying and the depths hold dangers, so I did not pay much attention. An errant word floated up – ‘festival’ – but probably meant nothing. It was soon to be the Festival of the Last Siren and every downtier layabout was looking forward to nearly a week of free food and drink. I stepped away.

‘Well?’ she said.

‘I am sorry.’ I pulled my gloves back on. ‘No sign of any hidden fortune.’ I noticed that Malkin had already stacked my bags by the door and was using one foot to hold it open. He had the woman’s cabbage in his hand.

An odd boy. I hoped he was not intending to steal it.

‘He was thinking of buying you a ribbon,’ I said. It was the sort of thing I believed downtier women very much liked to hear and hoped would give her a little solace.

‘A ribbon?’ she said.

‘Yes.’ I gave her my best smile. She did not seem impressed. ‘At the festival. A red one.’

‘He wanted away before the festival,’ she said. ‘I reckon you know what he ’ad, and you’re going to keep the money for yerself. You death crows are all the same.’ She stepped forward, knife in hand, and I had the distinct impression I may be in danger. ‘Now, you tell me where my coin is, crow, or I’m gonna skin you piece by piece until you do.’ She moved closer, knife glinting. I tried to speak but the ability had momentarily fled.

Then a cabbage hit her in face.

‘Run, Hasp!’ shouted Malkin, and the boy was already half out of the door with my bags.

I followed at a speedy lope.
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CHAPTER 2


Ventday

The second secant is never a popular place to live on any tier below the fifth. It is on the most easterly side of Elbay, and the winds push all of the city’s smoke and steam that way. The towering tiers rise far above and block the sunlight until well after midday. It is a dark, foggy and altogether unpleasant place.

The people of Elbay were preparing for the Festival of the Last Siren, which started on Mournday and ran for an entire week. I understood why Dirrivan Murser would want to be out of the city for it. With only six days to go, the streets were even busier than usual, the air even fuller of the sound of bells – a constant in the city – than usual. We pushed past children trying to shove caw sheets full of the latest gossip into our hands in exchange for a coin, and ragged Worshipful shouting out passages from the Book of Manol. Gangs of Blankers, men and women wearing white, featureless, porcelain masks, were moving through the crowd causing mischief, which was a tradition in the run up to the festival. These same people would then become stewards and give out gifts to make amends for their mischief. We passed men and women carrying trays of wonderful-smelling pasties and rolls on their heads. Passed wood carriers hawking their wares. Passed hoikers burdened down with their loads, and hat sellers and flower mongers. Thankfully, every one of them was quick to move, eager not to spill their wares due to an errant elbow or large bag. The food sellers in particular were careful as Elbay’s flocking crows were quick to seize any fallen food. Municipal workers added to the bustle. Street lighting was being put in, to aid the meagre lamps from the odd shop and inn that wanted to provide the illusion of safety to their customers.

Malkin took me away from streets busy with people excited by the coming festivities, away from workers creating piles of treacherous dirt as they dug foundations for the new lights. We hurried down twisty alleys where the walls ran with water and the stink of rotting rubbish was almost overwhelming, and up steep stairs that led through forgotten gardens, overrun with strange plants.

Eventually the sounds of pursuit faded and we stopped. It was all I could do not to collapse on to the ground, though I did not as it was filthy. I am sure Malkin would have dropped my bags in the dirt had I not been there to admonish him.

‘Well, that was fun,’ he said, breathing heavily and laughing. Above us, crows called to each other as if amused by my foolish neophyte.

‘It was not fun at all.’

‘Dunno, reminded me of being a kid when we used to get chased for stealing food.’

‘You still are a child.’

He sniffed and spat onto the ground. Habits like that were one of the reasons I did not let him put my bags down on the streets of Elbay, or even like him to come downtier too much.

‘Better get back to our place,’ he said, ‘these bags are heavy.’

‘You go back and start the soup. I must go to the Mortedants’ Priory. I will lodge these papers and a complaint against the woman to get our fee from the debtors’ circle.’

‘You’ll need these,’ he said, passing me a grubby set of papers that had clearly spent a long time in his jerkin. I took them. His handwriting was surprisingly good for someone from the lower tiers. ‘She’ll complain back,’ he said, leaning against a wall thick with moss as I bent over, using my knee as a desk to add my signature, ‘say you didn’t do the rituals, that she didn’t get what she paid for so she didn’t pay.’

‘And who do you think they’ll believe, Malkin? Some downtier woman who chased us with a knife, or one of the city’s finest Mortedants?’ Malkin had quite a coughing fit when I said ‘finest’. I thought for a moment the boy would choke to death but he managed to pull himself together.

‘Well, that’s right enough. They’ll laugh her out of the debtors’ circle. No good comes of being poor in this city.’

‘Exactly. Now, go make my soup and I will see you back at our rooms. And—’

‘I know, don’t touch any of your experiments.’ I left Malkin to return to our rooms and headed uptier to the Mortedants’ Priory, which fills almost all of the sixth secant of the fifth tier. From its top you can look across Norcliff, the sheer cliff face that falls from Castle Elbay to meet the Radial Road in the third tier. Across the cliff face is the Worshipful Priory, which fills most of the first secant. You could even shout insults across at the worshipful, were you a foolish neophyte given to such nonsense. Which I am most definitely not.

From a distance, the city of Elbay looks like a great teetering smokestack with its seven concentric tiers, each smaller and more beautiful than the one below it. The roads become wider as you ascend the city’s great hill, and by the fourth tier they are wide enough for spirit carriages to zip past one another at full speed, the passengers hidden by their glowing carapaces. Each carriage is fashioned into fanciful shapes by the Spurriers who, like Mortedants and Worshipful, operate out of their own priory. The spurrying of spiritforms is a complex and dangerous conjuration. The Spurriers mix chemicals on an equasial table, and then sacrifice an animal to bring life to their spiritform. It is quite illegal for any outside of the Spurriers’ Priory to try their hand at it. A foolish rule, but the city is full of such things.

If you look at any spurried creation as it goes about its business, you can see the echoes of the lives that went into making it. There are so many forms, from grand carriages carting the important to and fro on animal legs, to tiny message-bearers running through the city. As well as this, they make the spirit charges that power lances, weapons being one of Elbay’s largest industries. Spurrying is not nearly as hard or dangerous as they would have you believe. I have an equasial table and equipment of my own and have always felt sure there must be ways of making these spirit creations without the sacrifice of animals – which I find distasteful. I see enough of death and intend to prove it is not needed simply for a letter to be delivered.

I do it in secret, of course.

The streets had become more and more full of these creations recently, something that showed off the growing power of the Spurriers and no doubt made the Worshipful spit and hiss, but I found them entrancing. I passed the Spurriers’ Priory, a huge building on the third tier with massively thick walls surrounded by large ornamental rocks as a further defence. The thick walls are a comfort to the people of the third tier, as it has been known for the Spurriers’ endeavours to explode in a most violent fashion.

The priory’s gate was guarded by a small group of soldiers wearing shining helms and cuirasses in the blue and white of the Spurriers, spears and firelances being far more effective than ornamental rocks. Flags in the same colours hung above them. It was normal for the priories to be guarded; downtier types could be exceedingly suspicious of their betters. There seemed to be more of a crowd outside than was usual. Most of its members were Howlers, a sect within the Worshipful, half-naked, filthy acolytes of the Howling Lord, the god the Book of Manol says sleeps deep within the city. The zealots shouted and screamed at the guards, beating at themselves with whips. There were very few regular citizens there. There had not been an explosion or an escaping spiritform for a number of weeks, so I wondered what the fuss was about. The soldiers were roughly moving the Worshipful aside to allow in some heavily laden bullock carts. Above us the usual crows watched, waiting for any sign of food dropping from the carts. The more paranoid say they watch on behalf of the Roundhorn, who rules us and lives in Castle Elbay.

They don’t, of course. That is the sort of foolish downtier superstition I wish to have no part of. I was not even sure the Roundhorn existed. I had definitely never seen it.

Ascending the tiers along the Soil Road, and where it turned into the Serpent Road in the fourth tier, I began to feel an odd sensation – as if insects were crawling across my skin or a storm was approaching. It was as familiar as it was unpleasant. I was not the only one feeling it; around me, people scratched at themselves or muttered and complained at the discomfort. The crackling air was a sign that the ringfire, brought into being by the huge pylons that sat on top of Elbay Castle like a spiked crown, would soon be discharged.

It was so unpleasant that I generally tried to avoid being abroad in the city when the ringfire discharged, which is not that hard. It follows a pattern, from twice a day at its peak to as little as once a month at its lowest point. Almanacs are available that provide times and dates, and are generally quite trustworthy.

The ringfire from the pylons would sear the ground around the city, cutting back vegetation and providing a convenient way to dispose of bodies. The air was thickening with the build-up of power. I pushed through the fourth-tier crowd to find a place on a viewing platform, a wooden construction sticking out over Norcliff at the edge of the tier. From there I could look out over the city. Past the Radial Road below and over the lower tiers and the teeming people within, over the towering outer wall and to the ringfire wastes, a huge circle around the city, empty apart from scattered funeral towers awaiting the fire. Beyond that were the trees of the wilds, stretching out to the horizon, punctured only by the Radial Road with its succession of standing stones. The stones were meant to protect the road from ringfire, though that was not something I ever intended to test. The city had everything I needed; there was no reason to leave it and no fear of ringfire inside the curtain walls. Past the wilds were more cities, populated by uncivilized people and oster, who were not people at all. I had no interest in following the Radial Road into the wilds and beyond. Elbay, with its mélange of people of all creeds and colours, was the pinnacle of civilization. I had never found a need or desire to leave its walls.

I waited while the power built, and others joined me. I was not the only one who found it uncomfortable to walk when the ringfire was charging. Sometimes small bolts of lightning would arc through the air from anything metal, stinging the skin if you were near. So it was normal for the city to grind to a halt during the charging, every tier watching and waiting. Even the bells’ almost constant ringing stopped. The two-minute siren sounded, shattering the air and bringing the thousands of crows that called the city home down from the skies. They came to roost in the eaves and crenellations of the city, a cloak of darkness settling upon Elbay.

All was silence.

No one moved.

No one worked.

The wood beneath my feet creaked. Speech became hushed whispers. No matter how many times you saw the ringfire, it was always like this. Always awe-inspiring.

‘Not long now,’ said a man near to me. He wore a very highly tailored and traditional long robe with white chevrons on the back, and a hat with two points, one side red and one side blue. The woman with him wore trousers and a smart, tightly fitted jacket, similarly bifurcated in colour, though she wore no hat. Instead she had her blue hair teased up into a point. They both had umbrellas to protect them from the bird droppings as the crows came in to roost.

‘Do you think anyone is out there? Beyond the walls and yet to come in?’ said the woman.

‘No one we know,’ said the man and he raised a small pair of viewing glasses to look out into the clearing and laughed too loudly. The woman did not join in.

The air began to bite, as if someone was pinching every bit of my bare skin. I held my breath. All the bells of Elbay’s chapels began to ring once more, as if excited at this show of the city’s power. A crack shattered the air and a flash of blue blinded my eyes to the world as the pylons discharged. A basso rumbling, the kind you feel in your guts, came from deep within the citycore and the fire erupted in a dome over the city. It flashed over the tiers to ground itself just outside the curtain wall of tier one, roiling and rolling around the city’s perimeter. A wave of orange, yellow and blue flame spread out to fill the ringfire wastes. The air filled with the tinny scent of the flame. The funeral towers, any grasses or plants which had grown around the outer walls since the last discharge, and any living thing unlucky enough to be caught out there were immolated. All eyes were on the sea of fire, and those that had no view looked up at the thick, black smoke that filled the sky.

‘Oh, very good!’ said the man. ‘Exactly when the almanac foretold. It is always impressive to see the Howling Lord’s power manifest. That, my dear,’ he said to the woman, ‘is how we remain above the uncivilized world outside.’ Around us the business of the city started up again. The rumble of carts. The irregular chime of bells. The shouting of street vendors and the hoarse call of crows. I heard the wailing and barking of Worshipful; the ringfire always worked them up into a frenzy.

All was as it should be in the tiered city of Elbay.

Leaving the platform, I headed up to the fifth tier and the Mortedants’ Priory. It too was as it should be, a very grand building with tall, rounded towers and thick walls. Three guards stood at the door and pulled up their halberds to let me pass. They did not greet me as they did some of the other Mortedants, but I was used to such poor behaviour.

Passing through the priory octangle, I avoided as many of the other Mortedants as I could. I liked few of them and few of them liked me. Even when they did involve me in conversation it was always faintly mocking. I almost got across the green without being waylaid. Almost.

‘Hasp! Is that you Hasp?’

The best way of dealing with people who shout your name is to ignore them and carry on as if you were distracted and have important business in some other place. I could lay claim to both of these things, so ignoring the voice was easy. Scurrying onwards, head down, feet tip-tapping across the stones.

‘Hasp! It is you!’ The voice became much louder. ‘If you don’t stop, Hasp, I will shout out your business for everyone in the octangle to hear.’

Crows peck the ears off them, the only thing I liked less than talking to other people was sharing my business with them. I stopped and turned. A woman approached, a little younger than me but with the yellow stripe of the priory’s council on her black robes. Her face was a little flushed, as though she had run from somewhere, her eyes bright and youthful. Her name was Farrah Bispham, and I had disliked her intensely from the first moment I met her many years ago. Like many who ruled us, she was the child of a sixth-tier family and born to power, if not skilled in our art.

‘Mortedant Bispham,’ I said with the smallest bow of the head I could use without being censured, ‘how can I help you on this cold, crisp day?’

She looked at me like I was some curious and unexpected creature she had found beneath a rock, then smiled like a predator of the wilds baring its teeth before striking. ‘I did not expect to see you here this morning, but I am glad to have caught you, Mortedant Hasp. It has saved me a trip down to the third tier.’ Of course someone like her, from one of the city’s great families, would feel the need to remind me that I could not afford to live uptier. She stepped a little closer and lowered her voice. The three coin chains that hung between the points of her elaborate headdress clinked together. More coin on one of them than most would ever see in their lives. ‘I understand things are difficult for Mortedants, what with the new laws and the way the Worshipful are interfering again.’ She smiled, as if someone like her could understand what my life was like. She could not and I had little to smile about.

The Mortedants had been a power once, until the fact that no one but another Mortedant could confirm what we found began to be abused. Elbay, being Elbay, didn’t really care about the abuse of power until our greed began to bite into the fortunes of the rich. We had been falling from grace for generations and the removal of the mandatory attendance laws, which had applied to any death in the third tier or above, was the latest affront. One that bit particularly deeply into our pockets. We were still important – tradition is a powerful thing in Elbay – but our position in the city felt ever more precarious.

‘You know I am always happy to work things out with those who struggle,’ she continued, ‘but your priory fees are past due and I am afraid this puts your position in jeopardy.’

So that was what she wanted, to embarrass me before my peers. Well, it would not succeed.

‘That, Mortedant Bispham, is exactly why I am here.’ I stood tall and proud. ‘I have just done a job – a downtier one, because I believe even those unfortunates should be allowed access to our services.’ She stared at me and I had the distinct feeling she did not believe what I was saying, which was rude. The siblings of the Mortedants’ Priory are to treat each other with the utmost civility at all times; it is in our charter. ‘I was to receive the standard fee for my work from a sivver named Murser, but instead the woman threatened to stab me.’

‘Whyever would anyone want to do that?’ said Bispham. ‘I cannot imagine.’

‘Indeed. Now I am just going to lodge a report with our guard that will have her brought to the debtors’ circle.’

‘Well, we can’t have the downtiers stabbing Mortedants. Might give people ideas.’

‘Yes.’ On this we agreed most wholeheartedly. ‘She thought I intended to steal a fortune from her dead hivver, can you imagine it?’

‘And did you?’

‘What?’ Foul of another Mortedant to even consider I would do such a thing. I would sooner kill a crow than steal from a client, though there are Mortedants who would, it is true. Not all are as honest and hard-working as I am. ‘Of course I did not steal. He had no thoughts of hidden money at all. He was more interested in berries – there was no fortune.’

She nodded and let out a breath, shrugged her shoulders. ‘I have seen no record of you being assigned a job on our spirit boards, Hasp.’ A curious and rather unpleasant look crossed her face. ‘I hope you have not been trying to escape paying us our percentage of your percentage?’

‘No, of course not.’ I pulled the papers from my robe. ‘Malkin was simply late in filing the papers. I have them here.’ She reached out and took them from me, pausing for a moment as she scanned them. Probably struggling with Malkin’s handwriting.

‘Your neophyte is the lowtier boy,’ she said. ‘I suppose such a person cannot be expected to do things the right way.’

‘He is a very good neophyte,’ I said.

‘If you say so.’ She spoke in such a way that I was quite sure she did not believe me. ‘I will file these for you. This man.’ She looked back at the papers. ‘Dirrivan Murser. A record-keeper? Anything of interest there?’

‘As I said, his last thoughts were of eating some berries.’

‘Nothing else?’ she said. ‘He only spoke of berries?’

I did not answer straight away; it seemed an odd question.

‘Just the berries.’ I said eventually. Farrah Bispham stared at me, then nodded to herself.

‘Good. Only that Mortedants have been known to keep things to themselves.’

‘I would never—’

She ignored me and carried on speaking. ‘I cannot have any whisper of scandal, Hasp. The Worshipful are making noise about us being an outdated concept again. Saying that death is the sacred land of the Howling Lord and we should not interfere in it. They call us a blasphemy.’

‘Isn’t that normal for them?’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘but we would usually have the Spurriers on our side, yet they have been curiously quiet. The spirit workers are the city’s engine; if they put aside their neutrality and turn against us, it could be the end.’ It did not do to look worried about current events – ‘Confidence is all’ is a valuable lesson we are taught when we first start to train as Mortedants – but this was not good news.

‘I hardly think Spurriers and Worshipful will get into the same bed.’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it is unlikely. But we must be very careful. We are vulnerable.’

‘Well, maybe if some of us were given better jobs, then we would have better results.’

‘Maybe,’ she said, ‘but some of us must also be careful not to offend those in power.’

‘Of course,’ I did not really understand why she felt the need to tell me that, and in quite a pointed fashion too. I very rarely had any dealings with those in power myself, which was why I was so poor. ‘If you will lodge my claim on the spirit board upstairs, I shall report the non-payment, you shall have my dues the moment the debt is settled.’ With that, I left her and gave what she had told me no more thought.

That would turn out to be a mistake.
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CHAPTER 3


Ventday

It took over an hour to lodge my report with the Vice Executive of the Priory Guard. As with many given a little power, Vex Durskin was petty in the extreme and seemed to delight in putting obstacles in my way. Still, when the job was done the debt went up in glowing letters on the board. From there, the woman’s name and details of her decision to back out, violently, from our contract would spread right across the city – and few would deal with her thereafter. There were spirit boards in every secant office on every tier, detailing each crime committed within the tier and each accused criminal. There were also a few large tierboards, informing the populace of those who were to appear in the various circle courts and what punishments were to be doled out and where. Elbay had many imaginative ways of punishing the guilty, and watching those punishments enacted was a popular pastime. I did not particularly want the woman punished; she had most likely acted out of grief. Many times when I have worked with people they have reacted violently towards me. It is simply the way of things when people are grieving. I would settle for my fee and costs being paid and that would be that. Her name would be removed from the board and all would be forgotten.

On the way back to my rooms in the third tier I stopped off to warm myself at a steepers with a cup of leafwater. I was sure Malkin meant well with his soup, and that it would at least be warm, but the boy was no great cook. So I spent a half minor on a cup of leafwater infused with a pleasant mix of herbs and I also had a small piece of their very fine cake, accompanied by some fresh fruit and a little salt.

They had some pies on the stove, so I purchased a warm sheep pie for myself, and one for Malkin as a surprise. I ate mine in a quiet chapel up a backstreet that I had used before when I wanted to get away from the world. The chapel was run by the Blue Coils, one of the gentler sects of the Worshipful. It had the usual lectern, a heavy Book of Manol open on it, but was largely uninteresting. The only thing notable in it was a huge mural depicting the Howling Lord’s legs surrounded by hundreds of bodies. ‘Through our blood he is risen’ was picked out in small tiles below it. It was a phrase I was hearing a lot at the moment – the coming Festival of the Last Siren was meant to herald the Howling Lord waking and destroying the city. I had suffered through the annoyance and noise of many Last Siren festivals and was yet to see a god emerge. I was still studying the mural when I was disturbed by a voice.

‘They not only suffer his wrath, you know.’ I turned to find a Blue Coils Worshipful standing behind me, looking up at the mural. He was old and, looking a little more closely, quite clearly on the edge of blindness. He could probably not even see the mural. ‘He consumes them,’ said the Worshipful. ‘The bodies of the sinners give him strength.’

‘I did not know even know it had a mouth.’

‘The Howling Lord has as many mysteries as our city has vices.’

‘Well’ – I looked at my half-finished pie – ‘that is a lot of mysteries.’

‘You have been here before.’

I nodded.

‘The Last Siren approaches. If you wish to lay down your secrets before the day the Howling Lord rises and consumes us all, I can get my book.’

‘No.’ I stood. ‘I only wished for a moment of quiet.’

‘It is normal,’ he said, putting a shaky hand on my arm, ‘for those that visit to make an offering.’

‘Of course.’ I gave him what remained of my pie and left.

The city was as noisy as ever, hawkers on every corner, a gibbet in every square. Guards observed the goings on, as gangs of children with sticky, thieving fingers watched for the unwary. The many sects of the Howling Lord’s worshipful gathered in sometimes drab, sometimes bright, groups on makeshift stages, haranguing passers-by. Their latest target was the festival, which they believed should be a sombre affair rather than an excuse for the entire city to drink and eat itself into a coma. I did my best to avoid being seen by any more of them. One Worshipful in a day was more than enough for me and they did not much like Mortedants. They believed death was a final barrier that should not be breached by any but the Howling Lord. Superstitious nonsense of course, but they claimed it was the will of the vast god that slept within Elbay. If the Howling Lord existed, it had been silent for generations. The things the Worshipful said were his miracles, the ringfire, the water that cascaded down from the castle through myriad pipes, and even the frightening ventran guard of the castle, could all simply be the work of some long-dead Spurrier. Even the running water, which the Worshipful claimed a miracle, was dependant on human hands and was overseen by the secretive Pipers’ Priory. We did not need a god; the city was miraculous enough as it was.

Through all of this chaos passed the spiritforms, the conjurings of the Spurriers’ Priory – lambent, glowing beings that ignored the crowds as if they did not exist. Some were huge, insectile, reptilian, avian or mammalian – their bodies striding above the crowd on three, or four, or five, or even six spindly legs. Others were tiny, rushing around people’s feet. Each one was about some business on behalf of those they were conjured by or for. Some spirit creatures would be single use, delivering their message and vanishing in a puff of foul-smelling chemicals; others could last years. Each was unique, though following a pattern that was set down by one of the five spurrying schools. The schools also dictated the various animals, wild or domestic, which could be used to make these forms. As well as those on show there were many more deep below Elbay, working the valves and machines that controlled the flow of heated water which powered the city. Those were truly ancient beings, the secrets of their spurrying long forgotten despite their importance to our everyday lives.

They fascinated me the most. Though I had never seen one; it is difficult to access the depths of the city’s core, and the things that dwelled there did not always welcome visitors.

Deep in thought, I almost walked into an oster, one of the unhuman races. The creature was one of the sea people from far Oknusoka – one of the few oster races who were common in Elbay, violent savages who hired themselves out as bodyguards to the rich, or preyed on the good people of Elbay when they were forced to go out into the forests of the wilds.

Like all sea people it was huge, nearly half my height again and as wide as three of me. They were known to be barely civilized, and it wore no shoes on its feet. Each of its five toes ended in thick, curved claws that had been painted with a bright, gold paint. Greaves of brass protected its lower legs and a skirt of leather and thick chain, links made of precious metals, covered its upper legs and groin. It had a polished breastplate so shiny that it was hard to look at, and etched into it was what looked like some huge predatory fish. The artistry of it was remarkable considering the creature that wore it. Its head was protected by a smooth bronzed helm that somehow reminded me of a wave breaking.

The oster’s arms were just as massive as the rest of it, ending in hands capable of grasping my entire head and ripping it off. Where I could see skin it was a waxy white colour, and what I could see of its face beneath the helm was the same colour – except where thick lines of black ran from its sparkling eyes. These would run over its hairless scalp, join on the tip of its domed head then run down the neck to cover its whole back. I knew because I had seen a stuffed one of these creatures in a museum on the fifth tier.

It had more of a muzzle than a mouth, with rows of small but very sharp teeth, and no nose, only two flaring holes in the muzzle. To be in its presence was to be in the presence of a wild animal clothed in a semblance of civilization.

‘Stop,’ it said, as much a growl as a word. I stopped; only a fool would have disobeyed. The oster had one hand on a long sword, currently sheathed in a finely embroidered scabbard at its hip. I did not want it to be unsheathed. Sea people had a gift for violence that was unrivalled.

‘I have somewhere to be,’ I told it. ‘I need to get past.’ Such a creature had no business commanding a Mortedant.

‘No,’ it said. Behind it were two more of its kind in similarly elaborate and beautiful armour. Behind them was a spirit carriage that glowed a faint blue. It had six insectile legs and was currently crouched before Urdantor’s, the city’s oldest spurrying supply shop. There was something reptilian about the carriage’s form, something suggestive of scales, though a line of what looked like curling ram’s horns ran across the top of it. The doors appeared to be twisted out of the antlers of huge elk, who were hunted in the wilds to provide meat. Each of these impressions hinted at the sacrifices used in the carriage’s making. It was the sort of carriage used by only the most powerful of the great families, and the complex mix of forms indicated a master of the craft had created it. The Sarinters and Rends were the most powerful Spurrier families, so it was likely to belong to one of them. Few others would be arrogant enough to block off an entire street so they could visit a shop.

On the other side of the carriage were more oster. They were funnelling the people of Elbay to the far side of the street, away from the carriage. A queue was forming in each direction to get past. There was a lot of grumbling, and had it been the secant guard who were doing this, there may even have been a riot. But the presence of so many oster was enough to quell the usually fractious populace of Elbay. I was going to join the queue but was stopped by a massive hand on my shoulder.

‘No,’ said the oster again.

‘What do you mean, no? I am a citizen of Elbay, let me past.’

It shook its head.

‘You have no right to stop me.’ I pointed at the lines of people slowly moving along the street. ‘You are allowing them past.’

‘They are not Mortedants. You are a Mortedant.’ I bit down on a surge of anger, that such a creature would dare stop me in my own city.

‘As I am a Mortedant, you should be helping me pass ahead of those people. I am important.’

‘Mortedants disturb the work,’ it said. It was not true. We did not have any effect on the Spurriers’ creations, but it was something the Spurriers wished people to believe. The great priories were always vying for power and trying to discredit each other – except for the Pipers. They simply hid in their priory on the second tier, doing whatever it was they did to keep the city’s network of pipes operational. We didn’t speak of the Pipers, and dark tales were told of people who ran into them in the night. Most only knew of the Pipers from tales of the soil people used to frighten children.

Still, it was unlikely that an oster was going to listen to me explain why they were wrong. They were given their orders and would obey them. I doubted they did much thinking about anything, and I was not about to give one an excuse to be violent.

‘Very well,’ I told it. ‘I will find another way around.’

‘Yes,’ it told me, then nodded its vast head, and I turned away to find a way through the alleys that would lead back to my rooms.

My building was in the second secant of the third tier, and I lived at the very top of one of the tall, thin tenement houses that crowded the streets like gawkers at a flay-and-hang. Not one of them was quite straight and the roofs were thick with bird guano, as if covered in snow. The buildings were constantly being patched up and stitched together with metal bars where their faces had cracked. Every so often the dilapidation would overcome the disreputable repairs and a building would collapse, leaving a gap that was quickly filled with a new, and even more substandard, tenement. It was a reasonably cheap place to live and provided more space than I could ever afford on the fourth tier and above. I needed the space. Of my three rooms, one – the back one – was filled with the chemicals and tools used to conjure the bodies for spirits.

Half of all new Spurriers died in explosions. So there was some risk to my experiments, but only the brave ever truly progress. And what I strived for was truly revolutionary – to spurry without death. Or it would be revolutionary, if I were ever successful. It seemed worth the risk of an explosion. To me. Though I was careful to make sure no one else knew what I was about.

Not everybody is as enthusiastic about progress as I am.

Inside the building the walls were thin and the staircases rickety. I knew every time my neighbours fell out with each other, made love, or fell out while making love. Given that I was a Mortedant, those in the building showed very little interest in any strange noises that came from my rooms. Something which suited me well.

My landlady, Sivver Gurtis, an old and bent-backed harridan, opened her door as I passed her rooms on the ground floor, eyeing me up through the crack.

‘Rent’s due, death crow,’ she said. Death crow was one of the least polite ways to refer to a Mortedant, but she was not a polite woman.

‘I am due a fee presently,’ I told her.

‘Better be,’ she grunted, and shut her door. Truthfully, I believe she liked the prestige that having a Mortedant in her building brought.

As I approached my chambers I could smell Malkin’s soup, as rancid as ever. He had left the door open again. A terrible habit. Maybe they did not have doors where he grew up. The whole concept of shutting them appeared to confuse him.

My chambers were dark; the outer walls were of thick stone and the few windows small to keep out the cold – though in the summer months they served to keep in the heat. It was never a particularly comfortable place to live.

‘Malkin!’ I shouted. ‘I have something for you!’ I took the pie from my bag. It was still warm and he deserved something for saving me with his quick-thinking deployment of a cabbage. I entered my chambers. The first room was ostensibly for meeting clients, and also where Malkin slept on a pallet by the door. It was sparsely furnished, containing a few comfortable chairs and a table that was actually a corpse box. It had a window that looked out over the building opposite. If you stood on a chair and leaned a little, you could see past it to the trees of the wilds.

The second room was the kitchen, and where I slept in the cold months. Hot, or rather warmish, water was piped to a tap in the corner. There was a burner for heating food and an iron pan of Malkin’s soup bubbled on it. By that was the chute room, which served as a toilet and for sending rubbish down into the sewers of the city. It made the chambers smell bad in winter and worse in summer, but was convenient for removing failed experiments. I had expected to find the boy in the kitchen, keeping warm. He was not there, which meant he was in the back room messing with things he should not be touching and there would be trouble for him. Maybe I would have to keep his pie for myself to teach him a lesson.

I moved quietly towards the door, determined to catch the little rat. If he was messing with my chemicals there would definitely be no pie. Even jostling the wrong bottle could cause a small explosion, and a neophyte with no fingers was not much use. Softly, very softly, I stepped towards the final door, pushing it gently open.

A long, thin table filled the room. Carved on its face and covered by a cloth was an equasial table, for conjuring spirits. Sat on that were the bottles of noisome chemicals that I had warned Malkin, over and over again, never to touch.

But he was ever a curious child and did not know his place.

I saw legs sticking out from under the table. Clad in cheap grey-and-brown wool, well-worn and patched. The soles of the shoes had gone through. Malkin’s shoes. Was he sleeping?

No. Malkin would never sleep in here.

I had the terrible feeling that Malkin had touched something he should not have done and hurt himself.

Stupid child.

‘Malkin.’ I dropped the pie and rushed forward, angry, worried, upset. Even if he had touched some of the worst poisons, there was hope. If I could get it out of him, or cut off whatever part of him had touched them, then I may yet save his life.

I knelt by his body, bruising my knees in my haste.

For nothing.

There was no life there to save. Malkin’s eyes were open wide and bloodshot, his lips tinged with blue, his tongue hanging from his mouth and swollen grotesquely. Around his neck was a livid mark where a ligature had been applied to choke the life from him.

‘Malkin?’ I said, uselessly.

Who would do this?

Why?

A rope snapped around my neck. A bulky body pulled me up and against them, foul air from filthy breath washing over me. The stink of old sweat and some sweeter, higher, cloying smell I did not know. I did not smell it for long. The ligature cut off my air supply and my chest felt like it would burst open. I struggled and gasped, using my weight to try to shake my attacker loose – but he was strong, thick bodied and I could barely move him. I reached back, grasping with a hand, and for a moment felt something smooth, hard and cool. Then it was gone and I felt a wiry beard against my neck. I wanted to cough, to breathe, to fill my lungs and empty them at the same time. I couldn’t fight. No air. They had me. I would end up like Malkin.

I was going to die, and I did not even know why.

My grasping hand touched cool glass. One of the bottles on the table. As the world closed in, I grabbed it. It could have contained anything, anything at all. I did not know, could not see. My world was pulsing blue and black and black and blue in time with my desperate heart. I pulled the stopper from the bottle, thinking that if nothing else my attacker would at least leave here uncomfortably damp. I wanted to laugh; a madness gripped me in the last moments of life. I threw the bottle’s contents over my shoulder. Recognized immediately the awful, harsh and hungry smell of an aerant, one of the burning liquids used in spurrying. Heard the scream of my attacker.

The noose went limp.

The assassin continued to scream. I should have turned to look at them, knew it but I could not. All I could do was fall to my hands and knees, taking in great gulps of air. Swearing. My voice hoarse. Dimly aware of a huge form moving away from me. Doors opening. Someone half falling down the stairs. I crawled forward, gasping in precious air, and my hands found Malkin’s body. Still warm. Maybe moments before I had returned, he had been alive. If I had not stopped on my way home, then …

Who would do this?

Had he offended someone downtier? Had I stumbled into some vendetta among street thugs? I ran my hand up Malkin’s body until I reached his head. Pulled off my glove and placed my palm on his forehead and, unbidden, found myself saying the words of the blessing for the dead.

‘Howling Lord guide this one across the gap between. Show them the way and let them rest from their toil. If they do not know peace, let me hear their words and gift it to them.’ I think I said it more to calm myself than anything else. I had never been close to such violence before and fear clung to me like the smell from the sewer chute.

All faded and I communed with what was left of Malkin. I felt the greyness, the murk, a sense of how new death was to his body. A quarter hour only had passed and the shock of it was thick and cold on him. I felt his panic, how he had not been able to believe what was happening to him. There were no last wishes and no words at first. Only a terrible sense of guilt, that he had not stopped this person. That now they would hurt his master. He had died and his last thoughts were, ‘I failed him.’

‘Oh, Malkin,’ I said. ‘Oh, Malkin. You did not fail me. You never did.’

I found myself sobbing like a child into the cheap material of his clothes.




[image: ]









CHAPTER 4


Ventday

When my sudden and unexpected grief cleared, I knew I had a problem.

Malkin’s death must be reported. There was no way around that; he was a neophyte of the Mortedants’ Priory and they would have to know about his death and the attack on me. That also meant I must inform the secant guard.

This was difficult, for two reasons.

The first was that my rooms were full of illegal chemicals that, since the expansion of the capital punishment laws, would see me flayed and hanged just for owning them. That was easily, though heartbreakingly, solved. The chemicals and the bottles went down the chute and into the sewer. I smashed my lovingly carved and annotated equasial table that I had used in my attempts to conjure spiritforms and put it in the kitchen burner.

Malkin would have enjoyed smashing these things. He loved to smash things, but now he lay limp and dead.

I could not look at his body.

The second problem would not be as easy to deal with. Whoever had killed Malkin, I wanted them found. I wanted to know why they did it, and I wanted to stand and watch the life fly from them under the gallows light as they were executed for their crime. I wanted them to know that I, Irody Hasp, had avenged Malkin.

But I had no idea how one went about finding a murderer unless I saw them through the eyes of the deceased.

Worse, neither did the secant guards of Elbay. Why learn to investigate murder when a Mortedant could tell you exactly who did it? They had a very simple rule when it came to murder: if a Mortedant could not give them a name, they either caught you at it or arrested the last person to see the victim alive. Maybe it was different further uptier, where the secants were smaller and the victims richer, but here the fact that I was the last person to see Malkin alive, and that I was not well liked, would end me. People breaking into rooms and killing the occupants for their treasures was not rare, but the perpetrators were seldom caught. Or seldom publicly caught. In the lower tiers street gangs protected their own and justice was swift and vicious. Or so I had heard.

For a moment I wished I lived in an even lower tier. Though I doubted the gangs did any more investigating than the city guard. It did not matter. Some way would have to be found so I could stay out of the cells long enough to prove I did not kill Malkin and find out who did.

I left his small body on the floor and went to find a street messenger. There are always gangs of children hanging around who will run a message for half a minor and fight each other for the privilege. I hailed a group of about eight and they pushed and shoved each other, eager for my business.

What if Malkin had been right in his last moments, that someone had come for me? Why would they do that?

Would they come back?

If they intended to come back then they could also intercept any message I sent asking for help. As the children gathered round, shrieking about which of them was most reliable, I thought on that.

‘Quiet!’ I shouted, and decided on a change of plans. ‘Wait here one moment and do not fight, I have employment enough for you all.’ The raggedy bunch became quiet and stood looking up at me. ‘While you wait, you are not to let anyone into this building. I will not be long.’ With that I ran back to my rooms and wrote out eight messages. Four for the secant guard: two to go to the second secant office to the north and two for the third secant office to the south. Then another four addressed to Mortedant Farrah Bispham of the priory. I heard shouting as I returned and peeked out through a crack in the door. The children were stopping a woman, weighed down with baskets, from entering. I opened the door and recognized Sivver Ultrand, my second-floor neighbour.

‘I am sorry about this,’ I said to her and waved at the children. ‘It is Mortedant business, you understand.’ She gave me a foul look.

‘’Shippers are right about you death crows. A peckin’ menace you are,’ said Sivver Ultrand, ‘getting in honest people’s business, stopping me coming into my own home. Howlin’ Lord take you.’

I ignored her bad temper. ‘You have my apologies, Sivver. Let her through, children.’

They did, though she did not thank me for it. When she was past I handed out the notes, making sure each child understood where they were to take them and how important it was they arrive safely. I bade them split up, take different routes, and because they somehow sensed danger the way street children often do, they made me pay another half minor for each message.

Then all there was left to do was wait.

Regretfully, the secant guard arrived first. Because I am a Mortedant, and that makes me a person of some import, they sent three lowlies accompanied by a vex. The vex took a rather disinterested look at poor Malkin’s body and asked me if I had seen the assailant through the boy’s eyes and if I could name them. I said I could not, and had been attacked too. Then I pointed out the bruises on my neck where my attacker had tried to strangle me. The vex pronounced this ‘a likely story’. They promptly bound my hands and were about to bundle me away to a cell despite my protestations when Mortedant Bispham turned up.

With her came the Grand High Mortedant Affinar Tusp Bendant, which I had not counted on. Bendant was not an unpleasant man, but he was a lazy, self-satisfied one who wanted the quietest possible life. I might not have liked Farrah, but she was committed to her trade and would fight for the Mortedants. The Grand High Mortedant would usually rather a problem simply went away.

‘What is going on here?’ he said. He was not extremely old but had the voice of someone so old their wits had begun to desert them. ‘I was having lunch when I heard a commotion and talk of a Mortedant committing murder. I had to break off. And it is very cold outside.’

‘It is murder,’ said the vex. ‘This fellow killed his catamite. Sorry he’s one of yours and all.’

‘I did not kill Malkin,’ I hissed, ‘and he was no catamite. He was my neophyte and a good one.’ More words came from my mouth, unasked for. ‘I only wish I had told him so.’

‘He says he did not do it,’ said Bendant to the vex. He looked a little confused and more interested in my chambers than in me. ‘Do people really live like this, Farrah? What is that awful smell?’

‘Indeed they live like this, Grand High Mortedant. And the smell is downtier people.’

‘How curious,’ he said, before adding, ‘and unpleasant. I wish I had not come.’

‘It is simply the law, Grand High Mortedant,’ said the vex, ignoring his digression. ‘This man was the last to see the victim alive and cannot name us a killer. As such he is very likely the murderer and must be executed.’

‘Well, that all seems very reasonable,’ said the Grand High Mortedant. Farrah Bispham gave me a shrug, but I had a good reason for inviting the Mortedants here. The arrival of Bendant could even be better for me than Farrah’s.

‘I can prove I did not do it.’ I addressed my words to the Grand High Mortedant. ‘Malkin saw the killer.’ This was not entirely true as he had been attacked from behind, but that would work for me. ‘And now we have the best of us here. By which I mean you, of course, Grand High Mortedant.’

‘Me?’ said Bendant. He seemed surprised.

‘Thought a body could only be read once,’ said one of the lowlies. I tried not to sneer but I do dislike it when commoners tell me my business.

‘That is true,’ said their vex, and started to pull me up from the chair in a particularly painful way.

‘Not true,’ I said, ‘only that the echoes become a little weaker with each read.’

Farrah looked like she was about to speak but I didn’t let her.

‘And as we have the Grand High Mortedant here, he should have no trouble hearing even a weak voice.’ I spoke these words calmly and unhurriedly, as if I was not on the edge of panic and in great fear of my life. ‘He will be able to see what most could not.’ It was not a friendly look that Bendant gave me, probably because he was a terrible Mortedant and owed his position to the traditions of the priory and the power of his family.

‘Let me do it, Grand High Mortedant,’ said Farrah, which also suited me. She was talented. She would see no murderer because Malkin had not seen one, but she would know it wasn’t me from his last thoughts. I found tears in my eyes and had to blink them away. The guards stared at Bendant expectantly. He looked from them to me, and then to Farrah. ‘Shall I?’ she said, and began to head toward the door. Something close to amusement passed across the vex’s face.

‘No,’ said the Grand High Mortedant, and he stepped closer to me. ‘I shall do it.’ He transferred his unfriendly look from me to her. ‘If someone has tried to kill one of ours,’ he said softly, ‘they may try again. I may even be in danger.’

I let out a deep breath. A vex may not listen to me, and might even have discounted the word of Farrah Bispham, one of the Mortedant Council, but they could not ignore the Grand High Mortedant of all Elbay. He was not only a Mortedant but part of the ruling City Council.

‘Now,’ said Bendant, ‘wait here. I prefer to do my work alone.’ Mortedant Bispham bowed her head to him. The coins on her headdress chimed as she moved. The Grand High Mortedant practically shimmered with all the gold and silver sewn into his voluminous black robes.

‘We have things to be about,’ said the vex. ‘We should take the prisoner to the secant office while you finish up here.’

‘It won’t take him long,’ said Farrah, adding quickly, ‘The Grand High Mortedant is very skilled.’ A moment later, Bendant reappeared. I held my breath. This could go either way, as I doubted he had heard as much as a whisper from Malkin’s body. He did not immediately say anything; instead he stepped closer to me, inspecting me.

‘Hasp?’ he said eventually. ‘That is your name? Hasp?’

I nodded, slowly. My name had never brought me anything good as my family had fallen to disgrace and had their names wiped from the city records. When I started as a neophyte it was made clear to me that I was lucky to be there and my place was precarious – doubly clear that any attempt to research where the small inheritance that put me through schooling at the priory came from would end badly for me.

‘I knew a Hasp,’ said the Grand High Mortedant softly. ‘He was a teacher when I was a neophyte. Didn’t end well for him, of course,’ he laughed, which did not fill me with confidence. Then he added, ‘But he was kind to me.’ He turned to the vex. ‘What Mortedant Hasp says is true.’ He glanced over at me. ‘The boy did not see the killer clearly, but did not think it was Mortedant Hasp. Alas any more details are lost.’ Maybe he was better than I gave him credit for.

‘I still think we should take him in. “Didn’t think it was” doesn’t mean it wasn’t,’ said the vex. ‘Can’t just have him running round the city when he is suspected of a most awful crime.’

‘Oh,’ said the Grand High Mortedant as the guard took hold of my arm. ‘Well, that is unfortunate.’ My heart beat birdwing fast in my chest. Once I was within the city’s jails, I doubted I would ever get out again – unless it was for an execution. Bendant made his way towards the door then stopped. ‘What about if he had some sort of guard?’

‘We are the guard,’ said the vex severely.

‘Yes, you are,’ said Bendant. He did not look as if he approved of people talking severely to him any more than I appreciated being told my job. ‘I meant, what about if we arrange a guard of our own for Mortedant Hasp? Then he could be supervised and still remain free. We could do that, right, Mortedant Bispham?’

‘Grand High Mortedant,’ she hissed, ‘that will look as if we are using our power to interfere in city business. If the caw sheets find out, then …’

The Grand High Mortedant waved away any fears of how this would look to the people of the city. ‘Mortedant Bispham, you speak as if you are unfamiliar with how Elbay works. Of course we are using our power, that is what it is for.’ Farrah shot me a look, and I wondered what I had done to make her dislike me so much.

‘There is also,’ said Bispham, ‘the fact that we would have to pay out of the priory’s funds for someone to ensure Mortedant Hasp does not escape the city and—’

‘We will work something out,’ said Bendant. ‘And if another culprit is not found, then they can return Mortedant Hasp to the secant office for execution in, oh, let’s say a week? Eight days?’

The vex shook his head. ‘Oh no,’ he said, ‘that’ll be right into the Festival of the Last Siren and we’ll be overrun.’

‘Is it the festival again already?’ said the Grand High Mortedant. He sounded amazed. I felt a little relief. The festival itself lasted eight days, so if Bendant had them delay my execution until after that, I may well get plenty of time to find out who killed Malkin. ‘What day does it start on, Farrah?’ he asked.

‘Mournday, Grand High Mortedant,’ she said. I suspected Bendant was the only person in the city who did not know that.

‘Well, he can hand himself in the day before, then. Sunsday.’ He gave the vex a grin while my heart fell – I did not want less time.

‘Sunsday we’ll be too busy setting up for the festival,’ said the vex.

‘Oh, so that would make it Shadowday. How fitting. Not as fitting as Mournday would be, but still. Let’s say Shadowday evening. Four days, should be plenty of time.’

‘But that’s only three days,’ I said. ‘Furday, Fireday and Featherlong.’

He looked a little confused. The vex looked incredibly annoyed about the whole business and was quite clearly unwilling to let go of me; his hand dug into my arm in an extremely painful way.

‘No, no, Mortedant Hasp,’ said the Grand High Mortedant. He was unpleasantly jolly. ‘It is four days. You see, I am counting your execution day as a full day. We could even say today is a full day and it is five days – I have not even had my lunch yet.’ Before I could point out this seemed entirely unfair, Farrah Bispham interrupted.

‘We will also need to pay these guards something,’ she said. ‘Or they will lose their imprisonment bonus.’ Bendant looked at her, then me, then the guards, as if considering my worth. He laughed to himself. ‘What an amusing situation,’ he said, and pulled one of the golden coins off his clothing as if it was not two months’ pay for a secant guard. He flipped it to the vex. ‘I trust that will do?’

‘Well, I …’ The vex looked to his lowlies, who shrugged, but he let go of me. ‘Very well. I am Vice Executive Thissell of crime, third tier, second secant. I will expect the murderer or the Mortedant by Shadowday eve.’ With that, he left.

The Grand High Mortedant turned to Bispham. ‘I am returning to the priory. Make the required arrangements for Mortedant Hasp and the body of the boy.’ He returned to his carriage, a fanciful thing of feathers and clacking beaks that rose up on two scaled legs and strutted off uptier.

‘Well, Irody Hasp,’ said Mortedant Bispham, ‘you appear to be nothing but trouble. Yet given your past, I suppose I should have expected that.’
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CHAPTER 5


Ventday

Four Days to Execution

Farrah Bispham made me wait in a cold corridor outside her office for a long time – unfair considering I was now on a clock. She had also mentioned my past, which made me uncomfortable. Old and unpleasant thoughts were resurfacing. To banish them, I had little choice but to concentrate on the now. Which brought up new and unpleasant thoughts.

I couldn’t really understand how the day had gone so very quickly from workday to awful beyond my understanding. If not for Farrah and Bendant, I would be in a cell awaiting the knife and noose. I was caught in a terrible spinning gyre of darkness, wondering if there was anything I could have done to save Malkin or if the murderer was actually after me. I could think of nothing that I had done to attract such attention. In the end I could only presume that Malkin had brought some street trouble into my life from his.

Even that made little sense.

If the trouble was his, why would they wait around for me? And why would Malkin have felt guilty for not defending me? Thoughts going round and round and round and not one of them helping me in any way.

I only had four days to find his killer or be executed myself. That was no time at all.

Panic was beginning to overwhelm me when Farrah finally called me to her room. My name echoed down the marbled hallways of the priory. A nervous-looking neophyte approached me, though she was far better off than Malkin had ever been. Her clothes were padded for heat and sewn in scarlet and blue over black in a thousand tiny patches of material, advertising its expense by sparkling and shifting as she moved. She showed me into a very plush room. A fire burned brightly and there was a wide desk of some ancient, dark wood. On either side of it were heavily padded chairs fashioned of the same material. Farrah sat on one side of the desk and behind her stood another Mortedant, dressed in black with bright blue and red flashes across the shoulders of his robes. He wore a hat that had long chequered tails reaching down to his waist, and his face was painted white with darkened eyes and overly bright lips. He was the sort of well-built, handsome and obviously rich Mortedant that had made my youth in the priory miserable.

‘So this is your new investigator.’ He made the last word sound as if to investigate was foolish, as if I were a fool. Then he lifted an eyeglass and examined me through it. ‘The name rings a bell, but I do not recognize him.’ He turned back to Bispham. ‘Why do I know his name? And why is he so poorly tailored, Bispham? Mortedants have an image to maintain and he … well.’ He lowered the glass and turned to sneer at me. ‘He does not … maintain.’

I did my best not to show what I thought of this rich fool. No doubt the only whispers he heard from the dead were from the wills that gifted him fortunes.

‘Irody,’ said Bispham, ‘do not sneer at my colleague. This is Mortedant Hunrist Carfille.’

‘Carfille?’ I said, noting she found it perfectly acceptable for him to sneer at me. Hunrist Carfille had no yellow strip to show he was on the council, but he did not need it. The Carfilles were one of the richest families in the tiers, famous for having power which they used ruthlessly. They made their money manufacturing high-end weapons. Since the stink riots of the year of the three-eyed fish, only the Carfille and Ardirans manufacturies remained in the city and they were both richer than ever. ‘I am pleased to meet you,’ I said with my most gracious smile.

‘You don’t look it,’ said Carfille.

‘That’s just how his face is,’ said Farrah Bispham. Carfille leaned forward, once more looking at me through his eyeglass.

‘Oh, I do remember your name now,’ he said.

‘Hunrist,’ said Bispham, ‘there is no need for this.’

‘No, I think there is.’ He straightened. His robe was embroidered beautifully, the skill involved clearly exquisite. ‘You were brought to the Mortedants’ circle when my uncle ruled it. Accused of terrible crimes.’

‘A long time ago,’ I said, but so quietly I do not think he even heard me.

‘What was it you did again?’

‘Hunrist,’ said Bispham, and there was something of a warning in her voice, but he plainly did not care.

‘Sneaking in to try to read the executed, wasn’t it?’

‘The matter was dealt with,’ I said softly. It was not a thing I wanted to think about.

‘And theorizing that you could also read the living, which is clearly impossible. What a nonsense.’ He leant back against the rows of books. ‘If I remember rightly, it was only because you were with another that you were not excised. One of the Satury family wasn’t it? Which one was it? There was some other scandal about him later.’ I did not want to hear his words. It was as if each one of them fed a furnace within me that I had thought long gone cold. I also did not believe for a moment that he had only just remembered me, or that he could not remember that the Satury involved was Kuridan. His name was well known, if rarely spoken. His sigil, the Broken Crow, was still found painted all over the city by those unhappy with their lot. ‘Oh, I do love a scandal.’

‘Hunrist,’ hissed Bispham again.

He still did not heed her warning, leaning forward. ‘He died, didn’t he? Executed. It was Kuridan! Kuridan Satury! The so-called scourge of Elbay, the Broken Crow, and so many dead at his hand.’

The furnace within me reached a critical heat, and I could no longer contain it.

‘Do not speak his name!’

They stared at me. Then Carfille laughed and leant back against the books again, twirling his eyeglass.

‘Well, Bispham, it seems your pet has claws.’ He turned his eyes back to me. ‘I had a crow once, he was fond of using his claws.’ All the humour fell from his face. ‘I had them cut off.’ I did not know what to say, how to respond to his implied threat. Besides, who would do such a thing? The crows of Elbay were sacred, the servants of the Howling Lord.

‘Leave him alone, Hunrist, and stop trying to shock,’ said Bispham. ‘Irody is working for me.’

‘Hasp,’ he said then. ‘That name, there is some other—’

‘Hunrist!’ There was no mistaking her tone; she had quite clearly had enough of his antics. Carfille made a quiet ‘huh’ noise and began to clean his nails with a knife as if we were not there.

Farrah Bispham motioned for me to sit opposite her. I did, though it was generally not my way to let others tell me what to do. The chair was very comfortable and the room warm. I became aware of how tired I was.

‘Irody,’ she said.

‘Mortedant Hasp.’ An automatic reaction, my correct title bitten out before I could stop myself – and I knew I should not have spoken. She was in a position of power and it was foolish to correct those who may remember and use their power against me. Hunrist Carfille quietly chuckled to himself.

‘Very well,’ she said, ‘Mortedant Hasp. The title is important to you, I respect that.’

‘The first time I have been respected in this building,’ I muttered under my breath.

She did not say anything, not immediately. When she did, it surprised me.

‘That is not unfair,’ she said. ‘Though only partly true. You are gifted and clever, Mortedant Hasp, always have been. But you are also difficult and headstrong. That has made you unpopular.’ I opened my mouth to explain how wrong she was, and how any trouble had not really been my fault, but she lifted a finger to stop me. ‘Quiet, I am talking.’ I wanted to argue but decided not to. For Malkin. I would need her help if I was to find his killer. ‘I have looked deeper into you now. I remembered, of course, the shaming you received.’ The coins on her headdress glinted and I looked away; that was not something I wished to remember.

‘Far less has happened to those who did far worse,’ I said.

‘That is true, but they had friends. You do not. Not any more.’ That at least was not unfair. ‘But your ability is unquestionable – not only when it comes to reading the dead. You have also had some small success in finding secrets that have proved profitable to the priory: the business of the silver awl, and the leaden book, for instance. If you did not insist on shoving your successes in the faces of others you might have been celebrated for your skills.’

‘It is hard to be celebrated when no one gives me work.’ I was looking at my hands. My fingers were very long and thin, elegant. My nails well-manicured, black-painted and overlaid with Mortedant’s symbols in silver. I could see specks of blood on my skin. There had been blood at the corner of Malkin’s mouth. I must have touched it.

‘It is hard to get you work when no one likes you.’

‘Did you only bring me here to insult me, Mortedant Bispham?’

She sat back in her comfortable chair, the wings hiding her in shadow. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Someone has taken one of ours, and the Grand High Mortedant has his nose put out about it.’

‘I am surprised he cares about some downtier boy without even a second name.’

‘Was your downtier boy capable?’ she said, and her eyes glittered from the shadowy depths of her chair. ‘Was he promising? Did he have ability?’

‘If you know my record then I must presume you have access to his.’ I sat a little straighter. ‘He struggled, but he worked hard.’

‘You actually cared about him, didn’t you?’ The way she said it made it sound like to care was to be weak.

‘He was cheap to employ, that is all.’ I sat even straighter, pulled my robe closed where a button was missing. ‘But I have a responsibility to him.’

‘Of course,’ she said and leaned forward, coins chiming, steepling her fingers. ‘You do have a responsibility to the boy.’

‘His body …’ I began.

‘It is in hand,’ she said, and I found myself thankful as I would have struggled to find the coin for a funeral pyre to be built out in the ringfire wastes. And I did not want to look upon his body, so cold and lifeless and not at all like Malkin. ‘The Grand High Mortedant wants whoever killed one of our people found.’

I stared at her. ‘How do you know it wasn’t me?’

She smiled, an odd smile and I did not understand it. ‘You have four days to prove it wasn’t. It is not long. And I have the additional problem of finding you a guard that will not mind working with you.’ She let out a breath. ‘The lead-up to the Festival of the Last Siren is always a restless time in the city. I am loath to lose any of the priory’s guard.’ I could not help feeling she would have been much happier if I had just been polite enough to let myself be executed.

‘There is that mercenary,’ said Carfille, a half-smile on his face.

‘She is still here?’ said Bispham.

‘She said she would wait until we found her work, and that is what she has done.’

‘For two days?’ said Bispham.

‘Yes, it is quite funny if you think about it.’ Carfille glanced over at me.

‘She barely even knows the city,’ said Bispham.

‘Which makes it even more amusing.’

I did not want a guard at all, never mind one who did not know Elbay, which would make them a burden on me. Before I could voice my opposition, Bispham spoke.

‘Very well, maybe we can load one hoiker with two burdens. Go get her.’ Carfille left through the door behind me. When I was sure he was gone, I leaned across the desk.

‘I am not going to run away,’ I told her. ‘I would rather be executed than leave the city. The world outside Elbay – it is uncivilized. I do not need a guard to ensure I stay.’

‘I do not care what you think, Hasp,’ she said. ‘The Grand High Mortedant has commanded me to have you guarded and I will obey. As will you.’

We sat in silence. Farrah Bispham got up and put another log onto the fire then came around and sat on the edge of her desk. Her robes were exquisite. I had thought her yellow band was a decorative trim, but it was actually part of her garment. Gold coins on the two chains between the points of her headdress aside, she wore no other jewellery. I felt self-consciously shabby. Eventually the door opened and closed behind me and Hunrist Carfille reappeared. He came to stand by Farrah Bispham and had a huge smile on his face as if he was privy to the greatest joke there had ever been.

‘Mortedant Hasp,’ he said with a bow and a flourish, ‘let me introduce you to your new guard.’ He straightened and clapped his hands twice.

I heard the door open again and had the curious feeling of something massive moving behind me. There was a scraping sound, as if the door were not quite big enough for what was coming through it. I turned in my seat, already knowing what I would find and dreading it.

‘No,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Carfille with a laugh.

It was an oster.

Covering its lower legs were thick leather greaves, and it wore a skirt of rust spotted chains that covered its thighs. On one hip it wore a scabbarded long sword, on the other an axe. Its huge chest was hidden behind a metal breastplate that was as much tarnish as it was steel. It wore no helm and its almost impossibly smooth skin was whiter than any other oster’s I had seen. The black stripes covering its eyes and rising over its skull looked even more pronounced because of it. It was all I could do not to get up and run when suddenly confined in the same enclosed space as such a creature. For a moment I thought Farrah Bispham may have decided to have me killed, and that was why this thing was here – but the creature came no nearer. It only stood before the door, looking around the room as if it had never been inside such a civilized place. The great bellows of its lungs filled the air with the sound of its breathing.

‘That,’ I hissed at Bispham, ‘is an oster.’

‘Yes,’ said Carfille, ‘though it is more polite to call her one of the sea people, or an urcan.’ He was clearly very amused by this.

‘She?’ I said. ‘It is a she?’

‘Yes, Whisper is a she.’

‘It is called Whisper?’ I said.

‘Yes, it is a she called Whisper.’ Carfille still had that stupid grin on his face, and I knew his joke now. The joke was me. I leaned in very close to Farrah.

‘They are uncivilized,’ I told her. ‘Murderous, thieving brutes. And from the state of the armour it wears it looks like it is not even successful at that.’

‘We have very good hearing,’ said the oster. Its name made sense when it spoke. Its voice was not quiet, not at all, but it was soft like water lapping at the edge of a pond or a breeze moving over the roofs of the city on a snowy night. I froze; how would it react to my insult?

‘Irody,’ said Farrah, ‘no one is going to hurt you with one of the sea people at your back.’ She glanced up at this ‘Whisper’.

‘Who will keep me safe from the oster though?’ I said.

Farrah shook her head. ‘She is in the employ of the priory. These oster are very touchy about contracts, she will not hurt you.’

‘Still, it’s unseemly and …’

‘My funds are limited, Hasp. She is cheap. If you want a different guard then feel free to pay for it yourself.’

‘You know I cannot.’

‘Well …’

‘I will do without a guard,’ I told her, and stood. ‘Whisper, sea person, you may leave.’

‘You may not,’ said Farrah to the oster. ‘And being without a guard is not an option for you, Hasp, as we have already discussed. The secant guard did not want to free you. We need to be seen to be guarding you.’ Now Farrah was smiling to herself. ‘And she will be hard to miss.’

‘How can I trust a … savage?’

‘I am loyal to those who pay me,’ said the oster from behind me. ‘A contract is sacred to my people until it is discharged.’

‘You have your answer right there,’ said Farrah. ‘This meeting is over. You can go back to your rooms and start working on who did away with your neophyte.’

I left, followed by the oster, and could not help but think about its pledge. It was loyal to those who paid it, and the priory was not paying it much. What if someone gave it a better offer?

I did not feel safe in its company, not even a little bit.
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CHAPTER 6


Ventday

Four Days to Execution

As a civilized man, living in a civilized city, I did not enjoy walking through the tiers accompanied by an oster. It was not that people said anything about it, not within earshot anyway. No doubt they had no wish to have their heads removed from their bodies and their ears used as a necklace.

But they did stare.

Everyone stared.

She walked behind me, carrying a huge bag and seemingly impervious to my humiliation. A Mortedant being followed around by a savage. Who had ever heard of such a thing? Three times it was stopped by a secant guard. I had to stand and wait while they checked through its paperwork: making sure it was allowed to be in the city, that it was allowed to have weapons, that it had paid the various permits and was signed up to the outsider tax. By the time we reached my rooms, I was sure this could not work. I would have to think of some way of making Farrah Bispham see I simply could not investigate anything when I was being followed around by this creature. It was impossible.

‘Mortedant Hasp.’ Sivver Gurtis, my landlady, barred the door of my building. A shrunken raisin of a woman whose age was only surpassed by her avarice.

‘Yes, Sivver Gurtis?’

‘You’ve caused me a lot of trouble today, and you cannot bring that’ – she pointed at the great beast behind me – ‘into my building.’ And just like that my problem was solved. The oster could not guard me if it could not come into my rooms. I thanked the Howling Lord for its intervention and even considered going into the Chapel of the Stilled Legs down the street to make a donation.

The oster, very gently but insistently, moved me aside with a great clawed hand. I noticed that its claws were grey, not painted like the claws of the oster guards I had seen earlier in the day.

‘I am employed by the Mortedants’ Priory,’ it said in a voice that rumbled through us both. ‘I am licensed to do whatever is required to keep Mortedant Hasp safe and within my sight, up to and including damaging other creatures.’ My formidable landlady looked up at it. I do not think she was scared, not really. Oster may be formidable but so are the landladies of Elbay. ‘I am also authorized to pay a small stipend to Mortedant Hasp’s landlord or landlady, for having an extra tenant in his rooms.’

Sivver Gurtis grunted, wrinkled her nose and spat on the steps. ‘He owes me three weeks’ rent.’

‘I will pay that too.’

‘Very well, but coin up front,’ she said. The oster handed over a small purse. Sivver Gurtis turned on me, sticking a surprisingly painful finger into my chest. ‘You better clean up after it.’ With that she vanished back into her rooms. I led the oster to my chambers. The stairs creaked worryingly under its weight as it followed. When we were in the first room, I showed it Malkin’s pallet by the door.

‘You sleep there,’ I said.

‘No,’ it replied.

‘What do you mean, no?’

‘I need my own room,’ it said. ‘I also need heat, and I want to be able to bathe.’

‘I do not have a bath.’

‘Then I will wash with a cloth. But it is private for us, the communing with water. And the putting on of armour even more so.’ It walked into the kitchen and put down its bag. ‘This room will do.’

‘But I sleep in the kitchen.’

‘You can sleep through there.’ The oster pointed to the room where Malkin had died.

‘I cannot,’ I said, and shivered despite myself. It did not reply immediately, only looked at me, its eyes tiny, black and glinting wickedly.

‘They said your friend was killed. It happened in there?’

‘We were never friends,’ I said, the words little more than a breath. ‘Not really.’

‘We believe the dead watch us until we have given them rest,’ it said, and walked over to the door. It opened it and looked in, wrinkled its muzzle. ‘Someone has conjured spirits in this room.’

‘Of course not.’

‘I can smell it. To call spirits is foolish and dangerous.’

‘That is a very outsider perspective,’ I told it. ‘The conjuring of spirits is entirely normal.’

‘Your city is a madness.’

‘But you chose to come here.’

The only reply was a shrug, the rusty metal of her armour scratching against itself. Now we were in an enclosed space I could smell the oil it used on the armour. If it was meant to keep rust away it did a poor job. Maybe the creature did not look after its armour properly, though I had heard that armour and weapons were important to the oster. This one must have been a poor example of its people.

‘You can sleep in that room,’ I said, and immediately regretted it. There were still things hidden in my spurrying room that I wanted to keep hidden.

‘No,’ it said, ‘us oster are superstitious savages and cannot sleep in a room where spirit work has been done.’ It almost felt as if the beast mocked me, though I have never heard tales of the oster possessing anything close to wit. Unless you include hitting things with a sword as witty, which I do not. ‘And I will need to be between you and the door,’ it said, ‘in case anyone comes through it.’

‘But …’

‘You should sleep now.’ It pointed to the spurrying room again. ‘I will bring your bedding through.’

‘I should be out there’ – I pointed at the tiny window – ‘trying to find who killed Malkin.’ At his name, a pang.

‘You have had a long day, and a hard one,’ said the oster. ‘You will think better after rest.’ I was going to argue with it but I had the distinct feeling that, no matter what I said, it would not let me leave. Others had paid for its loyalty, and this oster was as much my jailer as my guard.
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CHAPTER 7


Furday

Three Days to Execution

I was woken in the morning by a very odd sound, a rhythmic grinding that set my teeth on edge. My first thought was, What is Malkin doing? But of course it was not Malkin. He was gone. Then I thought Sivver Gurtis must have people working on the building, but that was the addled brain of the tired. She had never done any work on the building before; why would she start now? The noise continued. It was very odd, something entirely out of my experience. I imagined some dark creature pulling itself along the ground. Maybe one of the soil people, who the gullible believed lived in the pipes and sewers and worshipped old and dark Piper gods. No, that was a fanciful children’s tale. Maybe the oster had invited some other strange beast or people of the wilds into my home. Who knew what terrible things such creatures might do to a civilized man like me?

I gently knocked on the kitchen door, which annoyed me as it was my kitchen and it made no sense for me to soft-foot about in my own rooms. No, the oster must live with my ways and not me with its. Only as the door opened did I think that she may be doing something private, and did I really want to see whatever uncivilized acts oster got up to when they were alone?

I need not have worried. The sound I heard was the sharpening of its sword. It was longer than any blade I had ever seen, and even the burliest city guard would have needed two hands to carry it. The oster was running a stone down one edge, stopping, testing it with a thick, grey claw, then running the stone down it again. It wore only a long white shift, its beaten and dented armour on a strange wooden contraption by the door. I had never seen anything like it and reached out a hand, curiosity overcoming sense.

‘Don’t,’ said the oster, her voice a growl. My hand stopped. ‘My armour is my wealth and my self-respect, poor as it is. It is part of me and it is not done for others to touch it.’

‘That must be inconvenient,’ I said, and heard the whine in my voice, ‘if you are in a fight.’

‘Not really,’ it said, and stood to run a cloth down the blade. ‘Those who touch my armour in battle die.’

‘Oh,’ I said, and decided I was not nearly as curious about the armour as I had thought. ‘I intend to go to the first tier today, the lowest. It is a rough place full of outlaws and the uncivil.’

‘Why?’ It placed the sword in its scabbard and put it on the kitchen table.

‘Malkin was first tier born and bred. I have a theory that he may have been mixed up in the gangs down there. That one of them came after him and I got caught up in it.’

‘A theory,’ said the oster.

‘Yes.’ It would have been a lie to try to pretend it was a good theory, but it would at least mean I was doing something. Maybe I would find some useful information.

‘Are you familiar with downtier?’ it asked.

‘I have been around the circle roads of the lower tiers,’ I told it. ‘But not deep into the Poor Wrens or to the citycore.’ It stared at me. ‘There is no need to worry for my safety. I am a Mortedant. We are respected throughout the city.’ It continued to stare. ‘I would worry more about what they would think of you.’

‘Downtier know of my people. We trade with them.’

‘So you have contacts down there? Good.’

It turned away from me, and I had the oddest feeling that I had touched upon something the oster did not want to dwell on. I tucked that away in my mind for another time in case it proved useful. Though, truthfully, who could know what such a creature thinks?

‘I must dress,’ it said.

‘Well do so.’

‘To put on the armour, it is not for outsiders.’

I bristled at the words. How dare such a creature call me an outsider? And in my own home. In my city. Then it stood, and it really was very big. If the oster was going to be stretching those clawed arms out to put on its armour there probably wouldn’t be room for both of us in the small kitchen.

‘Call me when you are done,’ I told it, and retreated into the back room. The room where Malkin had died. There was a mark on the floor, blood I think.

I could not look at it.



It took a long time to walk down to the lowest tier, and with every step the air smelled worse. The city is not only big, but labyrinthine. The further down you go, the more you are constantly twisting and doubling back on yourself to get anywhere. That is unless you use the Radial Road – but that is closed off for all but the city guard. Our journey was accompanied by the sound of bells. There were always bells ringing in Elbay. It was the responsibility of the Worshipful chapels to toll a bell to mark the passage of time. All the better to remind the people that their lives were ebbing away and soon they would meet the Howling Lord, there to find either wrath or repentance – the good to be uplifted, the evil to have their crimes burned from them and eventually be reborn as innocents. The problem in Elbay was that there were many different sects of Worshipful and each kept time in a different way, so the bells became useless. If you actually wanted to know the time you were forced to find a city water clock.

I noticed more secant guards down here than was usual. They had firelances that could kill at a distance, which was also strange. Handlances were relatively common but the longer firelance was banned, unless you were a guard. Even guards rarely carried them, as one combuster shot from a firelance could go through multiple people. They were not good weapons for a city, unless you were quelling a riot. I wondered why the oster did not have a handlance. They were probably too complex for uncivilized creatures to use.

I was not used to seeing so many armed guards, though recently I had noticed an increase even in the third tier. Perhaps it was to guard the piles of metal lampposts stacked on every street corner, ready for assembly. People in the lower tiers will steal, melt down and repurpose almost anything. The guards’ presence must have been dissuading miscreants as the new lighting work was near to completion and it had been done swiftly.

There were always a lot more of the Worshipful downtier than I was used to or felt comfortable around. Gaggles of them swarmed everywhere – grey-robed Blue Coils, silent and forbidding Redhoods, and almost-naked Howlers frothing and screaming. In among them were a hundred other sects or splinter groups, each one interpreting the Book of Manol in their own way. Each one calling for the mercy of the Howling Lord for the poor and the starving, while all at the same time telling the poor and starving they were to blame for their situation.

There was also far too much smoke downtier for me, and moisture. One of the biggest trades downtier was that of the vapourer. The water of Elbay came up from deep below where it was heated into steam, by the grace of the Howling Lord we are told, and then fed into the city’s pipe network via a number of huge and strange machines. The cleanest and hottest water was fed to Castle Elbay, squatting on top of the city like a great stone toad with a crown of spikes. From there it trickled down to the tiers below, the water becoming cooler and dirtier as it passed through the plumbing of the houses above. This was not such a problem in the sixth and fifth tiers, which were mostly taken up by large estates. The amount of water passing through them far outstripped what could be used by the people living there. The real pollution started building in the fourth tier. By the time it made its way to the second and first tiers, the water was no longer fit to drink and icy cold. So the vapourers boiled water over huge fires and recondensed it to make it safe to drink – in theory anyway. The low tiers were rife with disease. I always felt quite uncomfortable being down here.

Amazingly, what the oster had said turned out to be true. The further down the tiers we went, the less people stared at it. Though it seemed they were also more likely to shout abuse at it. The oster was unconcerned, in fact it was entirely implacable, a vast rock around which the sea of humanity broke. We passed a group of its people, dressed for war like it was – though all they were doing was unloading two huge and strangely shaped rocks from a bullock cart. I expected my oster to greet them, or them to greet it, but they ignored each other.

Maybe my oster was jealous of them. They wore much finer armour.

‘Where do we find your gangs?’ it said. I looked around, at the stallholders, the food sellers, the vast throng of people, and realized that I did not know.

It turned out I did not know much about this place at all.

We continued to walk, looking for some sign of criminal activity. The problem was that nearly everyone down here looked like they were up to something. The people lacked the brightly coloured clothes and striking fashions of uptier and it was hard to tell them apart. They were just a great, unsmiling mass, slouching guiltily along in clothes whose colour had long since faded. I was short on time. The thought of the rope was like its own noose around my neck, making thinking as difficult as breathing the lowtier air. We could not simply walk around all day. As if to remind me of my lack of progress, I heard the faint ominous echo of the great chapel bell from the sixth tier. That at least could be relied upon to be accurate.

Time was ticking away.

‘I have an idea,’ I said. ‘But I will need you to hang back.’ The oster did not move. Only stood there. Behind her a gaggle of crows were perched on the eaves of a building, watching us as if amused. ‘Did you hear me?’

‘I am to protect you.’

‘Then protect me from a distance.’

It blinked, the glitter of its black eyes disappearing for an instant. ‘What do you plan, Irody Hasp?’

‘I am plainly a Mortedant, and that means I am someone of wealth. Relative wealth’ – I waved at the passing masses – ‘to these people, anyway. I will stroll down some of the less salubrious alleyways until someone tries to steal from me.’

‘You will be bait,’ it said, turning my idea into one a simple hunter could understand.

‘Yes, bait.’

The oster considered it, staring into the distance while people passed around it and battered me from side to side in their flow. ‘It is dangerous. I am to protect you.’

‘If I do not find who killed Malkin, they will flay and hang me. So you will not have protected me at all if we do not make progress.’

The oster considered that.

‘I will watch you closely,’ it said.

I spent two fruitless hours parading up and down filthy downtier alleys, trying my best to attract a mugger or pocketjack, but it seemed I had some strange immunity to thieves. I think it may have been my natural air of superiority. My obvious learning and confident bearing must have scared off the rougher types. Still, it was disheartening that such a good plan should be failing. I was about to give up when something hit the back of my robe. I turned. A second clod of filth hit me in the chest. Further down the alley I saw a girl, about the same age as Malkin and as lowtier and rancid as any other I had seen running messages through the alleys. She had skin almost as dark as Malkin’s had been, and black hair worn in thick twists.

At last, a criminal. I would chase her and she would run, no doubt leading me into an iniquitous den of violence and murder where we would start to get to the bottom of this business.

I pursued her.

She did not run.

She did not even move.

Only stood there as if her feet were glued to the muddy alley floor, staring at me with a look of defiance that was really not fitting for one in her place. I slowed. Stopped five paces from her. She put her hands on her hips.

‘This is a very expensive robe, child.’

‘Very old robe,’ she said, ‘and missing a button. I reckon you’d hardly get a quarter minor for it at the rag tearers.’

‘Has no one, child, ever taught you how to speak to your betters?’

‘I will speak right good to ’em should I ever find one.’ I was quite lost for words. This was not how the lowtiers were meant to act around Mortedants. ‘See, I think I know what you’re about, as does any ruffian you might think to pull in. But I know a little more than them, don’t I?’ She gave me an insouciant grin, which was definitely not how this should be going.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘The big thought, out there on the tier, is that you’re trying to look tempting so that there sea woman of yours can grab a few of ’em for a good old flay-and-hang up in the fancy tiers.’

‘That is no—’

She burst out laughing. ‘’Course it’s not what you’re up to. Why do that when the secant guards can already grab anyone they don’t like the look of?’ She gave me a big grin. ‘And besides, you plainly ain’t got so much as a major on you.’ She was a gutsy little moppet, I had to give her that. The girl advanced on me. ‘I know what you’re about, and you’ll take me along with you if you want to get any help downtier.’ Her voice lowered, and there was something very real and almost threatening about what she said next. ‘You owe me, Irody Hasp. You owe me big.’

Silence fell between us. I found my mouth was quite dry.

‘I am sure I owe you nothing. I don’t even know you.’ Though there was something almost familiar about her, but I could not place quite what.

‘You owe me everything!’ She threw herself at me, little fists beating my chest and pushing me back down the alley. I was forced to raise my hands to defend myself and was so shocked I did not strike back or go for my knife. If she had used her own little blade, hanging from her belt, she would quite probably have ended me. Then she was plucked away, suspended in the air by the great hand of the oster. The girl hung there, swearing and screaming at us both, struggling and fighting and calling upon every crow in Elbay to peck out our eyes. But she could not escape. Eventually she calmed and hung limp in the grasp of my guard.

‘What shall I do with her?’ growled the oster, giving the girl a little shake. I was tempted, for a moment, to give her over to the secant guard. There was always a small reward for criminals and she had proved herself violent. It would not be wrong of me to hand her to them and I had precious little coin.

But lately they’d been handing out the death penalty like festival favours, and she was just a young girl. Besides, she had said something that, along with the odd familiarity I’d felt, made me curious about her.

‘What do you mean,’ I said, ‘that I owe you?’

‘You took all I have.’ Beneath her fury I saw a misery I well recognized from my role as Mortedant. Grief.

‘Do you mean Malkin?’ He was my only link to the lower tiers, so how else could some downtier girl know of me? ‘You knew Malkin?’

‘He was my brother!’ she said. ‘First downtier to ever get to the priories he were. Sent me every minor he made. And you let ’em kill ’im.’

‘Let who?’

‘All those who didn’t want ‘im there, of course.’ For a moment I was lost for words. The priories worked on ability and cared little where people were from. My family had been a disgraced one, and I an orphan, but I had still been welcomed. I stepped forward. She hung in the oster’s grip, her face level with mine.

‘That is not why he died,’ I said. ‘Some downtier trouble followed him. That is why I am here, to find whoever he was mixed up with.’ The girl stared at me.

‘You really think that?’ she said.

‘Why else would I be down here?’

‘I’ll take you to them that rule down here then. Prove you wrong.’

‘You?’

She nodded. The way her clothes were gathered in the oster’s great hand made it look like she had no neck. ‘Yes, I’ll put you right in the liars’ circle. Then you can ask ’em yourself if they did for him.’

‘You will take me to a court of criminals? I doubt I can trust anyone there.’

‘It’s safe,’ she said simply. ‘Only place a thief has to tell the truth, and they do for fear the Howling Lord’s winged spirits will come for ’em if they don’t.’

‘I think it unlikely I would walk away from such a place alive.’

‘In my pocket,’ she said, ‘there’s a major with a symbol etched into the centre.’ She reached in and took out a coin. Held it out. ‘It’ll get you safe passage – my word on it. And the finner behind me’ll tell you it works.’ I looked to the oster and it nodded its great monochrome head.

‘It is true,’ rumbled the oster. ‘I had to deal with the liars’ circle to enter the city.’

I reached out for the girl’s coin, but she pulled it back.

‘I ’ave a condition,’ she said, still hanging by the scruff of her neck.

I admit I laughed a little. ‘Well, I hardly think you are in a position to dictate any form of contract to me.’

‘Without my say so, you don’t get into the circle. And it ain’t too big a condition. Might even help you.’

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘Name it and we shall see.’

‘If you’re wrong, and Malkin wasn’t done for by the gangs, then you take me on in his place.’

‘As a neophyte?’

She nodded.

I have to be honest, it seemed like a good deal. I was feeling quite sure it was the gangs that were to blame and thought a downtier guide to that world would be useful. ‘Very well,’ I said. She smiled at me in a way I did not really like. But she was such a small and poor thing – what trouble could she really cause me?
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CHAPTER 8


Furday

Three Days to Execution

The circles of Elbay are where justice is dealt out in the city. The official ones are the debtors’ circle, where you take those who owe, the thieves’ circle, where you take those who break the law, and the signers’ circle where you take those who break contracts. There are also priory circles, where the masters of the Mortedants, Spurriers, Worshipful and (probably) the Pipers meet to do their business and scourge those who have broken their rules.

The liars’ circle is one of the less official, but no less real, shadow circles. There’s one for secant guards, one for caw sheet printers and one for merchants. As far as I am aware, almost every trade in Elbay has a specific circle for sorting out disagreements among its members. They are mostly quite civilized though duels have been known to happen. But in a circle of thieves and criminals? Who knew what happened there?

Or even where it was?

That, at least, I would remain ignorant of.

The girl took us to meet two disreputable characters who covered our heads and guided us through filthy-smelling back alleys. It felt as if we were being paraded along every stinking street in the first tier. Part of me thought this was probably not necessary and the girl had engineered it on purpose to humiliate me. It would not be the first time someone had done such a thing.

We were unmasked in the centre of a literal circle. A great, cold, underground arena hewed from the stone beneath the city. Maybe not that great – no more than twenty paces across – and the floor below my feet was not stone either. It was a metal grill, and deep, deep below I could hear the rush of water. All around the circular grill I stood upon were large steps. Seated on the steps were six loosely formed groups, all of whom wore masks obscuring their features. Each group formed a wedge, with a single robed and better dressed figure at its point. Six groups for six tiers, their leaders sat at the front of the wedges and their foot soldiers behind them. There was a mix of every type of person here. They were tall, short, small, big. Dark-skinned, pale-skinned and every shade between. Some were missing arms, some legs, some were whole. I felt something wet on my face. Looked up. Water dripped from above where a ring of light punctuated the gloom of the place. I could not decide if it was very far away or very small.

The girl was no longer with us. She now stood in front of an immaculately sculpted man who wore only a purple mask and a kilt of some sort. His upper body was like iron, though the wealth of scars across the pale skin of his chest showed he was only flesh. By him stood one of the few unmasked members of the circle, a huge oster with a vicious-looking battle-axe.

Three other group leaders had oster guards standing behind them, their huge white arms crossed and their tiny black eyes locked on to my own oster. Here was a stark reminder that they worked for pay and for whoever would pay them – no matter their morals. They also did not seem to like my oster very much, or that was the feeling I got. It was quite hard to read their faces.

‘So, Mirial,’ said the mostly naked man, his downtier accent thick, ‘you have used your coin to bring this man to the liars’ circle.’

‘Yes, First,’ she said.

‘And why is that?’ His voice was raspy, and I wondered if he had worked as a vapourer; constantly breathing in smoke makes their voices harsh and croaky as crows.

‘He is Mortedant Irody Hasp, and was mentor to my brother, Malkin, who ‘as gone to the furnace and is ashes now.’ Unexpectedly, gasps broke out around the room, as if Malkin had been someone important to them and not some street rat brought up to the priory on charity. I felt my own breath shorten as her words sunk in. I had thought the priory would at least give Malkin a pyre in the ringfire wastes. He deserved that. He was a neophyte of the Mortedants’ Priory; it was the least he deserved. Instead he had been thrown into a furnace like an unclaimed body found on the streets. I dug my nails into my palms to hide a sudden surge of anger. This did not feel like the place to show it.

‘Malkin is dead?’ I turned to see a woman in a green mask and matching long gown had asked the question. ‘How do you know this?’

‘I deliver the bribes to the second secant vex,’ said Mirial. ‘She heard it from a second-tier guard, who’d heard from a third.’

‘I said it was a poor idea to try to better your lot.’ This speaker had an uptier accent and was dressed entirely in silver clothes, sculpted in such a way that they could have been male or female. ‘As a Mortedant’s neophyte he would have encountered many who are easily offended. They don’t want downtiers in their homes as anything but servants. This was always going to happen.’

‘Malkin offended no one.’ I spat the words out, the turmoil within given an outlet. The silence that followed told me that I should have stayed quiet. Something I really should have known. In the official circles those standing within are not allowed to speak unless they are asked to do so by their advocate. I had no reason to believe it was different here.

‘Why do you wish to speak to us, Irody Hasp?’ This from a small woman in a blue mask.

‘He is not to speak, he has no advocate,’ said the woman in silver, her accent the careful enunciation of the higher tiers.

‘Be quiet, Fifth. I will let him speak,’ said First, whose accent was much closer to Mirial’s. I thought it odd that here the roles appeared reversed, the downtiers spoke as if they held the power.

I supposed that made sense. The lower tiers had far more criminals.

‘Well, speak then,’ said Fifth. I cleared my throat.

‘I do not mean to offend,’ I said, aware what I was about to say was probably quite offensive to these people, ‘but the most logical conclusion is that Malkin’s killer is someone from one of your gangs. Maybe he upset someone he should not have down here. He acted well around clients but was often quite rude to me and no doubt others of a lower station.’

The silence that had come into being when I spoke out of turn had been uncomfortable. This one was worse. The only sound was the drip of water and the occasional chink of armour as one of the guards moved. The girl, Mirial, looked at me as if I was an idiot who had agreed to jump off the pilgrim’s path atop the castle walls for a half-minor bet. The man before me, the one she called First, began to laugh.

‘I don’t know if this Mortedant is very brave or very stupid, to come down here and accuse us of killing one of our own.’

‘But you do kill your own,’ I said. The laughter stopped. The silence resumed. First walked over to me. My oster took a step forward and the man showed it his hands, proving that he held no weapon.

‘I will not hurt him, Sivver Urcan,’ said First. The oster grunted and stepped back. ‘Do you know, Mortedant Irody Hasp,’ First said as he came to a stop before me, ‘how hard life is down here?’

‘Uptier provides charity to the low tiers,’ I said. Which was true, and as a criminal he probably stole a good portion of it.

‘They give enough for us to survive, but not enough for us to really live,’ he said, walking around me and the oster. ‘To top it all, they provide few enough ways to better ourselves. Go be a servant in a grand house, or go break your back labouring as a hoiker, or risk your life foraging and hunting in the wilds and hope you never get caught out by ringfire. But any of the finer trades? Not for us, eh? No Spurriers or Mortedants or Pipers from downtier.’

‘I think Malkin proves you are wrong.’

‘No!’ He shouted it and then he was in my face, forcing me to step back. My so-called guard did nothing and I had the horrible feeling I would end up having to defend myself. ‘That boy, he was one of the best of us. Clever, quick. Oh, I could have made good use of him, believe me.’ He stepped back. The aggression flowed away from him and his taut muscles relaxed. ‘But we want better for us, for our children. And we needed to prove we was worth better, right? We put in all we had, the three of us lower tiers together, and we even got a bit of help from four.’ He motioned across at a dark-skinned gang leader in a yellow mask who nodded back. Everyone was focused on us. All except the most richly dressed. They wore a huge hat and an equally large mask of shining metal in the shape of the sun, and paid us almost no attention. ‘We paid a fortune in bribes to get that lad up there.’

‘But there is a scholarship for downtier—’

He cut me off. ‘If you want to be a servant or a housekeeper, aye. But an actual Spurrier or Mortedant or Pipelayer or even, Howling Lord forgive us, part of the Worshipful Priory and not some penniless street preacher? Well, no, that is not for us.’ He turned, walked back to his seat and sat among his gang. They watched me with hostile eyes. ‘So, knowing what you now know, do you think we really had him killed? This boy we put so much into, that we hoped would prove our worth?’ Put like that, it did sound a little unlikely. Though who could truly understand the mind of a criminal?

‘He wants to find who did it,’ said Mirial.

First turned his mask to her, then back to me. ‘Is this true?’

I nodded. ‘Three days, that’s how long I have left until I will be executed for his murder. I was the last to see him.’ First continued to watch me but did not say anything. ‘And the Mortedants’ Priory wants the killer caught as well. Even though Malkin was only some downtier …’ I paused and thought about a better choice of words. ‘Even though Malkin was only young. He was promising.’ I took a breath, looked about me, and there was a strange tightness in my chest – not fear, something else. ‘And he was in my care.’ I had not realized, until that moment, quite how sad as well as angry I was about the loss of him. It was so senseless.

‘He’s promised to take me on as well,’ said Mirial. ‘In Malkin’s place.’

‘You will do this?’ said First.

‘Well, it’s really up to the priory but—’

‘It was not really a question.’

‘Oh.’

No one said anything for a while. The water dripped and I became increasingly cold. Eventually, as if some unheard agreement was reached, First stood.

‘We did not do this thing. And you will take on Mirial. I think our business is concluded. I will have you taken back to the upper tiers.’

‘No.’ It was the silver woman, Fifth, who was speaking now. ‘We have been insulted. He has accused us of murder and I demand recompense.’

That did not sound good. The man, First, did not speak straight away. Everything about his posture told me he was confused.

‘Mortedant Hasp intends to track down Malkin’s killer, and he will take on Mirial as his neophyte. That is fair recompense,’ he said.

‘Recompense by force of arms is my right as a member of this circle,’ said Fifth, standing.

‘Yes,’ said First. He sounded as if he was fighting down anger. ‘But tradition is not meant to be used so you can stop—’

‘Tradition,’ said Fifth, ‘has stopped open warfare between the tiergangs for generations. Are you suggesting we put that aside?’

For a moment all of First’s muscles tensed. Then he bowed his head. ‘Of course not, Fifth. If you feel it is necessary.’

‘I do,’ said Fifth. I must admit by this point I was feeling rather ill. I had done the self-defence classes in the priory but was no great warrior. ‘I shall put forward my second, Vuin’ – she motioned at an oster behind her – ‘to fight in my place.’ On seeing it was an oster I was meant to fight, I found myself unable to move. Or breathe.

‘As ‘is advocate, that brought him here,’ said Mirial, ‘may I speak with Mortedant Hasp?’

‘That is your right,’ said First. The girl came across and stood right in front of me to whisper urgently.

‘You are right in trouble now,’ she said.

Annoyance gave me my breath back. ‘For asking the question you brought me here to ask.’ I did very well not to shout at her.

‘Look, ’cos Fifth is uptier and gets in a snit if she thinks someone looks funny at her, there has to be a bit of a ruck.’

‘He is expected to fight?’ said my guard, and Mirial nodded. ‘This one named Fifth has nominated someone to fight in her place,’ said the oster, looking over at the gang leader. ‘Can Irody Hasp nominate me to stand in for him?’

Momentarily, I was lost for words. The oster was unthinkingly prepared to risk her life for mine. Then I told myself not to be foolish; it was its job.

‘I was hoping you would say that,’ said Mirial. ‘If you beat her champion, she has to suck up any insult and you get to walk away.’

‘And if we lose?’ I said.

‘They throw you down the well,’ said Mirial, and tapped her foot on the grating. Deep below I could just make out water. I wondered if I might not be better off being killed by Fifth’s oster; at least that would be quick.

Mirial turned to announce loudly, ‘We wish to put forward our own defender for Mortedant Hasp.’

‘That is allowed,’ said First.

‘I would like to make sure Mortedant Hasp’s guard is aware,’ said Fifth, pointing at us, ‘that no contract in Elbay can force a hired guard to stand in when it comes to matters of honour.’ I looked over my shoulder at my guard.

‘I have given my word to protect him. He cannot stand against one of us.’ Her words surprised me. Fifth was right. Matters of honour were rarely covered by contracts of employment. The oster could have walked away and lost nothing.

‘Then,’ said Mirial, ‘we put forward the Mortedant’s companion—’ She stopped speaking and turned, looking at the oster. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

‘Whisper, of the People Who Dream of the Sea.’

‘We put forward Whisper of the sea people to defend our side,’ shouted the girl.

‘No,’ said the other oster, and it pointed a clawed hand at her. Its armour was much finer than my oster’s, enamelled with a scene of battle on the breastplate. ‘She does not get to call herself that. She is not of us. Her honour is as poor as her armour.’

‘Well,’ said Mirial with a shrug, ‘maybe you two can work that out between yourselves, eh?’ Then she turned and pushed me backwards. ‘Probably best you get out the way. Finners don’t mess about.’

Any complaint I might have had at my treatment stopped when my calves hit the stone steps. I was forced to sit or fall over. The second we were out of the way, the first oster, Vuin, launched itself at Whisper with a roar. Rather than a sword it had an evil-looking, many-barbed mace. It was slightly taller than Whisper and its reach longer. My oster ducked the blow, and at the same time pulled on her sword hilt. Rather than the weapon coming free, her belt snapped and she was left with it hanging from sword and scabbard. Her other weapon, the axe, was still attached to the belt and swung wildly, fouling any attack she intended. Without pausing, she smashed shoulder-first into her opponent, putting her weight into pushing him away and giving her room. At the same time she ripped the axe loose from her belt and let it fall, kicking it away. She drew her sword and whirled her other arm so the remains of the belt wrapped around her fist. Vuin swung again, and a full-throated roar of rage – and it was rage – filled the arena. Even I, not a skilled fighter by any means, could tell the larger oster’s movements were wild and furious, fuelled by something more than simple aggression.

On the other hand, my guard’s movements were cold and calculated. I had thought oster to be uncivilized creatures from beyond the wilds, and all alike. They were plainly not. Again and again Vuin attacked and his blows were wasted, meeting only air. Whisper danced and dodged and turned and it felt almost as if she was never in any real danger.

When she attacked it was just as cold and calculated as her defence.

Another wild swing from Vuin and she used the space behind it to come in close, feinting with her sword. When Vuin tried to dodge she delivered a mighty punch to his head with her belt-wrapped fist. It staggered him. He took a few steps forward, mouth half open, dropped the mace and then collapsed to his knees. Whisper moved in front of Vuin and placed the tip of her sword at the base of its throat.

‘Admit you have lost,’ she said, ‘and you will see the water again.’

Vuin did not answer, not immediately. The oster coughed, shaking his massive head. ‘I will never give in to a betrayer.’

It looked like those words hit her harder than any attack. She lost focus for a moment and Vuin used it, bringing round a knife and driving it into her thigh.

She did not cry out or make any noise at all. Instead she thrust her sword forward and through the other’s neck. Then she pulled it out in a spray of blood and Vuin fell to the floor, quite dead, the oster’s head half severed from his body.

Across from us Fifth, the silver-clad woman, stood.

‘The matter is resolved,’ she said.
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CHAPTER 9


Furday

Three Days to Execution

Our heads were once more covered and we were removed from the liars’ circle. Despite the assurances that honour was satisfied, it was hard not to feel like every step we took may well be our last.

They were not.

When we eventually found ourselves alone, we were on the second tier. The oster still had her opponent’s knife in her leg.

‘Should we have that looked at?’ I said. She looked down, almost as if she had forgotten the wound and the weapon sticking out of her thigh.

‘I will see to it myself when we return to your rooms. My people heal quickly.’

‘What do we do now?’ said Mirial. I had rather hoped she had stayed in the sewers, but it seemed she had every intention of holding me to my word.

‘Well, we will go back to my rooms so the oster—’

‘Whisper,’ said Mirial.

‘Oster,’ I said.

‘Whisper, who just saved your life.’ It seemed this girl had even less awareness of her place than her brother.

‘Well, we will return to my rooms so she may heal her wound.’

‘And you have to set me up as your neophyte.’

‘I am under threat of execution,’ I said. ‘I think there are more important things than filling in paperwork. In three days I could well be dead.’

‘All the more reason to get the paperwork in then,’ said the girl. ‘If your neck gets stretched, I want to be set up with whoever takes over.’ I stared at her, hard, but she only replied with, ‘You made a promise.’

I turned to my guard, hoping the oster would talk some sense into the girl about priorities. The creature looked down on me.

‘You gave your word,’ she said.

I thought it most unfair that in this time of such terrible danger to my own person I had been saddled with two such exasperating companions.

‘Very well then!’ I shouted, raising my hands and pushing them against the sides of my head to try to relieve some tension. ‘I will waste valuable time visiting the priory to see if they will allow me to enrol you as my neophyte. Best we hurry along as time is ticking out my life.’

We pushed through a group of Spurriers in blue floppy hats that trailed a single tail of intertwined blue-and-white rope, marking them as neophytes. They were noisily arguing about the best sacrifices while eating delicious-smelling pies. From what I heard they were trying to put a value on each life in the city and calculate its entire worth in terms of energy for spurrying. A waste of time if ever there was one.

‘That was not our agreement,’ Mirial said. ‘Our agreement was you would take me on, not that you would see if they would allow you to take me on.’

‘If you are so intent on my wording maybe you would be better served taking up with a contracteer. I cannot simply tell the Mortedants’ Priory what to do. It is their decision whether I get a neophyte.’

‘Oh no,’ said Mirial, hurrying after me, ‘you ‘ave made a promise and I will ‘old you to it.’ I decided not to argue with her. I was too far above her in station to argue with her, especially while still in the lower tiers.

‘Listen to yourself,’ I said. ‘You could not sound more downtier if you tried. People will not accept you in their houses, so the first thing you must do is—’

‘Not sound downtier, Hivver Mortedant?’ she said, and her accent had almost entirely vanished. I stumbled over a loose cobble. Her brother had been able to do the same trick and it was almost as if he was here again, by my side. I cleared my throat.

‘We will talk more when we are at my rooms. Your acceptance should be a formality.’ This was not entirely true. Nothing in the priories was a formality and everything came replete with reams of forms that must be carefully read lest some contracteer has you signing away your life in the footnotes.

She did not speak for the rest of our journey back, though I felt her glowering presence behind me keenly. When we reached my rooms, I pointed out her brother’s old pallet by the door. ‘That is where you shall sleep.’

‘Very well,’ said Mirial.

‘You are not going to complain?’

She shook her head. ‘It’s indoors, better than I get a lot of nights. Besides, the blankets will smell of Malkin. It’ll be nice.’ For just a moment I did not see the hardened street girl. I saw a child. I saw her pain and how hard she fought to hold back her tears. The catch in my throat returned. Maybe I had breathed in a fly. I turned away.

‘She cannot sleep there,’ said the oster.

I blinked. ‘Why not? Malkin slept there quite happily. He hardly complained at all.’

She looked from me to Mirial. ‘If anyone comes through the door, I will not be able to protect her.’

‘Your job is to protect me.’

‘I would quite like to be protected though,’ said Mirial.

‘She works for you now,’ said the oster, the smooth skin of her forehead wrinkled as if she was confused.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘there is no contract signed. But …’ Mirial gave me a very hard look. ‘I suppose until it has been clarified by the priory, yes, she does.’

‘Then she is part of the family. I will protect her.’

‘We are not a family! And you said you require privacy, so she cannot sleep in the kitchen.’

‘Mirial can sleep in your room.’

‘I don’t think—’ I began, but the oster cut me off.

‘Your safety is my reputation. It is not for discussion.’

It really should have been for discussion as I was most definitely in charge and these were my rooms. But as, not more than an hour ago, I had watched the oster almost behead another of her species with one hand, I decided to let it go. This time.

‘Can I bring Malkin’s blankets through?’ said Mirial.

‘I suppose so,’ I told her, and she began to drag the entire pallet through into my room. While she did that, I sat in the kitchen wondering once more what had happened to my previously quite dull life. The oster went over to her huge bag and took out a leather package. Sitting with it on another chair, she put her leg on the table and studied where the knife protruded. With one quick movement she pulled the knife from her leg, letting out a hiss of pain as blood ran from the wound. She used a clean rag to staunch the bleeding, then reached into the pack with her other hand and retrieved a small kit. From the kit she took a needle and thread to sew up her wound. I watched as she pushed together the edges of the cut.

‘I may have something for the pain,’ I told her, and I took off my wide, floppy hat, letting my hair fall free around my shoulders.

‘It would not work for me.’ She began to sew. I was not sure what to do or say.

‘Will that be enough? Just sewing it up? The wound was deep.’ I winced as the needle went into her flesh and out again. ‘What about infection?’

‘We heal quickly, and the knife was meant for your kind, not ours.’ It would have been a perfect time to ask her what the other oster had meant by calling her a betrayer, I suppose, but I did not. It did not seem like my place to ask and, besides, oster business was not my business. Nor did it seem that we were familiar enough, me being the master and her the servant. It would not do to anger such a creature either, and she did seem quite touchy about how things were done.

So,’ I began, coughed and then continued, ‘do sea people like pies? With meat?’

She stopped sewing and looked at me. ‘Some of us,’ she said.

‘Do you?’

‘Yes.’

‘I thought, as I will have to take Mirial’s details to the priory, I could get some pies on the way back. For lunch.’

‘I would like that. Fighting is tiring.’

‘Good,’ I said. ‘Not that you are tired, but that you would like the pie.’ She nodded and continued to sew, which made me feel a little ill. I was saved by Mirial’s return.

‘What do we do now then?’

‘We fill in forms,’ I told her. She looked quite pained. ‘A large part of being a Mortedant is filling in forms. You will need to learn that.’

‘What are they for?’

‘Well, without records and contracts Elbay would be chaos. The priory and the records bureau need information from all citizens.’ I tried to smile in a reassuring manner. ‘So they know things.’

‘No, I mean the information you want from me. What do they do with it?’

‘Well …’ I was not entirely sure what they would do with it. ‘It is to make sure you are a good fit. Questions about your upbringing, schooling and lineage, and …’ She was looking at me. For a child, she had a very unpleasant way of looking at you. I took out a small notebook and a pad. ‘How old are you?’

‘Fourteen, nearly fifteen. Malkin was a year older than me.’

‘Good.’ I wrote that down. ‘And your name is Mirial.’ She nodded. ‘Parents?’

‘Father was called Brunnit. A vapourer, but not a good one as he died from drinking bad water. Never really knew him. Mother, Turiel. She was a graintree harvester, got caught outside the city and killed by the ringfire.’

I stopped writing. ‘Did she not hear the warning sirens?’

‘Of course she did, that was why she tried to get back.’

‘Why not just wait until it was over?’ I was truly perplexed. ‘The fire only lasts a few moments.’ Mirial was looking at me again. Then she looked over at the oster, who shrugged as if I was the one providing only half the asked for information.

‘Have you ever actually left the city?’ asked Mirial.

‘Why would I? It is dangerous out there. Elbay has everything a man could need from life.’

She scratched at her hair and I had a terrible sudden fear come upon me that she might have lice. I would have to take her to a delouser. The oster too.

If they would let an oster into their shop.

‘The actual fire lasts only a flash,’ she said, ‘but it leaves a residue that lasts. Sometimes a few hours, sometimes a full week in the dips and gullies. It’ll burn off your skin if you touch it. And you don’t want to be stuck out in the wilds any longer than you have to be. It’s dangerous. Also the graintree harvest goes off quick. So you have to get back fast to sell it while its good.’

‘But goods are always coming in.’ I was perplexed. I had never heard this before. The doings of outside the city were not really of interest to those of us in the Mortedants’ Priory.

‘Up the Radial Road, yes,’ she said. ‘That’s protected by the ironstones. But if you’re not a soldier or you don’t have a pass then using that route will get you a firelance combuster in the face.’ She looked away and some of the brightness fell from her voice. ‘Anyway, she had a choice: risk leaving her children alone in the city or risk the ringfire. She made the wrong choice – we’d have been alright alone for a bit. In the end we had to be.’ She did not seem upset when she told me this; it came out deadpan, matter of fact.

‘How old were you?’

She took a deep breath. Let it out. ‘Six, seven maybe. Surely Malkin told you all of this?’

‘Of course,’ I said, writing down, Orphaned at a young age. I had never even asked Malkin about his life. ‘It just slipped my mind, what with all the recent excitement.’ I looked up from the form. ‘Where did you do your schooling?’

‘I know everything Malkin knew.’ She sat up straighter in her chair. ‘I can read, write, add up. Even divide a bit, though I don’t like it much.’

‘So that’s tier-three-level schooling. Should be enough. Where are your certificates?’

She gave a laugh – not a real laugh, not one meant to convey humour.

‘They didn’t send us both to school.’ She shook her head, the twists of her hair catching on the rough material of her dress. ‘Malkin went to school, then he came back and taught me what they taught him.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Never mind. I will vouch for you and hopefully that will be enough.’

The oster had been watching all this with interest. She had finished sewing her leg up. Now she was cleaning blood from her sword. Another thing I would rather not watch.

‘It was not the gangs that hurt your Malkin,’ said the oster, ‘so where do you go now?’

I stared at her. That was not the sort of question I thought a guard should be asking, and calling him ‘your Malkin’ both pained me inside and made me feel guilty at the same time. That did not mean it was a bad question, just that I did not have an answer yet and I did not feel it was her place to ask.

‘Anything odd happen that day? The day he was killed?’ said Mirial.

‘Nothing, not until, well …’ I did not want to think about it, did not want the images of Malkin lying dead on the floor in my mind. ‘Not until it happened.’

‘Absolutely nothing?’ She sounded like she did not believe me. ‘Malkin told me you had some work coming up, and you had not had any for quite a while.’

‘Well, yes.’

‘And that was not odd?’ said Mirial.

‘It was just a corpse, and his unpleasant sivver. Malkin found us the work.’

‘How did this man become a corpse?’ asked the oster.

‘I don’t know, some ailment. Lowtier people are often ill.’

‘You checked this with his sivver?’ asked Mirial. ‘She knew he was ill?’

‘Well, no, but …’

‘Did he have any strange thoughts?’ said the oster. ‘That is what you do, is it not? Read the thoughts of the dead?’

‘Only something about berries. That is hardly strange.’

‘What was his job?’ asked Mirial.

‘I have no idea. Records of some sort, I think. It did not really come up.’

‘Maybe,’ said Mirial, ‘you should check into that. Seeing as that corpse was the only different thing to what you do normally?’

‘Reading corpses is my job,’ I said, exasperated.

‘Yeah, but Malkin said you didn’t get much work.’

I ignored that. There was a part of me that thought she may well have a point. Maybe I should speak to Sivver Murser again. Another part of me knew I was in the process of taking the woman to the debtors’ circle, and that she had tried to stab me once already. I did not want to give her the opportunity to do it again – or want her to do it with the oster present and have to watch another partial beheading.

‘I must take your details up to the priory,’ I said to Mirial. ‘Whisper has to come with me but you do not, so you can start your duties by cleaning my rooms.’

‘What?’

‘It is standard work for a neophyte,’ I said, and stood. ‘And no noseying about in places you should not be. Locked cupboards are locked for a reason.’ I was out the door before she could complain.
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CHAPTER 10


Furday

Three Days to Execution

We left Mirial to grumble and moan which, from my own experience, is also an important part of being a neophyte. With the oster in tow I headed up to the Mortedants’ Priory in the fifth tier to verify Mirial’s neophancy. Why I bothered I was not sure. A neophyte Mortedant’s life was constant drudgery and most likely she would quickly tire of it and return to thieving, or whatever she had done before to put food in her mouth. It was much easier to steal than to work, I was sure.

‘Maybe,’ I said to the oster as we walked the streets of the third tier, ‘I should just tell Mirial she has been accepted and not mention her to the priory. I am on a timetable after all. This could be done later, if I survive.’

‘You gave your word, Irody Hasp,’ said the oster. I do not know why that made me feel bad, but it did. The word of anyone in Elbay was not worth much, which is why the contracteers were so in demand and the circle courts so busy. Maybe it was because the girl had put herself on the line for me with the liars’ circle. I was not about to put my life on the line for Mirial, but I could at least hand in some forms and hopefully it would not take too long. ‘And surely, as an apprentice, she must attend some classes at the priory?’ added the oster. She was right, of course. I had not really thought that far ahead because looming in the near distance was my execution. The next few hours were as far ahead as I dared, or wanted, to think.

‘We call them neophytes,’ I said, a little testily. The oster did not reply.

It became plain as we passed through the tiers that the oster did not like the spiritforms, not even the smallest of them. When they came near she would step away, being careful not to touch them. We did not go straight to the priory, as there was a detour I wanted to make that was important – maybe not to Mirial or the oster, but to me. We went up an alley near the Spurriers’ Priory and stopped outside Urdantor’s, the spurrying supply shop I had been stopped from passing when Malkin had still been alive. I could not shake the feeling I had let him down and I did not know why. I had been a good teacher. I had never beaten him, though he often sorely tested my patience. I missed his presence, always amused or interested by something as he followed me around the city.

I did not approach Urdantor’s front entrance. I was plainly not a Spurrier and even if I wasn’t turned away because of that, people would talk. Instead I was forced to use the goods entrance like some common hoiker bringing supplies.

‘Wait here,’ I told Whisper.

‘I am your guard,’ she said.

‘And you will be able to see me through the window.’ I pointed at it in case she had not seen the large, and rather dirty, window by the door. ‘I will not be leaving that room.’ She stared at me. ‘You will be able to see me at all times.’

‘What about her?’ She nodded at the woman behind the desk.

‘That is Vela. I have known her a long time, she will not stab me.’ Had it been anything but a spurrying shop, I do not think she would have agreed, but she did not like the spirits and I think that tipped the balance in my favour. She nodded, leaving me to go into the shop alone and be about my secret business.

I paused for a moment on the threshold. I had made a fuss about Mirial’s forms and yet here I was shopping. It seemed foolish but my experiments were a source of comfort to me. I would not have time to do any of them, not with death looming over me, but knowing I did not have any of the needed equipment left a hollowness within that I could not explain.

The first thing that hit me on entering Urdantor’s was the smell of animals, and the noise of them. I think because the spirits were so beautiful and clean, most forgot what was used in their creation – the filth and the blood of it. But that was the accepted way. If you wanted to raise a spiritform, you had to offer up a life. I did not like it, never had, and that was why I was here.

The second thing that struck me was the smells of the chemicals, so pungent as to be almost painful in the back of my nose. They always set my eyes to watering, but at the same time they calmed me. I felt my heart beat a little slower for what felt like the first time since Malkin had died.

The final thing that hit me was the harsh hissing of Vela.

‘You cannot be in here.’

‘That is a poor greeting for one of your best customers.’

‘Best debtors,’ she said, ‘and one about to be dragged into the jails for murder from what I hear.’ It was a stab to hear that from her, she had always been someone I counted as a friend.

‘If you ever want to be paid, Vela,’ I said, leaning on the counter, ‘then it may be best to help me and ensure my mouth is sealed should I ever be asked for information.’ Vela leaned over the counter, her blunt nose almost touching my pointed one. I lowered my voice. ‘It would not do for the Spurriers to find out where I get my supplies from.’

‘I have had people killed for less,’ she said.

‘I believe you.’

We held each other’s gaze. Then she laughed and shook her head.

‘I have missed you, Irody.’ She stepped back. ‘Sorry to hear of your boy. I liked him.’ I nodded.

‘I was held up outside here on the day it happened,’ I said, my words soft. ‘Some carriage blocked the road, and if not for that I might have been back in time to help him.’

‘Ah, that was Mirodel Rend, a genius among the Spurriers.’ She took out a cloth and began to wipe the countertop.

‘I know who Mirodel Rend is.’ The man was a minor celebrity among those who appreciated spurrying as an artform. A true pioneer. Of course, it is far easier to be a pioneer and artist when your family are incredibly rich and you don’t have to make a living.

‘Inventive one he is, that Mirodel. You should talk with him, Irody. He’d be interested in what you’re up to. Your ideas.’

‘He’d have me executed.’

Vela laughed. ‘There is that. But you’d have an interesting talk first, I’m sure.’ She threw her rag into a bucket under the counter. ‘A lot of important Spurriers visiting us now, not just him.’ She pushed the bucket out of the way with her foot. ‘It’s because of the run-up to the festival. Cages and shelves are emptying faster than I can fill them.’ She waved at the half-empty shelves behind her. I think she was glad to move the subject away from the important people who visited the shop. Spurriers were a notoriously secretive lot.

‘Well—’ I cleared my throat. ‘Because of …’ My mouth was dry and I had to swallow and start speaking again. ‘Because of, well, my current troubles, I had to dispose of some materials.’

‘Of course,’ she said. Then she glanced towards the warehouse in the back, to make sure we were alone. She leaned forward once more, speaking quietly. ‘Listen, as I said, I’m not as stocked up as usual. But I can do you a bottle of subjulum, and I think I have two bottles of harsh jewel.’

‘I need a vapour base as well,’ I whispered back. ‘When they came, after Malkin was …’ I stopped. An image of his legs, his worn shoes, filled my mind. ‘I have nothing. Without a vapour base I may as well not bother.’

‘You should just take a goat.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘What is the point if I simply take the same shortcuts as—’

‘Peace, Irody.’ She lifted her arms. ‘A joke. I would not be risking my job and my life supplying you if I did not think your ideas worthwhile.’ It was a good thing to hear. I had heard little enough that was positive recently. ‘Even if I think it is impossible to create without a sacrifice. Spirits need life; it is simply the way.’

‘Can you get me what I need or not, Vela?’

She smiled at me. ‘I will do my best, and have it sent to your rooms in the usual way.’

‘And payment?’ I said.

‘In ten days.’ She winked at me, as if it was a joke that by then I may well have been strung up on a gallows and be in no condition to pay her.

That done, I returned to where the oster waited for me and I felt a little calmer. As if some semblance of normality had been restored.

‘The Mortedants’ Priory now,’ I told her. She fell into step beside me which I could have complained about as a guard’s place was behind, but her presence also meant that the streets cleared in front of us, which was useful. If she had not insisted on steering me away from every spirit construction that passed, it might even have been pleasant to walk more easily than usual.

‘Are there no Spurriers where you come from?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘Does that mean there are or there aren’t?’

‘There are, but it does not mean I like it.’

‘Why not? It is simply a fact of life.’

‘The deaths,’ she said. ‘It is not right.’ It struck me as a strange thing for a member of a warrior species to say, even though I agreed with her. We walked on in silence while I thought about it.

‘Where are you from?’

‘Oknusoka, the sea people city. It is far past what you call the wilds.’ She did not look at me as she spoke, only scanned the crowd for danger.

‘But you left there?’

‘Yes.’

‘To come here.’

‘Yes.’

‘Is life better for you here?’

‘No.’

‘But we have so much,’ I said. ‘Running water, bath houses. There is food on every corner so you never have to make your own. What can you want that is not here?’

‘There is the sea.’

I did not think that was any sort of reply but was not sure how to answer as I have never seen a sea. I have heard it is very big and wet, which sounds unpleasant.

‘Do you intend to stay here?’ I asked.

‘It is not my wish,’ she said.

‘You don’t want to talk about this, do you?’

‘No,’ she said. Fortunately by then we had passed through the fourth tier and were on the wide streets of the fifth. It did not take us long to reach the first secant and the gates of the Mortedants’ Priory. Guards barred our way on seeing the oster, but she produced her papers – showing she was in the pay of the council – and they let us in. We walked over the grass of the octangle. The oster drew many an eye but none chose to approach us, which was enjoyable. She would not come into the building though; instead she waited outside while I made my way through the whispering halls within to Farrah Bispham’s office. I felt sure she would be glad to assist me with Mirial and get this over with quickly. I was working for her, and the more help I had, the more likely I was to conclude my business and not shame the priory by being executed.

Approaching her office, I heard voices: Farrah’s and another’s, a man. They were talking and laughing. I thought it sounded like the same man as before, Hunrist Carfille. I had no real wish to meet him again.

I knocked gently on the door. The laughter stopped.

‘Who is it?’ said Farrah.

‘Irody Hasp,’ I said. ‘I am in need of a little help.’

There was a long pause, longer than I was comfortable with, and I was sure I could hear furtive whispering. Then I was asked to enter.

Farrah sat where she had before, and with her, as I had surmised, was the unpleasant popinjay Hunrist Carfille.

‘Ah, Irody, with his keen mind,’ said Farrah. ‘I imagine you have come to update me on your progress.’

I had not. But she looked at me expectantly.

‘Well,’ I said, aware how very keen my mind did not feel in that moment. ‘Malkin’s death was not gang-related.’

‘Gang-related?’ said Carfille, and he dabbed at his painted mouth with a handkerchief. ‘What business would gangs have with our priory? They should not be daring to show their faces up here, but I suppose if you bring in rubbish you must expect things to get dirty.’

‘I do not know why you show your face here,’ I hissed at him.

Carfille looked amused by my outburst. Farrah Bispham most definitely did not.

‘Do you have anything else for me, Irody? Or did you just come here to insult my friend?’

I took a deep breath, pushed down the anger.

‘One thing, a formality really.’ I smiled at her, but she did not seem to notice. ‘As you are aware, I lost my neophyte, which is why I am here before you.’ She nodded. ‘Well, I came across his sister, and I would like to take her as a replacement—’

‘We get rid of one lowtier thug and he wants to bring in another?’ Carfille again. I really did not like him.

‘Malkin was not a thug. He was very gifted, and his sister—’

‘I really do not think,’ said Carfille, ‘we need any more from downtier, Farrah. We gave one a chance and look how it turned out.’

I took a deep breath. I was not sure that Farrah Bispham would put up with me insulting him again, so I bit my lip.

‘She is capable,’ I said, ‘and has contacts I could never usually access. They will help my investigation.’

‘Can she read? And write?’ asked Bispham.

‘Yes, and she knows her numbers.’ I went into the bag I had brought. ‘I have all the forms, her paperwork is here, and …’

Bispham stared at me, narrowed her eyes. ‘Then take it and her certificates down to the intake office. They will see if she is suitable, and if she is she will be assigned. This is not a job for me, Hasp.’

‘There is a problem.’ I tried to ignore her friend, whose awful grin I could see from the corner of my eye. ‘She has no certificates of schooling.’

‘She did not go to school?’ I knew immediately from her expression that there would be no give in her. I had hoped she would be on my side but I was obviously wrong. Without proof of Mirial’s learning, I stood no chance of bringing her into the priory. Foolish I should have thought otherwise. Bispham was old blood – give her a reason to turn Mirial away and she would be more than happy to use it.

Why I did what I did next, I have no idea.

‘She lost her certificates,’ I said, the words jumping out of my mouth. ‘I think they were stolen.’

Bispham shrugged. ‘Maybe you could contact the school,’ she said with a smile. ‘Get replacements. Without certificates I am afraid my hands are tied.’

I nodded, this was not an argument I could win, not now and not without producing proof of schooling for Mirial. Preferably something that made her look exceptional. I turned to leave.

‘Before you go, Irody, I have a small mortedancy job for you,’ she said.

I turned back to her. ‘A mortedancy job? From you?’ She nodded. This was rare indeed, to be assigned a job by someone as important as Farrah Bispham. Although the timing was not really good for me.

‘Yes.’ She stared at me but did not smile. ‘There have been a number of deaths on the first tier. All with similar symptoms. The suspicion is plague or disease. I want you to attend on the bodies, see if there is anything that links them. Any locale that the city should move to quarantine.’

I waited a moment, swallowed.

‘It may have slipped your mind, Mortedant Bispham,’ I said, as respectfully as possible, ‘but I only have three days to catch Malkin’s killer or they will execute me.’ From his face, Hunrist Carfille found this extremely amusing.

‘The job was allocated before I could intervene, Hasp,’ she said with a shrug. ‘You know how it works: turn it down and if you find your neophyte’s killer, you will be unlikely to be offered more work if there are more pliant Mortedants available.’ That was true. With our continuing fall from grace we had found ourselves in a situation where there were often more Mortedants than there was work for.

‘But,’ I said softly, trying not to sound like I was whining, ‘is not the management of disease Worshipful work, rather than Mortedant work?’

‘Don’t whine, Hasp. Times change,’ she said without looking at me. ‘We must do all we can to show the city we can be useful to it.’

I glanced at Hunrist Carfille. He was smiling in a way that gave me the unpleasant feeling this was something to do with him. I stepped closer to Farrah Bispham’s desk, wringing my hat in my hands. I did not have time for this job and I did not want it.

‘Mortedant Bispham, if there is plague, I could catch it. I may die.’

‘How unfortunate.’ She held out the papers for the job. ‘You can go now.’

As I left the office and walked away with papers in hand, I heard the nasal voice of Hunrist Carfille.

‘Really, Farrah,’ he said, ‘you choose the most curious waifs and strays as your pets. What do you think Kuridan Satury saw in him?’

I bit on my lip once more, partly to hold in my anger but largely at hearing that name.

‘Have you been allowed to take on Mirial?’ asked Whisper as I left the main building.

‘Yes,’ I told her, ‘and I have another task to attend on.’

She blinked, then nodded and held out a small rag.

‘What is that for?’

‘Your lip,’ she said. ‘It is bleeding.’
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CHAPTER 11


Furday

Three Days to Execution

We walked back to my chambers, and this time I was barely aware of the constant movement of the city around me. Not only was I unsure of what to do next but I was shaken by how casual Farrah Bispham had been about my death – and by hearing the name of Kuridan Satury again. Twice now I had heard it from the lips of Hunrist Carfille. I had not heard Kuridan’s name spoken by another in many years, though I had thought about him. Once we had been the closest friends, partners in crime even, something that had landed us both in trouble. The rule against reading the minds of the executed was a key tenet of the Mortedants’ order. Criminals were denied the comfort of knowing they had passed on their last thoughts when they left this world, or that was what we were told. Yet we had ignored it. Or attempted to.

My breath caught in my throat.

When I was a neophyte my Mortedant, Landau Hawick, had cast me adrift, leaving me to learn alone – more because I was an inconvenience than through any dislike. Kuridan, who was just a little older, had come to my assistance. In my third year at the priory, he’d dared me to go with him to read the bodies of the condemned. There was some fear in that, not only because it was forbidden, but the Worshipful spoke of the torment after death suffered by criminals. Many Mortedants believed we would experience it if we touched the corpses of the condemned.

But Kuridan and I were young. We feared very little.

We were caught in the death rooms, and the subsequent searches turned up our stolen books on reading the living. Another thing strictly forbidden. What the unpleasant, and no doubt spoilt, Hunrist Carfille had said was true. It was only Kuridan’s connections and his family’s money that had saved us from expulsion. I think they would have liked to make an example of me, but Kuridan stood firm and told the circle that both should be equally punished or not at all. That saved me.

I remained a Mortedant but life was never easy after that, and I saw Kuridan only fleetingly. Each time I did, his thoughts had become darker. What had been a playful curiosity for him had become an obsession – one that would lead him so far astray that not even his family could help him at the end.

He became a revolutionary and a hero to the common people, at first. He called himself the Broken Crow and he died twitching on a rope in front of a crowd, bathed in the false dawn of the gallows light on the scaffold.

I would like to say that not a day went by when I did not think of him, but it was not true. I had forced him from my mind the way you force a splinter of wood from underneath your skin. It was still common to see posters on the street – The Broken Crow lives! – but I had become numb to them. Every new rabble-rouser seemed to take up the name and end their lives the same way Kuridan had. I had thought the pain of losing my only friend had gone, leaving behind a scar – something only seen when attention was drawn to it. But it appeared I was wrong.

The rumble of the oster disturbed me.

‘Are we to visit the woman you spoke of?’

‘What?’

‘The downtier woman who was your client on the day of your neophyte’s murder. You spoke to Mirial about her.’

‘Yes, I have to go downtier anyway,’ I said. ‘Though she did not like me and you will scare her.’ I scratched my head beneath my hat. ‘Mind you, people do talk when they are scared …’

‘They say what they think you want to hear,’ said the oster. I stopped to look at her.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘that is true.’

Above, a crow called out to its friends and a black gaggle leapt into the air. We walked again, the sounds and smells of the city – neither always pleasant – returning to my sphere of awareness.

‘She does not know Mirial though, and may talk to her rather than us,’ I said. ‘If she does not throw a cabbage at her.’ The oster looked confused. ‘She threatened to stab me, but Malkin saved me by throwing a cabbage at her head.’

The oster’s lips twisted, and I thought she was smiling in the way of her people.

‘I think I would have liked Malkin,’ she said. I did not answer. She probably would have liked him.

Everyone liked Malkin.

I had liked Malkin.

Thoughts of him made me feel like I was a fool to delay visiting Sivver Murser simply because I thought the oster may scare her. I should get it over with. My time was limited and the more of it I wasted, the nearer the noose and the flayer’s knife I got.

‘We will go and pick Mirial up,’ I said, ‘then head downtier.’



When we returned to my chambers I found Mirial waiting for us. She looked very pleased with herself but I did not understand why.

‘What did they say?’ she said. ‘Did my lack of schooling cause a problem?’

‘No,’ I told her, and tried to walk past. She sidestepped to stand in front of me.

‘A parcel came for you.’ She looked up at me, scrutinizing me as if she knew I had lied, though I was sure she could not know. ‘I put the parcel in your room. Felt like bottles?’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘Are you a drunk? I don’t wanna work for a drunk. They’re mean.’

‘I am not a drunk. But there is something I need in the back room.’ I pushed past her.

The parcel was my delivery from Urdantor’s. Mirial had put it on the floor in the corner. I moved it into the large lockable cupboard built into the back of the room. In there I also kept a pair of handlances, though I hoped that I would never have to use them. My Mortedant’s bags were also there, containing the Mortedant’s tent – a large black canvas sheet and a set of sticks that were used to build a structure over a body. The sheet was punctured with hundreds of small holes that echoed the patterns of the stars far above. Candles were lit inside while the ceremony was carried out. It made it feel more serious, more real. The people of Elbay liked a little bit of ceremony.

In the uptier houses they had Mortedants’ chapels, and the stars were tiny candles lit by servants. In the houses of the most powerful families, the stars were created by Spurriers. Such spirit lights are the simplest of their arts and something I am more than capable of creating.

Though I do not.

Well, not often.

I had put my bags in the cupboard when the oster had forced me out of the kitchen. They had been in the room when Malkin died and I did not want to look at them when I tried to sleep. It was not the handlances, Spurrier chemicals or tent that I wanted. It was the will we had picked up at the Murser house. I pulled the tent bag from the cupboard and began to unpack it, as I was sure Malkin had placed the will in there. Mirial hung around behind me, chattering annoyingly about her future and schooling. I had no time for that now.

As I unpacked, something about the bag bothered me. I could not place it at first; my mind was somewhat addled by events of the day. Then it struck me.

‘The sticks were on the inside of the canvas,’ I said, sitting back on my heels.

Mirial was staring at me in utter confusion. ‘What has that got to do with me being taken on?’

‘The sticks go on the outside, around the canvas. They always go on the outside, otherwise they may tear it. Malkin would never put the sticks on the inside. No neophyte would. And I expect the spirit tent’s bag to be packed away correctly after every use.’

‘You are instructing me!’ Her eyes were wide. ‘So I really am your apprentice!’ I did not reply, not straight away, and the gap was long enough for me to see the pain of rejection wash across her face.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Yes, you are.’ I could see the oster, Whisper, watching me from the kitchen. ‘And we say neophyte, not apprentice. That is for tradespeople, which we are not.’

‘So you have my contract?’

‘Not yet,’ I said.

‘How can I be your neophyte without a contract?’

‘Because I say you are,’ I told her. ‘The priory does not move quickly, that should be the first thing you learn. The contract will be forthcoming.’ I did not like lying to her but I did not know what else to say.

‘Oh.’ She furrowed her brows. It made her look uncannily like Malkin. ‘I suppose so.’ She stared at the sticks and canvas I had half pulled from the bag. Whisper came to stand in the doorway.

‘So are you saying that Malkin did not pack your bag?’ said the oster. She filled the door-frame and had to bend over to look into the room, wrinkling her snout as if she smelled something bad. What she said was correct, of course; I had not thought past the bag simply not being right. I returned to searching through it.

‘Malkin did pack the bag.’ I pulled out what looked like an old pie crust from the bottom of it. ‘I watched him do it that morning. So someone must have searched through it afterwards. His killer. No one else could have done it.’

‘What were they looking for?’ said Mirial.

‘Dirrivan Murser’s will, I presume. I can think of nothing else we could have in here,’ I told her, emptying the contents onto the floor. ‘It looks like they got it.’ It wasn’t tangled up in the tent, or in the rubbish that Malkin had allowed to accumulate. ‘Mirial, repack the bag, sticks on the outside.’

‘Yes, Mortedant,’ she said.

The oster was still in the doorway, staring at me in a way I did not much like.

‘Have I forgotten something?’ I asked.

‘Pies,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘You said there would be pies.’

She was right. And though I had very few coins left in my pocket, I could not expect her to guard me if she was starving, and Mirial needed to eat as well.

‘When Mirial has repacked the bag, we will set off for the first tier and the Murser house. We shall eat on the way. Then there is another job I must do, though Howling Lord knows I would be better off finding Malkin’s killer. My time grows ever shorter. After that we will have to visit the records office, though I would rather have avoided it. They will have a copy of the will but any dealing with them gobbles up time faster than I imagine you can eat a pie.’

The oster stared down at me. ‘I do eat quickly,’ she said.



On our way to the first tier Mirial ate half her pie and saved half; the oster ate two. I also had a pie. But the fact that I had spent the last of my coins on it made my pie taste rather bitter and I only ate a couple of bites. The rest I put in my carry bag for later.

Calling on Sivver Murser ended up being a waste of time. A filthy-looking old man was sat in the doorway of the rickety old building eating something foul-smelling from an old pot.

‘Let us by,’ I said. ‘We are here to see Sivver Murser.’

‘She ain’tn’t in. You’re wasting your time, you are,’ he said, chewing unpleasantly on each word.

‘When she’s back?’ asked Mirial.

The old man blinked rheumy eyes. ‘Not for a while, I don’t think so, no.’ He coughed and spat. He looked sickly and it made me worry about the plague Mortedant Bispham was intent on wasting my time with. Death had become an even closer companion to me than usual and I did not like tempt it. ‘Gone to the ringfire wastes, she ’as, to build a pyre for ’er man. Which is good, ’cos he were starting to stink up the building.’ I was surprised he would notice, considering the powerful stink of whatever it was he was eating. ‘Take ’er all day, it will, so you can stop your noise. Won’t be here ‘till cockerel lets the sun sleep.’

‘Did you know Hivver Murser?’ I asked.

The old man made an unpleasant grunting chewing noise that sounded like he did know the man and didn’t think much of him. ‘Thought he were better’n the rest of us,’ he said, ‘and ’im just an ink rider, doing mapping or some such. City bought his boots, he did so much walking. I was hoping she’d sell ’em to me but no—’

I cut off his grumbling. ‘Thank you. If you see her, tell Sivver Murser we will return this evening.’

The old man glared at me, then retreated into his rooms and slammed the door.

‘This were a bust,’ said Mirial. ‘Records office now then?’

‘No.’ I took out the papers Farrah Bispham had given me. ‘There have been reports of plague. I am to read the bodies for any clue of the source. Best get that out the way while we are downtier.’ I looked at the papers, trying not to show how frustrated I was by this distraction. ‘We must find the Chapel of the Rusted Joint.’

‘I know it,’ said Mirial. A small disappointment. I had hoped I would not be able to find the place and so avoid touching any plague victims.

‘Well, lead on then,’ I told her, ‘and when we get there, do not touch any of the bodies.’

‘Why not? Mortedants are immune to disease, aren’t they? Got the crows watching out for us.’ It was common belief, that our closeness to death somehow protected us from it. Not true, of course, but if it comforted the girl I would let her have that. For as long as it lasted.

The Chapel of the Rusted Joint was in a back alley near the Poor Wrens, the worst part of the first tier. The streets were thick with cloying steam mist and filth. It struck me as exactly the sort of place you would find plague. The door to the chapel was small and wooden, rotted away at the bottom, probably to provide easier access for rats. Across it someone had scrawled, I saw the Broken Crow.

‘It’s alright, this place,’ said Mirial, pushing the door open. ‘Blue Coils run it. ‘Shipper in charge is called Confider Glieb. Used to let me sleep here when it was cold.’

‘And you did?’ I said. It looked to be a miserable place. I would not want to sleep here.

‘It’s dry,’ said Mirial and walked in. I followed her. It was even more dismal inside. At the front by the lectern for the Book of Manol were a few dead flowers. No one had bothered to light any of the candles and it smelled of damp wood, standing water and corpses, eight of which had been laid out on the floor before the lectern. There were no interesting murals or coloured glass here. My oster guard had stayed by the door, where she could see us but did not have to enter.

‘Are you not coming in?’ I said.

‘I am seldom welcome in such places, Irody Hasp.’

‘Well, I shall speak to the Confider, this Glieb, about that,’ I told her.

‘Don’t think you will, Mortedant,’ said Mirial from over near the lectern.

‘Whyever not?’

‘’Cos he’s one of the bodies,’ she said. As she spoke, a thin and rather ill-kept youth appeared from the shadows. He wore the hooded robe of the Blue Coils and was being careful to stay as far from the bodies as he could.

‘You are not to touch Confider Glieb. It is against the teaching of the Book of Manol,’ he said in a quavering voice. I was quite sure I could have ignored him and he would have been able to do nothing about it. At the same time, if the eight bodies before me were plague victims, the less touching I did the happier I would be.

‘Of course not,’ I said, ‘and you are?’

‘Neophyte Sims,’ said the boy. Then he added, ‘Do you really think it’s plague?’ The poor child looked terrified. As a Worshipful neophyte, he should really have known more about plague than I did.

‘I will know more when I have examined the bodies.’ I did not want to examine the bodies. ‘Were you there when Confider Glieb died?’

Sims nodded.

‘Can you tell me what happened, how he progressed?’

The boy nodded again, more furiously. Then he pulled down his hood, revealing closely shorn, blonde hair. Then he put the hood up again.

‘Well?’

‘He had his club meeting, then a courtesan over as was normal on a Sunsday evening. Burgane, him with the long hair.’ He pointed at the corpse of a well-muscled young man with the tattoo of the courtesan’s guild on his neck. ‘Confider Glieb always let me go out for the evening when he had the courtesan round.’

‘He is naked,’ I said.

‘I didn’t know which were his clothes,’ said the boy.

‘Very well, continue.’

‘I came back the next morning, and both of ’em had been sick which I had to clean up. And they had taken to the bed, were suffering with terrible chills. Shivering, but hot as well. I had to clean up the sick and the meal from the night before.’

‘How terrible,’ I said.

‘It were.’ He nodded. ‘Anyway, Burgane died first. He went on Crowday. Then the Confider went the next day, Ventday morning. But by then I knew he were going to go, as I had the other bodies here.’ He waved at the corpses lined up neatly on the stone floor.

‘So they all started their illness here?’

‘No.’ The boy shook his head as if I were a fool. ‘When the guilds-woman came to pick up Burgane, I told her what were wrong and she goes white as a bleached crow she does. Next thing I know, people are bringing corpses here and talking ’bout plague. They shut me in with ’em.’ He sounded most aggrieved by that.

‘And what about you?’ I said. I noticed both Mirial and the oster were watching us with much interest.

‘What about me?’

‘Any vomiting? Shivers?’

He shook his head.

‘Swellings in the armpit or groin? Old wounds reopening?’

‘No.’ He sounded quite affronted. ‘None of that.’

‘Interesting.’ I approached the body of the courtesan. The fact he was naked made him easier to examine, and now I was less worried about plague than I had been, which was a relief. If it was plague then Neophyte Sims should be showing signs by now. I looked over the corpse of the courtesan, finding no swellings or open wounds, then turned to Sims. ‘I intend to read these bodies, your Confider apart,’ I said. ‘Do you wish to leave?’ He shook his head. I wondered whether he was curious or if he thought I may try to read the Confider and felt like he should stand guard.

‘I ain’t never seen this happen before,’ said Mirial. ‘A proper Mortedant at work.’

‘Well, there isn’t much to see. Usually we would have the tent with us but there are too many bodies for it.’ I glanced over at her. ‘We always start with the blessing for the dead. It is very simple, you will be expected to learn it.’ I closed my eyes and began the recitation. ‘Howling Lord guide these ones across the gap between. Show them the way and let them rest from their toil. If they do not know peace, let me hear their words and gift it to them.’ The words gave me comfort. I had little time for the Worshipful, though something beyond life existed without doubt – but it was unknowable, vast. The Worshipful spoke as if it could be controlled, or it listened to them, and I had never felt anything to make me believe that. At best I considered them misguided, at worst they used their book to control the people and vie for power over them.

Though, as this was Elbay, they were hardly alone in that.

I took off my glove and put my hand on the courtesan’s forehead. Nothing at first. Then fever dreams. Sometimes, in fever, at the last there was a clarity but not here. I found only a swirling madness of pain and hallucination that I was quick to remove myself from. I moved on before it could overwhelm me.

There was little to be learned from the other bodies. I had a distinct sense of suffering from each, and that it had lasted different amounts of time. Quick for some, not for others. I was starting to think I would have to go deeper, push through the sickness to find something more. A task I did not relish. It was hard work to go very deep, and sometimes left me useless for as much as a full day. That was time I did not have. Thankfully, the last body gave something up. A name. Five distinct words emerging from the heat of his end. ‘I’ll kill Veron for this.’ I stood, put my glove back on.

‘Is that it?’ said Mirial. She did not sound impressed. I ignored her.

‘Neophyte Sims,’ I said, ‘does the name Veron mean anything to you?’

The boy shook his head.

‘Not a member of the congregation? A friend of your Worshipful?’

‘No,’ said the boy.

‘And these people’ – I waved toward the corpses – ‘do you know them?’

‘A couple are familiar. I might have seen them in the congregation or on the street.’ He shrugged.

I took another look at the bodies. Naked priest and courtesan apart, they were all relatively well dressed, for this tier at least. Not that it meant anything.

‘Very well,’ I told him. ‘You can stand more easily. It is not plague as I recognize it. I will send a message to the Mortedants’ Priory saying so, along with the symptoms these people experienced. No doubt some of your priests will also confirm my conclusion. Your priory is more familiar with disease; it may be they will recognize what killed these people.’

The boy was nodding very quickly.

‘These bodies,’ I said, ‘do you know their names? Where they lived?’

He shook his head. ‘I have a list of names, but that is all. People just left ’em, couldn’t wait to get away.’

‘That’s not very nice,’ said Mirial.

‘Nonetheless,’ I said, ‘I will take those names and we must leave you too.’



Mirial was full of chatter as we made our way to the records office, the crowds of Elbay parting before our oster and us walking in her wake.

‘Did you really read the dead in there?’

‘Yes, well, sort of.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Death is always different,’ I said. ‘Each one comes with a weight, pain and panic most often, so we learn to put that aside and hear the voice. If there is no definite thought to take hold of we must listen through the pain for the echoes of their true desires. But fever, that is hard to push away, almost impossible.’

‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘Dead is dead, ain’t it?’

‘The final state, yes. The moments before it, no.’ She was looking at me as if I was simply making things up. ‘The last thoughts are like water, difficult to hold on to. Fever is like an ocean; the thoughts become lost in it.’

She thought about that for a while before piping up again.

‘My friend Gyur says all Mortedants is liars, but no one can prove you wrong and that’s why you all got in so much trouble.’

‘Well, your friend Gyur is wrong. There are liars among us but I am not one.’ She managed to look sceptical. ‘You will see. That name, Veron, it will end up meaning something, I am sure.’ She was still looking sceptical. ‘If I survive past Shadowday, maybe we will try to find out what.’

‘If you can hear the dead, then surely Malkin would have told—’

‘He saw nothing!’ I had stopped in the street. And I was shouting but I did not know why. People were looking at us. I began to walk again, speaking in a hurried, angry whisper. ‘He saw nothing. Malkin was attacked from behind. His last thoughts were that he had somehow let me down.’ Sorrow, choking my words, and I had to look away from the girl.

She did not speak, not for a while, which I was glad of. Then I felt a tug on the arm of my robe. She was looking up at me, her face very serious.

‘We’ll find who did it,’ she said. ‘I won’t let you down, Mortedant.’ So strange, for a girl so small to be so serious.

‘Malkin never did,’ I said. We continued our walk in silence.



I did not like going to the records office. The clerks were impressively corrupt and I no longer had anything to bribe them with. Not that my few coins would have been enough; it was long time since I had been able to afford a decent bribe.

Clerks and spirit messengers in the shape of flies or wilds birds flitted in and out of the busy third-tier records building. Usually I had a problem even getting in, which was a large part of the reason I had not acquired the will of Dirrivan Murser before I visited him. Whisper was of help again though. Just like people got out of her way in the city, the usual scrum of Mortedants, Spurriers and Worshipful trying to gain entry to records could not move out of her way fast enough. Though they complained about it, loudly and rudely.

I had very much underestimated how useful an oster guard could be, though once we were in, she was of no help at all. They would not allow oster into the records offices and she was forced to wait in the main hall, which she was not happy about. We left her to vainly try to gain entry by showing her papers to anyone who would look and telling them she was on business for the Mortedants’ Priory. No one in the records office cared, of course. The records clerks were an unpliant lot, puffed up and full of their own importance.

Once we were in inside, it should have been simple. We moved through the building until we came to the death rooms, where details of every death were supposedly stored. From there we took a turn until we found ourselves in the will rooms, and then we simply followed the signs until we were in the reception room for names beginning with ‘M’. The room was tiled in white, giving it a clinical air, though it was actually rather grubby. Across the centre of it was a wooden screen with a door – the type you could open the top of and leave the bottom shut if you wished. The top half of the wooden screen was a fine wire mesh. Behind it was a woman who gave the impression that our visit had entirely ruined her day – quite a feat as, like all the clerks, her face was covered by a white veil, leaving only a pair of baleful green eyes looking out. The idea was that it made records into a great faceless edifice that saw no individual and treated all the same. Nonsense of course; it simply made them easier to bribe as no one could prove exactly who they had paid off. I imagine some clerks were bribed three, four or even five times for exactly the same information by exactly the same people.

‘Yes?’ she said, voice deadpan.

‘I require a will.’

‘Only Mortedants and relatives are allowed access to wills.’

‘I am quite clearly a Mortedant,’ I told her.

‘Anyone can buy a second-hand robe,’ said the clerk.

‘This is not a second-hand robe.’ It was, but it was also very poor manners to point such things out. ‘I am a fellow of the Mortedants’ Priory, and I will have no jumped-up ink rider insult me.’

The woman stared through the mesh. ‘Do you have a will request from the central Mortedants’ Office?’

‘Sorry?’ Such things were needed in theory, but in reality were never asked for.

‘The rules state that a will cannot be handed over without a written request from the Mortedants’ Office.’

‘But that rule is never enforced,’ I said.

‘Rules are rules,’ she said primly. It seemed that everywhere I went in Elbay I came across meaningless regulations enforced by those with a tiny amount of power, which they used purely to inconvenience me. The clerk continued to stare and it became obvious she was not going to move even a feather’s breadth. I turned to tell Mirial we would have to go to the Mortedants’ Priory to secure an official request. Something which would waste even more time and be difficult as I could not take her in, and she was sure to ask questions about that. I would need an excuse to send her back to my rooms first.

It did not matter.

Mirial was not there.

I turned back to the clerk to see if she had noticed where my companion had gone, but before I could ask it became redundant. The child had snuck through the lower half of the door in the screen and was behind the clerk, slipping into the long rows of shelves where the wills were held. She lifted a finger to her lips and made a shushing motion.

I froze. Such a thing would get her flayed and hung, maybe even worse. The clerk started to turn.

‘Do you have the form?’ I said as Mirial moved down the rows, checking the boxes as she searched for Murser, Dirrivan.

‘The form?’ said the clerk, with the air of someone who had been asked the most foolish question they had ever heard. ‘Of course not. That will be at the Mortedants’ Priory.’ She was now talking to me as if I was rather slow. Usually this would have aggrieved me, but as Mirial was still working her way down the shelves behind the clerk it was quite fortunate.

‘And which form is it you will need from me?’

A moment’s pause. The clerk shook her head and sighed. Then spoke again, emphasizing each word. ‘You will need an official form to request a handwritten request. Which, as I said, is held at the Mortedants’ Priory, not here.’

Behind her, Mirial, the impudent child, was climbing up the shelves. The clerk began to turn again. She was sure to see the girl.

‘Are you hungry,’ I stammered.

The clerk froze. ‘Hungry?’

‘Yes. I have half a pie. I wondered if you had eaten yet. I know clerks work very long hours. You could have it.’

I am not sure if she was hungry or confused but she did not turn around and Mirial continued to climb. The clerk leaned forward a little and whispered to me. ‘What type of pie?’

‘Mince’ I told her.

‘I don’t eat downtier food.’ She began to turn away again.

‘Best goat mince,’ I added quickly. ‘From just down the road. I only said mince alone as I often buy pies for my neophyte, and of course they do not know the difference, so I always say “mince”. But this one I bought for me and it is of much higher quality than most mince you will have tried. Ever. In your life.’

She fixed me with her green eyes. Narrowed them a little. ‘How do I know you’re telling the truth?’ Howling Lord deafen my ears in thanks, she was hungry. The clerk leaned forward again so her head was near the gap in the latticework.

‘You wish to sniff it,’ I said. ‘Of course. I am sure a discerning person such as yourself can tell the difference between downtier mince and best goat mince.’ As I searched through my carry bag, I fervently hoped she could not. Mirial plucked out a document, still in its sealed wax envelope, and dropped from the racks. I winced, expecting the noise of her landing to alert the clerk, but the girl was like a crow intent on stealing food and landed without a sound. She waved the papers at me. I put the pie near the gap. The clerk sniffed it. Twice.

‘Very well,’ she said eventually, and put her hand through the gap at the bottom of the mesh. I gave her the pie. ‘I am hungry, but this still won’t get you your paperwork, not without a written request.’ She turned around and I thought all hell would break loose. Instead a voice chirped up from by my side.

‘We should get on to those forms then, right, Mortedant?’ Mirial stood there, and hidden behind her back was the waxed envelope of the will.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘we should.’ I did my best to smile at the clerk and, if she had looked up from the pie she was eating beneath her veil, she might well have wondered why we walked out backwards.

But she did not.

Thankfully.
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CHAPTER 12


Furday

Three Days to Execution

We headed back to my rooms watched by the beady eyes of Elbay’s crows. They wasted their time if they thought I had food. My stomach grumbled all the way and Mirial walked like she was the great cockerel of the morning, once more dragging the sun from slumber.

‘Do not be so proud of yourself, child,’ I hissed at her.

‘I got what you wanted, didn’t I?’ she said.

‘At risk of getting both of us executed. There are better ways.’

‘But not quicker,’ she said. She was a cocky little crowchick.

‘Quicker is not always best. If I had not been willing to sacrifice my dinner, the clerk would have caught you.’

‘But she didn’t.’ Mirial turned to the oster. ‘That’s what matters, isn’t it, Whisper?’

Now I saw how it was to be, the two of them ganging up on me the way the other neophytes had done in priory school. Before I met Kuridan, anyway. No one had dared touch me after that; the Satury family were too powerful to risk upsetting one of their sons. Even if he was the black goat of their family.

‘The Mortedant is right,’ said Whisper. I almost fell over a piece of paving that had been replaced poorly when the new streetlight was fitted. ‘You risked much for little reason. You could simply have applied properly for the papers the clerk wanted.’

‘But we weren’t caught, and it cost nothing!’ Mirial sounded very much like a petulant child, which of course she was.

‘It cost Irody Hasp his lunch.’

‘He’s a Mortedant,’ she said, sounding like all the outrage in the world had fallen upon her small shoulders. ‘It’s not like he can’t afford a new pie!’

‘You should pay closer attention,’ said the oster. I could tell Mirial was about to argue but then thought better of it. Only a fool would argue with an oster. I said nothing and hoped the child had learned a valuable lesson. We began to make our way back, and if I was hungry then I would bear it with the kind of stoicism that befitted a member of the Mortedants’ Priory.

The Worshipful were out in force again. They were generally at their worst after a ringfire discharge. To them it was a sign that the Howling Lord lived, that the god entombed within Elbay would wake one day, but the lead up to the Festival of the Last Siren was always a fractious time. Their loyalty had always struck me as a certain kind of madness. If our god really was asleep within the city, and chose to walk the world once more, I could see no way it could leave Elbay without ripping the place apart.

However, I am not sure such things mattered to the more fanatical sects of the Worshipful, like the Howlers and Redhoods. They saw death as a gateway into the next world, and believed that was where the Howling Lord wanted us to be. I am not sure why a god would want all of its subjects dead, but I am not a fanatic. The more moderate sects like the Blue Coils said the right words and went through the motions of following the Great Book of Manol, but did not tend to see death as the way forward. The Book of Manol was open to many different interpretations, which is why the Worshipful constantly fought among themselves about exactly what it meant.

Personally, I was not convinced that the Howling Lord was likely to wake, and if it existed it did not care about us at all from what I could see. We were ruled by Niofa, the Roundhorn of Elbay – there was the real power and real god of the city, though we seldom saw it. Many thought Niofa a myth too, but its soldiers were real enough: the ventran guard, strange and faceless bronze figures that felt no pain and took no wounds. I had once seen the ventran put down a vicious food riot that the secant guard had run in panic from. Swords, firelances, clubs, none touched the ventran and they broke the crowd in minutes. The aftermath was not pretty.

No ventran walked the streets today; only the fanatics were out in force. They had taken over one of the squares and were being hemmed in by secant guards to stop them throwing animal blood over the Spurriers’ Priory. This was a favourite pastime, though I have no idea what they thought it achieved. Most of them were Howlers, half naked, screaming and whipping themselves into a frenzy. At the back I saw a few Redhoods standing silently and watching. The Howlers, or the Cult of Ascension, to give them the name they preferred, were filth-streaked and furious, shouting out the promise of death and chanting, ‘It will walk! In our blood, it will rise! It will walk!’ They were an old and once rather obscure sect. If I were Niofa and in charge of the city, they would worry me. Their numbers had been growing recently. It was almost as if the more noise they made, the more their unpleasant faith spread. Their chant changed. ‘In our blood, let it rise! In our deaths, let it live!’

I was used to the chant, always more strident in the run-up to the Festival of the Last Siren, but something about them made me very uncomfortable. I had seen too much death recently to understand those who gloried in it.

The crowd of lunatics was almost blocking the quickest way home, but there was a thin path through and the guards were making sure people could get past. We headed for the path, joining the bottleneck and ignoring the Worshipful, as most did.

I do not know who started the riot. But by the time I realized what was happening we were hemmed in by the crowd on all sides. The noise of the Worshipful was growing, and I could hear the clatter of spear on shield as the city guard warned them to back off. Maybe they would have succeeded – they were well practiced at dealing with unruly crowds – but then someone shouted out, ‘An oster!’ An even louder shout came from somewhere on the other side of the crowd.

‘There’s plague downtier!’

‘Oster plague!’

‘Get the beasts out of our city!’

‘The Broken Crow lives!’

Rocks began to fly, and the crowd was pushed against me so hard it knocked the breath from my lungs. The sudden crush stopping me breathing. I could not see Mirial. I could not even see Whisper. All around was shouting, pushing and crying. Rocks raining down. Blood and pain. A strong voice hollered out, ‘Disperse! Disperse or we’ll use our lances!’ The crush increased as people panicked. I felt like my bones would crack. The stink of sweaty bodies filled my nose and the heat of them, even on such a cold day, was almost unbearable.

‘Present firelances!’ At that order, there were screams and shouts. The firelance was the most feared weapon of Elbay: a long tube into which you loaded a spirit charge. That in turn shot out a combuster, a burning ball that could kill even an oster if they were near enough.

Another shout of ‘Disperse!’ but I could barely make it out. All I could think about was trying to breathe. For a moment I was back in my rooms, discovering Malkin’s body and having the life choked from me. The crowd swayed from side to side like it had a life of its own. I was no longer crushed but adrift in a sea of violence. Not only rocks but fists were flying. Everyone was trying to escape, and when they could not, they were lashing out. The explosive crack of firelances releasing. Screams of pain, and the crush vanished as people scattered. I wanted to run too but after being denied breath for so long my legs gave way beneath me. I fell to the floor, bruising my knees on the cobbles. I tried to roll into a ball, to protect myself from feet as people fled. From the corner of my eye I saw one of the Worshipful. He was running the wrong way. Everyone else was running for the nearest way out of the square. This Worshipful was not. His filthy robe was flapping around him and he ran straight at me. He was young, bearded and unkempt. The Worshipful drew a knife from his robes, and his eyes, wild to the point of madness, locked on to me.

I rolled, pushing myself up, trying to get enough air in me to run, but it would not come. In those last moments I stared into his face, looking for aerant burns. Was this the same man who had killed Malkin? Or just another lunatic Howler, intent on claiming a death and seeing an easy target. His knife went up, ready to thrust down.

Who he was ceased to matter.

A roar filled my ears, reverberating through my entire body. It made the Howler falter. It made all those running near me stumble. A huge figure stepped in front of me. Whisper. She grabbed my attacker by the throat and threw him through the air. He landed on his head, bones cracking on the cobbles. The secant guard surrounded us. Spears came down to cover Whisper, firelances were aimed at her and I saw the blue glow of the charge shining on the cheeks of the guards as they held them up to aim. Mirial helped me up.

‘Leave her,’ I managed to croak out, holding out a hand. ‘The oster is my bodyguard.’

‘You ’erd ’im!’ shouted Mirial. ‘Hurt ’er and you’ll answer to the crow priory!’ Whether her words or mine had an effect I do not know, but the guards backed up. I heard a scream of pain and turned to see another group of guards binding my attacker.

‘Mad the lot of ’em,’ said a vex, coming to stand in front of me. ‘But that one will lose the skin off his back and get lit up on the gallows. I saw him come for you. A few others were with him but they got away.’ I watched the man as they dragged him away, barely conscious. I was trying to trawl my mind in case I recognized him, but I was sure I did not. ‘I’ll need your name,’ said the vex, ‘in case you’re needed at the circle for judging. Unlikely though. Doesn’t look like he’ll live long.’

‘Irody Hasp,’ I said, ‘Mortedant Irody Hasp.’ He nodded and made a note of it. Another guard was checking Whisper’s papers.

‘Be on your way then.’

I thanked the guard and walked away.

‘Pecker’s breath,’ said Mirial quietly. ‘I didn’t think you had riots uptier. And if you did, never thought they’d be as dangerous as downtier ones.’

‘Riots happen all the time,’ I said, but it seemed a strange coincidence that, so soon after Malkin’s death and the attempt on my life, someone else should try to kill me. On the other hand, the madness of the Howlers was well known throughout the city.

‘The riot was created,’ said Whisper.

‘What?’

‘The first rocks, they came from behind us – not in front where the shouting was. The shout that set them off, about plague, came from behind too. From one of those who covers their face.’ She glanced over her huge shoulder. ‘You can get away with a lot during a riot. Murder even.’

‘No,’ I said, but more because I did not want it to be true. ‘Who would do that? Riots can kill tens, maybe hundreds if they get out of control. Are you suggesting they started a riot to get at me?’

Whisper looked down at me. ‘I only know someone did come after you. Two attempts on your life in as many days is suspicious.’

‘But they could not know a Howler would target me. Or that a riot would break out.’ I knew what the oster would say before she said it.

‘Anyone can get hold of a dirty robe, and a riot is easy enough to start in this city.’

‘That would mean we were followed,’ I said. ‘Surely you would have noticed?’

‘It is hard to tell here,’ she said. ‘There are so many people.’

I thought on that; something else she had said was ringing in my mind and I was not sure why. ‘What do you mean “covers their face”?’

‘The white faces,’ she said. ‘I cannot be entirely sure as there were a lot of people there, but I think it was one of them.’

‘A Blanker,’ I looked around but saw none. ‘Starting a riot goes far beyond the usual mischief and …’ I stopped talking. ‘He wore a Blanker’s mask!’ The oster looked at me as if I was speaking gibberish.

‘That is what I said.’

‘No,’ I rubbed the bruise on my throat. ‘The man who killed Malkin, attacked me. I felt something on his face, knocked it away during the attack. Smooth and hard, like a Blanker’s mask.’ I was momentarily elated, this felt like some sort of breakthrough.

‘Does this mean you can find him now?’

My elation faded away.

‘No,’ I said. ‘There are hundreds of them. They form groups in each secant and each secant may have three or four of these groups. There is no way to track who is and is not a Blanker.’

‘The masks are probably easy to come by as well,’ she said, which was not helpful in the least but what could one expect of an outcity savage?

The rest of the walk back to my rooms was a gloomy one, and I found myself inspecting every man, woman and child that passed – wondering if they were following me, if they were watching me or if they had a knife hidden within their clothes ready to thrust into my back.

Fortunately no one else attempted to stab me. Why would someone follow me when they must know where I lived, having already murdered my neophyte? Even if they did not, a Mortedant living in the second secant, the poorest sixth of the third tier, was bound to be talked about.

‘Who is the Broken Crow?’ said Whisper eventually. I was about to reply when Mirial did it for me.

‘A hero,’ she said. ‘Took from the rich and gave to the poor. They said they hung ’im and all, but that was just ’cos they were scared of him after he escaped. He’s gonna make everything fairer for everyone.’

Not how I would have explained it, but mention of Kuridan’s old persona had unsettled me, so I let Mirial’s words stand.

I was surprised to see a spirit carriage outside my rooms. It was formed to resemble a great lizard; a curling tail waved above it as if caught in an unseen wind and it glowed faintly in the twilight. Four spindly and spiderlike legs lifted it above the street, and the doors and roof were formed of massive scales. On first glance it was similar to the carriage that had been outside Urdantor’s. But a second glance left no doubt that it was formed by a different, though equally skilled, hand. By its door stood two Spurrier guards in blue-and-white livery. As we approached the building, one of the guards stepped forward.

‘You are the Mortedant who lives here?’ she said. ‘Hasp?’

‘Yes.’ Whisper moved closer to me and Mirial did the opposite.

‘My mistress wishes to speak with you.’ She pointed at the carriage. Up close the scale doors had a rainbow sheen of millions of tinier scales that could be seen through the blue glow.

‘I am afraid I am busy.’ I had no wish to get into a powerful Spurrier’s carriage; they disliked Mortedants and if they knew about my illicit trade with Urdantor’s it was a quick trip to the gallows for me.

‘My mistress is not someone you should turn down.’ The guard lifted her firelance so she held it in both hands, readying it for use.

‘He said he is busy.’ Whisper stepped forward. There was a hole in the shoulder piece of her armour that I had not noticed before.

‘You have been shot,’ I said to her.

‘I will heal,’ she growled, and then stepped between me and the Spurrier guard. The guard took a step back so she could use her firelance and her companion did the same. They did not aim the weapons, but I could feel the potential for violence in the air.

‘Wait,’ I said, then turned to the guard. ‘May I quickly speak with my companions?’

She looked to her partner, who was watching us. He held his firelance at his waist, pointed right at us, though the mechanism was uncocked. He nodded and we moved to the doorway of my building.

‘They could take you away,’ said Whisper in her basso growl. It was hard for me not to look at the combuster hole in her armour. Such a wound would lay a human low, kill them even.

‘I think I will have to speak with whoever this is.’ I could tell she was going to try to stop me; I was beginning to be able to read her face. ‘Someone important enough to have a spirit carriage like that is unlikely to murder me on the street.’ That was not strictly true, but it was reasonably unlikely they would murder me on the street. ‘If I do not do this, then we are about to start a fight with the guards of someone who is clearly very powerful, and we will all end up in the secant guard’s cells for it. And I do not have time for that.’

Whisper frowned. Mirial put her hands on her hips.

‘You can’t trust any hivver who can afford something like that,’ said Mirial, nodding at the carriage. ‘They only care about ’emselves.’ She probably had a point, but part of me wanted to go in the carriage no matter what. I had not been in a truly ornate spirit carriage since I had been forcefully parted from Kuridan, and had no idea what advances might have been made in the years since.

‘I think it is a bad idea,’ said Whisper.

‘Then by all means, Whisper, stand in the street. If they try to abduct me, you can chase them through the third tier.’ She looked from me to the carriage and back to me, and I wondered how much of this was about keeping me safe and how much was her mistrust of the spiritforms.

‘Such things do make poor speed through the lower tiers,’ she said, and gave me a nod.

‘What about me?’ whined Mirial.

‘Here.’ I gave her my bag. ‘Take my bag upstairs and hide the will somewhere it will not be found. There is always the chance that someone has been watching us and will want to get hold of it. This is my only hope of some sort of clue as to who may have killed Malkin.’ Her eyes lit up. ‘Do not take it out of the envelope. I do not know what I am looking for, so wish to keep it undisturbed.’

‘Wouldn’t dream of peeking,’ she said.

‘Good, now go.’

The carriage lowered itself as I approached and the guard opened the door in the side of the lizard’s flank. Entering was like walking into a panelled and plush room, and it was bigger by far inside than it was outside. My eyes fell on an expensively dressed woman wearing a Spurrier’s headdress with blue and white tails of woven rope that fell down her back. Curling red hair spilled out from beneath the hat and down bare shoulders until it met a dress of the same colour. She sat in a comfortable-looking chair, drinking from a glass of spirits so strong I could smell it from the door.

‘Don’t just stand there, Mortedant, sit down.’ She pointed at the chair opposite. I sat. It was a very comfortable chair and a cloud of expensive perfume hung in the air around her, almost masking the smell of the alcohol. ‘We had a terrible time getting here. There was a fire in the fourth tier so we had to go the long way round.’ I gathered that she thought it very rude of someone to have their business or home burn down when she had places to be. ‘It took me a long time to build this.’ She motioned at the carriage with an elegant hand. ‘I do not want my carriage undone by the heat because some fool knocked over a candle.’

Despite her high-handed manner, I could understand her worry. The conveyance was a marvel of spurrying and too much heat would quickly dissipate any spiritform, no matter how well spurried it was.

‘It is very fine,’ I said, looking around the fanciful interior of the carriage. In one corner was a small, glowing, blue globe on a metal tripod. It was a thing I had never thought to see. ‘Is that a caller? To have one is a death sentence.’ She stared at me as if deciding whether I was worth an answer. It seemed I was.

‘No,’ she said, ‘a caller glows green and is a foolish trick for unskilled first-year Spurriers, dragging every spiritform on tier to them for a lark and disturbing the work of others. They deserve the gallows for it.’ She shook her head. ‘That is an altogether more complex thing. I call it a coax. It encourages other spiritforms to move out of my way, so I am not inconvenienced when I travel.’

‘And if others are inconvenienced?’

The woman leaned forward, a sudden sharp movement. ‘Do you know who I am, Irody Hasp?’

‘I do not think so.’ I tried not to look too openly at her. She was plainly very rich and very powerful, and such people are wont to get angry with anyone who does not know their place. My place is something I have never been quite sure of.

‘I know you.’ She sat back and sipped her drink. ‘Not your face, not until today. But I know your name.’ That did not sound good. ‘You led a relative of mine astray once.’

A coldness settled on me. Because now I knew who she must be, though she was younger than I imagined. Not much older than I was. Kuridan had once told me he had an aunt who was important in the Spurriers’ Priory, even back then: Heluist Sarinter. A shiver passed through me and I thought I might have made a terrible mistake getting into this carriage. Before me sat the Grand Dame of the Spurriers’ Priory herself. The equivalent of a Grand High Mortedant. Though, from all I had heard, she was far sharper and more intelligent than our leader. If anyone could murder me in their carriage and get away with it, she could.

‘I led your nephew nowhere he did not wish to go,’ I said.

She stared at me. It was a very intent stare. Then she laughed, a beautiful, tinkling musical laugh as she twirled her hand in the air. I felt my stomach dip and the carriage raised itself from the floor.

‘Do not look so worried, I am not stealing you away. Only some privacy is in order. I did not know Kuridan that well, but well enough to know it was unlikely anyone could lead him anywhere – and I will eat my headdress if it was otherwise. He had his own path and he was determined to follow it. A pity for him that it ended on the gallows. Broken Crow indeed. What a fool to try to change Elbay.’

‘Then why do you want to talk to me?’

‘To offer you a job.’

I could not have been more shocked if she had killed a crow right in front of me. Nonetheless, I had my own skin to save and Malkin’s murderer to find. I had no time for more work. ‘I am afraid at the moment I am rather—’

‘I need a Mortedant,’ she said, speaking as if I had not. ‘And the percentage you receive for this work will set you up for years.’

‘As I was saying,’ I said very slowly and carefully, ‘regretfully, at the moment I am engaged and have very little time to—’

‘It will not take up much of your time,’ she said, ‘and I am not used to being turned down, Irody Hasp.’ She laughed again, though I am not sure she was actually amused. I did not know what to say, not at first. It did seem rather strange that I had been through a drought of work and now others were trying to drown me in it. ‘And I am aware of your troubles,’ she added. ‘This job will wait until you have cleared your name.’

‘Why ask me?’ I said.

‘Why not?’

‘Spurriers do not approve of Mortedants. They never have.’

‘And the Mortedants do not approve of you. What a fine pair we make.’ She tilted her head and curled a lock of hair around a finger. ‘Besides, our rivalry is foolish. It sets the lower families against each other and stands in the way of progress. It is not the way things should be.’ Well, on that, I agreed with her. ‘But I do have a small favour to ask, before I can give you the job.’ Now we came to the truth of it. ‘Well, two favours actually.’ She smiled, but I did not believe her smile for a moment.

‘Of course you do,’ I replied. Something changed on her face, no longer friendly and amused. She was hard, and dark.

‘Some people sneer at others out of self-protection, Irody Hasp, so I will ignore the way you just spoke to me.’ The smile crept back onto her face. ‘But try to remember that I am not always so forgiving.’

I nodded and kept quiet. It felt like the odds of being murdered in her carriage had changed, and not in my favour.

She took a deep breath. ‘I understand you are trying to find who killed your neophyte. I want you to stop.’

I did not reply. Because I did not think she would like what I said.

‘Speak,’ she demanded. ‘You clearly want to.’

‘Why do you want me to stop?’

She did not reply immediately, toying with another of her curls as if wondering whether I was worth an explanation. After what felt like far too long, she came to a decision. ‘Because, as I have said, the feud between the Mortedants and Spurriers is foolish. I want it to be over.’

‘What does that have to do with the murder of Malkin?’

‘Nothing,’ she said, ‘as far as I know,’ and she was so blasé that I almost believed her. But I also knew how easily the rich could write off a death. Especially if it was someone they considered worthless and it could advance them. ‘However, you work for my cousin, Farrah Bispham, and she is a rising star in the Mortedants. She hates the Spurriers and always has. The Grand High Mortedant has bidden her to find out who killed your neophyte. She relies on you for that. If you fail it will delay her rise, which would be good for everyone.’

‘If I fail, they will put me to death.’

‘That can be worked around,’ she said off-handedly, as if it was the simplest thing in the world. Heluist Sarinter sat back and sipped her drink, watching me while I thought about what she’d said. About what I should say. About how much was safe and how much may be dangerous to speak of to a woman like this. While I thought, she took a small blue beetle from her bag and put it on the table – a spirit thing but I had never seen anything like it before. ‘Be truthful in the answers you give me, Irody Hasp,’ she said. ‘Lie and the beetle will go red.’ My mouth became very dry. ‘Now, as I said, I can ensure you do not hang and need never want for coin again. So will you help me?’ I looked at the beetle. Breathed out.

‘I cannot,’ I said. ‘I owe it to Malkin to find his killer. His death was an attempt on my life as well, and another has been made since. Whoever did that will not stop. You may be able to save me from the gallows but not from that.’ I was not lying, but I was surmising a little and the colour of the beetle darkened, though it was still blue. Heluist tapped a long sharp nail, painted the same blue as the beetle, on the table.

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I understand that. Instead, I’ll ask you another thing. A more personal thing.’

‘Yes?’

‘Kuridan was related to me, as I said. His poor decisions held me back considerably but now most have forgotten all about him and only his alias survives. Should his name come up in your investigation, I ask you to keep his involvement hidden. Do this, and a very lucrative job will come your way. You have my word.’

‘But why should—’

‘We are done now,’ she said, and clicked her fingers. The carriage fell from the sky. Despite the speed of the sudden descent nothing in the room moved. Then the door swung open to reveal Whisper standing with the guards on the street.

‘About the job …’ I said.

‘Not now.’ She pointed at the door.

I nodded, left, and led Whisper up to my chambers. As I was walking up the stairs, I wondered about Heluist Sarinter’s requests. Why would someone as powerful as her turn up in person? She must have had underlings she could trust with such an errand. If anything, her visit had only made me more curious – and how could any of this link to poor Kuridan? His story had ended many years ago. On the other hand, powerful people enjoyed throwing their weight around; maybe it was no more than that?

‘Mirial?’ I shouted as we entered my rooms, but she was not in the front room or the kitchen. I walked into the back room.

A pair of pale legs stuck out from behind the table.

‘No!’ I shouted. ‘Not again!’ and I was running to her side. ‘Mirial!’
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CHAPTER 13


Furday

Three Days to Execution

Mirial. On the floor.

My bag on the table.

The will next to it, its sealed packet open, the papers half out. By it was half a pie, crumbs and bits of meat. The smell of vomit in the air. Mirial lay in a pool of it, and the first thing I did was pick her up to get her hair out of it.

‘Mirial? Mirial?’ I slapped her cheek and was rewarded with a very soft groan.

‘Whisper.’ I turned to the oster. ‘Get Sivver Gurtis, the landlady. She is a herbalist in her spare time and nearer than any makewell.’ The oster nodded and was gone. I continued to gently slap Mirial’s face. ‘Come on, girl, wake. I cannot have another neophyte die. What will they say at the priory?’

I picked up her hand, feeling for a pulse in her wrist. It was there, but thready and weak. I did not understand how she could have come to be this way. Had someone been waiting in my rooms again? Surely not; there was only one way in and out. We would have seen them leave. And Whisper was at the door of the building the whole time I was in the carriage.

Were they still here?

The pie.

Was the problem the pie I had bought her? Had it been poisoned, or was it simply a bad pie? Howling Lord knows that’s common enough on the streets of Elbay, but the shop we went to was reputable. I would not chance my own guts on a downtier street seller. I had fallen victim to their low standards before.

No, not a bad pie. Food poisoning was not so quick. It took a day at least to come on, if not more, and would not leave her unconscious so quickly.

Maybe a spirit could have slipped in and out? No, I had never heard of anyone, despite many attempts, managing to create a spirit that would harm someone. To even try was punishable by a full flaying.

‘Take the child into the kitchen,’ said Sivver Gurtis, as she bustled in through the door. ‘Warmer in there, and the smell in here won’t do her no good, it won’t.’

I picked up Mirial, taking her through to the kitchen. Whisper stood in one corner, watching as I lay Mirial on the large eating table’s rough wood.

‘Now move out the way.’ Sivver Gurtis pushed me toward the oster and began to examine the child. Bending her arms and legs, forcing her eyes open and listening to her breathing. ‘Eaten anything recently?’

‘A pie.’

‘Well, there’s your culprit,’ she said.

‘It was from Ley-Harrisians! They are the finest pie makers on this tier.’

Sivver Gurtis shrugged as she bent over the girl to listen to her heart. ‘Don’t mean the odd bad one doesn’t get through.’ She looked up. ‘Who was in that fine carriage outside for you?’

‘Work,’ I said. ‘Nothing to do with you.’

Sivver Gurtis held Mirial’s hand while giving me a most unpleasant look. ‘Well, if you’re getting work from uptier types like that you should be able to pay the rest of your bills. And buy better pies.’ She looked back to Mirial. ‘Though if you’ll insist on employing downtier crowchicks like this it’s gonna bring you trouble. They’re weak, in body an’ morals.’

I heard something from Whisper. It could have been a growl or it could simply have been her clearing her throat.

Sivver Gurtis looked over at Whisper, then gave a sneer and shook her head. ‘Can’t work with that thing in ‘ere,’ she said. She waited, and Whisper made that sound again and went into the back room. ‘Not sure I want some of the problems you bring, Mortedant.’

‘Can you help the girl or not?’ I said.

‘She needs a purge; price is four minors.’

‘Four minors! A toptier makewell would charge me less.’

‘A toptier makewell ain’t here though, are they?’ She gave me a very unpleasant smile. ‘You want her good or don’t you?’

‘Very well,’ I said.

Sivver Gurtis went into the bag she had brought with her and took out a small pill. ‘Dissolve it in liquid, get it down her.’ She held out her hand for the money, which presented a problem. ‘Oh,’ she said, her wrinkled face wrinkling even further, ‘was you expecting it to go on your tab? Not happenin’. You can’t be trusted to pay.’

‘I have money,’ said Whisper, stepping back in. She dropped four minors into the woman’s hand. Sivver Gurtis twitched as the coins fell into her palm.

‘Well,’ she said, pocketing the coin somewhere within her great array of ragged and brightly coloured skirts, ‘I suppose coin is coin, no matter how dirty.’ She looked around the room. ‘You’ll need to put her over a bucket, it’ll be coming out both ends.’ Then she picked up her bag. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’ She glanced at Whisper. ‘Stinks enough in here already.’

When she was gone, I went to my collection of bottles to find one I could safely dissolve the purge in.

‘Do not give her that pill, Irody Hasp,’ said Whisper.

‘What?’

‘I said do not give her it.’

I did not understand the creature sometimes. ‘You have just paid for it, and now you say not to use it?’

‘I did not want you to have to back down before your enemy,’ said Whisper, and she walked over to look down at Mirial.

‘You were quick enough to retreat before Sivver Gurtis.’

‘My presence was not helping you,’ she said, ‘and I had something to undertake.’ She blinked. ‘A purge will only weaken the girl. She needs her strength.’

‘It seems I am surrounded by makewells.’

‘My people are warriors; we are often hurt.’ As she spoke, I realized she had still not dealt with the wound in her shoulder. The hole in her rusty armour was plain to see. ‘We learn how to look after each other.’

‘She has been subject to some poison,’ I said, because I wondered if the oster simply did not understand, ‘not carved up with a sword. The poison must be removed from her system. I do not like Sivver Gurtis, but she is right. Mirial must be purged.’

‘Mirial already has been,’ said the oster.

‘What?’

‘It is all over your robes, from where you knelt by her.’ I looked down. Sure enough, vomit stained my robes, and having them cleaned was yet another expense I could not afford. ‘If it was something Mirial ate, she vomited quickly enough to get it out of her.’ It was annoying, but there was a certain logic to what she said. ‘The poison is in her blood.’

‘And how would you know this?’

‘I can smell poison on the air,’ she said. ‘That is why I gave ground to Sivver Gurtis. To track the scent. I think the poison is on the paper of the will.’ I wanted to laugh at her, the idea she could know what had happened simply by smelling the room seemed highly unlikely. Then Mirial groaned again and tried to roll over, almost falling off the table. Whisper caught her and rolled her back onto it.

‘We should keep her warm, at least,’ I said, but the oster was not listening. She was bent over Mirial, studying her.

‘The poison, it is called agtan in our language.’ When she said the poison’s name it was not really a word, it was like four notes on a scale all played at the same time. ‘In very small amounts it is a medicine to us. To your people it is not.’

‘Are you saying there is no hope?’

She looked up at me, blinked again. ‘The spirit callers of Oknusoka use a blue water. It is common to their rituals. Do you have such a thing, Irody Hasp?’

I was caught for a moment, not wanting to admit to my illicit experiments, then realized I was a fool. The oster’s sense of smell was not to be doubted; she had known what I was about from the moment she had first walked into my rooms. Spurrying chemicals all held strong scents.

‘Wait here.’ I ran into the back room, opened my cupboard and the false wall at the back, found the package from Vela. I took a bottle from it and returned to Whisper. ‘This?’ I held up the bottle of blue liquid, or harsh jewel as I knew it. She took it from me, her great claws closing round the bottle as if it frightened her. She took off the top and sniffed it, wrinkling up her snout as the smell of the astringent liquid hit her nostrils.

‘Yes,’ she said, holding it out so I could take it away, ‘put one drop on her tongue.’

‘It is a poison,’ I said slowly.

‘If it is misused.’ She gave me a rather disapproving look, as if by spurrying I was somehow misusing it. ‘Just one drop. It will be the warrior that fights for her the way I fought for you at the liars’ circle.’

What else could I do? I very carefully applied one drop to Mirial’s tongue. She groaned and curled up on herself.

‘Now we wait,’ said Whisper. ‘She is strong. She will fight.’

I said nothing, only placed my hand on her forehead. She was cold and clammy. Fight, Mirial, I thought. We must have justice for your brother. She groaned. I walked over to a cupboard to find a blanket. ‘And what about your shoulder?’ I said to Whisper. ‘I do not want you both unable to help me due to sickness.’ I turned, and Whisper was using a claw to probe the hole in her armour, a curious look on her striped face.

‘I had not noticed this,’ she said. She sounded far away. ‘The shot must have been almost spent. The armour absorbed most of the combuster’s force, even though it is poor.’

‘You are not hurt then?’ I wrapped the blanket around Mirial.

‘I will bruise; it will heal,’ she said. ‘The armour will be harder to fix.’

I let out a sigh. ‘The oster in the liars’ circle, his armour was very ornate. In fact, whenever I have seen your people they have much better armour than yours.’

‘They wear war armour. I had such once.’ She spoke so quietly I could barely hear her. ‘This armour I wear is my shame.’

I did not know how to answer that.

‘So you …’ I began. ‘… Do you want to talk about it?’

‘No.’

I have to be honest, I was quite glad. ‘Then can you take Mirial through to her bed?’

Whisper nodded and picked up Mirial as if she had no weight at all. I followed. While Whisper tucked the girl in I got a bucket and mop and cleaned up as best I could. The oster came and helped, saying nothing, only getting on her hands and knees to scrub the floor.

When we were done, I changed into my spare robe but found myself edgy, full of the need to do something. Anything. The will was lying on the table and I thought that I could at least look through it, see if there was any useful information within. I reached out for it.

‘No!’ said Whisper.

I stopped.

‘The paper,’ she said. ‘The poison.’ I had been so worried about Mirial I had forgotten.

‘You are sure of this?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ the oster replied.

‘I told Mirial not to touch it.’ I had an image, strong and clear. Mirial coming up here alone. Clever, not wanting to be left out or maybe wanting to impress me with her quick mind. Looking around, did she check the window and see me go into the carriage? Think she had time? What did she plan? To break the seal and quickly check the will? But I would know she had looked as soon as I saw the cracked seal.

No. She did not care if I saw.

She wanted her brother’s killer.

Was the whole neophyte thing simply a way to get close to me? To help her find whoever it was? I felt betrayed. Then guilty. Then foolish. It was quite possible she wanted both to find her brother’s killer and to be my neophyte.

I looked again. On the table before me was a story. She had broken the envelope’s seal but only pulled the will half out, like she had thought better of it. She must have decided to wait as I had said, sitting down to finish her pie. I had seen the evidence of it in her stomach contents as I cleaned the floor.

‘The poison must have been very quick to act.’ I went over to my closet to find a pair of leather gloves. I used them when I was dealing with virulent spurrying chemicals. I took out a metal stirrer. Then I pulled the will from the envelope with the stirrer. It was thin, only two sheets of paper. I held it up to the weak light coming through the window.

‘What are you doing?’ said the oster.

‘You were right, the paper has been soaked in something. You can see marks where it dried unevenly.’ I stared through the paper. ‘I am a Mortedant and death is my business.’ I put the will down, moved it away. ‘But I have never seen anything like this before.’ I walked over to Mirial. She was sweating and shivering. I touched her forehead – hot and feverish. ‘Whisper, bring me water, a cloth and soap please.’

She did not ask why, only went into the other room to do as I asked. As she did, I lifted Mirial’s hand in my own, touching only the back. She was clammy and her muscles slack.

‘What are you doing?’ said Whisper as she returned with the water and put it down by me.

‘Cleaning her hands of any residue,’ I said as I began to wipe at her fingers and palms. ‘If it is still on her skin I must get it off.’

‘Yes,’ said Whisper, and watched me clean Mirial.

‘It is good that she decided not to fully open the will.’ I took her pulse; that at least was strong. ‘It probably saved her life.’

‘Why poison a will?’ asked Whisper.

‘The only reason I can think of is to kill anyone who looks at it.’ I glanced over at Whisper. She looked puzzled. ‘Though why do that, I have no answer for.’

I began to read through the will, written in the usual convoluted contractese. For the life of me I could not work out what could be important enough to murder for it. Dirrivan Murser owned almost nothing and from what I remembered, this will was identical to the one Sivver Murser had given me.

‘Are wills not usually left in records and never seen again?’ said Whisper. I waved a hand, not wanting her to bother me while I was trying to think.

It made no sense. Killing Malkin, poisoning this will. Murser was a notator in the central records bureau, an unremarkable job. He would have been one of hundreds in the city, recording its comings and goings.

He was as dull and unremarkable as it was possible to be.

So, as the oster said, why poison the will when no one would ever look at it? I looked over at Whisper, who was watching me intently.

A mystery.

And not the only mystery, obviously.

‘This poison you said you could smell?’ I tapped the will with my stirrer and looked up at the oster. ‘Do you know its name in my language?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Agtan is made from a berry found in the wilds near Oknusoka but rare here. The raw berry is potent enough to sicken even the children of the sea people, and it does often. It is dangerous as it looks much like a grinberry and they are prized as a medicine. Properly processed agtan essence would kill even me.’

‘Berries,’ I said. ‘How strange. The last thoughts of Dirrivan Murser were that he wanted some berries.’ She watched me as I once more scanned through the will, looking for something that would help me solve this puzzle.

‘If the will was poisoned,’ said Whisper, ‘surely that would only draw more attention to it?’ I stared at the paper. She was right. If the purpose of the poison was to hide what was in the will, it would do exactly the opposite.

‘The will’ – I tapped it with the stirrer again – ‘should sit in the hall of records, until it is needed. It has been there waiting for someone to open it. But whoever poisoned it could not know who that would be.’

‘Then who would die did not matter to them.’ Whisper blinked. ‘Why would someone do that?’

‘I do not know. But who did it should be easier to work out.’ I stood, paced backwards and forwards. ‘The only people involved in the making of a will are the will-makers and the contracteer who draws it up for them.’ I went back to the will and turned to the last page. It was a dual will; both Dirrivan and his sivver had signed it. ‘This means either the contracteer, Dirrivan Murser, or his Sivver must have poisoned it.’

‘Or a clerk in records?’ said Whisper. I thought on that.

‘Possibly.’ I looked over at her. ‘Hard though – once a will is in the system it is tracked at every stage. How to accomplish the soaking of the paper in that case? That is a lengthy task requiring privacy.’ I sat back down, running events through my head. ‘When I first saw Sivver Murser she expected I had read the will, and did not look surprised when I arrived. So it is likely she did not know about the poison. Dirrivan Murser is dead and of no help at all, so that leaves the contracteer. We should speak to them.’ I spun the will then flipped it over, looking for a contracteer’s mark, but there was none. There were hundreds of cheap contracteers who turned out wills on street corners. I put the metal stirrer down and stared at the poisonous will, an awful suspicion growing within me. ‘I think this poison was meant for me.’ The oster’s brows furrowed in confusion. ‘Well, maybe not me in particular, but a Mortedant at least.’

‘Why?’

‘I do not know. But before a Mortedant attends a death, we are meant to retrieve the will from the hall of records. Then we use it to fill in our paperwork.’

‘But you did not?’

‘The job came to me through Malkin. Not the priory. By chance, he overheard someone speaking of it in a drinking den.’

‘I see,’ said the oster.

‘But had I followed the usual rules, I would have opened this will, unsuspecting of the danger within.’

‘And died.’

‘Most likely.’

‘If you had died,’ she said, ‘what would happen?’

‘Even an unpopular Mortedant’s death would be investigated. The poisoned will would have been discovered. That would have led back to Sivver Murser. She would have been executed out of hand. The children sold to indenture, as criminals’ children are.’

‘The whole family gone,’ said Whisper. ‘They must have enemies.’

‘I cannot imagine who. They were perfectly dull lowtier types.’ I picked up my stirrer and used it to fold the will back up and push it into the envelope. The whole package went into my cabinet, out of the way. ‘We need to speak to Sivver Murser, if she is still alive.’

And if she didn’t try to kill me first, of course.
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CHAPTER 14


Furday

Three Days to Execution

I did not want to leave Mirial alone, but Whisper pointed out she was sleeping peacefully. If Sivver Murser herself was the target of some plot then we needed to get to her before someone else did, if we were not already too late – I only had the old man’s word that she had been out arranging a funeral pyre. I was acutely aware time was running past and opportunities to keep the noose from my neck were slim.

So I left a note for Mirial in case she woke and we pushed our way through the cold night of Elbay down through the tiers to the Mursers’ rooms. At night the city seemed even busier, I think because you could not see as far. The new lights were not yet lit by wickers and the only illumination came from the stars above and the faint glow from the windows of ramshackle houses lining the streets. The smoke of a thousand woodfires did not help.

At one point Whisper stopped by a lamppost, looking up.

‘Why is this not lit, Irody Hasp?’ she said.

‘Because the work is not finished,’ I told her. ‘Come on, we should hurry.’

‘But the work is finished here,’ she said. ‘It is only on the bottom tier that it is not.’ When I stepped closer, I could just make out a gleaming plaque on the lamppost. A gift from the Howling Lord and his Worshipful to the people of Elbay. There was a poster behind it on the wall, the ever popular The Broken Crow Lives scrawled over it, but you could still make out the rest in the light from a nearby inn.

‘There is your answer,’ I said. ‘A grand unveiling at the festival of the Last Siren.’ I looked up at the light. ‘Odd that I can see no way for the wicker to get in to light it.’

‘Maybe it is on top,’ said Whisper. ‘Or it comes from the connection underground.’

‘Maybe.’ It sounded fanciful to me. ‘But it is not our concern. We should get on.’

As we passed through the city, what Whisper had said about the riot being an attempt on my life dogged my thoughts. It was not hard to imagine someone with ill will waiting in every shadow. Most likely someone was, though it would not be personal. The night of Elbay is full of pocketjacks and thieves. Though they were unlikely to bother me with an oster at my side – and I was thankful for the comfort of her presence.

‘I must warn you,’ I said, ‘the last time I saw this woman she attacked me. With a knife.’

‘I have no cabbage, but I will protect you.’ I stopped, looking up at the oster. There was nothing on her face to tell me she had meant to make a joke. I shrugged but decided it was best not to reply.

So much of this puzzled me, and I had a horrible feeling I would be too late, that we would turn up at the Mursers’ house to find the woman dead, her children as well. Maybe even the unpleasant old man next door if the killer was thorough.

We found the building easily enough, even at night. It was still little more than a teetering construction of boards and sticks. I would not have wanted to live there as it was not only rickety but a firetrap. There was no old man but we had to push past a few loiterers who muttered darkly about oster and Mortedants, neither being popular in Elbay. We trooped up to Sivver Murser’s rooms, stairs creaking alarmingly beneath Whisper’s weight. I felt a great rush of relief on hearing voices from inside: children crying and a woman shouting at them. I rapped on the door.

‘Who’s there?’

I felt a little less relieved on remembering that she may well answer the door with her knife. ‘It is Mortedant Hasp, I must speak with you.’

‘Go away!’ she shouted.

‘I only need a moment of your time, Sivver Murser.’

‘You want me to open the door so you can charge me for two visits when you drag me to the debtors’ circle. I know how these things work.’ Did I imagine it, or did the woman sound on the verge of tears?

‘No.’ I spoke as gently as I could. ‘That is not the case, I promise. I think your hivver’s death was not as simple as I believed. I made a mistake and you may be in danger.’

‘Go away,’ she said again, but she sounded less sure of herself this time.

‘Not only danger for you, but also your children.’

We waited. I could have had the oster break down the door but that was unlikely to create an atmosphere of reconciliation conducive to further conversation. A sound. Someone on the other side undoing the rope used to hold the door shut. Sivver Murser opened the door and peeked out, a curiously meek gesture for a woman who had been so formidable on our first meeting. Her eyes widened when she saw the oster.

‘The oster will not hurt you,’ I said. ‘She works for the Mortedants’ Priory and is here to protect me.’

The woman’s eyebrows twitched. ‘What’s this got to do with my kids?’

‘Best we discuss it inside.’ She did not open the door. Only stared at us. For a moment I was at a loss on how to gain her trust. Then I sighed. ‘Sivver Murser, if you would do me the favour of speaking to me I will cancel your debt.’

She looked confused for a moment, then nodded and let us in. The corpse box was gone as her hivver was now out on the ringfire wastes. The room felt a little larger, if no warmer. The sounds of children fighting came from the back room.

‘Siren-cursed brats,’ she said. ‘Ain’t been able to calm ’em since Dirrivan went.’

‘I will talk with them,’ said Whisper. ‘If you promise not to hurt the Mortedant.’ The woman stared at the huge oster; she could not even stand straight in the low-ceilinged room.

‘I promise,’ said Sivver Murser softly. ‘You see if you can scare some decent behaviour into them crowchicks.’ Whisper nodded and went into the other room. It went very quiet. ‘What’s this about Dirrivan then?’ the woman said to me as she took a seat on a rickety-looking chair. I sat opposite, my chair just as unsteady, one leg not being the right length. It rocked as I spoke.

‘Since we attended here, my assistant, Malkin, the one who threw the cabbage at you – he has been murdered.’

‘It weren’t me,’ she said, terror flowing across her face.

‘I did not think it was.’ I almost touched her leg to reassure her, but thought better of it. Nonetheless, my words seemed to calm her. Laughter came from the other room. ‘I think this is to do with your hivver’s will.’

‘But he ‘ad nothing,’ she said. ‘We can barely eat now he’s gone.’

I was going to tell her about the poison but thought better of it. She was already frightened. ‘Nonetheless, there must have been something there that I am not seeing. When did you have the will drawn up?’

‘Not long ago,’ she said. ‘Weren’t going to bother as we ‘ave so little. But then Dirry says about this money coming in, and he had a friend from where he liked to drink, see, a contracteer who would do it.’

‘I remember you mentioned the money, but there is no mention of it in the will.’

‘No, but we left everything to each other. He didn’t want to mention anything about it, so I just thought it was jackwork, you know?’ She was wringing a cloth between her hands.

‘Where did Dirrivan drink?’

‘Anywhere open in the past few months.’

‘And this friend suggested the will?’

She nodded. ‘Offered it cheap too, said it would protect us from the city taking our rooms if one of us died’. That was not true; the city would not do that. Mostly because it did not care enough about people like the Mursers to notice them.

‘You went to him?’

She shook her head. ‘He came here. That were, maybe, five or six weeks ago. Nice fella. Part of the Cathead Contracteers, he were. Showed us his papers and everything, with the picture of a cat on, so we knew it was real.’

‘You do not read?’

She shrugged, looked embarrassed. ‘Who does down here?’

A gale of laughter came from the back room.

‘What was the contracteer’s name?’ I asked.

‘Gryunt Bardif, scraggy little fella. He came here with his mate. Huge bloke he were. I mean, not as big as your oster, but big. Black beard, black hair. Looked like he would be fierce as anything but he were nice to us. Said the poor were ill-served, and he would have us served well. I right liked that.’ She smiled at the memory. I did not.

‘Are you sure that is what he said?’

She nodded. I felt a little ill. I knew those words. They were the words of Kuridan Satury when he was the Broken Crow.

‘Did Dirrivan mention anything strange happening? At work maybe?’

‘No.’ She blinked, tilted her head to one side. ‘But there was one day, not long after the will were made, he came home looking terrified. Like the Roundhorn ‘isself had asked for his skin.’

‘Did he say what had scared him?’

She shook her head. ‘No, he just went out to find Gryunt, were fair shaking before. But when he came back, he were fine again.’ She touched her lips. ‘After that was when he started taking the medicine, see, for his nerves. I don’t know where the money came from for it though.’

More laughter from the back room.

‘Medicine?’

She nodded. ‘The berries,’ she said, and something slotted into place in my mind. ‘We weren’t to touch ’em as they were for his nerves, and he said too many made you sick.’

‘Good you didn’t,’ I told her, and smiled. It did not seem to reassure her. ‘What exactly did your hivver do for the records office?’

She shrugged. ‘Counted stuff, didn’t he? Had a file of things to track. He’d have different things added to it all the time. How many streetlamps the wickers missed in the fourth tier. What time the ringfire goes off, and how often. How many pass a certain place in a secant between the bells of a certain chapel. Numbers of guard on patrol. It was always changing, every week, it seemed like.’

‘And in the days before he died?’

‘I don’t know. He didn’t always tell me. I found his work boring.’ She hunched herself up, as if to protect herself. ‘Is it important?’

‘I honestly don’t know.’ I stood. She did not know enough to help, only enough to deepen the mystery.

‘Mortedant,’ she said, ‘will you really cancel my debt?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I will.’ And I would, though I was not sure how I would manage to eat with no income.

‘Only …’ She stood. ‘I feel bad. I do. I shouldn’t have done what I did.’

‘Everyone makes mistakes,’ I said, but I was not really paying attention. I felt I had missed something, that I was making a mistake. ‘Let me get this straight in my head, Sivver Murser.’ I stood, pacing back and forth. ‘Your hivver is scared by something, at work?’ She nodded. ‘Then he begins taking these berries which calm him?’ Another nod. ‘And he intends for you to leave the city?’ She nodded again. ‘Few people ever want to leave the city. Did you?’

‘It was for his nerves,’ she said softly. ‘He were taking more and more berries to stay calm toward the end. Said they weren’t working as well. He were most desperate to get out before the festival, which the kids did not like at all.’

‘And after you made the will, the contracteer, this Gryunt Bardif, took it to the records office.’

‘No, he didn’t take it,’ she said. ‘I never said that.’

‘What?’

‘No, he stayed here to drink with Dirry. His mate took it. The big man.’

‘He did,’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ she replied, ‘he did,’ though I had not really asked the question. I was just thinking out loud. Wheels turning in my mind. That inserted someone else who could have poisoned the will. In turn, that set off another thought. A detail I had ignored right at the start.

‘Describe again how your hivver died if you will, Sivver Murser.’

‘He was sick,’ she said, ‘brought up his dinner, then shivering like he were cold but hot to the touch like he burned inside. Then he were dead. It were quick too.’

Those symptoms. The speed was different but the vomiting, the shivering and temperature. Same as Mirial. Same as the bodies in the church. Too much of a coincidence.

‘Can you tell me any more about his medicine?’

She closed her eyes tight, thinking hard. ‘Expensive, he said. Toptier stuff. Not that me and the kids liked ’em. They were proper bitter and Dirry went off when he thought I’d had one. Made me feel quite odd too. They ‘ad a name; he said it once. Smileberry? Laughberry?’

What was it Whisper had said? Agtan is potent enough to sicken even the children of the sea people, and it does often. It looks much like a grinberry.

‘Grinberry?’ I said, and she nodded. ‘Are they here now?’

She shook her head. ‘Sold ’em, for a good price. Made me think a bit better of Dirry, left us with a little coin. I know I should have paid you but—’

‘It does not matter,’ I took a deep breath, a series of awful events falling into place. ‘Did you sell them to someone called Veron?’

‘Yeah, in the day market. Know him, do you?’ She had been smiling but as she looked at me her smile fell away. ‘Are you alright, Mortedant?’

‘Apart from you, who knew about your hivver’s medicine?’

‘Everyone,’ she said. ‘He loved to boast about ’em, ’cos they were so expensive and you usually only got ’em uptier, like. And the big man knew, of course, he brought ’em in.’ The big bearded man had brought Dirrivan Murser his berries, and had access to the poisoned will. Too much of a coincidence.

I crossed the room in two strides, putting my hands on the rests of Sivver Murser’s chair, my face near enough I could smell her breath. I had no idea how much danger she might be in from her hivver’s killer, but she had sold on her hivver’s berries to this Veron, and he must have sold them on, and that had caused the deaths of the people in the chapel. Never mind the danger from Malkin’s killer – if anyone linked those deaths to her berries, they would kill her for it. A Worshipful of the Blue Coils had died, and even though the Coils were one of the less strict sects, they would not forgive. I was as sure as I could be that Dirrivan Murser had been poisoned and those berries were the how of it, even if the why still eluded me.

‘Listen to me, Sivver Murser,’ I said. I heard Whisper enter the room behind me. ‘I think your hivver was mixed up in something, though I do not know what, and I think he was poisoned because of it. I think they used those berries and now they have made others sick.’

‘Howling Lord, ’elp me,’ she said, her face going quite white, ‘and I sold ’em on. They’ll string me up for it. Think I am a poisoner.’

‘Or the poisoner will link them to you and come for you. Neither is good. You must gather up your family and anything you value and leave the city just as your hivver planned.’ She almost collapsed, and only Whisper’s swift reactions saved her from slipping out her chair and smashing her head against the iron stove. The oster steadied her, then fanned her with a great hand.

‘But I ain’t got any money,’ she said eventually.

‘You have your lives,’ I said softly. Then I circled back to something I had not really thought much about. People rarely left Elbay, and people who had money would have no reason to. The city loved those with a coin in their pocket. ‘Why did your hivver want to leave?’

She shrugged, blew her nose and wiped away tears. ‘Never said, just said we were. The Festival of Last Siren’s coming and he said he wanted out before it. He wouldn’t budge on it even though the kids were desperate to stay, for the treats they give out, you know? I thought he was just worried about riots. There’s always riots in Elbay though, never bothered him before. But Dirry ‘ad been worried about everything in his last weeks.’

She was right of course, there were always riots, but the people of Elbay thought little of that. I brushed off my robe and looked for something comforting to say. ‘I am sorry,’ was the best I could do, but she was lost in her misery and grief. As I reached the door, she called out.

‘Mortedant!’

I stopped.

‘One moment.’ She vanished into the back room. I heard something heavy scraping across the floor and she returned with three thick, and well-used, notebooks. ‘Dirry’s notebooks. He put everything in here, before he transferred it to the official records.’ She sniffed and wiped at her eyes. ‘I hid them in case something valuable was in ’em. But I don’t want ’em now. Can’t read ’em anyway. Take ’em. Maybe they’ll tell you what he was up to.’

‘Thank you.’ I gave her a small bow of my head, and we left Sivver Murser’s rooms. There was a slowly growing fury within me. I did not like her much. She was aggressive, her children sounded ungovernable, and I had no doubt that, but for the intervention of Malkin’s cabbage, she would definitely have stabbed me.

But she was a victim as much as I was, as much as Malkin was – and as much as Mirial still may be.

‘What now?’ said Whisper.

‘Back to our rooms, see if Mirial has woken.’ I gave her the books to put in her bag. ‘Cathead Contracteers are closed at this time, but we will visit them in the morning and see if we can track down this man she spoke of, Gryunt Bardif, though I fear he may also be dead.’

‘Why do you think that?’ she asked.

‘The poisoned will,’ I said. ‘The man who attacked me was big and had a beard. So did the man who delivered the will and supplied Murser’s berries. A strange coincidence. He could have poisoned the will. And if he did, it may not be a Mortedant he meant it for, but the contracteer.’

‘You think they were involved in something? And he was silencing those he did not trust?’

‘Maybe, or maybe those who would get a share of whatever payout was planned. And Dirrivan Murser wanted to be out of Elbay before the Festival of the Last Siren. So whatever they are planning, maybe it is for then.’

Whisper did not reply but I did not expect one. I felt as if I had wandered into somewhere terribly dangerous wearing a blindfold. I knew I was in peril, but had no idea from which direction the peril would come, or what I could do to defend myself from it.




[image: ]









CHAPTER 15


Fireday

Two Days to Execution

I spent Furday evening going through Dirrivan Murser’s books by candlelight and found nothing but a headache. Two were old and relatively well ordered. The third was newer, and his thoughts within were jumbled. His observances chaotic. His numbers hidden among doodles and pictures of what I was reasonably sure were dead spiders. It was almost as if he drew his nightmares on the page, and I had no idea what I was looking for. In the end I gave up, went to sleep and dreamed of the spiders from Dirrivan’s notebooks pursuing me through strange and twisted landscapes.

I slept badly and was woken by the sound of water splashing into a bowl. My first feeling was of despair. We knew almost nothing and Shadowday and the gallows were only a couple of days away if I could not unmask Malkin’s killer. I took a moment, breathing, using the exercises I had learned as a neophyte to calm my mind and push away this awful, hopeless feeling. When I felt more sure I could act as befitted a Mortedant I wandered into the kitchen. Mirial was awake, and was trying to wash the remaining vomit from her hair. I almost laughed in relief at seeing her up. Behind her, Whisper sat and tinkered with her rusty armour. She had a very small anvil and hammer, and was trying to beat her shoulder armour flat where the combuster had pierced it.

‘Whisper says we are going to the Cathead Contracteers today,’ Mirial said. She did not look at me, her shoulders hunched guiltily.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘We are. You are feeling better?’

‘Much.’ She still did not look at me. ‘I washed your robes,’ she said, squeezing water from the twists of her hair and sitting at the table. She had put my best robes, the ones she had fouled when ill, out to dry. They were draped over Whisper’s armour mannequin, a simple thing of wooden staves. I did not imagine the moisture would do the armour left on it much good. But it was not great armour and the oster did not seem to mind, so it was as good a place as any.

I was surprised to see food on the table, some fresh fruit – no berries, thankfully – bread and sliced cured meat. I sat down.

‘Whisper gave me money for breakfast.’ Mirial grinned at me and bit into a piece of bread. I looked across at the oster and she nodded at the food.

‘Thank you.’ I took a piece of fruit and some meat but with death hanging over me it was hard to eat. ‘I hope you have learned your lesson, Mirial, about doing as you are asked.’

‘You did not know the will was poisoned.’ She said it quickly, as if she were holding her temper in check, though I think her anger was for herself not me.

‘But I knew something was wrong. You should have waited for me.’ She did not answer right away, instead busying herself with tying the thick, damp twists of her hair up into a knot on top of her head. Then she took another piece of bread from the platter. There were tears in her eyes.

‘I said I would not let you down and then I did.’ She bowed her head and I felt small about berating her after she had come close to dying. We had all done foolish things when we were young.

‘You wanted answers about your brother. I understand how that would make you impatient.’ She looked up at me. ‘Sometimes you must go slow to go fast.’ She screwed her face up in puzzlement at that.

‘That makes no sense, but it does,’ growled Whisper from her corner. ‘You should listen to the Mortedant.’

Mirial turned to look at Whisper, then back at me.

‘How well are you, Mirial, really?’ I asked, and she shrugged, gave me a very small smile.

‘Well enough to eat everything on this table.’ Whisper gave a small grunt, amused.

‘Good,’ I said. ‘Whisper and I will go to the Catheads.’

‘But I want to—’

I cut her off. ‘I have a job for you. A different job. It may even be more important.’

She leaned in close. ‘Is it dangerous?’

‘Hopefully not.’

‘Oh.’ She looked disappointed. She was a very odd child.

‘Dirrivan Murser was a notator, a record-keeper. Out and about on the tiers. Something he was involved in frightened him enough to tip him off-kilter, and he was taking grinberries to alleviate his fear. I have looked through his books and there is no order to his latest one, no doubt because his mind was in disarray. I want to know what records he was keeping in the weeks before he died. Where he was. If we know what frightened him, maybe we will have some answers.’

She looked up at me, chewing her bread. ‘You think someone killed him ’cos he wrote down some numbers?’ She plainly thought this wildly unlikely.

‘Not quite. I wonder if he was passing information to someone and if what looks like chaos in his book is not just his mind slipping, but an attempt to hide what he did. Maybe they killed him so he could not share it.’ I paused. ‘Sivver Murser had talked of them leaving the city before the festival. She said he was scared. Maybe those he worked with could no longer trust him because of that.’

‘And have we any idea what they couldn’t trust him with?’ asked Mirial.

‘Not really.’

‘Or where he was taking his records, who he was talking to about them?’

‘Don’t know that either.’ Then I added, ‘There was a big … man, with a beard. I think he was involved. Matches the description of the man who attacked me and killed Malkin. He also had the opportunity to poison the will.’

‘A big man with a beard?’ She was looking at me.

‘Yes.’

‘So, what, I just wander round the city asking if anyone knew Dirrivan Murser and a big man with a beard?’

‘There is also the contracteer, Gryunt Bardif, but it is probably better if you do not mention any names,’ said Whisper. Mirial swore in frustration.

‘And listen for anyone talking about something happening at the festival,’ I said. Whisper looked at me, blinking in confusion.

‘Everyone is talking about the festival,’ said Mirial.

‘But the man who attacked me and killed Malkin, he wore a Blanker’s mask. That is a custom unique to the Festival of the Last Siren. Dirrivan Murser wanted to leave the city before the festival – he was insistent on him and his family being gone before it. The festival seemed to be the focus for his fears. It makes me wonder if something is planned for then.’

‘Like what?’ Mirial furrowed her brow.

‘I don’t know. Nothing good. Dirrivan Murser kept records; he knew the comings and goings of the city, the wheres and the whys, its rhythms. Should I be planning something, such knowledge could be very useful. Then there is the fact that he wanted to leave, which is odd in itself. People do not leave Elbay.’ Whisper was looking at me in a strange way; she no doubt thought it strange anyone would want to stay here but you cannot account for taste. ‘Then there are those berries, an expensive medicine usually only seen in the higher tiers, used to alleviate worry or calm a fractious mind. They were the manner of his death. Someone knew about them and that same someone wanted him gone and used them as the method to do it. So yes, Mirial, Dirrivan Murser was involved in something. See what you can find out.’

She made a huffing noise and threw the crust of her bread onto the table. ‘So look out for a man with a beard, don’t mention any names, but do listen in if anyone talks about the thing everyone is talking about?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Any other impossible tasks you want me to do while I’m out there? Tame the crows of Elbay? Lead a dance of cats?’

I decided to ignore her sarcasm. It was not clever and should not be encouraged.

‘Yes, actually, I do have another job for you,’ I said. ‘Do you know the day market near Sivver Murser’s house?’

‘I do know it,’ she said.

‘There is someone there called Veron.’ Her eyes widened. ‘I told you that name would turn up after the dead in that chapel spoke it to me. Sivver Murser sold him her hivver’s berries. If there are any left you must have this Veron destroy them.’ I went into my bag and took out the list of names Neophyte Sims had given me. ‘If he makes a fuss, this is a list of the dead. Have him check it against who he sold berries to. That will hush him up.’

She took the list from me and folded it up, putting it in her bag. ‘I’ll find out,’ she said. She still did not look at me.

‘If you see the man with the beard, stay well away.’

‘You think he has something to do with Malkin’s death.’

‘I do not know, but if he does, he is dangerous.’

‘’Cos if he does and I see him—’ Her hand slipped down to her knife.

‘You are to tell us and do nothing else,’ said Whisper. Mirial rolled her eyes, but she took her hand away from her blade. Whisper stood. ‘I must put on my armour.’ She stared at us, then added, ‘So please leave the room.’

The Cathead Contracteers were on the third tier. Mirial accompanied us as far as their building then headed downtier to search out what she could about Dirrivan Murser, the bearded man, and the market trader, Veron. Dealing with contracteers was not as difficult as dealing with most of the other sects, guilds or priories in the city. They were used to people walking in off the street to request their services, contracts being ubiquitous in Elbay as we were a distrustful lot. So tracking down a particular contracteer was generally a simple thing and did not even require a bribe. We could walk in and ask for the whereabouts of Gryunt Bardif and they would send me right to him. As we walked, Whisper asked me, ‘This festival, it is busy?’

‘Very busy.’

‘When is it?’

‘Mournday.’

‘Two days after your execution,’ said Whisper, and I stumbled, almost losing my balance. ‘This Dirrivan Murser wanted to leave the city before that festival. I have noticed very few people wish to leave here.’ The oster sounded puzzled by that.

‘Elbay is the greatest city in the entire Tidelands.’

‘And he took grinberry to calm his nerves. This man was very frightened,’ said Whisper, then added, ‘by something.’

‘I have already said all of this.’

We walked on a little further while her words settled on me and the events of the past day trickled through my mind. I stopped, suddenly enough to have a hoiker almost walk into me and drop his load. He called me a number of filthy names. A crow took to the air, cawing as if it found the situation amusing.

‘A man who knows the city,’ I said. ‘Someone willing to murder a Mortedant, which is not a thing likely to be ignored. And from what you believe, they were also willing to cause a riot to make another attempt on me. Riots in Elbay often kill many. Whoever is behind Malkin’s death is determined and ruthless. They must think I learned something about them from Dirrivan Murser’s corpse.’

‘Or,’ she said as the crowds of the city split around us, ‘they think that even the slight chance you might have is enough to risk your murder.’

I looked over at the oster. ‘I have been thinking this was all about Malkin’s death and the attempt on me. But I think now I have it backwards. The attack was because we stumbled into someone trying to cover something up. What could be so important as to make the risks they take worthwhile?’

She said nothing to that and we continued on our way, though the cloud I walked under had become considerably darker.

‘Maybe I should leave the city,’ I said softly.

‘I cannot allow that,’ said the oster. A timely reminder she was an employee of the priory, not a friend. Though the truth was I would never leave Elbay; I would not last five minutes having to fend for myself in the wilds.

The Cathead office was pleasant enough. Lots of wood, lots of chairs for people to sit on while they queued and a small desk where a very old man sent people to the right waiting rooms when their turn came up. We joined the queue, and it seemed to me that no one cared about Whisper here. Contracteers considered anyone’s coin good, as long as they had coin. Which I did not.

‘Whisper, have you any money?’

She nodded, reached into her bag and took out a handful of minors. She could surely claim back any expenses from the priory at a later date.

‘It is best you deal with these contracteers,’ she said, passing me her coins. ‘Even here they may be suspicious of my people.’ Her words surprised me, given the lack of the usual covert and overt hostility we’d encountered on entering. I’d thought the contracteers did not care about anything but coin.

We slowly shuffled along while the old man cheerily sent people to the right departments. Sometimes he sent them out of the building. Many contracteers were independent, paying a reference fee but doing their work in people’s homes or streetside eateries and drinking holes.

‘A Mortedant,’ he said with a grin as we came before him, ‘and a sivver of the sea people. A very odd couple. How can I help you?’

‘We are looking for one of your contracteers,’ I told him. ‘A Gryunt Bardif.’

‘Oh dear,’ he said, and the smile fell from his face. ‘I am so sorry. We have forms prepared though. So if you can prove how much you lost, you should fill in a claim for the debtors’ circle. If not, then you can try our guild circle. Cathead’s will do their best to put this right for you, and you have our full support.’

‘Sorry?’ I said.

‘You are not here to claim?’ He scratched his head, clearly puzzled.

‘Claim what?’

He leaned forward with the excited air of a man who had some excellent gossip to share and was glad to find fresh ears for it. ‘I could never say if you are not actually involved, you understand.’

I put three minors on the desk before him.

‘But I suppose as Gryunt was never officially a Cathead, only a referee’ – he made the coins vanish – ‘there’s no real harm in sharing with you.’ He scratched at his beard. ‘You see, the man was stealing from his clients.’ That was not unusual of a contracteer, though I was hardly about to say so in their offices. ‘We found out because he was caught breaking into a Spurrier’s house last night. So, of course, we checked his records and found that he had been taking too much of a percentage on each contract. And even though he was not one of ours, we have committed to putting this right. We have a reputation to think of.’

‘We wanted to speak with him about another matter.’

‘Probably too late now.’ He turned to look at a water clock at the back of the room. ‘Though if you hurry you might catch his execution. Third tier, second intersection secant yard, according to the spirit boards.’

‘Oh,’ I said, ‘that was quick.’

The old man nodded. ‘He was hurt robbing the Spurrier house. I think they were worried he may not live to be hung if they did not execute him quickly.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, and with that we left, rushing out into the street and toward the secant yard.

We heard the execution before we saw it. The jeering of the crowd was loud enough to make your head ache and almost drowned out the bells of Elbay. I had never enjoyed executions and enjoyed them even less now one was in my immediate future. Still, I hoped to get the chance to speak to this Gryunt Bardif before he died.

We were too late.

He was already on the scaffold. Gryunt Bardif was an old man with stringy white hair, his body all bone beneath the traditional white execution robe. Most strikingly of all, one side of his face was badly burned, and it was recent. He shivered as he stood there, blood marring the robe on either side of his chest where strips of skin had been torn away beneath. The noose was placed around his neck. He looked straight forward. Sometimes the condemned were given an opportunity to speak before they were flayed and hanged. Gryunt Bardif’s jaw had clearly been broken, so he would not be speaking. They did not bother with the usual gag. The executioner shouted out his lines.

‘Gryunt Bardif, pay the price of your crimes!’ A blue light bathed him – the gallows light, the harbinger of death that shone down from the scaffold above on those about to die. A roar went up from the crowd as they knew the moment was here. Every muscle in Gryunt Bardif’s body tensed as he readied himself for the end. His broken jaw must have made the tensing agonizing, and the eerie blue light made him look like he was already a corpse. Then the lever was pulled and Gryunt Bardif fell, the rope snapping his neck and ending his torment in a moment. The crowd roared its appreciation while I stood, staring at the swinging corpse, horror at seeing what awaited me mixing with confusion.

‘I do not understand.’ I said quietly.

‘Understand what?’ asked Whisper.

‘The burns on his face,’ I said. ‘They are aerant burns, like the ones I gave to the man who murdered Malkin and attacked me.’

‘So the mystery is solved,’ she said. ‘You are safe now.’

‘No. It is not solved.’ I shook my head, watching while they cut the body down from the gallows. ‘But someone wants me to think it is. The man who attacked me was young, strong and tall. The man they just executed was none of those things.’

Whisper looked at me, then back at the gallows. ‘Can you read the corpse? Maybe it will share something.’

I shook my head. ‘It is illegal to read the corpses of the executed.’ And entirely pointless. If I tried, I would find nothing but a yawning emptiness where there should be the remnants of a person. Though that was a secret I could never share.
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CHAPTER 16


Fireday

Two Days to Execution

As the execution crowd left the yard I found myself utterly confused.

It was, I suppose, possible that there was more than one person in Elbay who had recently received aerant burns. Though what would a contracteer would be doing with spurrying chemicals? No, it was too much of a coincidence. First the poisoned will, now the man I wished to speak to about it had been executed. And in making sure the man was executed they had put him beyond my touch. I doubted they knew no Mortedant could reach beyond the veil of execution, not even me, but they would know the law would stop me trying.

‘We need to get to the scaffold,’ I said, pushing my way forward against the direction of the crowd. They were leaving in droves now the spectacle was over.

‘Why?’ Whisper stepped in front of me, making our way far easier.

‘I want a better look. I will say I am family – they are allowed to pay their last respects to the dead.’

‘They will know I am not part of his family.’ I glanced at her, wondering if she was joking, but her smooth, piebald face was hard to read. ‘Why can’t you read the corpse?’

The thought of it left a bad taste in my mouth, though she was not to know why, so I suppose it was not really her fault. ‘It is thought they do not deserve the comfort of knowing their secrets will be passed on to those they love.’

‘That seems cruel,’ said Whisper.

‘I can tell you are new to our city.’

‘What was the light that shone around him, just before he dropped?’ she said.

‘The gallows light. Some call it “the last sunrise”. It is to let the condemned know that they are about to die. It is supposed to add to their distress. Though they would have to be particularly stupid not to have worked out what was about to happen once the noose was on.’

By the stairs up to the gallows was a small and sad group of people. An older woman – his sivver, I presumed – and a younger man and woman. Both women were weeping; the man was not. The young couple stood away from the older woman and offered her no comfort. I saw a story there, of an old family rift that even death could not heal. I’d seen it many times. The young woman was weeping uncontrollably onto the shoulder of the man, so I approached the older woman.

‘Sivver,’ I said.

‘Mortedant,’ said the older woman. The young man glanced over and gave me a vicious look. The older woman gently moved me away from them and spoke quietly. ‘If Gryunt stole from you, then I am afraid you must speak to the Catheads. Nothing is left. The contracteers’ firm took everything.’

‘Leave us to our misery, crow!’ shouted the man as the woman led me away. ‘The Howling Lord hates your kind and so do we.’

‘Mortedant,’ said the woman, ‘please, forgive him, he is grieving.’

‘Of course, Sivver,’ I said. ‘We have no monetary claim on you, so please do not worry.’ I felt like I was a crow indeed, hovering over something dead and waiting to feast. This could be done another time when their grief was not so raw. I began to walk away, leaving the family confused as to why I had come. Whisper similarly so. She was about to speak when the older woman caught up to me.

‘Mortedant.’ She touched my shoulder, and I turned. ‘Why did you come here?’

The young couple were watching me with unfriendly eyes, but the older woman was plainly curious.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘could we speak alone for a moment?’

She looked back at her companions then nodded. The man did not look pleased, the woman was too busy weeping to care what went on, and they were both too far away to listen in anyway.

‘I am here,’ I whispered, ‘because of a curious coincidence. But it is city business, you understand, and I must ask you to talk of it to no one.’

She nodded. City Business was an excellent way to make sure people kept quiet; no one wanted the Roundhorn’s ventran kicking their door in because they said the wrong thing. The woman glanced at Whisper.

‘She can be trusted with anything you have to say to me,’ I said. The woman considered for a moment, then shrugged and visibly relaxed. I felt guilty for what I was about to do, but not guilty enough not to do it. I leaned in close. ‘I am investigating a crime involving a man with similar wounds to your hivver.’

She looked shocked, glanced back at the gallows and then looked away. ‘Gryunt stole from the people he set up contracts for, and tried to steal from a Spurrier.’ She would not meet my eye. ‘There is no doubt in it.’

‘They are two very different crimes,’ I said. ‘The stealing from contracts is a secret one, and not uncommon among contracteers. Burglary is far more daring. Was he a daring man?’

She stared at me, and I wondered what she was thinking.

‘He was not,’ she said. ‘I must admit, I was surprised when I was told the city guard had taken him in for burglary. I can only think he was desperate, looking for some way to pay back those he had stolen from.’ What she said made sense, I supposed.

‘That is where he got the burns?’ I said, pointing to my face.

She nodded, momentarily unable to speak. The sequence of events did not sound implausible. But at the same time, considering what had happened to me, and his connection to that, it felt far too convenient. Though probably not to Gryunt Bardif.

‘Do you know the name of the Spurrier he targeted?’ A pause, while she thought. ‘It does not matter,’ I added, ‘the secant guard will know. I do not mean to distress you.’

‘The Rends,’ she said. That surprised me. The Rends were very rich, so extremely well guarded. Gryunt Bardif must have been a skilled jack indeed to get inside their house. It did not chime with what his sivver said of a desperate man trying to steal whatever he could to pay back debts. There were far easier targets than a well-guarded Spurrier. ‘They told me that was how he got the burn as you said,’ she continued, ‘from stealing spurrying chemicals. And his jaw was broken by one of their guards. He could not speak, not even to say goodbye.’

I nodded. Gryunt was a friend of the murdered Dirrivan Murser and the mysterious large, bearded man. Then he turned up here with the same wounds I gave Malkin’s murderer, executed so I could not interrogate the body. Someone was cleaning up after themselves, though it seemed needlessly complex. Far easier to just make Gryunt Bardif vanish. Elbay was full of furnaces.

‘Is there anything else, Mortedant?’

‘No,’ I said, still thinking.

‘Then I must go.’ She suppressed a sob. ‘Or I will be unable to follow my hivver.’

‘Of course.’ She began to walk away, and as she did her words filtered through into my mind. ‘Wait,’ I said, ‘follow him where? He is dead.’

She continued to walk, leading me further from the gallows. ‘Follow him to the Howling Lord. I will go and wait in the ringfire wastes.’ There was no emotion on her face. Once it had been normal for one partner to follow the other to their pyre when they died. But such things had long ago been outlawed.

‘But that is illegal,’ I said.

‘Mortedant,’ she said softly, ‘you should well know that, in Elbay, if you have a few coins nothing is illegal.’

‘But surely you have somewhere to go?’ I pointed back towards the young couple. ‘Look, your family is waiting.’

‘Sadly, they want little to do with me.’

‘Then there must be someone who would employ you?’

She shook her head. ‘The sivver of a criminal, in this city? No, Mortedant. I’d make an excellent housekeeper, I have the skills, but no one of any worth would ever employ me now.’

‘Of course they would,’ I said. I could not stand the idea of a perfectly healthy human sitting out in the wastes waiting for the ringfire to end them. It seemed right to give her some hope.

‘That is kind,’ she said, ‘but not true. Would you employ someone like me?’

‘Well, yes.’

The woman stepped closer and took my hands. ‘You truly are a kind man, Mortedant,’ she said. ‘And I accept the position.’

‘What?’

‘I will need your address.’

‘But I have no money. I can offer little more than a roof and—’

‘That is one more roof than I have now.’

‘I did not mean to—’

‘We have made a verbal contract,’ she said, ‘and it is quite binding as I am sure you are aware. Your companion witnessed it.’

I looked to Whisper, she shrugged, and I felt a fool. It was always best to watch what you said around a contracteer, or even the sivver of one. Now there was no way out. I had somehow managed to get myself a housekeeper – and she was the partner of a man who had been involved in the murder I was trying to solve.

Maybe it would be useful, to keep her close. I sighed and looked over at the young man. He was talking quietly with a secant guard and throwing an odd, unpleasant look my way.

‘Your address, please,’ said Sivver Bardif. Reluctantly, I gave it.



I hoped that Mirial would be back at my rooms, but she was not. So Whisper cleaned her weapons and I thought about how my life had suddenly spiralled out of control. Not too long ago it had been simple, and driven by only two wishes: to get enough Mortedant work to live upon, and to carry on with my spurrying experiments, which fascinated me in a way I could not explain. Truthfully, it was less an interest and more a compulsion, but one which life had denied me now, at least until the oster was gone. She was practically a spy for the Mortedants’ Priory. Then there was Mirial. She seemed to be a rebel and may well accept my interests, but I did not know her well enough to chance that yet.

My hands fair itched to get at my spurrying supplies. With every breath I was aware of my closing fate, a low-level panic waiting to overtake me. In spurrying I was sure I could forget, leave it behind – if only while I performed my experiments, but that would still be welcome.

Once I had dreamed of more than just making a living as a Mortedant. I had wanted to push my skills in unheard-of ways. But life – or rather the death of Kuridan – had taken that opportunity from me. The spurrying offered another way to push myself, to find something new.

But now it seemed I had acquired a fast-talking housekeeper with a grasp of contracteering, and I could not risk her finding out about my illicit activities. If she turned up, which I hoped she would not.

I was in a bad mood.

Whisper continued to sharpen her sword and the noise went through me, each slide of her whetstone setting my teeth on edge.

‘What is your real name?’

The smooth stone she was using came to a halt on the blade. ‘Whisper,’ she said, and went back to her work.

‘No,’ I said, ‘not what we call you. What is your real name? Spoken in your own language?’

The stone slowed then stopped again. She looked at me. It was strange, to have someone’s entire attention focused on you. Humans very rarely do this, they are nearly always distracted, thinking about something else and only sharing part of their attention. But not the oster. Her entire being was focused on me. When she gave her attention, she gave it all.

‘You could not say it.’ Once more the stone began to move and her concentration returned to the blade.

‘I did not ask how to say it. I want to know it.’ Even to myself I sounded irascible and needlessly quarrelsome. Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew it was because of the execution I had seen, how it had reminded me that my own was fast approaching.

The stone stopped. I once more became the focus of her attention. Had I insulted her? I did not know the ways of her people, nor had I ever been interested in them. They were just another unhuman race from outside the city. She blinked, then her head bobbed a couple of times as if she heard some music I could not.

‘You were worried for the Murser woman and her children.’

‘The Murser woman?’ It seemed to me an odd thing for her to say, a strange change of direction. ‘Well, I suppose, yes. She may be unpleasant, but she has done nothing wrong. She does not deserve to be hurt.’

Whisper made a very quiet sound, a sort of affirmative grunt.

Then she sang.

It was a song like nothing else I had ever heard. Her mouth did not move, only opened, and the sound came from deep within her. No, not sound, sounds. It was not one sound, there were many – a deep tone, a high one and a mid one. The sounds crossed and turned and twisted around one another in a way that felt entirely alien to me and yet was also strangely comforting. My bad mood was washed away by her song, and I felt like I was no longer in a small and smelly room in Elbay. I was no longer in fear of my life. I was somewhere far away, with fresh winds and endless horizons.

Then it was gone, and I was back here and small and scared. When I finally spoke, it was so quietly that I could barely even hear myself. ‘What does it mean?’

She did not reply immediately. Instead she studied me. I felt like I may wither beneath her gaze. It possessed the totality of attention she had given before, only more so, as if she had some seventh sense that I lacked and was using it to inspect me within, as well as without.

‘The nearest I can get, in your words,’ she said haltingly, ‘would be this: The Gentle Wash of the Sea Across the Shingle on a Night Where the Moon Provides Guidance for the Lost.’ She sounded so very sad as she spoke.

‘That is poetry.’ My words were breathless, lost in wonder.

‘It is only a name.’

‘Do you like being called Whisper?’

‘It is better than being called “Shingle”.’ The stone started again, and I wondered if she had made a joke.

After a time, where I still felt as though I was listening to the echoes of her song, I spoke again. ‘Is the sea as big as they say?’

She nodded. ‘Bigger. It never ends. It is everything. It is freedom.’

‘Then why are you here and not there?’

‘Because I was paid to look after you.’

‘No, I mean in Elbay. Why come here?’

The stone stopped once more. Except this time it came to a halt with the long, slow, definite motion of something heavy coming to rest. ‘Because I am not welcome in Oknusoka.’ Before I could ask any more, she added, ‘Will you take what they have given you?’

‘What?’

‘The burned man. They have given you a way out. Say he was the killer, and you are safe.’

I could have slapped myself for not seeing that. Even if, unlikely as it was, Gryunt Bardif’s death and burns had been a coincidence, it was one that could save me. I need only identify him as my attacker and I was free. I was about to say more when I heard footsteps on the stairs. They sounded young and athletic, coming up two at a time if I was not mistaken. Mirial burst into the room.

‘Any success?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ she shouted breathlessly, ‘but something very odd is happening outside. There is a woman with a lot of boxes arguing with Sivver Gurtis.’ She pointed back down the stairs. ‘She says she is our housekeeper?’

‘Ah.’ I stood up and took a deep breath. ‘Well …’
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CHAPTER 17


Fireday

Two Days to Execution

It should be said that a girl as young and downtier as Mirial should not have been able to make me feel quite as uncomfortable as she did.

‘So if I understand correctly’ – she undoubtably did – ‘you tracked down a man involved in the killing of my brother? Then invited his partner here, to live with us as a housekeeper?’ She had her hands on her hips, something I had come to recognize as a sign of her temper being less than good.

‘It’s not that simple.’

‘It sounds that simple.’

‘She was going to let herself burn in the ringfire.’

‘Good for her.’

‘And the whole business,’ I told her, ‘is far too much of a coincidence. I feel like I am being handed a solution.’ She opened her mouth to say something but I cut her off. ‘They could have thrown him in a furnace or down a sewer where he would never be found. Instead they present a body with the same burns as Malkin’s killer. In doing so they give me an excuse to walk away.’

‘And will you?’ she said, hands on her hips, chin jutting out.

‘No,’ I said.

That seemed to calm her a little. She sat at the table. ‘Maybe if you’d got to him more quickly,’ she said, looking up at me, ‘you could have made him your housekeeper and asked him.’

‘His sivver had nothing to do with Malkin’s death.’

‘You know that, do you?’ She had a remarkably forceful way for a girl so young.

‘I am reasonably sure.’

‘Reasonably is not sure.’

‘It may also be that she knows more than she thinks she does, Mirial.’ I really wanted her to stop talking. ‘What better way to find out than to have her near us.’

Mirial sat. Then stood up. Then sat back down. ‘Well. I suppose that makes a sort of sense.’

‘I do not do things without a reason.’

Whisper snorted. Mirial was staring at me but now her expression had changed. She looked confused.

‘What is it now, Mirial?’ I asked.

‘Malkin was right about you,’ she said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, if you just said this Gryunt killed Malkin, I wouldn’t know any different, and it would take the noose from your neck.’ I suppose she had a point there. Why did I not do that? It was clearly what someone wanted me to do. I would be safe, the Mortedants’ Priory happy.

I failed him.

‘But I would know it wasn’t him, Mirial.’ I snapped the words out. ‘And it wouldn’t be right.’

She thought about that for a moment, then nodded to herself. ‘You’re an odd one, you are, Mortedant Hasp.’

‘Now less talk of my decisions, which you should not be questioning, and more of what you found out today.’

She stared at me in a most impertinent manner. Then shrugged. ‘Well, I found your market trader, Veron.’

‘Good,’ I said. ‘And what did he have to say?’

‘A lot, actually. On account of he had got it into his head you could get your neck stretched for selling toptier drugs to lowtier people and that I would turn a blind eye to it if he ’elped me out, see. A notion of which I did not disabuse him. When I told him they’d made people ill, he couldn’t talk fast enough.’

‘Why would he tell a young girl all this?’ growled Whisper from behind me.

Mirial turned around to look at Whisper with a sly grin on her face. ‘’Cos he believed that young girl was working with the guard.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

She placed a steel badge on the table, of the type guards wore on their arm to identify themselves. ‘’Cos I ‘ad this.’

‘Where did you get that?’ I said.

‘Fell off a guard,’ she replied with a feigned innocence.

‘Mirial!’ I hissed, swiping the badge off the table and hiding it in my robes. ‘You cannot steal things, you are a Mortedant’s neophyte now.’

‘Got the job done though.’

‘And if you are caught, they will hang you,’ I told her. ‘I already have your brother’s death weighing down my shoulder. If I have yours weighing down the other, I shall sink.’

She looked almost surprised, then shrugged. ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘these grinberries. Proper rare and not just a medicine. Also a drug.’ She looked from me to Whisper as if expecting something, then carried on. ‘Thing is, they grow out in the wilds and are right hard to find. The small amount that comes into the city goes straight up toptier. So when our Sivver Murser offers them to him, he’s quick to take her up on it ’cos he knows he can sell ’em.’

‘I see,’ I said.

‘You do?’ said Mirial.

‘The poison used on you is called agtan,’ I told her. ‘Whisper knew it. Made from berries that are easily mistaken for grinberries. If the poisoner had the poison, most likely he had some of the berries which are its source. All our poisoner had to do was mix a handful of poisonous berries into Dirrivan Murser’s supply.’

‘What he did not eat,’ said Whisper, ‘would become mixed up with the other berries. One alone is enough to kill a human. But it would be slow, quicker if he ate a few.’

‘You had him destroy the rest of his supply?’ I asked Mirial.

‘He’d already sold them, job lot, to a club who, as he put it all hoity-toity, “enjoyed the finer things in life”. And guess what?’

I was quite sure I could guess, but decided not to rob Mirial of her moment. ‘What?’

‘Club was made up of the names on your list from the chapel, and its Confider, Glieb.’

‘So,’ I said, ‘one mystery is solved at least. And we can be confident that Dirrivan Murser’s berries were the method of his murder.’

‘Thing is though, Hasp,’ Mirial said, and now she had a big smile on her face, ‘Veron told me only one bloke brings ’em into the city. And guess what?’

‘He is a big man, with a beard?’ I said.

‘Shiny button for you,’ said Mirial. ‘I found him too.’

‘Describe him to me.’

‘Big, beard, black hair and he had a bandage on his face. A big one.’

The rasp of stone on blade stopped. ‘Covering a burn?’ said Whisper.

‘Hard to tell, what with the bandage and all. People are always wearing bandages. Lots of things’ll smack you in the face in Elbay.’

‘The Mortedant threw aerant in the face of his attacker,’ said Whisper.

‘How come you had that lying about? It’s dangerous,’ said Mirial. Not a question I wanted her to ask.

‘A client left it.’

‘Did you upset them?’ said Mirial.

‘Aerants are valuable,’ I told her. Although that was foolish as all the really valuable ones were for spurrying, and though she was an annoying child, she was not a stupid one. ‘Tell us more about this man,’ I said, before she thought too much about it.

‘Oh, right. I saw him in the second drinking hole the market trader sent me to. Recognized him straight away ‘cos he really is big. His name’s Keon, or something like it. I heard someone call him it.’

‘You followed him?’

She nodded and a huge grin spread across her face. ‘Yes.’

‘I very definitely told you not to take any risks.’

‘It weren’t a risk, no one pays attention to street rats. And it were more useful than asking around about him which would draw attention.’

‘You don’t know that, because you didn’t do as you were told.’

‘If I did as I was told, I wouldn’t know what I know,’ she said. ‘About the bearded man.’

‘That is not the point,’ I told her. ‘You are my neophyte and—’

‘I ’ave to behave. We’ve already established that.’ She crossed her arms.

‘What do you know, Mirial?’ said Whisper, interrupting the growing argument. I straightened my robes.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘what do you know?’

‘I know that he has connections among the Worshipful.’

‘Oh?’ That was of interest, seeing as one had tried to kill me in the riot.

‘And he is involved in the festival.’

‘Oh,’ I said again.

‘See, I followed him. He met up with a group of Blankers. They were clear and obvious acquainted. Some of ’em went off to be annoying, as they do. Rest went with him to a first-tier chapel, the Chapel of the Eternal Hum.’

‘What did he do there?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘They went in but there were a whole load of Howlers outside and that lot, the Cult of the Ascendant, are lunatics. They knew him, right pally they were. Some went in the chapel with him.’

‘Blankers and Howlers together?’ I said. ‘That makes no sense. The Blankers are hedonists for the festival and the Howlers believe anything fun is an affront to the Howling Lord.’

‘Well’ – Mirial shrugged – ‘that was when I remembered you said I shouldn’t do anything dangerous.’ I wished for a second she had found out more, but if she had tried she may well be dead, and I did not want her hurt. Despite the fact she was often very bad at doing what she was told, I definitely did not want her hurt.

‘I do not understand this city,’ said Whisper. ‘I do not understand why the boy Malkin and these other people died. I do not understand why they draw attention to one of their own on a scaffold. It seems foolishly complex.’

‘Just ’cos someone is a criminal, don’t mean they’re clever,’ said Mirial.

‘Or maybe they are clever,’ I said and leaned on the table. I could feel Mirial and Whisper’s eyes locked on to me. ‘I think I see a path through this.’ I stood; I enjoyed pacing while thinking. ‘Imagine you are about some task you do not want anyone else to know about, and are prepared to kill to keep it quiet. You have a plan to silence those you have worked with, who – for whatever reason – you do not trust.’

‘Dirrivan Murser and Gryunt Bardif?’ said Mirial.

‘Exactly. Dirrivan with the poisoned berries, then Gryunt Bardif with the poisoned will. It is neat. Murser dies, you find some excuse to have the family request the copy of the will, and Bardif as the contracteer retrieves it, then dies. No one will see any link. Questions are unlikely to be asked.’

‘The will may poison others if it is found with Gryunt Bardif’s body,’ said Whisper.

I nodded. Paced. ‘Yes, but our killer is no fool; he has thought this through. He knows the contracteer. We can presume it would not be hard for him to substitute an unpoisoned copy of the will.’ I continued to stride up and down the kitchen. ‘But then something unforeseen happens to upset the plan. Murser’s sivver requests a Mortedant.’

‘But the priory turned her down,’ said Whisper. ‘Are they in on this?’

For a moment I thought of Farrah Bispham’s unpleasant friend, Hunrist Carfille. It was he who had made sure I was watched by the oster. He had also taken great delight in my misfortune.

‘It is not impossible, but also quite likely they were simply not interested in some penniless downtier woman.’ I looked at Mirial, then glanced at Whisper. I did not want my priory involved, as that would put me in even more danger – though the oster had showed no signs of wanting to harm me. In fact, entirely the opposite. ‘All is fine and going to plan for our bearded man, until Malkin overhears a rumour about someone wanting to engage the services of a Mortedant.’

‘That was me,’ said Mirial quietly. I stopped talking. She looked very small, head down, hands clasped together on the table. ‘Not Malkin, me. I overheard someone saying about the Murser woman, and how she was owed some coin but her hivver died. Told Malkin, thought it would get him in your good books.’ She half sighed and half sobbed. ‘He died because of me.’

We were silent then, and a tear tracked down her face.

‘No, Mirial,’ I said, and almost reached out to place a hand on her arm but stopped before I touched her. ‘It is no more your fault than it is Malkin’s for telling me about Sivver Murser, or me for attending. The fault lies with those who committed these acts, not those who are their victims.’ She nodded but did not reply. ‘But now they have a problem. A Mortedant, me, has attended the death of Dirrivan Murser. The killer cannot know what I have found out from the man and cannot risk me interfering with his plans, whatever they may be.’

‘So he kills Malkin, and has a go at you,’ said Mirial.

‘Yes, but he is burned trying to finish me. And now people are looking for a man with a burned face. Suddenly the bearded man is a liability to whatever it is he is planning to do.’

‘So he scars Gryunt Bardif the same way he is,’ said Mirial.

‘And his jaw was broken,’ said Whisper, ‘to stop him speaking. A culprit for the murders is provided.’ She turned her heavy head to look at me, and when she spoke she sounded genuinely puzzled. ‘But why would they think you would act on this when you know it is not true?’

‘Because justice in this city, Whisper, is barely worth the name. No one cares about the truth when there is an easy option.’

‘S’true,’ said Mirial.

‘But you would know the truth,’ said the oster.

‘He would,’ said Mirial, ‘but they reckon that he’s like them. That given a way to easily save himself from the noose he’ll take it.’ She looked up at me. ‘But you ain’t like them, are you, Hasp?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I am not.’

‘We must find this Keon then,’ said Whisper.

‘No,’ said Mirial, ‘’cos I have some bad news.’ She looked around, milking the moment like some cheap mummer on a stage. ‘He in’t your man.’

‘Why do you think that?’ It seemed a very odd conclusion for her to draw.

‘’Cos he’s the Broken Crow, and the Broken Crow don’t kill poor people. He helps us.’

For a moment I could not speak. Kuridan’s alias kept cropping up and I had no wish to think of him. I took a deep breath. ‘Why do you think that, Mirial?’

‘I told you, I followed him from the drinking hole to the chapel.’ She was clearly enjoying that she had something new to reveal to us, while I was quite annoyed she had kept it back.

‘And?’ I said.

‘And all the way there, he were giving handfuls of minors away to anyone who looked a bit down or out of luck. Him and his Blankers. They didn’t even play any tricks, just told people they should attend the festival to perk ’em up, like. Kept saying it would be the best ever, that they had a great gift.’

‘I do not like the sound of that,’ I said.

‘I saw him paint on a wall, “The Broken Crow Lives”.’ She looked up at me. ‘Broken Crow’s a good’un. He is.’ She seemed wedded to the idea, and it had driven away the guilt she had been feeling over her brother.

‘Who is this Broken Crow?’ said Whisper. ‘I see the name scrawled everywhere.’

‘He was a revolutionary,’ I said softly, and glanced over at Mirial knowing I would have to shatter her illusions. ‘He is dead. I know that because I knew him, he was my friend. For a while at least.’

‘No, he ain’t dead,’ said Mirial. She stood, shouting. ‘He helps people. He started the stink riots that drove most of the weapon manufacturies out the low tiers. And one day he’s going to make things better for us all.’ If only she had met Kuridan towards the end, she would know that was anything but the truth. I had been at his execution. Nothing of him remained except that name, the Broken Crow.

‘Maybe it is a revolution they are planning for the festival,’ said Whisper.

‘Maybe, but the Broken Crow wouldn’t kill Malkin,’ said Mirial, and she crossed her arms and sat back down though the stubborn set did not leave her face. ‘He’s on our side.’

‘Let us put this Keon aside for a moment,’ I said. ‘By trying to be clever and covering up the crime, the killer has actually brought attention to themselves. Given us a new direction.’

‘How?’ said Mirial.

‘The Spurriers,’ said Whisper. ‘The ones who reported the break-in on his property – Rends, were they called?’

‘Exactly.’ For a savage she was quick. ‘The Spurrier is either working with these people, or is somehow beholden to them. I doubt there was ever any break-in – it is all far too convenient.’

‘Why would they be involved?’ asked Whisper. ‘Are they not very powerful already, these Rends?’

‘Some of them,’ I said. ‘But even the great families have less-great offshoots, and they are always vying for chance to rise. Maybe it is some disgruntled cousin who has seen an opportunity?’

‘So we go after this Spurrier,’ said Mirial.

‘Go after who?’ said a voice from the door. We all turned to see Sivver Bardif.

‘Ah, Sivver Bardif,’ I said, standing. ‘Whisper here will help you with your luggage.’

The old woman looked the oster up and down then shrugged. ‘Certainly strong enough.’ She glanced at the armour mannequin. ‘I see she sleeps in here, so which room is mine?’

‘The one you just passed through,’ I told her, and waited for Whisper to make some objection about it being unsafe. But she did not seem to mind the old woman being in the outer room.

‘That room will be a bit draughty,’ said Sivver Bardif.

‘It is all draughty,’ rumbled Whisper.

The woman stared at her, as if surprised such a vast slab of muscle and monochrome flesh could speak. Then shrugged. ‘Well, we’ll make do.’ She turned to Mirial and gave the girl a smile. ‘You should help too, does a girl good to keep busy.’

‘I am neophyte to the—’ she began.

‘She is right, you should help,’ I interrupted. Mirial gave me a most unpleasant look, then slid out of her chair and followed Sivver Bardif and Whisper out of the room.

Truthfully, I would not generally put my own neophyte to such scutwork as carrying boxes for an old lady, but I needed Mirial and the oster out of the way so I could hide the delivery from Vela at Urdantor’s properly. I did not know Sivver Bardif, and should not forget she was the sivver of a man who – though he may not have been a burglar – had been cheating his customers. She did not strike me as the sort of woman who would be unaware of her partner’s misdeeds. I thought it wise to have a better hiding place for my supplies, so went into the back room, listening as the first boxes came up from below in case Mirial or Whisper should decide to come back here. They sounded busy and Sivver Bardif kept up a constant chatter, chiding them to work harder, more quickly, not to shirk, and all in a most friendly tone.

Quietly, I slipped the lock on the door.

I took the leather bag sent by Vela from the Spurriers’ supply shop out of the secret cupboard. Vela had done me proud and within I found six bottles from her shop. Two were subjulum, the finest of the aerants; two were the alluviant, harsh jewel, both the topaz and ruby type. The topaz I knew about, as I had used one to cure Mirial’s poisoning, but the ruby was a pleasant surprise. There were also two bottles of vapour base. As well as this, she had included a rolled-up cloth. At first I thought it was there simply so the bottles did not clash together and make anyone too curious about the bag’s contents, but I was wrong. Vela, knowing I had lost my materials, had also presumed I would have lost my equipment. Wrapped in the cloth was a small spurrybowl, of that odd pearlescent material that only the best Spurriers used. It was chipped around the edges, but I had never found that made any difference to the work. The cloth itself was of the type given to neophytes, and had a simple equasial table painted on it. In the spurrying halls, the tables were painted on the floor, showing the basic patterns and paths of conjuring. These could then be annotated with chalk by whoever worked them. The high Spurriers had huge rooms, their painted floors evolving over many years to include their own calculations and ideas, their specializations and projects.

That was not the reason they painted their workings on the floor. They could quite easily have used a smaller space, but they took power for their creations from the sacrifice of animals; lots of room meant bigger animals. It also made it easier to clean up the blood. It was in this that Vela and I had found an odd confluence of interests. Vela, for all her outer harshness, loved animals. She had been raised on a farm in the wilds, become close to them as pets. Though I had never had an animal as a pet, and had no wish for one, I found killing distasteful. It was as if it triggered something buried deep within me.

It had always felt odd to me that to create a spirit, a creature must die. In my own experiments, at the moment of creation when the chemicals were set and the placement and movement through the angles of the equasial table finished, I had felt something beyond. It was not too far from the feeling of touching the dead, and behind it was a yearning to be. When I had first started, I had made sacrifices. Only small lives, insects mostly. It had been successful but felt to me like a shortcut, as if I proceeded directly to an answer without ever understanding the method. In some of the old books Vela had allowed me to borrow, I had found no mention at all of sacrifice. That definitely suggested that once there had been another way.

It was commonly accepted among the Spurriers that the bigger the spirit and the longer-lived you wanted it to be, the more death it called for. One of the reasons the more extreme sects of the Worshipful – the Howlers and Redhoods – hated the Spurriers so much was that they believed our god was a huge spiritform. Every death in the city fed its power, and with every conjuration the Spurriers were, in effect, stealing from the Howling Lord the energy needed to wake it. The Book of Manol spoke of the destruction of the entire city upon the Howling Lord’s waking. To feed the god, the more extreme sects believed.

It seemed unlikely to me. What use was a god if there was no one left to worship it? Even across the seas, where they say gods still walk, there is life. Those gods have not left their lands barren. The great caravans crawl along their routes and travellers say the gods seem more interested in fighting each other than killing people.

Maybe our Howling Lord was not a thing of spirit, or maybe it had long ago been subsumed into the city like some of the Spurriers said, or maybe it did not exist at all. Not that it really mattered to me; after all, I was unlikely to run into the Howling Lord on the streets of Elbay.

Still, I truly believed there must be a way to raise strong spirits without death – long forgotten I was sure, but a way must exist. Kuridan had believed this too, along with the belief our society was inherently unfair and must be torn down. I could not fix our society, but I could experiment with spurrying. There had been small successes already: I had made tiny lights that hung in the air for a few moments. They had no animal forms or great substance, but were smooth and pleasing to the eye.

My eye, at least.

What mattered was that they had existed. Counter to all received wisdom.

On the cloth sent by Vela were a few small stains, probably from the blood of mice and rats. Neophytes are often given mice and rats to practice with. There were also some smudges where old symbols had been painted. They did not interest me. My own symbols were burned into my mind and my equations written in a very well-hidden set of journals. The cloth was very old. The placement sigils – Nur in the centre, and Dir, Vun, Gehelt, Starn, Bih, Guhre, Jit, Har, Hax, Lans and Nift around it – were faded. I would have to re-ink them before adding my own annotations. It would not do for the barriers to break mid spurry.

A crash from the kitchen, followed by Mirial swearing, made me jump. I bundled up the cloth and quickly packed everything back into the bag as I listened to Sivver Bardif speaking.

‘Oh, don’t worry yourself, my dear. Something is always broken in a move. I think it’s considered good luck. You can pay me back for it another time.’

More swearing from Mirial, this time more heartfelt.

‘Only two more boxes to come,’ said Sivver Bardif.

In the corner of my room was a floorboard that could be lifted, and lift it I did. Beneath it was a secret compartment that Malkin had made for me. He had done very good work, he always did, and a cloud of sadness descended on me again. The compartment was deep and divided into two. One already held my journals, one was empty, and both were lined with wood that Malkin had lovingly varnished. He had been conscientious like that. I took everything from the bag and put the bottles in the hidey-hole, then wrapped the bowl in the cloth and placed them in. With my journals, I placed Dirrivan Murser’s. I still felt there was something in them I had missed. I would come back to them. As I put back the floorboard, I noticed a small ‘M’ carved into the wood and felt a stab into my heart.

‘I will find who wronged you, Malkin,’ I said, ‘and I will look after your sister.’ Then I placed the floorboard back. Next I wrote out a number of notes saying I wished to find a reliable supply of grinberries for a rich client, that I had heard a man named Keon could get them and I would pay a reward for his whereabouts. I would have message-runners take them to all the lowtier markets in case anyone knew of him. I considered trying the hightier ones too, but they would just chase lowtier message-runners away and I could not afford the cost of a spiritform.

Next, I went through to properly speak with my new housekeeper.

I had never met one person who owned so many things.
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CHAPTER 18


Fireday

Two Days to Execution

Sivver Bardif’s belongings had not only filled the outer room, but also spilled into the kitchen. I could not have this. I was facing execution if I could not find Malkin’s killer. I needed room to think.

‘This cannot be,’ I said. ‘When I told you that you could stay, I did not mean for you to turn us into a warehouse.’

‘Oh, it’s only a few things.’ She smiled at me. ‘Mostly clothes, some of Hivver Bardif’s papers – he did love papers – some of his belongings. All the valuable ones anyway.’ I did not want her here, or like the way she had insinuated herself into my life.

‘Surely the valuable things should go towards paying your hivver’s debts?’

‘Oh, they are only valuable to me,’ she said quickly, ‘for sentimental reasons.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘you cannot keep all these boxes in the kitchen.’ There were eight, which was eight too many.

‘Do not worry yourself, Mortedant. You will give yourself a conniption, my dear.’ She gave me a big grin. I had the terrible feeling she was thinking about tweaking my cheek, the way you would with a small child. I would definitely not put up with cheek-tweaking. ‘Once I’ve unpacked there will be less, and no more than a couple of boxes will be left in here.’ She looked at her belongings. ‘Three, maybe four.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I absolutely put my foot down. No boxes in here. You can keep what you can store in your room and no more.’ How quickly this woman had taken over; already I was calling it ‘her’ room when it was actually mine. I was overcome with the oddest feeling, like there were far more than the four of us in the room, like I was being crowded and smothered the same way I had been in the riot. My heart beat fast and the air felt thin and unwholesome. I had flashes of the scaffold, of old Gryunt Bardif as he fell and his neck broke.

‘I must go out,’ the words left me in a rush. ‘There are many things I must do and time is ticking all the while. Mirial, you remain here.’

‘I will not,’ she said, because she was a most impertinent and headstrong child.

‘You will,’ I replied, then I left, almost at a run. Whisper followed me. She was followed closely by Mirial, complaining about how she would not be left behind, and the words were crowding my mind. I pushed them away, refused to listen.

As we reached the bottom of the stairs, Mirial shouted out. ‘He was my brother!’

I stopped on the threshold of the building, the life of Elbay rushing by in its myriad strange colours and ways. I took a deep breath, trying to slow the hammering of my heart and dispel this awful closed in feeling. I found I was using the door-frame to support myself. When I felt I had some semblance of control back, I turned. Mirial stood in the shadows of the building’s stairwell. For all her fury she was on the point of tears. We stood looking at each other, her hands curled into tight little fists. ‘You have to let me help,’ she said, ‘he was my brother.’

I took a deep breath. The air of Elbay was never fresh, always full of something: smoke, the smell of baking or cooking, the stink of unwashed bodies, the strange, stinging scent of a spirit passing close.

‘Mirial.’ I stepped closer and spoke softly. ‘I cannot leave that woman alone in our rooms.’ It was only as I said the words that I knew it was true. ‘I want you to stay here and watch her, dig into her papers if you get the opportunity. She pushed her way into our home.’

‘And you let her.’ Staring, defiant.

‘Yes.’

‘Why is she so interested in being with us?’

Most likely she was simply a downtier grifter I would have to forcefully eject, but as the sivver of Gryunt Bardif, there was a chance she was part of whatever was happening. We would need to be careful.

‘I do not know. I do not know much about her.’

‘You don’t know nothing about me either,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘I just pushed myself into your life.’

‘Well, that was—’

‘Did my brother ever speak of me?’

‘He was busy, he always—’

‘See, you do not know nothing about me,’ she said again, more forcefully. She was right. I could feel the bulk of Whisper behind me, waiting. Was she wondering what I would say? What I would do? If I would send the girl away now she had pointed out she could be anyone?

‘You remind me of him,’ I told her.

She took a deep, ragged breath and swallowed. ‘There are a hundred street children that have a look of my brother,’ she said. ‘Lack of food, hard living. It wears us away, makes us all look hollow and aged when we’re only young.’

I shook my head, took off my floppy hat so my long hair – in need of washing – hung free. ‘It is more than just a look.’ I squeezed the hat between my hands. ‘It is a way you have. A mannerism. Sometimes I will catch you from the corner of my eye and think you are Malkin. You are his sister, and if not, you were close enough to him that you spent a lot of time around him.’

She stared. For a moment I thought she would begin to shout again but when she spoke she did so very quietly, almost too quietly for me to hear with the bustle of the street behind me.

‘I will watch this woman, Mortedant Hasp, and see what she is about.’ She turned and vanished up the stairs. I heard a noise from behind me, a sort of affirmative grunt from the oster.

‘What?’ I snapped at her. She shrugged, and I could not help feeling she was giving me some sort of approval. Not that I needed the approval of a savage from beyond the wilds. ‘We should go uptier, find the house of this Spurrier who was robbed.’

As ever, nothing in Elbay was simple. First we visited the secant office of the local guards; like any other official of the city they would have a spirit board, and on that we would be able to find details of crimes on the tiers. If it was a quiet day Gryunt Bardif’s execution would not have moved off the board yet. If I was lucky, not too many questions would be asked.

The vex behind the desk was, thankfully, not the same one who had arrested me for Malkin’s murder. He wore the ‘V’ of his rank and badge of the guard proudly. I suspected if he had polished the badge any more the letters and numbers would have been worn off it. He had the air of a man who enjoyed minor officialdom and the small power it allowed him to exercise over others. Behind him was the spirit board, a huge black square with names and reports scrolling down it as they came in, clickety clacking with each change.

‘Mortedant Hasp,’ he said as I approached the desk. I was relatively well known among the officials of the third tier, being an official myself. ‘What is it this time? Neighbours too noisy? A suspicious-looking man loitering outside the window? Rubbish in the street too smelly?’

It appeared I had dealt with this man before.

‘It is an official matter.’

‘Oh, come to admit to murder, have you?’ So he had heard. Being reminded of it felt like it slowed my blood.

‘No.’ I did not want to get into that. ‘Earlier today, a man named Gryunt Bardif was executed. I require details of his crime.’

‘Why?’ He made no attempt to help, and behind him the spirit board hissed and hummed. He gave me a very large smile, one that I am sure he did not mean. He had a scar on his forehead, sooty and dark against his pale skin.

‘Mortedant business.’

‘But if that man was executed, then surely there is no need for a Mortedant. In fact, I am sure it is against the law for one to be involved.’ I very much disliked minor officials, and especially the type who knew just enough of the rules to make my life difficult.

‘There is talk that he may have been involved in the murder of my neophyte.’ The guard eyed me suspiciously. ‘Of course, as it was your own secant office that has allowed me to investigate this, I do not imagine you would want to stand in my way.’

He gave me a look. It was not a pleasant look.

‘Of course not,’ said the guard. He turned and went to the spirit board.

‘Gryunt Bardif,’ I said. He ignored me, putting his hand on the board and waiting for it to react to him. A small square of the spirit board cleared and he moved between me and the report, so I could not see it. These were the actions of a child, not a grown man, and I was quite ready to tell him that but Whisper spoke first.

‘What does it say?’ Whisper asked. He turned, looking the oster up and down.

‘Well, answer her,’ I added. He looked me up and down.

‘Fifth-tier crime, Mortedant,’ he said.

‘And?’

‘Well, I, a lowly third-tier vex, cannot simply give out details of a fifth-tier crime, can I?’

‘But he was executed here. On the third tier.’

The guard looked at me like I was an idiot. ‘Well, of course he was.’ He talked in the way one would to a child, a child who was rather simple. ‘They don’t want any old downtier urdy-burdies hanging from their fancy ropes on fifth, do they?’

‘Fifth tier? Are you sure?’ I said. ‘The crime was against the Rends, and their house, Seven Crows, is on the sixth tier.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t know about that.’

‘But you have the details of the crime. There.’ I pointed at the board.

‘Oh, yes,’ he said again. He was quite jolly, which I found very irritating. ‘I do indeed. But can’t give ’em out. You’ll have to go up to five S four.’ I considered arguing with him, but he was exactly the type who knew the rule book word by word and page by page, and I had no doubt he was technically right. ‘That’s the fifth-tier secant office in the fourth secant,’ he added.

‘I know how an address works,’ I snapped.

‘Good for you, Mortedant,’ he said.

‘Come on, Whisper.’ I turned on my heel. ‘We must go uptier.’

As we left, the vex shouted a cheery, ‘See you on the scaffold, Mortedant!’

The journey to the fifth tier was uneventful, though the roads were full of go-slows and loiterers, some of whom I had to bodily push out of the way to get past. Every time I saw a group of Blankers up to foolish tricks, I worried they might actually be working with the bearded man, watching me. Still, the fact the crime happened on the fifth tier, and not the sixth where Mirodel Rends’ house was, gave some weight to my theory of a disgruntled cousin. No sixth-tier family would ever consider moving downwards unless forced into it.

The fifth tier was as beautiful as ever, the buildings much larger and cleaner, and it was thankfully free of Blankers. The Soil Road became the Serpent Road in the fourth tier with no real fanfare, but in the fifth it widened and there were parks, some with fountains. We approached the secant office I had been told to visit, only to once more be given the run around. This time, I was told it was not the right secant office. I must go to the secant office in the third district. There was little point arguing; the guards of the fifth tier and above were just as officious as those on the tiers below, but worse with it as they also believed themselves better than everyone below them. I let them have their fun. It was not like I could do much about it.

In the office of the guard of the fifth tier in the third secant, I waited for whatever foolishness they would try to use to delay me, or waylay me, or simply just annoy me – all things I very much believed an official of the Roundhorn of Elbay Castle should have been above.

What they eventually told me, I could barely believe.

‘What do you mean, taken off the board?’

The vex running the office did not speak, not straight away. She was too busy frowning at me and Whisper.

‘Kindly keep your voice down, Hivver.’ Using a generic term rather than my correct title was very fifth tier. ‘We are not used to downtier behaviour in this office.’

‘Downtier!’

She raised an eyebrow.

I lowered my voice. ‘I’ll have you know I was born on the fifth tier.’

‘You seem to have lost your accent.’

I did not reply, not immediately. It would have involved raising my voice once more.

When I did, I spoke remarkably calmly considering the way she was acting. ‘Are you sure all records are gone? They are meant to be kept on the spirit boards for a full day. That is how it is done.’

‘Open records,’ she said, as if speaking to an idiot, ‘are kept on the spirit boards. But closed crimes, which this one is, are removed.’

‘But it was there not half an hour ago when I was in the third-tier secant office.’

‘Must have gone between you leaving there and arriving here then,’ she said. ‘How unlucky for you.’

‘Does it not strike you, Vex, that it is a little suspicious? Maybe even convenient for someone, since I am looking into a murder?’

‘Records are wiped all the time, Hivver.’

‘I’m a Mortedant.’

‘So I see’ – she smiled at me – ‘Hivver.’ I did not like this woman any more than the previous guards I had come across. Less, in fact.

‘The record is gone forever then?’ said Whisper.

The vex turned from me to look at the oster. ‘Your kind are not allowed up here without—’ Whisper took out her papers from the Mortedants’ Priory and handed them over. The vex combed through them and eventually nodded. Then she spent a moment deciding whether she was prepared to speak to one of the sea people or not. ‘The master spirit board, in Elbay Castle, will hold the details.’

‘All we need to know,’ I said, ‘is which property Gryunt Bardif broke into. It is your secant, so surely you will—’

‘It will be in the report,’ she said, with a very unpleasant smile.

‘The Rends are a rich family, you must have heard talk of—’

‘The Rends have many offshoots, and as you say they are a very rich and well-respected family. It would not do to gossip about them.’ It became clear she had no intention of helping. ‘Enjoy the castle, Hivver.’ She gave me a nod and a smirk, because I was sure she knew I would not. No one enjoyed visiting Elbay Castle.
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CHAPTER 19


Fireday

Two Days to Execution

Elbay Castle. The seventh tier, the highest.

The tiers of the city became progressively more beautiful as you ascended, paler in their stone and more intricate in their architecture. Elbay Castle existed in opposition to that trend. It squatted, dark and brutal, on top of the tiers like rot in a tooth. Crows constantly wheeled above as if it was a reliable source of carrion. Maybe it was.

Many in the lower tiers will whisper about how those who enter Elbay Castle never leave it. Though the same people also make the pilgrimage to the castle, to walk around the crown of the battlements and look down upon the great dome the ringfire pylons spring from. It is said the dome hides the Howling Lord from unworthy eyes. As the pilgrims walk they pass under the ringfire pylons which stick out at an angle over the battlements like spikes on a crown, and touch each one for luck. When they have done a full circle, they throw a coin onto the top of the dome and wish for the blessings of the god within the city.

They all manage to leave, but it does not stop their superstitions.

Of course, it may be that I was being a little unfair there. They snaked up the paths and around the outside of the huge walls to walk around the battlements and turrets, passing beneath the furious energy of the pylons and thinking the fact their hair stood on end was the blessing of the god within.

But they never actually got to go inside Elbay Castle itself.

Few did.

From this sprung the idea that those who entered never left. Elbay was not a castle the likes of which you would read about in fanciful stories or that we are told exist far beyond the wilds. It was not filled with soldiers and had no great army. It did not invite lines of the rich and powerful to fill its halls with the light and the gaiety of feasts. It did not host vassals, or welcome those who wished to ask for favours. Elbay Castle brooded atop the city while the pylons exploded into fire in an eccentric sequence and Niofa the Roundhorn, its sole occupant for all most of us knew, watched us and occasionally pronounced edicts all must follow. We had a City Council of the rich and powerful, but not even they would go against a proclamation from Castle Elbay.

Niofa had ruled Elbay for as long as the city had existed. Certainly, I did not know of anyone who remembered any other ruler. Few had seen him, her, it? Not everyone believed it exists. Occasionally we saw the ventran guards, but it was hard to see them as human. The Worshipful believed that Niofa had the ear of the Howling Lord, their slumbering god, and for that reason they would never move against the Roundhorn. The Spurriers said they believed Niofa was heir to great secrets, and they curried Niofa’s favour in hope these secrets would be shared. The Mortedants relied on the castle to maintain what power they had, and the Pipers? Well, who knew about the Pipers. The people of the city sometimes forgot the power of Elbay and rose up, as they did in the stink riots which destroyed a number of weapon manufacturies in the lower tiers. Then the ventran arrived and delivered a violent reminder of the castle’s power.

We walked through the sixth tier and towards the tiergate but found the queue for pilgrimage stretched back halfway into the first secant. We were forced to join, despite saying that we were not approaching for pilgrimage and wanted the castle, not its outer walls. The guards did not care. The line was three people wide and hundreds long. It was a good-natured thing, this place of waiting. People of every type were here; proud scions of the priories had to wait alongside the downhearted and down at heel. Families came together, chattering of the good fortune they expected the pilgrimage to bring. None were given preferential treatment; all were equal before the Howling Lord.

Although some were apparently equal while surrounded by personal guards or sat in luxuriant spirit carriages.

Those nearest me were keeping a safe distance from the oster, though Whisper was not the only one of her kind here. Further up the line I could see more of them, most likely working as bodyguards for the rich and powerful. She showed no interest in them. Maybe that is the way of her people. Along the lines walked sellers, some with food, some with water. Others carried heated stones wrapped in wool that you could put in your pockets to protect your hands against the chill air. Alongside them were Worshipful, clad in cloaks or rags or whatever their current sect demanded. Some begged, some handed out food, some spoke quietly of the Howling Lord and wished well for those who came to make a blessing on the dome. Redhoods watched silently and fanatics of the Cult of Ascension harangued the crowd, told them they were weak and foolish things who existed only to serve the Howling Lord, chanting, ‘In our blood, let them rise! In our deaths, let them live!’ And each and every one of the Worshipful sects tried to ensure the supplicants threw more coins down the castle walls and onto the dome than they could afford. It was one of the ways the Worshipful Priory made its coin. All that was offered to the dome was gathered and shared among the different sects.

They did well from it.

Thankfully the Worshipful did not bother me. Once, Mortedants and Worshipful had been closely aligned, almost friendly even. It was standard in our blessings to ask the Howling Lord to look after the dead. Then, as our priory became more powerful in its own right, the link with the Worshipful became weaker, which the Worshipful were obviously not pleased about. And they do like to hold a grudge. Though, to be fair, I generally found they disliked everyone. Even if I was not a Mortedant it was unlikely they would have approached me with Whisper there; they considered all of the various oster peoples to be wicked, and to be around them made you somehow wicked as well – or made them wicked, and they had to whip it out of themselves, or cut bits of themselves off.

It is difficult to understand the draw of joining one of the more fanatical cults of Worshipful.

As the line moved forward, we were forced nearer to a group of Howlers from the Cult of Ascension. Some were dressed in ragged filthy robes, some almost nude, all wailing about how death was the only gift the Howling Lord required of us. ‘Join him! Join Him! He brings the joy of death! Join him!’ They came across as quite mad, and those on the pilgrimage were more amused than anything by them, pelting them with leftover food and small stones. Suffering only increased their fervour.

A woman approached me. Young, but ragged and worn down by the city.

‘Mortedant,’ she said, ‘my mother passed a year ago but left no will. My uncle keeps what small coin she had from us, which I do not care about. But there were some keepsakes and …’ Her voice died away. Then she cleared her throat and started again. ‘We kept the bones and I wondered if—’

‘I do not work for free, and I doubt you could afford even the basic fee,’ I told her.

She bowed her head. ‘We are not rich. But I will give half of all we have just to—’ She bit back a sob. I am used to people grieving. It is mostly tiresome but, and maybe it was the travails I had recently been through, I felt for the girl. ‘I only really want to know her last thoughts. We had fought.’

I turned away to find Whisper studying me most intently. It made me feel quite uncomfortable.

‘What?’ I asked the oster. She shrugged in a disapproving manner. Quite a feat when in so much heavy, rusty armour.

‘You could help her, Mortedant,’ growled the oster in a low voice. I felt as if her disapproval were a weight upon me. I tried to ignore it, but her stare was most insistent.

‘If I do,’ I hissed, ‘she will tell others, and I will have the whole low city at my door.’

The oster said nothing, which was worse than her saying something. I turned back to the woman.

‘Do you have something with which to write down my address?’

‘I don’t have my letters, Mortedant,’ she said. Of course she didn’t.

‘Here,’ said Whisper, and she held a small bit of charcoal between her massive claws.

I wrote down my address on a piece of rag and gave it to the woman. ‘Ask someone in your secant who can read, they will send you to me.’

The woman bowed. ‘Oh, thank you,’ she said, then turned to Whisper. ‘And you Sivver Urcan,’ she said, though I was the one who would be helping her. I was tempted to say something but instead decided to stay quiet and remain aloof as was befitting of my position.

Eventually we passed through the arch that signified we were in the seventh tier. Like all midtier arches, the keystone had a branching tree carved into it. Crows perched atop the arch, cackling and cawing at those below. Two of the castle’s ventran guards stood on either side. They were taller than most people, thinner too, and they were dressed in close-fitting armour of bronze that entirely covered their bodies. The helms they wore were entirely smooth, with no visible eyeholes. They paid no attention to me or to Whisper. I might as well not have existed, and they might well have been dead for all I knew. Part of me suspected they were spirit constructs, not alive at all. Without touching them and removing some of that armour, there was no way to know.

I was not about to touch one of them.

A little further along the pilgrims’ road there was another arch, almost overgrown with weeds and climbing plants. This was the entrance to the castle proper, the seldom walked path. Before it stood another of the ventran guards. As I approached, it shivered as if waking from a long sleep, then raised its halberd to block our way.

‘I am a Mortedant of the priory and need to see the castle spirit board, to access an old record of the city.’

The ventran focused its smooth helmet on me. There was a moment where I felt sure the guard was listening to someone – not me, as I was not speaking. Then it stood aside but held the halberd out with one hand so it still blocked our way past. The other hand was raised and pointed at Whisper. It shook its head.

‘Not her?’ I said.

It nodded.

‘I am here to guard him,’ Whisper told it.

‘No,’ it said. Never had I heard one speak before. It was like hearing the echo of another voice from far away.

I took a deep breath and turned to Whisper. ‘I doubt even your strength would be much help inside the castle if the ventran want me dead.’

‘I have agreed a contract. It is sacred.’

‘And I must go in there.’ I pointed at the castle.

‘We could go back. Ask at every property this Rend family owns if they have been victim of a crime.’

‘And we would meet lies at every step,’ I told her. ‘This is the quickest and easiest way.’

‘I have been paid to do a job.’ She placed a hand on her sword; I was finding out the oster were a most stubborn people. I stood between her and the ventran.

‘Can you promise my safety in the castle?’ I asked it. ‘To mollify my bodyguard?’

Again, the ventran cocked its head as if listening to that other voice. Then it nodded.

‘That must do,’ I told Whisper. ‘You cannot kill a ventran, and if you fight this one then more will come until you are overwhelmed. Then I will be executed as a traitor. To protect me you must let me go on alone.’

She did not reply immediately. I suspect she was considering whether she could take on the unknown number of ventran within the castle. Then she released her sword and stood back. ‘If you are killed, I will avenge you, Irody Hasp.’

‘Thank you, though I dearly hope it will not be necessary.’

With that the ventran lifted its weapon and I walked down the road that led under the pilgrims’ path and across the top of Norcliff, from where I could see right down to the third tier. It was a very rarely used path, fiercely overgrown with weeds and brambles, and large stones were embedded in places along it. The castle entrance was only a small door, like you would find on a house. It had been painted green but a long time ago, and the paint had cracked and flaked, showing dark wood beneath. I reached out and found I could not make myself turn the metal doorknob.

So many stories I had heard about Castle Elbay, about the terrifying things there, the fate of those it took into itself. Kuridan had called it a jealous place, one that watched all the life going on in the city below and longed for it. That was why, he had told me, it did not let those who came into it leave. Once I met a man who claimed to have walked right up the Radial Road and found a way into the castle through Norcliff itself. Within he said he met the Howling Lord, who was part man part goat and feasted on children. The same man also believed he had ants for blood, so I had thought his tale rather unlikely.

But at that moment it felt strangely real. I let go of the handle.

‘This is foolish, Irody,’ I said to myself. ‘It is only a door.’ I reached out again, but before I could touch it, the door opened. Inside stood a figure, tall and thin like the ventran but human and swathed in a hooded robe. I could not see if they were dark, pale-skinned or some hue in between, or tell if they were male or female. They had aspects of both sexes and of neither in their silhouette. Their robe was of a strange shining material that moved like water.

‘Mortedant,’ they said, the voice was soft yet deep, gentle yet hard. ‘Please follow.’ The figure turned, drawing me after it through a tunnel little wider or taller than my guide.

‘Do you have a name?’ I asked. The lights in the tunnel were like fire, but one that did not flicker and had no smoke.

‘Yes.’ We carried on walking.

‘May I know it?’

They did not reply immediately, and heading down the tunnel felt like I was falling down the gullet of some beast. I did not like it at all and wanted to talk, chase away the strange cold silence.

‘Holder Mrun,’ they said eventually. They did not stop walking.

‘Is it far to the spirit board, Holder Mrun?’

‘It is within the castle.’ We stopped at another door and they took out a huge ring of keys, sorting through it slowly before unlocking the door. The nails on their hand were thick and dirty, as was their skin. The lock needed oiling and squeaked loudly as the key turned. Before walking through, they paused, and I had the distinct feeling again of someone listening to a voice I could not hear. I was beginning to wonder if Holder Mrun was actually human. The glimpse of their shadowed face I occasionally caught was undoubtably so, but there was something odd about the shape of their head beneath the hood. It was strangely lumpy on one side. It was only when I realized they were waiting for me that I stopped staring at them. ‘I asked why you wish to see the spirit board, Mortedant.’ They had not opened the door, but were standing with one hand on the handle waiting for an answer while I had been lost in thought.

‘Oh, of course,’ I said, cleared my throat. ‘My neophyte was killed. I am trying to find out who did it and why or I will be executed,’ I found my mouth had become very dry. Holder Mrun continued to stare, eyes shining. ‘Wrongly,’ I added, in case there was any doubt. Holder Mrun nodded and opened the door, leading me into the castle proper.

How to describe it?

A forest, I supposed, was the nearest I could find. Or what I imagined a forest to be like. A succession of stone trunks with branches that arched overhead, but between the branches was not sky but a roof. And nothing lived in this forest. The only sound was your own footsteps; they echoed down the room until they were lost in its vastness. We walked and I discovered this first room was only a small one compared to others I was to see.

There was no furniture in any room we passed through, no tables and no chairs, no fires burned here. Castle Elbay was, to all intents and purposes, empty. Holder Mrun walked me through more rooms, all echoing, all as cold as the stone they were built from. Despite the lights that burned everywhere, they still felt dingy.

I constantly had the oddest feeling of being watched, and not by Holder Mrun – who barely paid me any attention. They were far too concerned with their bunch of keys and which door to open next and which echoing, cold corridor or room to lead me through. It was more as if the castle itself watched me. Sometimes I thought I saw figures scurrying about in the shadows, but I was never sure enough to know whether or not it was a trick of the light.

Other times I thought I heard laughter, barely human and never clear enough for me to be confident it was real. Often I heard the calling of crows, which at least was familiar and as such was reassuring in its own way.

Then we were at the spirit board, one like any other in the city though, unlike them, it was entirely blank. It was mounted low on the castle wall and in front of it someone had placed a wooden stool.

‘Here,’ said Holder Mrun. ‘The record you require will be on this. You may use it.’

I sat on the stool, not wanting to tell Holder Mrun I had never used a spirit board before. This was a thing I had others do for me, but I had seen it done often enough. How hard could it be? I placed a hand on the spirit board and felt something. It was like touching the dead, or the first moments of spurrying, when the vapour base is down, the aerant is in and the equations are complete. The moment you add the alluviant, something happens. Some breach is made from this world to another place. I spoke the name, ‘Gryunt Bardif’. I felt the spirit board react like a live thing, like touching the fur of an animal and feeling the muscle and bone move beneath. Then the words were there, the name and the address on the fifth tier where the crime had taken place. When I had committed the details to memory, the words faded away.

‘I will lead you out,’ said Holder Mrun. I followed them. The way out of the castle was much simpler, and speedier, than the way we had come in. I wanted to ask why we did not come this way but never had the chance. Holder Mrun opened a door and I walked out, then the door was locked behind me. I stood, confused, as it was dark and I did not feel I had been in the castle for more than an hour. When I returned to the gate, Whisper was still there waiting.

Just as she had promised.
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CHAPTER 20


Fireday

Two Days to Execution

Elbay never sleeps.

At night the streets were still busy: filth carts made their stinking way through the streets, gathering the night soil from those houses not connected to the pipe system. They sold it on to growers and farmers out in the wilds, who in turn supplied the city with food. Wickers took their longlights around, lighting the high torches that line the busier streets in the higher tiers. Soon, I supposed, they would also work on the lower ones, when the new lights were unveiled at the Festival of the Last Siren. Gangs of Pipers made their secretive way through the streets, avoiding or being avoided, as did the few remaining Blankers about, who were mostly drunk – and their tricks cruel. Winding between everything were the ever-present spiritforms, which glowed more obviously in the darkness. They and myriad other people all went about the night business of the city, legal and illegal.

There was something very comforting about the constant motion of the city. It felt right. You were never really alone in Elbay, and to walk at night was to be reminded of that. Of course, walking with an oster at my back helped with the level of comfort I felt. I rarely went out at night generally as the alleys of Elbay are rife with muggers and pocketjacks, ready to relieve you of your coin at best, and your life at worst.

The property that had allegedly been burgled was in the fourth secant of the fifth tier and belonged to a man called Dalsun Rend. It was a large, white, blocky building in a relatively modern style, or what passed for modern in Elbay. In the lower tiers buildings regularly burned or simply fell down and new ones were always spiring up. In the higher tiers new buildings were rare as space was at more of a premium. What tended to happen was that buildings were extended upwards, or into the gardens around them. Not here. This building, with its perfect square corners and bright-white walls, was markedly different to anything around it. The architecture of Elbay leaned toward sharp peaks and complex filigree, grotesque statues and as many crow perches as can be fitted around the roofs. However, though the Rend building we sought was new and expensive-looking, the property was boarded up and dark, the gate that led up to it locked with a chain and padlock. Past that was a well-manicured garden. Crows slept on the roof, punctuating the perfect white of the building with black.

‘It looks empty,’ said Whisper.

‘Maybe not.’ I pointed at a smaller structure, mostly hidden by a tall plant. ‘Look, that hut by the door has a light in it. Hello?’ I shouted. ‘Is someone there?’

Nothing.

I shouted again. ‘Hello, you! In the hut!’ I rattled the gate. ‘Hello?’

As I was about to give up, the door on the hut opened. A man so ancient it was difficult to believe he could still move came out. He had a long beard, almost no hair on his head, and clothes that were not nearly thick enough for the weather. It took him an inordinately long time to get to the gate, and I felt like climbing over and chivvying him along.

I did not. Climbing a gate in the fifth tier would bring unwanted attention, especially at night.

‘Who are you?’ said the old man. ‘They’re not home if you’re after the Rends.’ His face, outside of the beard, was almost entirely made of wrinkles and his mouth did not have a single tooth left. It gave each word an unpleasantly moist sound.

‘Yes, I can see it is empty – I am not a fool.’

Whisper made an odd sound from behind me, sort of a groan and I had the oddest feeling she shook her head.

‘I want to look around the house,’ I said.

The old man looked at me, though his eyes were so white with cataracts I am not sure how much of me he actually saw. ‘We are not a public building,’ he told me eventually.

‘I know. This is Mortedant business.’

‘What business can you have in this place?’ He shook his head. ‘Not sure the Rends would approve of me letting Mortedants in.’ He looked me over. ‘They are Spurriers, you know?’

‘I do. There was an incident here – it is about that.’

‘Oh, aye, there was. Scared the boy back to his parents in the big house on six-two.’ I mentally filed away that Dalsun Rend now lived on the sixth tier, second secant, and was a child of the Rends. Nearer to real power than I liked. ‘But it’s all done now. Fella that did the break-in got himself scragged. Not sure what a Mortedant could have to do with it. You can’t touch the executed.’ He began to turn away; it was a very slow process.

‘No, of course not.’ I wanted to get in and look around. Not because I knew what to look for, but in the – maybe forlorn – hope that whatever had happened here might have left some clue. Howling Lord knew I had few enough of them. However, I had not really thought about what I would say to an elderly caretaker. ‘The burglar had a widow,’ I shouted, and the interminable turning paused with him side-on to me. ‘She knew nothing of his crime, and he had a locket that was very dear to her.’ The old man blinked. ‘It was almost worthless,’ I added, ‘and I wondered if it had been dropped inside when the crime happened.’

He wrinkled his nose; a feat in itself to add more wrinkles to that face. ‘Don’t sound like there’s much in that for me, considering the risk.’ He began to complete his turn. Very slowly.

‘You will die soon!’ I said.

Whisper made that odd and slightly disapproving noise again. The old man stopped.

‘You are of great age and I am a Mortedant. Let me look for this locket and I will give you my details. When you pass, I will give your family access to my services for free.’

The old man let out a sigh. ‘You promise that?’

I nodded.

‘Well, I have no estate for you to thief, but do have a sister, fell out years ago. Be nice to send her a message from beyond.’

‘Death is often too late,’ I said. ‘You could send her a message now? Heal a rift, if that is what worries you.’

He smiled an unpleasant smile. ‘Better to wait till I’m dead, then she can’t come after me for telling her how it really is. Nicer to know I can call her a thankless peckstress from the safety of death.’ Chuckling to himself, he took a key from his pocket and, eventually, opened the lock, pulling the chain through the bars of the gate. ‘Come on then, I’ll show you round.’ He led us to the door, stopping to take a lamp from his hut, which appeared to be all the heating there was in there. Then he opened the front door and led us into a hall with a sweeping staircase. To either side were large rooms filled with expensive furniture. The old man ignored them all and headed for the stairs.

‘We should look in these rooms,’ I said.

‘Why?’ He continued to walk. ‘It didn’t happen here. All happened on the roof garden.’ He started making his painful way up the stairs.

‘You saw it?’

He laughed again. ‘’Course not. Dalsun wouldn’t have someone like me around.’ He shook his head. ‘Only beautiful or useful people get to be around him.’

‘There was a party that night?’

‘No, he was alone, apart from his guards. Parties most nights though.’ Odd, I thought, that someone would burgle a house that was usually busy, and guarded. ‘I hate stairs.’

‘You could give us the keys,’ I said. ‘We will go up to the roof.’

The old man shook his head. ‘More than my life’s worth to let a death crow loose in a Spurrier house. It’s not much of a job, but it’s still a job.’ He groaned with every step.

‘Shall I carry you, if you are pained?’ said Whisper.

‘Keep your oster hands to yourself. Won’t have no finner touching me,’ said the old man, which was rude, and I felt very little pity after that for the pain climbing those stairs caused him.

Eventually we reached a roof terrace that looked out over the city. On one side I could see out to the darkness of the wilds, and on the other I could see uptier lights right up to Castle Elbay, which was a forbidding silhouette against the stars. Around the roof garden was a low wall and a few wooden tables and chairs. Some of the tables still had plates on them, the food gone, no doubt taken by the crows. A few glasses lay on their sides.

‘They just left it like this?’ I said.

‘People like Dalsun Rend don’t clean up after themselves,’ said the old man. ‘I reckon whatever happened spooked him. Couldn’t get out fast enough.’

‘What did happen?’ I asked. ‘Surely the thief must have gone through the house to get up here?’

The old man was staring out towards the wilds. ‘The burglar climbed up the outside, see. That was how he was going to get in. But a guard was up here. Caught him.’ Having seen Gryunt Bardif before his execution I thought it unlikely he could have climbed the side of any building. He would probably have struggled with the stairs just like our guide. The idea this was a burglary, or at least one committed by Gryunt Bardif, began to seem more and more unlikely. I walked around the building’s roof, looking vainly for some sort of clue to what may have actually happened while pretending to be searching for a fallen locket.

‘Mortedant, look through this,’ said Whisper. She was in a corner of the roof, staring up at the castle. Behind her was a scope on a tripod also aimed that way. Not an unusual thing in itself, though most would have a scope trained on the wilds; watching animals or the odd beasts of the outer lands was a common pastime. I put my hands behind my back and leant over, looking through the scope. It was a blurry vision, and I slid the brass barrels over one another, shortening the focus. It was not just trained on the castle, but on the ringfire pylons.

‘Did you move this?’ I asked her. She shook her head. ‘Odd.’

I backed away from the scope. We searched the roof for at least half an hour but found nothing else.

‘Well, Hivver,’ I told the old man, ‘it appears the locket is not here. But I thank you for your help.’ With that we left and I tried to put together what I had learned, which admittedly was not a lot.

‘Gryunt Bardif,’ said Whisper as we walked along the dark street, ‘did not strike me as a climber.’

‘No, he did not,’ I said. ‘And someone was using that scope to spy on the castle.’

‘Maybe Rend had an interest in pilgrims?’

‘Possibly,’ I said.

Whisper thought for a moment. ‘I do not think rich men are interested in pilgrims,’ she said eventually.

While we were on the fifth tier there was another place I wanted to visit, one of the many caw sheet printers in Elbay who put out the pamphlets full of gossip. I knew this one well and had used them before. Like all who printed caw sheets they worked long hours and mostly at night. That way they would catch the attention of the early morning traffic through the city with the latest scuttle and nonsense. What I wanted from them was an entirely different service, and they owed me a favour. Like most printers they did a nice line in forgeries, and Mirial needed some certificates to prove her schooling. When my business there was done we set off back to our rooms.

In the third tier I led us down an alley, too deep in thought to think sensibly about my route. Usually I would have avoided the alleys if it all possible. I felt a massive hand on my shoulder. ‘Stop, Irody Hasp.’

I stopped. Whisper had the sort of voice that demanded you do as she said.

And also the size.

At the other end of the dark alley was a group of people. Some held torches, some held what looked like clubs. They wore the white masks of Blankers, and the blue-and-white linen gowns of spurrying neophytes; some were also wearing the wide, floppy, two-tailed hats. I turned to find that another group had closed off the alley behind us.

‘Neophytes of the Spurriers’ Priory,’ I said in my most commanding voice, ‘I am a Mortedant, here on official business. Let us pass.’ Neophytes were often drunk and troublesome, but knew their place when given orders by their betters.

‘We’re not neophytes!’ shouted one of them from the back.

‘You should probably have changed clothes and removed your hat, if you wanted us to believe that,’ I said. Drunken neophytes were famed for their stupidity, and it seemed these ones were no different to the usual mob. ‘Now let us pass or I will complain to your Grand Dame.’

‘We don’t want her kind here,’ said the one at the front of the first group, and she pointed her club at Whisper.

‘Then move out of our way,’ I told her, ‘and we shall be gone from here and you will no longer have to worry about it.’

‘I think a lesson needs to be taught,’ she said. Her words came out in a slur, ‘lesson’ mussed in the middle by drink.

‘You are drunk,’ I said in my most commanding tone, ‘and not thinking straight. You wish to pit yourselves against an oster? Have you really thought this through?’

The girl swayed a little. I saw her face in the firelight as she tried to process the thought. Behind her, one of the other neophytes hissed something. I did not quite catch it, but it seemed to make her mind up for her.

‘Fifteen of us, only two of you.’ She laughed.

‘Whisper,’ I said softly, ‘you may need your sword.’

‘They are little more than children,’ she rumbled.

‘But quite capable of—’

‘Get ’em!’ shouted one of the group in front of us. I was no lover of violence, but we are given rudimentary training in the priories and since the attack on me I had taken to keeping my dagger within easy reach.

I never got a chance to use it.

Whisper’s huge hand knocked me back into the wall, driving the breath from my body. The first neophyte came at her, and she grabbed her by the arm and pulled on it, sending the student sprawling down the alley to crash into the group of neophytes coming from behind. A club was swung and the oster caught it on the armour of her forearm, then backhanded her attacker into a wall hard enough to smash the mask they wore. The next to come at her she grabbed by the head, her hand wrapping entirely around it, and threw them into the neophyte behind them. In the small space that provided, she roared. A sound like nothing else I had ever heard. Even as I struggled for breath it froze me. I experienced a deep and primal terror, a muscle memory of great predators waiting in dark places.

The neophytes that could, ran. The dazed and hurt stumbled up and did their best to help each other escape. I lay there struggling to breathe, and Whisper, very gently, helped me stand.

‘I did not mean to hurt you,’ she said as she brushed dirt off my robe, ‘but you are not armoured, and it was best you were out of my way while I dealt with them.’

Having seen her deal with them, it was difficult not to agree.

‘I will live.’ I took a deep breath. ‘Did they all run?’

She nodded. ‘Back to who paid them.’

‘What?’

‘The girl was about to back down when the one behind her said, “We have taken the masks and coin.” ’

‘That is worrying,’ I replied.

Whisper shrugged. ‘Some here do not like me or my people. It is not unusual.’ She did not sound as sure of herself as I was used to.

‘Possibly,’ I said. But as we walked back I could not help thinking we had been running around all day and many would know what we had been asking. Coin paid and Blanker masks given – I thought that made it unlikely it was the usual xenophobia of the city we had run up against.

This was something else. Something more sinister.
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CHAPTER 21


Featherlong

One Day to Execution

Sivver Bardif had moved so fully into my rooms they no longer felt like mine.

Mirial had a lot to say about this but it was late, I was tired and I had no wish to listen to her prattle. All I wanted was sleep, and despite my looming execution and the fear I felt whenever I let my mind stray toward it, sleep claimed me quickly.

When I awoke, I could hear Whisper in the kitchen, the familiar metronomic rhythm of her sharpening stone running along her blade. Above that I could hear someone clattering pans and chattering, keeping up a constant stream of words. I smelled food, which was remarkable as I did not think we had anything in.

Mirial’s bed was empty.

In the kitchen Sivver Bardif was making some sort of porridge with meat juices. It smelled wonderful. An empty bowl sat before Whisper, who had already donned her armour. I wondered how she had navigated Sivver Bardif’s presence to do that, knowing how touchy she was about anyone seeing her dress.

‘Some food, Mortedant?’ Sivver Bardif asked. ‘It is meat porridge. I saw you were out of food so did a little shopping while you slept.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, sitting at the table. ‘Where is Mirial?’

‘I sent her to run some errands. She’s a feisty one, isn’t she?’

‘Yes,’ I said. I took a spoon of the porridge; it was tasty if a little lacking in texture. The kitchen was full of things that were not mine: four boxes in one corner, clothes drying on a rack hung from the ceiling, and every flat surface had at least one small wooden statue of a crow on it. I did not like it. I felt hemmed in by the possessions of another, invaded. It had been dark when I had come through the reception room, but I dreaded to think what it would be like in there in the light. ‘Please, Sivver Bardif, remember this is where I live. I do not want it taken over.’

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I am sorry, I thought the oster lived in here.’ She nodded towards Whisper.

‘She sleeps in here, but the chambers remain mine.’ I looked around. The beady painted eyes of wooden crows stared at me from every corner of the room. ‘I cannot work with all these trinkets looking at me.’

‘Oh, I fully understand, Mortedant.’ She picked up my bowl and spoon to wash. ‘The minute I get my first wages, I will arrange some storage.’

I had the oddest feeling that Whisper, even though her inhuman features were difficult to read, was smiling at Sivver Bardif’s words. I should have pointed out that payment was never part of our agreement, but I was still thinking about the events of the previous night. An attempt on Whisper’s life or mine? It felt to me like I only progressed towards a waiting noose, but maybe someone else felt differently.

‘Whisper.’ I stood. ‘I think we need to talk to Dalsun Rend about what happened at his house.’

Sivver Bardif continued to clean pots, while Whisper nodded and sheathed her sword. When she stood in the trinket-filled room there was even less space for her than there had been before. ‘I will come with you.’

As we passed through Sivver Bardif’s room, I saw she had made it surprisingly tidy, if very busy. I remembered she had told me she had some papers that belonged to her hivver. It was quite possible there would be something of interest there but my looming execution had me wanting to move, to feel like I was doing something, not simply sitting sorting through documents.

Dalsun Rend first. We had been attacked coming back from his house, which may have been a coincidence, or may not. But if I was to die tomorrow, the least I could do was annoy someone rich in the course of it.

The city was as busy as ever. The black birds of Elbay filled the sky, wheeling and dancing as they left their morning roosts. The many citizens about their business were either keeping to the side of the roads under shelter or walking with umbrellas to shield them from the rain of guano falling from the huge flocks. A troop of one of the Worshipful cults was gathered in the centre of one of the larger roads, kneeling with their heads back and mouths open for the blessing of the birds. Among some of the odder cults it is considered pious to pick up a disease from bird guano. Across the road a group of Blankers were trying to toss small rocks into the Worshipfuls’ mouths. I joined the throng staying under the awnings along the road and hoped to have enough shelter to keep my clothes clean until the morning ritual of the crows was over.

We were on the fourth tier by the time the crows had left the city for their daily tour of the wilds, and my clothes had remained mostly unblessed by the birds. The walk to the sixth tier, though tiring, was uneventful, and the streets of the sixth tier were as quiet as ever. If I had not been a Mortedant, we would not have been allowed to leave the Pilgrims’ Road that led to Elbay Castle. This tier’s guards knew their primary purpose was to make sure the powerful of the city were as undisturbed as possible by those they ruled over. When we were away from the pilgrims’ road, the main Rend house – Seven Crows – was not hard to find; a guard was happy enough to direct me to the second secant and, oddly, not as dismissive of Whisper as the guards in the rest of the city. A vex who stopped us nearer the house to check our business gave us excellent directions for the final walk.

‘The Rend place? Can’t miss it, Mortedant. Stay on this road the way you’re going, big grey building with pointed eaves. The rinsers will already be up on its roof. Nothing Sivver Rend likes less than the blessings of the birds spoiling the look of her house.’ He gave me a nod, then looked at Whisper. ‘They may not let you in, Sivver Urcan. They have their own guard and are wary about others.’ She nodded and we walked in the direction. The guard was not the first to name her ‘urcan,’ but it was not a term I was familiar with.

‘Why do people call you that?’

‘Urcan? It is an older name for my people.’

We walked on, passing people dressed in the height of Elbay fashion: primary-coloured stripes, long jackets of thick felt. Trousers were popular in the colder months and mostly these were in either black or white, the better to show the bright colours of the rest of their clothing. They ignored us. Many Mortedants adorn their black robes with stripes or fringes, but I was clearly not following the latest clothing fads and so of little interest.

‘Do you prefer urcan,’ I asked, ‘to oster?’

‘I prefer urcan, or sea people,’ she said, and again I was struck by how soft her voice was. ‘Sea people is what we call ourselves in Oknusoka, or more properly we are the People Who Dream of the Sea.’ She glanced over at me. ‘Urcan is easier for humans to use. You like short words.’ When she had spoken the name of her city, it was almost a song. ‘Is that where we are going?’ She pointed at a building. It was tall and imposing with grey brickwork and steep grey roofs; over them scrambled rinsers with long brooms and buckets to wash off the morning shower of bird guano. The buildings around were clearly not owned by people who were as particular as the Rends and their roofs had the more normal staining of white seen throughout the tiers of Elbay – though nowhere this lofty had the thick caking of guano you saw in the low tiers where the roofs were rarely, if ever, cleaned. The Rend building had pointed eaves as the vex had said, and also many round towers that rose to a point. Seven, I counted. Each was topped with a crow weathervane, all pointing east and swinging gently with the soft gusting of the wind. Easy to see where it got its name.

The house was situated within a garden of vibrantly green hedges, cut into the fanciful shapes of the more elaborate spirit carriages, with bulbous bodies and insectile legs. Guards stood before an ornate metal gate. Mirodel Rend was a master of the fifth form of spurrying, freeform, the one that was considered the most difficult. I had seen his carriage, the wondrous thing that had delayed me the day Malkin was killed.

I wondered if that had really been a coincidence. There had been too many of them lately for comfort.

‘Can we help, Mortedant?’ said the taller of the two guards on the gate. She was perfectly polite which I was not used to, and also very well spoken for a lowly.

‘I am investigating a matter for the Mortedants’ Priory, and Dalsun Rend’s name has come up.’ I gave her a small bow of my head. ‘I did not want to embarrass the family by making an official request to see them, which may appear on the spirit boards. Instead I thought I would visit. Do you know where he is?’

The guard did not seem surprised I should step around the official channels of the city. It was undoubtedly normal for her to hear that people subverted the law for a family as rich as the Rends. ‘What is your name?’

‘Hasp, Irody Hasp.’

‘Wait here,’ she said, and turned smartly on the spot, marched up to the house and entered. The other guard did not appear interested in conversation, so we waited in silence until the first guard returned.

‘Dalsun Rend is at home. He will see you,’ she told me, then turned to Whisper. ‘You may not enter, Sivver Urcan.’ There was something very chilling in the way the guard spoke to Whisper. She was outwardly polite but there was also no question in her voice about whether Whisper should come in. It was as if it was clear to all that one of her people would never be allowed in a place like the Rend house.

I put a hand on her arm, feeling the cold of her armour even through my gloves. ‘I am sure I will be safe within,’ I told her. She looked down on me, her small eyes glittering. ‘I should be no more than half an hour at most.’

Whisper nodded reluctantly.

Inside Seven Crows was beautiful, the floors tiled with mosaics. One showed Elbay; another mosaic showed spirits capering round a stylized equasial table. The largest was a fanciful picture of a well-muscled man, named as the Howling Lord, striking down a lesser god with spears of fire. Such images of the god were forbidden and this was a blasphemy even I was surprised to see so openly displayed. The guard led me through a number of sumptuous rooms until I found Dalsun Rend. He was a lot younger than I expected, and his head was shaved entirely bald, crows drawn onto the sides of his scalp. It was one of the newest fads of the Elbay fashionable and most likely as fleeting as any other. His clothes were expertly tailored, white with thin red stripes that ran down his shirt, his jacket, his trousers and even his shoes. All very expensive and very ugly. He had a thin body and a very weak face. His eyes refused to rest on any one thing, especially me.

‘You want to speak to me?’ His voice was far deeper than I expected, though he sounded rather confused by the idea of anyone wanting to speak to him.

‘Yes,’ I said. He sat in a heavily stuffed armchair with sweeping armrests and elaborately carved legs. I sat opposite him. ‘It is about the business in your fifth-tier house.’

‘Oh no.’ He looked almost terrified. ‘I thought that awful business over with.’ He leaned forward. ‘Mother was right, you know. Mother is always right.’

‘About what?’

‘Oh, everything,’ he said, fluttering a hand in the air.

‘But in this particular case?’

He seemed a very distracted young man, rubbing at his head as he spoke, smearing the painted-on crows. ‘It was quite the fashion to go downtier, live like one of them.’ He looked at me as if I should know this. ‘Everyone was doing it, Bakras, Milrod, Gilver, even Sprastun spent a night in a fifth-tier lodge.’

‘Even Sprastun,’ I said. ‘That is a surprise.’

‘Well, exactly.’ He nodded as if I should know exactly who Sprastun was. ‘So I thought it would be terribly good fun to try it and bought a new place down there.’

‘And that was your idea?’

‘Of course it was.’ He didn’t really strike me as the sort of person who had ideas. ‘Worst idea I have ever had. I could have been killed. I was minding my own business, reading for my next exam, though I don’t really need to read. I have a natural talent for spurrying.’ He grinned at me. ‘I have scored one hundred per cent in every exam I have ever done, you know, and I barely even turn up. It’s in the blood, you see.’

‘I do indeed see.’

He nodded, as if his ability was obvious. It was not, though in my own priory I had met plenty of rich young men and women who had scored highly in tests they had not even turned up for.

‘On the night in question,’ I continued, ‘you were attacked?’

‘Oh.’ His skin flushed with the memory. ‘No, I was not, but I could have been. If not for the guards.’ I caught a movement from the corner of my eye, turned but saw nothing except a faint glow – some spirit creation in the shadows, which was to be expected in a Spurrier’s house, I supposed.

‘So you saw this man, and called them?’

‘I never saw him.’ Dalsun practically recoiled at the thought. ‘Mother’s guards apprehended him; good job she insisted on them being there. I sent a servant to bring me the secant vex, who arrested the miscreant while I was safely locked in a side room. I am of a very important family, you know.’

‘I do,’ I told him.

He simpered a little in return. ‘It would be very bad for the city if anything happened to me.’ I thought this unlikely, and let out a long breath. All this way for nothing but the hollow words of some rich idiot. I should have stayed with Sivver Bardif’s papers. I decided to question him on a different roost.

‘The same day as your burglary – that morning, in fact – a friend of mine was attacked by a man with similar facial burns to Gryunt Bardif.’

Dalsun stared at me. I think the fact I was no longer talking about him bored him. ‘Who?’ he said eventually.

‘The man who broke in to your house,’ I said. ‘Gryunt Bardif was his name.’

‘Oh,’ he said.

‘There were whispers of him being part of some cult. The burns being an initiation ritual.’ Dalsun Rend looked at me and blinked rapidly. ‘The other man, the one I am seeking, was unusually large with a dark beard and dark hair. Do you know anyone like that? He may also be burned.’

Dalsun furrowed his brows. I believe he was attempting to think. ‘Hair is really not the thing right now,’ he said. ‘I mean, yours is long, and it almost turns my stomach to see so much of it.’

‘So you don’t know someone like that?’

He shrugged. He was an absolute waste of my time.

Time to put my question on yet another perch. ‘What was it you were watching at the castle?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘The castle. On the roof of the house you had your scope trained on the castle.’

His brows furrowed again. It was definitely a long time since he had done this much thinking. ‘I don’t think I ever actually went on the roof. So many stairs.’

‘Of course you didn’t,’ I said. ‘I think we may be done, Hivver Rend.’

‘Oh, good. You had become tiresome. I only let you in because I thought you might be amusing but you are not.’ I stood to leave but as I reached the door he called out, ‘This cult, do you think I may be in danger from them?’

He was not, as I had just invented it.

‘Very possibly,’ I told him.

Every muscle in his body visibly tensed and I had to supress a laugh.

‘I will let myself out.’ I wandered back the way I had come, barely seeing the opulent materials, the tapestries and furniture. Dalsun Rend knew nothing, and not only about my case. As I reached the door, a voice called out.

‘Mortedant Hasp!’ I turned. A man was coming down the stairs and from the glow of the spirit lamps on his face I guessed him a relative to Dalsun. A close one, father most likely. That made him Mirodel Rend, a respected figure among the Spurriers. He looked like a statue of his son, all the younger man’s softness removed. His eyes were a very deep blue and he was as tastefully dressed as his son was not.

‘Hivver Rend?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ he replied, coming to the bottom of the stair and stopping. ‘Though, please, call me Mirodel. It is what I prefer. And welcome to Seven Crows. We do not get many Mortedants in our house.’ For one of the most powerful Spurriers in the city, he was far friendlier than I had expected. Mirodel Rend’s creations were famed, his carriages the most elegant, his demihuman servants the longest lasting. Even his minor spurryings, the message-carriers and charge-runners, were famously beautiful.

‘An honour to meet you,’ I said.

‘Forgive me, I was listening in on what you said to my son.’ He gave me a small smile and a shrug. ‘I love Dalsun, but he is not the greatest mind among my children. And his mother spoils him.’ The spirit light I saw; he must have some way of listening through them. I did not know that was possible.

‘He was unable to help me, I am afraid.’

‘I am not surprised,’ said Mirodel. He moved closer, spoke more softly. ‘But I may be able to.’

‘Oh?’

‘The man you describe, I know him. Or someone like him.’ He stepped even closer; he smelled of something woody and earthy. ‘A man very like that was in charge of my son’s guard, and I suspect supplied Dalsun with grinberries which I had forbidden.’

‘Grinberries? I take it he was not interested in them as a medicine?’

Mirodel let out a low, and decidedly unamused, laugh.

‘Medicine?’ he said softly. ‘No, that is not what interests Dalsun about grinberries. Dalsun is yet to meet an intoxicant he does not love. Grinberries are a favourite of his.’ I was about to ask more when he spoke again. ‘But the man in question was not there the night the criminal broke in. I know because we had paid for him to be there. When I turned up to collect Dalsun, he was not, and I had to contact the family contracteers to summon him to the circle.’

‘Dalsun said his mother supplied the guard,’ I said.

Mirodel nodded. ‘Yes, but Triana is out of the city at the moment, so I dealt with it.’

‘What is this man’s name?’

‘Keon,’ he said. ‘To be truthful, I was glad of the excuse to be rid of him.’ The same name Mirial had come up with. He supplied grinberries and had been absent from his job. Because of the burns I had given him? This had to be my man.

‘Where can I find him?’

‘I do not know. When my contracteers went out with the summon it turned out he did not live at the address he had given.’ Something about Mirodel Rend struck me as rather sad, as if, despite all the trappings and comforts his wealth supplied, it could not fill some space within him. ‘You mentioned a cult,’ he said.

Well, it seemed I had walked into my own trap.

‘A theory, nothing more,’ I told him.

‘But it makes sense,’ he said. ‘Keon was very religious. He was quite uncomfortable around us. Would not walk across the large mosaic and he did not approve of it. He tried to pretend otherwise but he hid it badly.’ He looked around, almost as if he was nervous in his own home. ‘He was not burned when I saw him last.’

‘Maybe his fervour increased and he decided to be burned, for the initiation?’

Mirodel Rend nodded, as if I was making a good point and not flailing about caught in my own lie.

‘How did such a man end up working for you?’ I asked.

‘My sivver, Triana, suggested him.’

‘When will she return to the city?’ It was almost as if he took a step back. He did not move physically but it was as if he had stepped over some line and only at that moment did he realize.

‘I do not know,’ he said, looking around again. ‘We lost our weapons manufactury in the stink riots. Ever since then she has been trying to replace the machinery or find some other venture.’

‘I thought replacing machinery was impossible?’

He shrugged. Stepped a little nearer. ‘This Keon and his group guarded her when she had to travel through the wilds before she had her urcans.’ He looked around again. ‘He knew the wilds well. More than once he mentioned a camp where he and his people lived. They made their money bringing in grinberries. That was how they met. Triana enjoys luxuries just like her son. Keon was uncomfortable here, he considered the city’ – he searched for the right word – ‘“dark”, I think was how he put it. Thought it had forgotten its true purpose which was to be subservient to the Howling Lord—’ He broke off as the door behind us opened.

I turned, and the guard from the gate was there. ‘Spurrier Rend, I did not know you were up.’

‘I heard the Mortedant arrive. I was curious.’ The guard remained still, watching us both. ‘I was just showing him out,’ added Mirodel.

‘No need,’ said the guard. ‘I will do it.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Mirodel. He patted me on the side and said, ‘A pleasure to meet you, Mortedant Hasp.’ It was an oddly intimate gesture for such a powerful man, but everything about Mirodel Rend seemed odd. He appeared strangely hesitant and I had the distinct feeling when the guard turned up that I might be in real danger, but I did not understand why or from who. Not Mirodel Rend though.

‘He has an urcan waiting for him outside,’ said the guard. ‘I did not let her in.’

‘Well.’ Mirodel nodded. ‘We would not want to upset an urcan by making them wait, would we?’ He turned and went back up the stairs.

The guard escorted me out. Her friend was gone from the gate, no doubt he had found shelter as it had started to rain, cold and hard. Even so I was glad to leave the house and be in the company of Whisper. Something had been very off in the Rend house. In fact, it was only after I had left that I began to realize it had felt strange since the moment I entered. It was something of the atmosphere of the place. It is often said places of spurrying can be disquieting and I had thought nothing of such a feeling in a Spurrier’s house. But now I wondered if it could be something else. My time with Mirodel had been distinctly odd.

‘We must find this Keon,’ I said, after filling in Whisper on my conversation. ‘That he keeps cropping up cannot be a coincidence.’

‘If the man we seek is in the wilds, as this Mirodel told you, he will be hard to find,’ said Whisper.

‘Yes.’ I looked up into a sky intent on soaking me to the bone. I wondered if it would be raining when they put a noose around my neck. ‘We must try though.’

‘It is dangerous in the wilds, Irody Hasp. And it is big.’

‘I will think of something. He traffics in grinberries – maybe if we find where they grow?’ I put my hands in my pockets to warm them against the winter chill. I found something there that had not been before. A slip of paper. I took it out.

‘What is that?’ said Whisper.

‘A note. I think Mirodel Rend must have put it there.’ His strange gesture before I left made sense now.

I opened the note. It had been quickly scrawled and was only four words: End this. Get away.

I showed Whisper. ‘He heard my conversation with his son, must have written this and run to catch me before I left.’

‘Will you end this? You could still say Gryunt Bardif murdered your Malkin. You would be safe.’

She was probably right. Farrah Bispham at the priory would like nothing more than an easy way out so she could go back to ignoring me. But this bearded man, Keon; there were too many coincidences. He knew Dirrivan Murser. He knew Gryunt Bardif. He was a Blanker and had access to the will which had poisoned Mirial. He also supplied the grinberries that had been used to poison Murser, and by accident many others. He mixed with the rich, and Mirial had seen him with a bandage over his face, which made it more than likely he had murdered Malkin and almost me.

Even so. I could blame Gryunt Bardif and walk away.

But that would leave Malkin unavenged.

And then there was the Festival of the Last Siren. Dirrivan Murser had wanted to be out of the city before it. This Keon wore the trappings of the festival and had been giving out coin to make sure people attended even though he disliked the city.

It was not much, but the festival kept cropping up. It was beginning to feel like we had stumbled into something planned for it. Though I did not know what, I doubted it would be anything good.

He masqueraded as the Broken Crow. Could it be revolution?

It would make sense for him to take up that name if he planned a revolution. I had some sympathy – Howling Lord knew the city was unfair – but the castle’s ventran guard would cut through any would-be revolutionaries like a knife through butter. The carnage of the stink riots was still reasonably fresh in people’s memories. Surely it was too soon for them to rise up again?

But if not revolution, then what? I looked at the note again.

‘Why did this Mirodel give you a note?’ said Whisper. ‘Why be so secretive in his own house?’ It was a good question, but one I thought I might know the answer to.

‘Because he was being watched,’ I said.

Along the eaves of the houses around us, the crows of Elbay had come to roost. Their bright eyes saw everything in the streets. I wished for a moment I could look through them.

‘I think the wilds call us,’ I suppressed a shiver at the thought. ‘But first I need something from my rooms.’
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CHAPTER 22


Featherlong

One Day to Execution

Sivver Bardif was not home, and neither was Mirial. I was disappointed. Malkin would never have stayed away for so long without telling me first. No doubt she was somewhere in the city dilly-dallying, or back among her criminal associates. Whichever it was, I would not stand for it, and when she returned there would be words.

I was also becoming unsure about a trip to the wilds: one oster – or urcan as I now knew to call her – and myself against a man I was quite sure had no qualms about killing, and according to Mirodel Rend he was not alone. Put like that, it did not sound like a good idea. Not at all. Not to mention the obvious difficulty in finding the man.

But to tell the urcan I had changed my mind would make me look foolish, as if I had not thought the situation through properly, and I could not bear to appear a fool. To distract myself I went to collect what I would need for a journey into the wilds. Doing that would allow me the opportunity to think of some plan.

The paired handlances in my cupboard had been a present from Kuridan when I passed for Mortedant. Ardirans lances were the most common as they were cheapest, but these were Carfille handlances, finely engraved and very expensive. I had thought it an odd gift at the time; what use would I have for such weapons? But even then he must have been planning revolution and hoping I would be his companion in those plans. Maybe if I had been braver things would have been different.

More likely we would both be dead.

But it did not matter now. The past cannot be changed and decisions, no matter how much regretted, cannot be undone. I tucked the handlances into my belt and scrabbled about in the cupboard for combusters and charges. I had always meant to renew the ammunition and never got round to it. Though as far as I knew it did not stop working after a time. I did not know much about the handlances. Weapons had never really interested me, not even the creation of spirit charges for them, which was a Spurrier neophyte’s project if ever there were one. The spirit charges of the lances were full though. I knew that as I could feel them the same way I felt a spirit carriage pass on the street. Beneath the lances was a spurrying vest, although I rarely used it as I was well skilled and unlikely to blow myself up. Nonetheless, the metal plate in the front would offer some protection should I be attacked. I put it on under my robes. The straps rubbed my shoulders unpleasantly. There was a soft knock on the door.

‘Yes?’

‘May we speak, Mortedant Hasp?’ said Whisper.

‘Of course, come in.’

She did, ducking her heavy head to get through the door. ‘I am uncomfortable with this trip,’ she said softly, looking around as if she expected something to leap out at her. ‘I am a capable warrior, but if this man has many with him I may not be able to protect you.’ She was staring at me, focused on me. ‘It is foolish to set off without a plan.’

‘I have a plan,’ I said. Which was not entirely true, so I was forced to come up with something on the spot. ‘First, I do not intend to approach him if he is not alone. We will watch, learn what we can. If they leave their camp, we may try to search it, and if we find him alone I am sure you can subdue him.’

The urcan blinked, then tilted her head slightly and nodded to herself. ‘And how do we find him?’ she said. It was a fair question, and not one I had a particularly good answer for.

‘We shall visit farms in the wilds. Ask them where grinberries are to be found, or where they have heard rumour of them. This Keon supplies them and they are rare; if we find them we will likely find him.’

She looked at me.

‘Do not look at me like that.’

‘If you are determined, Irody Hasp, then I—’ She stopped talking and turned to the door. Wrinkled her snout. I thought I heard movement outside and crossed the room. When I pulled the door open, Sivver Bardif was at the table, taking out some bread.

‘Mortedant Hasp!’ she said brightly. ‘I did not know you were home. A message came for you.’ She took a messenger slip from her trousers and walked over, held it out to me.

‘Thank you,’ I said as I took it. ‘Have you seen Mirial?’

‘Oh, that girl,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘She’s unruly, Mortedant Hasp. Headstrong. Said she had something important to do. I’m sure she’ll find her way back when she’s ready.’ She looked past me at the table in my room and the weapons laid out on it. ‘You look like you are readying yourself for a journey,’ she said.

‘Yes, a short visit to the wilds.’

‘Well then,’ she said, ‘I should make you some food.’ She turned away and I went back to Whisper, closing the door behind me and opening the note.

‘What is that?’ said Whisper.

I read through the note. It was written in a cultured hand and at the end was a sigil of a black bird trailing one wing. The Broken Crow.


I hear you search for the berry gatherer who masquerades as me. Well, I will give him to you, as I am me and I alone and no other shall take my name. Leave the city through Slothgate. Head a degree to the east.

Walk along a cart path till you find a bifurcated tree. A hidden path runs behind it. Follow to find my imposter.

Your servant,

Broken Crow



I wondered if this was Mirial’s doing. She must have got up early and gone back to the market to ask about the man. It made me a little less cross about her vanishing. I read the note again and gave it to Whisper. She read it.

‘I would not trust this,’ she said. ‘The attack on you last night failed. This is too convenient and it forces our hand.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It gives us a route,’ she said, ‘making you easy to find at any point along it. Also, if this is a trap, it means they know we are coming. You should rethink your actions, Irody Hasp.’

For a moment, I felt only despair. I did not trust the note either. As Whisper said, it was too convenient, and it named the Broken Crow, who I knew beyond doubt to be dead. Something of my despair must have shown on my face.

Whisper sat. The chair creaked under her weight. ‘May I suggest something?’

I nodded.

‘We go to the wilds,’ she said softly. ‘Leave through a different gate, take a different route.’

‘To this place mentioned in the note?’ I said. ‘How will we find it without following this hidden track he mentions? The wilds are huge.’

‘I doubt they would give us their location if they are still there. But there are other ways to track in the wilds. If you cannot be dissuaded from this?’ said Whisper softly.

I shook my head. I did not want to go into the wilds but had little else to go on, and even if the note was a trap that meant we were on to something. Whisper’s gaze rested on the handlances I had tucked into a belt around my robes.

‘Sometimes I close my eyes,’ I said, ‘and find myself reliving Malkin’s last moments. I wake choking in the night thinking I feel the noose around my neck. I must do something.’

‘Very well,’ said Whisper, then she pointed at my handlances. ‘But you should not bring those.’

‘I hardly think it is wise to go out there unarmed.’

‘You are not unarmed,’ she said, sounding puzzled. ‘You have me.’

‘And if we are split up, or you are hurt?’

‘You will still be safer in the wilds without those.’

‘Foolishness.’ I shook my head. ‘Do you think me unable to use them? I have—’

‘Mortedant Hasp,’ said Whisper, sounding for all the world as if she was speaking to a stubborn child, ‘have you ever been to the wilds?’

‘What?’ I did not think she should be speaking to me like that. ‘Of course not. Civilized men do not leave the city. But I have read about the wilds. I have read a lot.’

‘It is very dangerous,’ she said, ‘and more dangerous if you take those weapons.’

‘Why in all the Tidelands would it be safer without them?’ I said, taking one of the weapons from my belt.

She pointed at the weapon. ‘The glowing bit.’

‘The spirit charge?’ I lifted the weapon, a shorter version of the firelance. They were lethal at close quarters but, like their longer cousin, slow to reload. For that reason many guards only carried, and preferred, a spear or sword.

‘It will attract things best not attracted out there.’ She pointed toward the wall, but I imagined she meant the wilds.

‘What things?’

‘Wild spirits.’

I laughed. I could not help myself.

‘Spirits cannot hurt people, everyone knows that,’ I told her. ‘The spirits are servants.’

Whisper blinked. ‘Cage me and I cannot hurt you.’ She stood and stepped forward, looming over me. A huge creature of muscle and iron armour that radiated threat. ‘But if I should get free, what then, Mortedant Hasp?’

I took a deep breath. Maybe she knew things I did not. I removed the other handlance from my belt, then placed them both on the table.

‘If I die, then it is your fault,’ I told her.

‘And I would be further shamed,’ said Whisper. ‘So I will not let you die.’

‘Well, you better not,’ I said.

Whisper nodded. ‘Now we can go.’ She opened the room door.

As I made to leave, Sivver Bardif grabbed my arm.

‘Mortedant.’ She looked very serious. ‘I could not help but overhear. The wilds are not safe and she does not lie about wild spirits. I have heard hunters and farmers speak of them.’ She seemed very earnest, a simple woman worried for her employer. ‘The Spurriers supress all talk, say it is myth, but it is not.’ She leaned in close to me. ‘Oster are superstitious creatures. You should take your weapons.’ I looked back at them lying on the table; they would be a comfort to have with me. Then I almost laughed. If we were in a position where an urcan could not protect me, two handlance shots were unlikely to help.

‘Whisper will protect me’ I said.

Sivver Bardif held my gaze, then nodded. ‘Well,’ she said, sounding rather put out, ‘in that case enjoy your time in the woods.’



I had never left Elbay before. To see the Gate of No Rest approaching, the huge arched hole in the wall with its wooden gates open to let carts in and out as well as a stream of people bringing goods from the wilds, made me feel very odd. Like I was hungry, and also like I was going to be sick. I knew the wilds were not entirely uncivilized. A city the size of Elbay could not survive purely on the food grown in the water gardens and the piggeries of the first tier. Outside the walls were villages and farms that owed their living to the city, but I had never felt the need to visit any of them. I did not begrudge simple people living their simple lives, but neither did I have any interest in them.

At this time of day the traffic was mostly heading into the city. It was busier than usual now, with traffic increasing in advance of the Festival of the Last Siren which started on Mournday, only three days away. Even more supplies were being brought in for the celebrations and almost the entire city would be raucously drunk for an entire week. A cart carrying gahal, an expensive liqueur from faraway Kaybay, made its way past us. Such things were destined only for the highest tiers, and a cohort of grim-faced guards surrounded the cart to make sure it got there safely.

I hated festivals. We had too many of them and they always ended in riots.

Though I might not live to see this one. Without finding Malkin’s killer I would, at best, be in a cell and more likely executed after I handed myself tomorrow. I could, of course, still point the finger at Gryunt Bardif, as it seemed Malkin’s killers had set up for me to do. But that felt like I was betraying Malkin, and whatever was happening involved people with links to power and the Worshipful. The Rends, one of the city’s most powerful families, were somehow caught up in it. Their son’s house had been used to set up Gryunt Bardif. Mirodel Rend had warned me off, though he seemed a prisoner in his own house. The further I had got from Seven Crows, the more sure I became that Mirodel Rend had been scared of something. Had he been trying to warn me off with his note? Or just warn me?

Who had the sort of power to scare a man like that?

Was it this berry dealer, Keon? He had shown himself quite happy to cut off loose ends, fatally, to protect his scheme. Was Mirodel in danger from him? His sivver had been absent from the house – did they have her?

It also occurred to me that with the crime ‘solved’, Whisper would no longer be my guard. Mirial and I would be alone and that would make us easy loose ends to snip off. The more I thought of it, the more I began to wonder if that was the real thinking behind providing a culprit for Malkin’s murder. Whisper had already foiled two attempts on my life, three if you counted the duel in the liars’ circle.

Even if that was not the reason, Mirial knew Gryunt Bardif was not her brother’s killer and she would not rest until he was found. In the unlikely event I could convince her not to follow that up, there was still whatever may be planned for the Festival of the Last Siren. If something terrible happened and I had simply walked away from a chance to stop it to save my own skin, I was not sure I could live with that.

I did not know when I had become so civically minded, and I did not like it.

The Festival of the Last Siren started only a couple of days after my execution was due. It was meant to mark the day when the Howling Lord would rise. Dirrivan Murser’s desire to leave before it started had worried me from the start. Mirial’s report of this Keon giving out money to ensure people attended and then going to the Howlers bothered me too, and the fact he was a Blanker. That would give him information on the organization of the festival. Mirodel Rend had told me Keon was very religious. If he was a Howler, part of the Cult of Ascension, he should not be encouraging people to attend the festival. The Howlers were ascetics. They hated the festivals and were usually the kindle that lit off of the riots. What they saw as a solemn religious occasion, the rest of the city saw as an excuse to get drunk, which never went down well.

A whole flock of small and seemingly unrelated things pecked at the back of my mind like hungry crows. The gate loomed above us and I was seized with a sudden fear of leaving Elbay. This was my home. The wilds were not. They were other.

We had to push against the flow of people but, as always, being in the presence of Whisper made that easier than it would have been otherwise. At either side of the gate, groups of Worshipful cultists were gathered, screaming of the forgiveness to be found in death – after the required amount of suffering, of course.

‘The only true peace is eternal peace,’ was chanted over and over again by a group on one side of us. On our other side, they chanted, ‘Through our blood, it will rise!’ In theory they were both Worshipful and agreed with each other’s messages, but the truth was there were so many sects and variants of the religion that they often came to blows.

But not today, though part of me wanted them to; even a small riot would make the guards close the gate and I would not be able to leave the city.

Then we were outside the walls.

I found myself in the great burned circle of the ringfire wastes, dotted with pyres, stretching out before us to the wood wilds. I glanced back and up at the pylons of Castle Elbay, glad the ringfire had only recently discharged. According to my almanacs it would be days before it fired again.

At least I did not have to fear being burned alive. One must take comfort where one could, and it was sorely lacking in my life which had become a bed made of rocks. Sharp ones.

‘Come,’ said Whisper. She was four or five paces ahead. I hurried to catch up, a sense of panic rising within me. It was the opposite of the feeling of being hemmed in by a crowd that sometimes overwhelmed me and sent me running back to my rooms. I felt as if my skin and my mind were rushing outwards from my body and into the huge open area of the wastes. It was like I was in danger of losing myself, of being fatally diluted by this huge space.

‘Mortedant?’ said Whisper, and her basso, rumbling voice became something to hang on to. ‘Are you well?’

‘Of course I am well,’ I said, standing closer. Her huge bulk was comforting, an anchor. ‘I was only thinking that the wilds are huge. As we did not leave by the gate the note suggested, how will we find this man and his camp? I am not used to navigating outside the city. Even the note only gave us a general area to look in.’ It suddenly felt so hopeless. Foolish even. What was I doing?

‘I do not think the note was meant to help us find him.’

‘I know that!’ I could not keep the exasperation from my voice. I wanted to take off my hat and jump up and down on it in frustration like a small child. What was I doing? Wandering around the wilds in hope of finding a patch of berries …

‘Do you really wish to find this man, Irody Hasp?’ said Whisper.

‘Of course I do!’ I snapped the words at her. I did not want some outwilds savage thinking I was at my wits’ end.

‘There are ways,’ she said, though she did not sound happy about it. ‘I will show you when we get to the wilds.’

We walked on. I found that if I stayed within Whisper’s shadow the feeling of panic was minimized. Beneath my feet the carbonized ground crunched and cracked.

‘The man who attacked you, did you actually see him?’ she asked.

‘No, but I felt him against me. Big, bearded. And we have Sivver Murser and Mirial’s descriptions.’

‘So he touched you?’

I found myself rubbing my neck, still painful and bruised where the cord had bitten into it. ‘Yes.’

‘That may be enough,’ said Whisper. She gave me an odd look, one I could not quite place. We trudged on.

‘I had not realized,’ I said after a while and almost out of breath, ‘how far it is from the city to the woods.’ There were people dotted around the ringfire wastes. Some were leading bullock carts to the city, others had huge baskets of goods on their backs. Small groups of people were building funeral pyres. If I looked behind me the people nearest the city looked no bigger than my little finger. The woods looked no closer than they had when we left.

‘There has to be room around the city to lure in an army,’ said Whisper.

‘What do you mean?’

‘The ringfire,’ she said. ‘That is what it is for. You would need huge numbers to take a city like Elbay. The ringfire would incinerate them before they could get near enough to lay siege.’

‘I thought it was to keep away the trees,’ I said.

‘It is not,’ replied Whisper. I nodded. Somewhere in the back of my head I had heard the ringfire was defensive, I had just never really thought about it. The ringfire was part of the city, like the tiers, the water pipes or the radial roads, and the idea of someone attacking Elbay was obviously ridiculous.

Strangely, I felt more comfortable once we were in the forest. It was almost like being in the city with the huge trees towering over me. The paths through the undergrowth and hanging moss were like streets and walls. Whisper led me through the greenery, and I felt almost like a child who is given a new toy. All these things I had never seen before. All this life. It was so different to the city, more joyous in a way, and I felt a sense of peace within this place. We stopped in a clearing.

‘You are sure about this?’ she said.

‘Yes,’ I said again, only afterwards realizing that, from the way she spoke, maybe Whisper was not simply talking about tracking our quarry through the woods but something else. She took a small knife from her belt.

‘A little blood is needed,’ she said.

‘Blood?’

‘Yes,’ she said, looking down on me, a knife in one great hand.

‘Mine or yours?’ I took a step back.

‘Yours,’ she said.

What a fool I had been. I had let this creature lead me into the forest where we were all alone, and now she would have me. There would be no witnesses here, no one to tell of my death. I could not run or fight. She was faster and stronger than me. Escape from her was impossible.

‘I need only nick the back of your hand,’ she said. ‘It will not hurt.’

‘Oh.’ The fear vanished. I felt a little foolish. I held out my hand and she cut me. More than a nick as well, but not a death blow, so I took solace in that and bit back the pain without complaint.

‘Kneel,’ she said, ‘and put your hand on the ground.’

‘I may get dirt in the cut.’ She gave me a look I was beginning to suspect may be impatience. ‘What is this for?’

‘All things are connected,’ she said.

‘That is not an answer.’ She was still looking at me, but if she wanted to kill me there were far easier ways so I did as she told me, kneeling to place my hand on the forest floor while still not really understanding why. I watched the blood run down my skin and onto the soil.

She knelt behind me, as tall as I was when standing.

‘Are you ready, Mortedant Irody Hasp?’

‘I am not entirely sure.’

She took that as assent and began to sing. It was what I had heard before in the saying of her name but magnified a thousandfold. A song of memory and of a people, it soared in strength and glory and made me exalt. It dropped into loss and despair and I wanted to weep. The music was the waves of the sea, carrying me with it in a language I did not understand and was not equipped to speak. Yet I felt the powerful emotions and thoughts within.

The ground began to glow. It was similar to the way an equasial table would glow once the chemicals were down and the spirit was called by the numbers. It was the feeling of falling into the mind of the dead. But there was only the song here, no rituals, props, chemicals or equations. The glow became streamers, waving in the air in time to a rhythm made by the urcan behind me. She thumped the ground with her fist to keep time and then, as if obeying some call I did not hear, the streamers caged me, passed through me.

I heard the trees shiver.

The caw of crows taking to the air.

Questions, questions. What was happening? How was she doing this?

‘Stop fighting me, Irody Hasp.’ Her words echoed through me, and the cage shivered. I pushed fear and rational thought away.

Back in my room. There and not there. Dissociated, the way I would be from the pain of death upon reading a corpse. Malkin’s body. The cord around my neck. Fighting for my life and sure I was going to die. At the same time aware this replay of past events was not real.

I felt a push. Everything brighter, harder. Now it was real. The fear and the panic, the terror, were all the same. The scent of the man. His foul breath, old sweat and high cloying smell as he strangled me. I wanted to fight but the link between my mind and body was gone. I was dying. At the same time I felt something else, something that was not me. Joy of youth and strength, running fast beyond my ability. Powerful waters. Huge trees. A glimpse of a bush covered in bright-red berries. The smell of them. Almost that high cloying smell but different, sweeter.

Then I was back on the floor of the wood, gasping for air. Drained. Exhausted. The pain and guilt of Malkin’s death fresh, as if Whisper had plunged a blade into my heart.

‘What was that?’ I said, trying to draw enough air into my lungs to stand. Trying not to sob. ‘What did you do?’

‘The trees remember all,’ she said. ‘But they must know what to remember. Now they know the scent, the weight, the footsteps of our quarry. They will remember where he passed. I gave them grinberries from my childhood and they will show me where they grow. I hope this will lead us to our quarry. I am sorry it was unpleasant.’ She sat me up, like a parent would do with a small child. ‘It is not something my people do often.’

‘Why not?’

‘A weak mind is often lost among the trees,’ she said. I think, in her way, that she was complimenting me. I rubbed my neck where the bruises once more felt fresh.

‘Did you find him?’

‘I found a memory of him. A whisper of grinberries. It is north of here.’

‘Then we should go that way.’

‘Yes.’ She nodded. ‘But first, let me clean the cut on your hand.’
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CHAPTER 23


Featherlong

One Day to Execution

I wanted to ask Whisper about what had happened, what we had shared. It felt like spirits or mortedancy but was definitely neither of those things. I had thought her scared of the spirits of Elbay, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe she found them distasteful in the way I would find someone distasteful who caged and tortured a crow. I was deeply curious, and at the same time the pain of Malkin’s death and the fear of nearly dying myself were once more raw within me after the visions.

‘I did not know such things as you did were possible.’

‘They are not in a city,’ she said, moving a branch out of the way so I could pass.

‘Can all urcans do what you did?’

‘No.’

‘Does it require special training?’

‘No.’

‘Could I do it?

‘No.

‘You do not want to talk about this, do you?’

‘No.’

Well, she may not want to discuss whatever we had done, but from the determined way she led us on it had clearly worked. How strange it was that she was capable of something so close to my own work, and yet so different. Whisper led us through the forest, following no path I could see, but she could. As I followed I took the opportunity to touch trees or bushes and grasses to see if I could feel anything like I had done with Whisper. I could not, but sometimes from the corner of my eye I thought I saw wisps of the same ethereal glow that had caged me. Eventually she paused and put a massive-clawed hand gently on my shoulder to still me. She cocked her head, then let go.

‘I think we are here.’ She walked forward, making no attempt to hide.

‘They may see us,’ I said, stepping behind a wide tree trunk.

‘There is no one there.’

‘Oh.’ I left the tree trunk. ‘Did the trees tell you that?’ I asked.

She shook her huge monochrome head. ‘No, my ears and my nose told me that.’

‘Of course.’ I followed her through the brush, stepping over fallen logs and pushing aside curtains of vine and moss. Whisper stopped by some bushes; they were very tall and dark green with small amounts of unripe green berries on them.

‘Grinberries,’ she said, then turned, kneeling by some much smaller bushes that had been planted in neat rows. ‘And these are agtan bushes.’

‘They made the poison here?’

She nodded. ‘Some of it, at least,’ she said, and knelt before the rows of bushes. ‘They are very expensive to buy, these plants, and hard to raise here away from the sea.’

‘So this is his camp,’ I said.

Whisper nodded. ‘It is where his scent led me and it has grinberries and agtan bushes.’ She turned, looking for a gap in the trees until she found one she could see the tiers Elbay through. ‘I think this is the place the note would have led us to. Yes. This is the camp. Or it was.’

She said that because it had plainly been abandoned.

The remains of a fire, some old food scattered about, places where there had been tents and the grass had yet to spring back up. Rubbish everywhere.

‘They have been gone a while,’ said Whisper as she walked over and knelt where a tent had been, touching the grass. I looked around. It was a large clearing. In some places small trees had been cut down. ‘The grass where this tent was is dead, and agtan bushes grow slowly. So they were here a while but our man is gone.’

‘Well, if they planned to ambush us on the way here, we have avoided that. So we are safe to look around.’

Whisper gave a single grunt, which sounded a lot less like agreement than I wished. Then she turned her head and walked over to the remains of the fire. ‘There is still warmth here. They were likely here overnight.’

‘I wonder how many there were?’

Whisper stood, looking down at the marks on the ground. Then she walked around the clearing, counting out other marks I could not see.

‘These tents,’ she said. ‘They are made for ten, but you can fit double that many in if you have to. I count six places where they were raised.’

‘Between sixty and a hundred and twenty people then.’ That was a small army. I felt a chill and it was not the cold air. I had written off revolution but maybe I was wrong. A revolution in the middle of one of the city’s largest festivals. No way to tell friend or enemy for the ventran. It would be a bloodbath, and I still had no proof – nothing to take to the authorities, or at least nothing strong enough to clear my name and have them stop the festival. For a moment I was almost paralysed by hopelessness. Something glimmered in the dead grass where there had once been a tent, catching my eye: a chain, the type commonly strung with coins and worn by rich people to show off. There were no coins on it but the workmanship was exquisite. I picked it up and put it in my pocket.

‘One tent would probably have been solely for their leader,’ said Whisper. ‘So maybe a hundred heads, at most.’ She paused then added, as if she could read my mind, ‘I have marched with armies, that is how I know.’

I took a breath and walked over to the remains of the fire. It had been left to burn, but must have got wet in the previous night’s rain. It had not gone out completely but the wood had not burned away either. In among the logs were small planks with nails through them. It looked like someone had burned packing crates. I pulled out some slats of wood the fire had barely touched, pushing the smouldering ends against the wet grass to extinguish the embers. The slats had writing on them. I pulled more from the fire until I had a slowly smoking pile, which I lined up on the ground so I could make out the words. I felt Whisper behind me.

‘Ardansir,’ she said. ‘What does that mean?’

I did not know. I stared at the bits of wood and, with a sinking feeling, moved them into a different order. I did not find something that provided me any comfort, which I dearly needed in that moment.

‘Not Ardansir,’ I said softly. ‘Ardirans. The weapons makers.’ I ran a hand along the charred wood. ‘Chiefly, they provide firelances.’

‘Why burn the boxes?’ said Whisper. ‘Firelances are delicate; they must be protected from rain or the barrels warp and they become useless.’

I tapped the wood, thinking on that while Whisper walked away.

‘Look,’ she said. I stood and went over to her. She was pointing through the same gap in the trees she had used to get her bearings on Elbay. At first I saw nothing, then something on top of the castle flashed. A second later it did it again.

‘The sun catching on the metal trinkets of pilgrims,’ I said.

‘Or a signal,’ said Whisper. ‘Those tree branches have been cut so Elbay can be seen from here.’ I did not like the sound of that.

I turned back to the fire and saw something else in the long grass, near where there had once been a tent. A blue glow. Scattered through the grass were spirit charges for lances. A strange thing to leave behind. I went over to look at them, becoming more and more puzzled as I approached. In the midst of the spirit charges was a round globe on a small metal tripod. It was made of a strange, gauzy grey material that was oddly familiar. It took a moment for me to place it, then I realized it was something like the coax that Grand Dame Heluist Sarinter had in her carriage for scaring away spirits, but that had been blue. I reached out for it, but before I could touch it there was a dull thud, followed by the same fizzing across my skin as when the ringfire was readying to discharge. I stepped back. The globe had changed from grey to green. Whisper turned, alarmed at the sound.

‘It is fine,’ I shouted. ‘I am not hurt.’

‘What happened?’ said Whisper, joining me. She looked at the spirit charges and then the globe. ‘What is that?’

‘A caller, a foolish neophyte toy. Meant to bring spiritforms to it.’ I shook my head. ‘A waste of time out here.’

‘They never intended an ambush on the way here,’ said Whisper, and she drew her sword and axe. ‘This is the trap.’

In the forest something screamed. It was not a human scream. It was not an animal scream. It had the timbre of tearing metal, the shriek of something tormented. I heard breaking wood, and undergrowth being smashed aside, as something huge forced its way through the trees.

‘Back!’ shouted Whisper. She was holding her weapons out to her sides while backing towards me, keeping herself orientated towards the noise. ‘Climb a tree, Mortedant. Do it quickly. The spirit charges will send the beast into a frenzy.’

I had seen her fight twice before and she had been completely calm, unruffled, but there was an urgency in her voice now that left me in no doubt that I should do as she said. We were in danger, and enough danger that it scared her. I ran for the nearest tree, scrambling up through the branches until I was above the clearing. I looked down, seeing the camp laid out before me. To one side of my tree, something I had not noticed from the ground glinted in the undergrowth and I was momentarily confused by what I saw. Bottles, hundreds of them, and of many different sizes and shapes. Some were full of an amber liquid and even from my place in the tree I could make out the labels, recognized them as brands of spirits. Some were expensive like gahal, some were the cheapest rotgut you could buy.

My mind whirred.

Lances, bottles and a caller? What was happening here?

Then the creature I had heard broke from the forest and the sight of it drove all rational thought from my mind. I had not believed Whisper when she spoke of wild spirits. I thought she was simply reciting folklore and the superstitions of her people, brought from beyond the wilds.

She was not.

The spirit creature was huge. Twice as tall as the urcan. It was partly insectile with too many long spindly legs, and part mammalian with flowing fur over its thickly muscled body. It had two heads, each on its own prehensile neck. One ended in nothing but a pair of snapping, slavering jaws, not unlike a dog’s or a cat’s but much larger. The other was an insectile head with huge compound eyes and snapping, curved teeth that dripped a viscous poison. It had three arms, each ending in wide, serrated, blade-like forearms. The whole body glowed with the blue light of every spirit I had ever seen, but pulsing lines of red also ran along its body. I had never seen that before. It half walked, half staggered further into the clearing then paused, the insectile head looking around, the animal mouth growling. Whisper stood before it, but it did not appear interested in her. Instead the insect head locked on the tree, found me. It screamed again, a terrible sound that made my heart thud in my chest. It drove all sane thought from my mind and replaced it with paralysing fear. I was sure it was going to ignore Whisper and come straight for me. I had seen spirits climb; the tree would be no obstacle to it.

The air filled with the scent of summer flowers. So strange. Almost overwhelming.

Whisper roared. Full throated, the sound of a predator, of a hunter, it froze my insides in exactly the same way the cry of the beast had.

And it got the creature’s attention. The smell of flowers vanished, replaced by a cold scent: snow on rocks, ice being broken on water in the morning before a freezing wash. The beast moved, spider-quick, far too fast for its huge body. Upsetting, inhuman. Blade arms struck at Whisper and rather than defend, she dodged. The blades cut the air. Her body was never where they fell. She was as quick as the creature but her movements did not upset me the way it did. On some very deep level, I felt the beast was wrong.

Whisper struck it. From experience I knew how fragile spirits were. A good blow could break the shell and then it was only a matter of time until the impetus within dissipated. But Whisper’s axe bounced off the thing. She had to dodge out of the way as the jaw head came down, snapping and snarling.

Then it was back to the dance, her dodging, getting in hits when she could. No matter how many times she hit it, she was unable to damage the beast. It was unlike any spirit body I had ever seen.

Bit by bit, and even with her great strength, Whisper was beginning to slow. A great crash echoed through the wood as one of the arms hit her in the chest, sending her flying across the clearing, landing where the fire had been in a cloud of dust and debris. The beast followed at speed. Whisper was up quickly, a great dent in her breastplate, dodging once more. She needed help and I did not even have my handlances.

As if they would do any good.

There must be some way to help. I looked around, desperate.

Then I saw the bottles. Cheap rotgut alcohol. Expensive liquors.

Flammable liquids.

Spirits were brought into being with heat, by the reaction of chemicals. They could also be dissipated by it. I may not have had my handlances but I had some spare combusters in my pocket and somewhere a box of matches.

Whisper was still fighting the creature. I would have to climb down from the tree to put my plan into action, but my hands had become claws, clinging on to the bark of the tree I hid in. I was frozen with fear and could not move. Another crash. Whisper sent flying across the clearing again. The creature scuttling after her, smashing its blade arms into the ground as Whisper rolled away and back to her feet. She was slowing. Plainly hurt.

If I did not do something, she would die, and so would I. I forced myself to climb down the tree, each movement deliberate, difficult. My heart thudded in my chest. I stayed low as Whisper and the creature continued their titanic battle. The air was thick with roars, screeching and growling.

I crawled through the undergrowth, desperately hoping not to be seen, not to attract the attention of the beast. Images of being impaled by one of the thing’s sword arms filled my mind. I felt a sudden pain, saw blood. My wrist cut on a broken bottle in the gap between glove and sleeve, but I was not quite to the main pile yet. I got to my feet, staying bent over until I reached the rest of the bottles. Many were broken, but those that were not were full. Roars and crashing. I grabbed a bottle, smashed the top off and poured the liquid out over the pile of glass. The stinging in my nostrils was that of a powerful and expensive liquor. I took out the combusters from my pockets and pushed them deep into the pile, thankful for the protection of my gloves. An alcohol fire would not burn too hot, but I hoped it would be hot enough. I grabbed another bottle, ripped an edge from my robe and soaked it in alcohol, stuffed it in the neck of the bottle. Then took the matches from my pocket.

‘Whisper!’ I shouted. ‘Bring it over here!’

She looked my way. A moment of anger on her face. Furious that I was out of the tree.

‘I can help!’

She ducked a swinging blade arm then moved my way. I tried to stay low. Tried not to let the fear that radiated from the creature overwhelm me. The nearer it came, the more terrified I was. Whisper was moving towards the bottles, bringing it with her. She had almost reached me.

‘Hold it!’ I shouted. ‘Hold it on the bottle pile!’

She did not question, did not ask why. Only stepped back until she was on the pile. Then she stood her ground against something that clearly could not be killed by the weapons she had.

I put the bottle between my knees and tried to strike a match as their battle raged. Whisper was not only protecting herself but also me. Snapping jaws smashed away when they were a hair’s breadth from my face. A slashing arm blocked from disembowelling me. I dropped the first match. The second went out as I was shaking so much. The third lit, a bright chemical flare, and I put it to the taper in my bottle and was rewarded with a blue flame.

‘Move!’ I shouted. Whisper threw herself aside and I threw the bottle, watched it arc through the air. It smashed against the carapace of the creature, coating it in liquid fire and making it roar. Flaming alcohol dripped from it onto the bottle pile.

‘Back!’ I shouted. ‘Back!’ Both of us backed up.

The creature shook off the burning liquid, let out another roar, as if in triumph, and raised its blade arms. The pile of bottles looked untouched by the fire. The creature took a step forward. Then the liquid fire that had dripped from it reached the combusters. A dull thump. The sound of shattering bottles. Flammable liquid freed, it caught light in an eerie pyre of blue flames that engulfed the beast.

Roars turned to screams, though the creature did not try to flee. Maybe it knew it was finished the minute the flame touched it, maybe it was caught in its own version of panic. I do not know. It turned on the spot, blade arms and snapping jaws attacking the flames as if the fire were a foe to be beaten. Then it froze; its huge body shivered violently. There was a sigh and the beast collapsed, though its body never reached the floor. Its entire substance crumbled away to nothing as it and the alcohol fire burned out.

I lay on the cold forest ground, my heart beating fast, my breath coming in great gasps as I waited for the fear to leave me. I felt strangely alive in that moment, as if the colours of the world were brighter, and the sounds and the smells more intense.

‘I thought us dead.’ I said it out loud – to Whisper, to no one in particular, to the entire forest.

‘So did I,’ said Whisper. ‘That was well done, Irody Hasp.’ She sounded odd, sad. ‘I should have thought to bring fire.’

‘No.’ I sat up. ‘You could not know such a beast would be waiting, or that I would foolishly spring a trap.’

She did not look at me, as if she could not bear to. I pulled myself up and went to her. Blood dripped from one of her hands, her axe handle had broken and her sword looked a little bent. The breastplate had a huge dent right in the centre.

‘You are hurt,’ I said.

‘A gash in my arm, some broken ribs. I will heal.’ She sounded miserable. ‘I am meant to protect you,’ she stood. ‘Without the fire, I would have failed.’

‘You did protect me,’ I told her. ‘Without you I would have been dead in moments. You drew the beast to the fire, held it. I could never have done that.’

She grunted, I think in assent, then looked at her axe and shook her head.

‘I owe my life to you,’ I told her. She nodded, her gaze not leaving her weapon.

‘It was a good axe,’ she said, and went to find her pack. When she did, she placed the broken axe in it. Then she sighted along her sword as if to assess the bend. She made a growling noise and forced it back into the scabbard.

‘Can they be fixed?’

‘The sword I can fix myself given a bit of time.’ She pointed at her pack. ‘The axe blade is badly chipped, as well as its handle broken. It would be better to replace it.’

‘I will tell the Mortedants’ Priory that your weapon was damaged protecting me. You may be able to claim for it and replace it with a good contracteer.’

She said nothing for a moment before turning to look at Castle Elbay through the gap in the trees. ‘You did not spring a trap,’ she said. ‘The gap in the trees was not to watch the castle, but for someone at the castle to watch this place.’

‘And the note to lead us here,’ I said.

She nodded and her gaze went back to the bottle pile. ‘That alcohol,’ she said, ‘why is it here?’

‘We should be glad it was.’ I walked over to join her as she sat on a log. The pieces of wood from the weapon boxes I had taken out of the campfire remained miraculously untouched, despite Whisper and the creature having fought all over the campsite. I expected them to be smashed to pieces by their feet.

‘Soldiers drink. Why did they not drink what was here?’ said Whisper.

I thought about that for a moment. She was right. Elbay’s guards liked nothing more than to drink too much and cause trouble. I went back to the campfire, sifting through the ashes.

‘What are you looking for?’

‘Something that may be from the boxes those bottles came in. But I cannot find anything.’

‘Does that matter?’ she said, as if I was the type of person who dug through old fires for fun.

‘It feels like it should.’ I scratched my head, took off my hat and put it back on, thinking about the small amount I had learned of the man we had come here to find. This Keon. ‘The Howlers are ascetics,’ I said.

‘Who?’

‘The Cult of Ascension. The Worshipful that Mirial trailed this Keon to.’ I turned back to her. ‘They eschew the comforts of life, good food, clothes, alcohol.’

‘I thought he was a Blanker,’ said Whisper. ‘They are always drunk from what I have observed.’

‘More likely that is a convenient cover for him.’

‘So if he is one these Howlers,’ said Whisper, ‘why have alcohol here at all?’

‘Why indeed,’ I said, and walked over to the pile of bottles, retrieving two that were mostly intact. ‘This,’ I said, holding one up, ‘is jaggy. Cheap, strong and popular in the first and second tier. This’ – I held up the other bottle – ‘is gahal. Expensive, fifth and sixth tier stuff.’ I threw the bottles back into the pile.

‘I still do not understand,’ said Whisper.

I looked at the broken bottles, tossed away like rubbish, then over at the burnt weapons boxes and felt two pieces of a larger puzzle click together in my head.

‘Oh no,’ I said.

‘You do not sound pleased, Irody Hasp,’ said Whisper.

‘I am not, but I have an idea that explains the bottles and the burned weapon boxes.’ She blinked and waited for me to continue. ‘Ardirans make firelances, mostly for the city. Elbay exports them to other cities but you can’t sell firelances in our tiers. They are only for the guard. Handlances only in the city.’ She was staring at me, listening intently. ‘When we were leaving, we passed a cart taking gahal up to the sixth tier for the festival. The city will be awash with alcohol. So much comes in that the guards just wave it through the gates in exchange for a couple of bottles.’

Whisper stood and looked from the fire to the pile of bottles. ‘You think they are buying alcohol, emptying the boxes here and using those boxes to smuggle firelances into the city.’

‘It’s all that fits,’ I said. ‘We may not have found this Keon. But I think we know what he was trying to cover up, and I think this may be enough to alert someone who can do something about it.’

‘We need to get back to the city,’ said Whisper.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘and quickly.’
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CHAPTER 24


Featherlong

One Day to Execution

We headed back to Elbay, using the path out of the camp – the same one mentioned in the note I had been sent – and making the best speed we could. When we broke from the woods we walked parallel to the Radial Road. It was Elbay’s largest road and ran from Norcliff within the city, out of the city through the ringfire wastes, and into the wilds where it headed on towards faraway Kaybay. There were other roads leading away from the city, but they tended to peter out soon after entering the treeline. The Radial Road was forbidden to all but the city’s guard and traders bringing goods valuable enough to the higher tiers that they were given a pass. Everyone else had to struggle over the rutted and carbonized ground of the ringfire wastes.

As we walked across the wastes, Whisper kept looking up at Elbay and slowing down. It was annoying me. Unknown parties were smuggling weapons into the city. My city. And something awful was planned for the festival. The sooner the authorities knew the better. As it seemed both the Worshipful and the Spurriers were somehow involved, I would take my findings to Farrah Bispham. She might not be overly worried about something terrible happening at the Festival of the Last Siren, but I was quite sure she would not overlook an opportunity to make the Worshipful and the Spurriers look bad.

‘Will you hurry up, Whisper?’ I almost fell on a rut in the blackened earth. ‘Why do you keep stopping?’

‘Up there.’ She pointed at the castle. ‘That glinting is there again. We are still watched.’

I joined her, staring up at the crown of Elbay, but saw nothing. I was ready to tell her she was being foolish when I saw it, the same glint I had seen through the gap in the trees.

‘A scope,’ I said softly. ‘They probably set off that caller from up there.’

‘That can be done?’ she said.

‘Heluist Sarinter told me a caller is a simple first-year trick; a remote activator is not much harder,’ I told her. ‘They had some hold over Mirodel Rend. No doubt it is something he could do for them quite simply.’

‘They know their trap did not work, and that we return,’ she said.

‘Well, aren’t you full of good news?’ She looked at me as if I was being somehow unfair. ‘But there is nothing they can do about us now. We must focus on getting back to the city and the Mortedants’ Priory.’

She stared up at Elbay once more, and as she did I saw the glint again, a flash as something caught the sun.

We continued on. About halfway between Elbay and the wilds my skin began to itch. I thought nothing of it at first. As we walked on, Whisper began to scratch at her skin as if she also felt something. The itching became worse as we walked and I wondered if we had walked through something, brushed against some irritant bush, or some sort of stinging plant. It felt as if ants were creeping all over me, and the stronger it got, the more horribly familiar it became. I found myself slowing to stare up at Elbay Castle. I thought I saw something around the top of one of the pylons. A blue flash.

‘No,’ I said, and stopped. Whisper did the same. ‘This cannot be.’

‘What cannot be?’

‘It is impossible,’ I began digging into the pockets of my robe.

‘What are you doing, Irody Hasp?’ she said, watching as I checked a different pocket. What fool gave these robes so many pockets?

‘You feel the itching?’ I asked as I searched.

She nodded. ‘It is like a storm is coming.’ She looked up. ‘But the sky is free of clouds and I do not smell rain.’ A look of horror crossed her face as she reached the same conclusion I had. ‘Ringfire?’

‘But it cannot be ringfire,’ I told her as I found what I was looking for. My almanac. ‘The rings discharged only a few days ago.’ I was quickly leafing through the book, finding the date and showing it to Whisper. ‘See. It is not due for another five days. It cannot be ringfire.’

Even as I said it I knew I was wrong. The feeling was unmistakable. I glanced up at Elbay and I saw another charge arc between the pylons. My stomach felt like it was filled with ice. We did not have long, minutes at most. I looked back; we were equidistant between the city and the wilds. Soon this whole area would be bathed in fire and anything in it would be incinerated – and we were, at that moment, very much in it.

‘To have escaped the beast of the wilds just to burn here, it does not seem fair,’ I said quietly.

‘We must run for the city,’ said Whisper.

‘It is too far.’ I turned on the spot. ‘I do not want to burn.’ It was hopeless. If the ringfire discharged we could never outrun it. The distance to the city or the wilds was too great. The glint upon the castle walls came again, then another spark of lightning arced between the pylons. We were doomed. I turned to my left, to the dual line of tall, fissured, ironstones that marked the Radial Road. When Mirial had told me about the loss of her mother, she had said that the ironstones protected the Radial Road from ringfire. It could of course be a myth, a superstition of the lower tiers, but it was more hope than being in the wastes gave me. ‘We cannot make the city, Whisper,’ I said. ‘But we may just make the Radial Road.’

‘What good is the road?’ she said, puzzled and entirely calm, as if she had simply accepted death. Well, I refused to be calm.

‘The stones protect it from the ringfire!’ I grabbed her arm; it was like holding a statue. ‘Now run!’

We ran. I ran with all I had. Whisper could easily have outpaced me – she was taller, stronger, faster – but she did not. We ran together as the power in the air began to build. More lightning arced between the sharp pylons of Castle Elbay, the discharge clearly imminent. People on the wastes, traders and mourners, were beginning to realize what was happening. Some were running, others had fallen to their knees. I ran past a woman who stood entirely still. ‘You must run!’ I shouted. She had an almanac in her hand and pointed to it, as if what was on the paper would save her.

It would not.

But the Radial Road would not save me.

It was clear I was not fast enough to reach it. But Whisper could be.

‘Run, Whisper,’ I shouted to her. ‘Someone must warn the city it is in danger, and I am too slow.’ I was not ready to die. I knew who had killed Malkin, and that he planned something against Elbay, my city. If Whisper could make the road, then at least in my final moments I would know I was to be avenged. Maybe someone in the city would know of my sacrifice, maybe they would raise a statue to me – maybe more than one. I tripped and fell to my knees. I was done. My energy gone. I was not built for running. ‘Go, Whisper!’ I shouted again. ‘Run!’

I hoped I would not feel myself burning.

She slid to a stop, the claws on her feet throwing up dust and rocks. Then ran back and scooped me up in her huge arms.

‘No!’ I shouted. ‘You are to—’

‘Protect,’ she said. ‘I will not fail.’ A grunt of pain. Even though I was not heavy, I was still a strain on her wounded arm and I was pressed against her ribs, broken beneath the damaged armour. I slowed her but she did not care and ignored my protestations. Ringfire energy was building, thickening the air with power. On the viewing platforms, people would be watching. They were probably betting on us, on whether we could make it to safety. I shouted for her to leave me. I could hear more screams. We were not the only ones desperate for safety. More traders, farmers and mourners were realizing what was happening, abandoning their carts, goods and livelihoods to run for the city. I saw a man bury himself in a funeral pyre as if the rickety wooden tower would save him. The power still building. The root of every hair on my body alive with pain, like needles in my skin.

Then I felt the release of it, like a crack in the air. A wave of energy barrelling toward us.

Whisper threw herself to the ground, wrapping her body around me, protecting me. Heat. Washing over us. Over her. I waited for the agonizing kiss of flame on skin.

But there was nothing.

Only silence.

Whisper slowly uncurled herself from around me.

‘Whisper,’ I said, ‘are you burned?’

‘No,’ she said, ‘Mirial was right. The road is protected.’

I rolled over. We had made it to the road. All down its length the rugged lumpy ironstones were glowing a faint blue, the remnant of whatever power within them protected the road. I was almost too stunned to feel relieved. I looked up into the blue sky. The air was full of a strange smell, one I did not recognize. We had fallen beside one of the ironstones that lined the road. I touched it but felt nothing.

‘It smells like the ocean,’ said Whisper.

We lay there for what seemed like a long time. Catching our breath. Counting our blessings. Being amazed we’d lived.

Until I heard a voice.

‘You!’ A shout from towards the city. I rolled, pushed myself up. ‘Civilians are not allowed on the road.’ A vex approached, pointing a handlance at me. Behind her were three lowlies, each with a firelance. At first I thought they were also pointing them at me, but they were not. All three firelances were for Whisper.

‘We had to escape the fire,’ I told them. My feet felt unsteady, the world as if it slowly moved beneath my feet.

‘Not my problem,’ said the vex. ‘You should have checked the almanac.’ She was exactly the worst sort of person that went into the guard.

‘I did. That discharge was not scheduled. You should know this.’ I put a hand on the stone to steady myself.

‘They’re all scheduled,’ she said. ‘You must have made a mistake.’ Clearly, she was a woman whose thinking was very rigid.

‘Then why were so many caught out there?’ I was trying to keep control of my temper, at the same time digging through my pockets for my almanac, but I could not find it. I must have dropped it.

‘People get greedy around the festival,’ she said, and stepped closer. ‘Don’t give themselves enough time to get them and their goods into the city. Frightened they might miss out when everyone starts spending their money.’

‘But the ringfire was not scheduled,’ I told her again. She furrowed her brow. I think the idea of unscheduled ringfire was too much for her. Then she advanced on me, handlance out. I heard a pained noise from Whisper as she slowly stood. The three lowlies shifted their weapons upwards to remain aimed at her.

‘Nothing my guard would like better,’ said the vex, ‘than to put down an oster.’

I glanced at Whisper; she was watching me, waiting for some signal.

‘Turn around,’ said the guard. I did, and felt the pressure of her handlance against my back. Beyond the line marked out by the ironstones were the ringfire wastes. A ground mist of strange, nauseous green covered it. ‘Now get off my road.’

‘That mist,’ I said. ‘What is it?’

‘Residue of the discharge. A lot like an aerant,’ she told me. ‘Eats through anything. Clothes, metal, flesh.’

‘If we go out there,’ I said, in case the vex did not understand, ‘we will die.’

‘Not my problem, death crow.’

‘It will be,’ I told her. The pressure of the weapon against my back lessened a little.

‘What do you mean? Is that a threat?’ She pushed the handlance harder against my back and I had to fight not to stumble off the road.

‘We work for the Grand High Mortedant and bring news of a plot against the city. Our bodies will create questions. When the plot comes to fruition then …’

‘Nothing will be found of you. That stuff dissolves bodies.’

‘But the city—’

She made a noise, almost a laugh. Then spoke very softly, so her troops could not hear her. ‘Your interference is over, Mortedant. In your blood, let it rise. In your death, let it live.’ Those words, the same ones I had heard chanted by the Cult of Ascension, the Howlers. Whatever was happening, whoever these people were, they had infiltrated the secant guard.

I was lost.

‘Now, Mortedant, will you be brave and step out yourself, or must I shoot you and throw your body over the line?’

I did not know if I had the strength to step out into the green mist, I had burned myself on aerants before and knew the pain. The thought of being consumed by something like them, from the feet upwards, was terrifying.

No, I could not do it. I thanked the Howling Lord, deep within the city, that at least fear did not make me stupid. I had one last gambit, but it was a risk. Not that I had much of an alternative.

‘If you would kill me, then at least look me in the face while you do it.’ If she was a coward, she would not. If she was cruel, she would.

I hoped she was cruel.

‘If that’s what you want.’

I turned. Whisper was ready to spring, to act. I shook my head. She was already hurt, tired from her run. She may stop this vex shooting me, but even she would not survive the shots from the three firelances trained on her that would follow.

‘I will not leave the road, vex,’ I said. The guard had a broken nose and one of her front teeth was missing. ‘You will have to make me.’

She smiled, stepped back and aimed her handlance at my head.

‘A quick death. At least I will not be gutshot and thrown out there to burn,’ I said. ‘Thank you for that.’

She smiled and lowered the weapon so it pointed at my stomach. ‘Good idea, death crow.’ She gave me a gap-toothed smile. ‘I’ll enjoy watching your skin burn away when I throw you off my road.’

She fired the weapon. A flash of blue. A cloud of smoke. The impact, like a punch in the gut. But she did not know I wore a spurrying vest.

The combuster bounced off the metal plate in the vest beneath my robes. I stepped back to keep my balance, then quickly stepped forward again to escape the burn of the mist. The vex made an odd sound, a cough and a laugh. She put her hand up to her neck, confused when it came away bloody. The ricochet had caught her there. Her hand went to her side, to the pouch where she kept more combuster cartridges. Not that it would do her any good – she was dying. The vex fell to her knees.

‘Help her!’ I shouted to her guards. ‘Her weapon misfired; she is hurt.’ I leant in close, holding her up as blood pumped from the artery and her strength fled. I whispered into her ear, ‘In whose blood shall who rise now, eh?’ Then let her fall. ‘Quickly!’ I shouted. ‘Quickly!’ The moment her three lowlies were distracted, Whisper moved. She batted two firelances aside with one hand and ripped the third away from its owner. She let the long weapon slide through her grip until she held it in the centre, then twisted her wrist so it was horizontal and punched forward, knocking all three lowlies to the floor.

We ran toward the huge city gate which loomed before us, thick with rust and almost as tall as the tier walls. As far as I knew, it had never been opened. There were smaller gates cut into it and those were kept open for goods and important people. Whisper slowed a little, glanced behind her and stopped. She stared at the city gates.

‘They will not let us in. Not if they saw what we just did,’ she said. ‘Four of their own down.’

‘Yes,’ I said, looking back. ‘That vex was a Howler. She was part of it and made sure I knew that. Who knows how many others in the guard are part of their cult? Or how far it reaches?’ I glanced to the side of the road. The green mist still clung to the smoking earth, but the air had cleared. Further back, two of the guards Whisper had knocked down were standing again, pointing at us. One picked up their weapon.

Looking toward the huge city gate, I could make out advancing figures. But would they help or hinder us? They were tiny, bringing home how huge the radial gates were – and how we were still some distance away from safety. I saw one of the figures kneel, then a flash. A moment later, the sound of the lance firing reached us.

‘I think they saw what we did,’ I said.

Whisper did not move, only stared at the green mist that pooled over the ground of the ringfire wastes.

‘The Gate of No Rest is not too far, and they will not have seen what we did,’ she said.

‘I am trying not to have us walk through an acid mist,’ I snapped.

Whisper looked out into the ringfire wastes ‘The mist is not quite as thick now and my skin is not like yours, Irody Hasp.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It burns you.’ She pointed at the mist. ‘It may not burn me.’

‘May not and will not are not necessarily neighbours.’

She knelt, put her hand in the green mist, kept it there for a count of ten and then removed it. ‘I think I can carry you to the Gate of No Rest.’

‘Whisper, I …’

‘No time,’ she said, and pointed up the road. More guards were leaving the city gate, their firelances held ready. There was no safety here. Behind us two guards were coming at a run. ‘We go now or they shoot us down from a distance. That is our choice.’

‘There is no guarantee the guards at the Gate of No Rest will be any more trustworthy.’

‘No,’ she said, ‘but they will not have seen us knock down four of their own.’

I turned, looked back at the two lowlies running our way.

‘I would rather risk the mist than firelances,’ said Whisper.

I looked at her, at the gate, at the guards advancing from either direction. ‘You are sure of this?’

She nodded. We had no choice. We had been meant to die in the wilds. That vex had come with the specific purpose of killing me when we were not caught in the ringfire. And the ringfire? Was that some quirk, a coincidence? Or had it been meant for us? If it had, that meant someone had control of it, which was a terrifying thought. Did someone in Castle Elbay itself sit atop whatever this plot was?

Whisper was right. The Gate of No Rest was the nearest and always busy. Entering the city as publicly as possible and relying on the power of the Mortedants’ Priory to protect us was our best chance. I was wearing my robes. With enough witnesses even corrupt guards would be forced to arrest me, and that would give the priory time to act. Surely not even the Howlers would kill a Mortedant in full view of the city? Or at least I hoped so.

I looked up at the crown of Elbay, saw that glint again. ‘Very well, Whisper, it appears we have little choice.’

‘Get on my back,’ she said, and turned so I could climb up and put my arms round her neck. She used her arms to hold my legs then jumped from the road, landing with such a heavy jolt that I nearly fell.

She ran over the mist-covered ground. The air stung my skin but did not burn, and I hoped it would stay that way. My eyes began to water and I saw the world through a haze. Holding me like this, Whisper was not as encumbered as when she cradled me against her. She could run faster and her stride ate up the distance to the Gate of No Rest. As she ran, she began to sing something in her own language. It wove in and out of the rhythm of her steps and reverberated through my body. By the time I could see the gate approaching, a new beat had been added to the song, a grunt of pain that came with every step. I dared not move for fear of upsetting the rhythm of her run, of slowing her in any way. She was clearly suffering. I heard it as jagged discords in her song. As we began to close on the gate, the singing stopped and her breathing became more and more ragged.

‘Mortedant,’ she said, ‘someone … may be waiting … for us. When we reach … the gate … I will cause distraction.’ She let out an agonized groan. ‘Use it … get away.’

‘What will you do?’

‘Be ready,’ she said. The words came quick, as if she was struggling to get them out. Her gait became less rhythmic. Twice she almost stumbled, and then, maybe a minute out from the wall, I heard her sigh. Her stumbling became more frequent.

Waiting at the gate were guards and carters and traders and all the varied people of the city. A huge crowd. I wiped my streaming eyes to see that crows lined the wall above the gate. A particularly large one sat in the centre. The people were shouting, angry and upset about the unscheduled ringfire. Others were wailing, clearly grief-stricken at having lost people. Guards were struggling to keep order. Someone noticed us and pointed. Someone else began to shout encouragement. More joined them, getting louder as we approached. Soon the entire crowd were screaming out for us. Whisper took something from the noise. She had been slowing, her gait getting more and more irregular, but now the crowd was willing her on. Cries of ‘Run, Sivver Oster!’ and ‘You can do it!’ filled the air and gave her the last bit of energy she needed to push on, staggering through the gate. The crowd parted before her as her strength gave out.

She fell, letting go of me as she did, making sure I was not trapped under her weight. I hit the ground and rolled into the crowd. Hands grabbed me, pulled me up, clapped me on the back. Voices asked if I was alright. I could not answer. I was overwhelmed.

Another voice, louder. ‘The Mortedant and the oster are under arrest! They have killed a vex and a lowly on the Radial Road!’ A coldness ran through me. I turned, wondering how they knew, and what Whisper would do to distract the guards.

Nothing.

She would do nothing.

She lay on the stone. Guards had pushed through the crowd; some pointed lances at her and others spears. But she would be no trouble for them. She was barely moving and from her knees down there was only blood. Her greaves were gone. Her skin had been eaten away by the green mist. I ran to her and knelt by her head.

‘Whisper.’ I did not know what to say or what to do. I could not help her up, lacked the strength even to put her head in my lap.

Her eyes opened, the spark of life still there. ‘Escape, Irody Hasp,’ she said softly. ‘The danger remains.’

‘Arrest them!’ The cry went up again. I was grabbed from behind, my arms held by the secant guard.

‘No!’ I shouted back. ‘Help her! She needs help!’

Kuridan once told me that people, given the chance, could be better than you ever expected. I had never believed him, but maybe what happened next proved me wrong. Or it may simply be more true to say that there was little the lower tiers liked more than a riot. Whichever it was, my call of ‘Help her!’ was taken up by the crowd. It echoed around, gathering strength. The people began pushing. A stone bounced off the armour of one of the guards. ‘Help her!’ was shouted again. Then, ‘Let the death crow go!’ The sound of the crowd was like a hammer. They began jostling back and forth. I was ripped from the arms of the guards. I could not see Whisper. I worried that she might end up trampled beneath the feet of the mob. My first instinct was to fight my way to her. But I heard her voice in my head.

Escape, Irody Hasp. The danger remains.

Like a coward, I fled into the city.
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CHAPTER 25


Featherlong

One Day to Execution

I slipped away from the riot through back alleys and dank, filthy streets that I had seldom travelled. In every doorway I saw danger: guards ready to arrest me, Howler assassins waiting to end me. Nothing made sense. I walked and hid, all the while running through what I knew in my mind.

The glinting from the castle walls: a scope. We had been watched, probably from the moment we left the city. Someone had planned for us to die in the wilds, by that spirit creature. Then we had almost died when the ringfire discharged. I found it impossible to believe someone had caused that to happen, but that it was a coincidence I felt equally unlikely. And what use was it to control the ringfire except to occasionally incinerate traders and mourners?

It made no sense.

Still, to control the ringfire, set a spurried trap in the wilds, smuggle weapons into the city and infiltrate the guard? Every time I thought I was making a move against whoever these people were, it only showed me they were more powerful, more organized and farther reaching than I had ever imagined. If it was revolution they planned for, and their firelances were to be used during the Festival of the Last Siren, it would be a massacre. The ventran knew no pity if they believed the city in danger, and they were a blunt weapon. Friend, foe, bystander? All would fall before them and the streets would run with blood.

But how did the Howlers fit in? They had no interest in revolution. They cared about nothing but the Howling Lord. What would they get from a revolution?

I had planned to run to Farrah Bispham at the Mortedants’ Priory. But now I had a moment to stop and think, it did not seem like such a good idea. She would love to embarrass the Spurriers and Worshipful but would want proof, and I had none. The unscheduled ringfire would alert her to the fact that something was very wrong. But it would seem the height of arrogance to claim it had been targeted at me. I could almost hear how she would laugh when I told her. She would also know that I was wanted by the guard – it would be up on all the spirit boards by now – and she had never liked me much. With nothing to actually show her, no real tangible proof she could hold in her hands, she would be more likely to see me as an embarrassment to the priory and hand me over to the guard herself.

I needed something. I had nothing and had surely thrown away any remaining time the guard had been willing to give me.

For a moment I wanted to weep.

There must be something. Something I had missed. I squatted, leaning my head against a damp wall, going back in my mind and trying to make some order out of what I knew. This had all started with the death of Dirrivan Murser. Without my intervention, Dirrivan Murser would have died and no one would have thought anything of it. Then, I imagine, some excuse would have been found to check his will, maybe the coin he had told his sivver about, and Gryunt Bardif, as the contracteer, would also have died. Clearly, those two men knew something important, and both men were linked by the bearded man, Keon – if that was even his name.

Dirrivan Murser had to be the key.

When I read Dirrivan Murser, someone must have been worried that whatever secrets he should have taken to his grave he would pass on to me. That he had not did not matter. The possibility he could have was enough to make killing a Mortedant worthwhile. What did Dirrivan Murser know? Reading him again was not an option. His body was gone, burned in the same ringfire that was meant for me.

But I had his journals in my rooms. Such a fool to go gallivanting off to the wilds. Those books should have been my starting point and then I would not be in this trouble. And Whisper. Well, she would not be hurt and no doubt chained up in some prison somewhere. A wash of guilt fell upon me like dark mist and I had to fight to shake it off. The best way to free Whisper would be to expose the truth. I needed to get back into my rooms and look at those books again. Mirial would also be there; in all the excitement I had not thought about her. No doubt she would also be in danger. I would tell her to run, hide in the first tier among her criminal friends. It was not fair to mix her up further in this.

I knew my building would be watched, so I found somewhere I could watch it myself until darkness fell. No secant guards were posted there. I saw no one loitering about. Sivver Bardif left on some errand and there was no sign anyone was watching her or followed her. No lights were on in my rooms. Mirial must have been sleeping. Now or never, I thought. I crossed the road, thanking the Howling Lord that the new light being fitted opposite the building was not yet working, then went up into my rooms. No sign of Mirial anywhere. Maybe she had already heard about my troubles and made herself scarce. I hoped so.

In the back room, I opened the secret floorboard and took out Dirrivan Murser’s books, aware I was working against the clock and trying not to think about Whisper – whether she had survived the riot and if the guard had her. She was hurt, and the guard would be unlikely to treat her kindly. Time was against me. I went through Murser’s books, muttering to myself as I did, but found nothing any of use in the first two. Not that I had really expected to. It was the third, more chaotic book where I felt sure I would find my answers; Dirrivan Murser had clearly been disquieted by what he was involved in. In among the doodles of spiders I found dates, times and sets of three or four numbers. When looked at against his first books, they were not his usual notations. All were marked with RF. Ringfire?

I retrieved an almanac from the kitchen and checked dates and times.

RF was ringfire.

The sets of numbers accompanying the dates and times I did not understand at first. When I eventually worked it out I was annoyed at myself for missing something so obvious. It was locations in the city, secant and tier written in the standard notation but with a third and sometimes fourth number added. Building numbers maybe, using a code? Or streets? I was not sure. Still, it was something and it made me uneasy.

Dirrivan Murser had been looking into the ringfire, and Whisper and I had almost been killed by an unscheduled ringfire discharge. That, the string of murders linked to him and the evidence we had seen of weapons being smuggled into the city – surely, taken altogether, Farrah Bispham could not ignore it? She would see this went beyond poor Malkin’s death and was part of something much bigger. She would free Whisper and make the City Council aware of the conspiracy, which would clear my name. They would find this Keon and put a stop to him. Malkin would be avenged and I could go back to my normal life.

I would not even need a guard after that, though I had got used to the urcan being around. And if Mirial had fled because of the danger then when it was gone maybe she would come back. She was a good neophyte really. I put the books inside my robe, hoping Farrah Bispham would still be awake at such a late hour.

‘Mortedant Hasp.’ I turned. My housekeeper stood in the doorway.

‘I must go out, Sivver Bardif. I will be back by morning, but it may be better for you if you were no longer here.’ I began to walk toward the door.

‘No,’ she said. She took a step forward to stop me and smiled.

‘Sorry?’

‘It is remarkable, you know’ – a stray beam of light through the window glinted off something in her hand. She had a knife. Why would she have a knife? – ‘that for a man who appears to desire his own company so much, you would fall for such a foolish sad story as the one I spun.’ My mind was frozen with tiredness, and shock.

‘You rather forced yourself on me, Sivver Bardif.’

‘Sivver Bardif is not my name,’ she said. She sounded quite exasperated which was rude, though the knife was ruder. ‘Gryunt Bardif had little interest in women and never married. I was only at his execution to make sure he was dead. When you turned up, I saw an opportunity.’

A terrible fear fell upon me. I had not seen Mirial since the woman in front of me had sent her on an errand.

‘Where is Mirial?’

‘Foolish little girl,’ she said.

‘If you have hurt her I will—’

She raised a hand to stop me talking. ‘Your neophyte,’ said the woman who was not Sivver Bardif, ‘is a suspicious little rat and as inquisitive as a crow.’

‘I say again, if you have hurt her …’

Sivver Bardif, or whoever she actually was, shook her head. ‘I am no fool, to throw away a resource. She is well. For now.’

My handlances were on the table. Still charged, still loaded. I licked my lips.

‘Reaching for those weapons would be very poor idea,’ said the woman. ‘Firstly because if I die, or you run away, it will go badly for young Mirial. Secondly, because I unloaded them after you refused to take them to the wilds.’

‘You wanted me to take them.’

‘Yes. The charges drive the spirits of the wild mad. We had the caller, of course, but I am not above tilting the scales a little further in case things go wrong. Annoying that the oster spoiled it.’

‘Why are you doing this?’

She laughed, a throaty, real laugh, and seemed far younger in that moment. ‘Oh, my motives are very simple, Mortedant Hasp, but they need not concern you. You know far too much already and I will not be the one to tell you more.’ She stepped to one side.

‘You plan to kill me then?’

She shook her head. ‘No, I do not. I am to take you somewhere. I promise that if you follow me and listen to what is said, you will be allowed to leave unharmed and your neophyte will be safe.’

‘And if I don’t?’

‘The girl dies and so do you.’ She shrugged and stepped a little nearer, spoke to me in the casual manner of one friend to another, or how I imagined friends spoke. ‘If we simply wanted you dead I could do it now and pitch you into the sewers but I have not.’ She put her hand out. ‘So come with me – oh, and I would also like Dirrivan Murser’s books.’

It seemed I had no choice but to do as she said.



The woman – I would not call her by any other name now – led me through Elbay and down through the tiers to the first, where she pushed me into a dark alley. There, a hood was placed over my head and I was led along a twisting and winding path by unseen hands. When the hood was removed I found myself once more in the liars’ circle, the same place Mirial had brought both me and Whisper what seemed like a very long time ago. It was not really, only a few days, but a lot had happened since then. Most of it deeply unpleasant.

The circle was not full this time. Only three people were there. One was the man called First, who had represented the criminals of this tier on my original visit. He was again clad in a purple mask and kilt. By him stood Mirial, and my heart leapt to see she was unharmed, though they had gagged her to stop her speaking, or maybe biting. Sat by her on the steps was a huge man with a black beard and black hair. He had probably been handsome once, but half his features had been burned away by aerant liquid. I did not feel any guilt for doing that to him. I hoped it still pained him and every time he looked in the mirror he cursed the day he killed poor Malkin.

‘You must be Keon,’ I said.

‘As good a name as any,’ he replied. There was a growl in his voice, and I wondered if he had swallowed some of the acid and it had damaged his vocal cords. ‘You are Irody Hasp – the one who has twice insulted the Howling Lord.’

‘Twice?’ I said. ‘And how is that?’ I felt oddly brave, not because I had been promised I would walk away – that was most likely a lie – but because to cower now would make little difference to my fate. Maybe with my execution looming, I had got used to the idea of my death.

‘Once by being what you are, a Mortedant. Your kind look into death, when that is the realm of my master.’ He stood. ‘Twice by denying death when it came for you. In your blood, let him rise, but you would not.’ He was a fanatic then. I should not have been surprised.

I took a moment, counting ostentatiously on my fingers. ‘Only twice?’ I said. ‘Once for being a Mortedant, I understand that. But I think you underestimate me. I have escaped death at least three times, I think. There was your attempt, when you killed my neophyte and’ – I waved a hand at the side of my face – ‘got that.’ He narrowed his eyes. It looked like my words hurt him. I was glad. ‘Then there was the creature in the wilds that attacked me. And I think someone triggered the ringfire.’ I was still not sure that was even possible, but something about the way he reacted made me sure I was right. It was a subtle movement of his body and burned face, but it was definitely there. He was about to speak again but I interrupted. ‘No, I am wrong, I’ve avoided death four times. There was also the attempted poisoning, with the will. Oh no, five. A vex tried to kill me on the Radial Road.’

For a moment I thought he would explode, maybe give me some wild chance to rescue Mirial.

He did not.

He was, annoyingly, the more controlled type of murderous fanatic.

‘Five times a blasphemer in deeds, and transgressing once more with your words,’ he said.

‘Oh, I’ve transgressed a lot more than once,’ I told him. My voice neither wavered nor cracked. ‘Now, will you kindly get to the point. It is damp and cold down here. If you are going to kill me, then please do it.’

He took a moment, breathing through his nose, and then coughed, a great wracking cough. I felt sure something inside him was damaged. He was probably in a lot of pain. Good.

‘I am not going to kill you,’ he said. ‘You are going to end yourself for me.’

‘I am?’ It seemed unlikely to me, but he nodded.

‘You are an annoyance who should have died a long time ago. Now you know too much, and you have brought attention to things I do not want seen.’ So whatever was happening, it appeared he was the person behind it.

‘And for this reason I will kill myself? Are you absolutely sure about that?’

‘For these reasons,’ he said, and walked a little closer, ‘I will have you, Mortedant Hasp, not only dead but entirely discredited.’

‘Surely it would be easier to just kill me here?’

He shook his head. ‘No,’ he said softly. ‘Unpopular among your own kind you may be, but you have been causing a fuss. If you vanish now, or your body is found, there will be questions. I have a much neater solution.’

‘And what is that?’

He coughed and spat out something that I hoped was a bit of lung. ‘I merely ask you to embrace your fate. Tomorrow is Shadowday. You will go from here, Mortedant Hasp, to the secant office on the third tier. You will admit to the murder of your neophyte, Malkin. You will tell them that all you have done since then has been an attempt to cover it up.’ He tried to laugh but it turned into a coughing fit. ‘And then you will be executed on the public stage as you should already have been.’

‘Why would I do that?’

He walked over to stand behind Mirial. ‘You made such a fuss over the death of one downtier brat no one cared about.’ Even through her gag, I could hear Mirial trying to curse him. ‘I imagine you’d be even more motivated to save this live one.’ Then he moved; a knife was in his hand and a moment later at Mirial’s throat.

‘No!’ I shouted. Mirial became very still.

‘So are you a hypocrite, Hasp?’ he said. ‘Do you really care about your neophytes, or are you just like the rest of them? Those that go to the chapels and say the words but would wet their breeches if the Last Siren really rang out and the Howling Lord woke.’ His voice full of hatred as he looked up at me. ‘Are you all talk, Mortedant Hasp? Or not?’

‘You will kill her the moment I leave.’

He shook his head. ‘The tiermaster will hold her, not I. They will free her when your end of the deal is fulfilled.’ He pulled the gag from her mouth. ‘What do you think, little g—’

‘You are no Broken Crow!’ Then she spat at him.

He laughed, wiping her spit from the unburned side of his face. ‘No, but it is a useful name. The people trust it.’ Then he was serious again. ‘Now, do you want to live or n—’

‘Don’t do it, Hasp! They—’ The gag was pushed back into her mouth.

‘The girl is brave,’ said Keon, ‘but know this. I will let you leave here, Mortedant. But if you walk out of here without an agreement’ – he spoke lightly, as if discussing the weather or latest fashions – ‘then I will return her to you piece by piece. One bit of her an hour until the guard execute you anyway.’ He lifted up her hand, splaying it open. ‘I’ll start with the ends of her fingers.’

I wished I was cleverer, or a great warrior like Whisper, but I was neither of those things and I could see no way out. I wondered if I could throw myself at him, give Mirial the opportunity to escape, but as if he could read my mind the tiermaster stepped between us.

‘If either Mirial or I die,’ I said to him, ‘your dreams of a raising a neophyte from the lower tiers will be over.’

He did not speak for a moment. When he did, he spoke softly, though he did not sound happy about it at all. ‘This man, Keon’ – he nodded back towards him – ‘came to the head of the fifth-tier liars’ circle seeking an intermediary. The contract with the circle was signed by Fifth and I must abide by it. It is the way.’ Then he stepped a little closer, his voice barely above a whisper. ‘Save the girl, Mortedant.’

I looked at Mirial, so like her brother. Quick, clever, funny. I could not let her die. I turned away from the tiermaster and back to Keon.

‘Free her,’ I said. ‘And promise to leave the urcan that was with me alone as well.’

He shook his head. ‘No, urcan are trouble, too stubborn. The deal is for the girl only. Tr—’ He almost said more, a name I expect, but caught himself. ‘The woman’ – he pointed at my ex-housekeeper – ‘will accompany you to the secant office to make sure you do not attempt any trickery.’

I stood there, lost and beaten, unable to see a way out.

Worse, I had knowledge that this man did not. Kuridan Satury and I had tried to read the executed once but were caught before we even made the attempt and almost been drummed out of the Mortedants’ Priory for it. Many years later, after they executed Kuridan for his rebellion, I had reached a point where I no longer cared whether they let me remain a Mortedant or not. I cared about nothing. All I wanted to know was if he’d forgiven me for abandoning him, for believing his ideas of violent revolution were too extreme. So I stole in to where his body was waiting for the furnace to read him. That was the night I found out one of the secrets the city keeps: whatever remains of us after death, the essence that only a Mortedant can perceive, is not there in the executed. For the executed, death is complete – it is total and utter destruction. Those that dream of an afterlife are denied it. Not only their life is taken, but everything that was once them is destroyed also.

Now that awaited me.

I glanced over at Mirial. She was shaking her head, tears running down her face.

‘Very well,’ I told Keon. ‘I accept your deal.’

She had been a good neophyte.
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CHAPTER 26


Shadowday

The Execution of Irody Hasp

Because the festival was only days away, I had hoped they would wait to hang me until then. Nothing gets the people of Elbay more ready for a party than a few executions, and to see a Mortedant brought low would be an exciting novelty. It was not to be. I expect that the burned man, Keon, had greased someone’s palm to make sure I did not have time to change my mind and tell someone what I knew. Or maybe he did not need to grease anyone’s palm; more likely his fellow cultists were well enough connected to hurry my death along. Or maybe the guards of Elbay just really liked executing people. It did not really matter. The time between handing myself in and my appointment with death came quickly, that was the truth of it.

It is remarkable how precious life can become to you when you realize there is very little of it left. I had no visitors – well, there was one, though he did not really visit me. I was sure I heard the voice of Farrah Bispham’s friend, Hunrist Carfille. Come to gloat at my downfall, no doubt.

Not that it mattered any more.

I had handed myself in and professed my guilt, been jeered at by the secant guard and spent a few hours shivering in a miserable cell. Now my time had come.

The pain, however, was only just starting.

Before anyone in Elbay was executed, they were flayed.

Once, the condemned were flayed in their entirety, every bit of skin on their body taken off with sharp knives over hours and hours in the basements of secant guardhouses. However, far too many prisoners died during the process and the actual hanging part became more of a formality, which the crowds found disappointing. Now the flaying is more of a nod to tradition. Only a strip of skin as wide as two fingers is taken from under the collarbone to just above the nipple on both sides of the chest. I had seen the bloody streaks on Gryunt Bardif, and now it would be my turn. For the flaying you are stripped and tied to an X-shaped frame so the flayer can do their work more easily.

Some flayers are kind, I have heard. They treat the skin with something that numbs it, partly because it makes the work easier for them, I imagine. My flayer was a small man with long greasy hair that he kept out of his eyes with a band of dirty material wrapped tightly around his head. He had some kind of myopy and had to stand very close to be able to see me. I could smell his body when he did.

‘If you’re very still,’ he said, ‘it will be quick and won’t hurt as much.’

‘Really?’ I said hopefully.

He laughed. ‘No. It will hurt a lot. I will make sure it does.’ He turned and went to a table where he had lined up a number of shining knives. ‘I do not like murderers.’ He lifted a knife, let the edge glint in the light of a lamp and smiled. ‘Sometimes people pay me to get secrets from the condemned. Do you have any secrets, Mortedant?’ He turned to look at me.

‘Everyone has secrets,’ I said.

He nodded. ‘Best answer you could have given, that.’ He stepped closer. ‘When people say they don’t have any secrets, I like to get a few out of them to prove a point.’

‘You enjoy this,’ I stated.

He nodded again, walking his fingers over my chest while he planned out his cuts. ‘I do, I do.’ He cleared his throat and rubbed at his nose with the hand holding his knife. ‘But I get paid by the job, and I’ve four to get done in the fifth secant, so at least it’ll be quick with you, eh?’ He leaned in close. ‘I’ll still enjoy it though. With your blood, let it rise, as them Howlers like to say.’ He laughed to himself. ‘First comes blood. The death part comes later. You don’t rise though.’ With that, he made a start.

I will not dwell on it. I will not describe it. Torture is barbaric; it robs you of everything. It takes control of your mind and makes you lose control of your body. They stripped their victims for good reason.

When he was done he called down two guards and they untied me. I could not stand by myself and they had to hold me up while I was put into the traditional white robe. After they dressed me, they took me back to a different cell to hurt and wait.

The flayer did not lie, by the way. He was very quick, I’ll give him that.

I did not sleep, but the constant pain had a strange effect on me and I did not feel like time passed in the normal way. It played tricks on my mind. On one hand every moment was agony and lasted for ever, and that agony doubled if I so much as moved and the robe rubbed against my wounds. At the same time every moment was too short, bringing me closer to the scaffold, to the moment when that which had been Irody Hasp would cease to exist.

There was someone in the cell next to mine. They may have been there before I was or come up afterwards, I did not know. They begged for death. I kept hearing them say, ‘Just hang me, just hang me.’

I did not beg for death. I did not want to die, and if I could have stopped time I would have, despite the pain. Time, though, cared nothing for me and came on as inexorably as always.

When the guards came, it felt like I had waited for ever and it felt like I had only been waiting a single moment. I walked from the secant house as if in a dream. I did not hear the crowd jeer, not at first. I did not even really see them. They were only a mass of heads and bodies, their sound a mush of noise. But with every step it became more clear, they became more clear. Noises began forming themselves into words, heads forming themselves into individuals, into faces. I wondered how many had been at the riot when I entered the Gate of No Rest. How many had fought to save me and Whisper.

Where was she now?

‘Murderer! Murderer!’ Rotten fruit and veg began to sail over the crowd toward me and four others who were to ascend the scaffold. Guards rushed us past the crowd and up the wooden stairs. Bright-eyed crows called from where they sat atop the thick metal crossbar of the gallows, awaiting the coming feast. My feet were cold. It seemed a stupid thing to fixate on but it had rained quite recently and the floor was full of puddles. Complaining of cold and wet feet, what a miserable way to be dragged from life.

They put me in the fifth position, last to go, and placed me on the trap in front of the gallows. Above me, the round, vaguely horn-shaped gallows lights were sunken into the crossbar. A rope around my neck and there I stood, looking out into the crowd. The fruit throwing had stopped, the shouting had not. In the third or fourth row of the crowd, standing absolutely still, I saw Mortedant Hunrist Carfille. No mistaking that puffed-up popinjay. No doubt he was here to bear smug witness on behalf of Farrah Bispham. Our executioners fitted us with gags; no last speeches for us. I could do nothing but stand and listen. They put a bag over the head of the first in line.

‘Jirid, of the first tier. Housebreaker and pocketjack.’ A pause while she was bathed in light, the muscles of her body rigid, jaw no doubt locked in a scream that could never leave her gagged mouth. The crowd roared as the lever was pulled. I felt the judder of the scaffold as the body fell – to be abruptly, and terminally, brought to a halt. In the front row of the crowd, the burned man, Keon, the instigator of all my woes, pushed his way forward to watch. As each body fell, his smile grew. He nodded at me as my turn came. I hoped that Mirial, as she grew older, would never forget this man’s face and would avenge her brother – it was plain I would never get to do it. The burned man folded his arms as the bag was put over my head. Everything became muffled, apart from the voice of my executioner.

‘Irody Hasp, betrayer, murderer of those closest to him, liar.’

I wanted to rage at those poisonous words. I wanted to laugh. I felt peculiarly light-headed, like I was drunk. It seemed so unlikely, unreal in fact, that I was about to die. I had so much to do, to offer the world.

The gallows light must have come on and I understood the true reason for the gag. If I had thought the flaying painful, it was nothing to this. This was agony beyond understanding, something past flesh and mere physicality. It reached into my brain. There was a limit to the amount of pain a man could stand, and this was mine. It was overwhelming, hallucinatory. I felt like my skin was aflame, my innards being ripped from me. I thought I heard voices saying my name. ‘Irody?’ In my agonies I imagined it was Kuridan Satury, the Broken Crow. Once my friend, turned rebel. Died on a gallows just like this.

Too much. It was all too much.

A pain so all-consuming it felt like I was leaving my body. I viewed myself as if from above, a place between my covered head and the crossbar of the gallows. I was gradually being drawn away, and though the distance was small it was also great. Agonies wracked me.

I wanted them to pull the lever.

The piercing agony vanished.

Was I dead?

I did not even feel the fall.

My feet were still cold. My chest still hurt where they had skinned me. So surely I couldn’t be dead?

I no longer looked down on myself. All was darkness.

The crowd were silent. That was strange. I felt someone behind me and heard a voice, that of the flayer.

‘Not this time, eh?’ he said, and pulled the bag from my head and gag from my mouth.

The crowd had split in two. In the clear area between them were four ventran guard from Castle Elbay, slender and bronze, inhumanly still. One of them stood before the scaffold pointing directly at me.

‘Seems someone wants you,’ said the flayer. He cut at the noose around my neck, freeing me. ‘Go on then. Who knows what’s in store for you now? Nothing good, I reckon.’

No doubt he believed, like the rest, that few of those who go to Castle Elbay ever come out. But I had already been there once and walked away quite safely.

Maybe this time I would not be so lucky.
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CHAPTER 27


I found it difficult to walk.

The wind was cold, pushing the thin white gown against my body, sticking it to my wounds. My flayed skin radiated a pain that made it difficult to think, to breathe, to see. But I would not give in. I concentrated on nothing but putting one foot in front of the other, aware of how I wavered and swayed. In the end it was not the agony that finally brought me low, it was my mind.

The man, the burned man who called himself Keon. He would have seen the ventran turn up, know I had been saved from execution.

What did that mean for Mirial? Had the ventran’s arrival doomed her?

My legs gave way beneath me. The crowd groaned. In moments I had gone from object of hate to someone they were rooting for. It was strange how the people of Elbay thought. All I knew in the moment was grief. I’d tried so hard to save Mirial and events outside my control had taken even that small victory from me. I do not know how long I sat there, slumped in the middle of the crowd.

Eventually a spirit carriage drew up and the ventran got me aboard. The trip to the castle was a blur. Some kind soul had wrapped a coat around me, a nice coat of good quality. I wish I had noticed before; I would have liked to thank them. I stumbled from the carriage, too numb to even register what it was like inside or what form was used in the making of it. Vague memories of walking through the castle. Of being made to drink something that fell upon my mind the way snow falls on a landscape, quietening it and softening all that lies beneath. My wounds were treated. Soft, kind hands and a gentle voice. A warmth that had me drifting off to sleep.

‘Mirial!’

I awoke in a panic, throwing off thick blankets and sitting up in a large bed. I wore a soft sleeping robe in the purest white and of expensive wool. Laid out on a chair was a fresh Mortedant’s robe of the deepest black, together with trousers in very fine stripes, underwear and a beautifully tailored shirt. There was a knock on the door and Holder Mrun, their shining robe flashing with reflected light, entered. At least I thought it was them, then I was not so sure. They had the same odd lumps on their head, but I think they may have been in different places. The one on the right side more pronounced and when they spoke their voice was different. A little deeper.

‘Please dress, Mortedant Irody Hasp,’ they said without leaving the shelter of the doorway. ‘Then follow me.’

‘Am I in the castle?’ I stood and felt a tightness around my shoulders. Where I had been flayed had been expertly bandaged. ‘Why was I saved? How long have I slept for? Where are Mirial and Whisper? What day is it?’

‘Please dress, Mortedant Irody Hasp,’ they said again. ‘Then follow me.’

I dressed and followed them, barely aware of the castle around me. An after-effect of the drugs I had been given? I was not sure. Something I did notice were sounds. The castle was full of sounds that I did not remember from my last visit: faraway clanking and banging, something like bellows, or maybe something massive breathing. My companion stopped at a door, a very normal-looking wooden door.

‘I am to go in there?’

They nodded. Opened the door for me. I walked in.

The first thing to hit me was the smell. Animalistic. Wet fur. Behind that was the scent of oils and hot metal. Then I felt warmth. I looked around the dimly lit, low-ceilinged room but could see no fire, though I was sweating within moments of entering. Everywhere there were things. Some were strung from the ceiling, all manner of odd implements. Others were on desks, and among them were the mummified bodies of creatures from the wilds, teeth bared as if furious at death. Unblinking glass eyes interrogated my presence.

The walls were lined with shelves that were thick with books in some places, in others full of bottles whose contents looked uncomfortably biological. I swear one twitched. As I walked further in there were more tables, all similarly covered with books and bottles as well as plates and dishes filled with liquids of odd colours and strange movement. Bizarre machines whirred wheels and flailed arms while some hissed or clattered merrily to themselves, as if pleased with whatever mysterious purpose they were presently employed in. Near to me was a pair of handlances, but like none I had ever seen. They were larger for a start. Much heavier-looking too. The handle was the same as on most handlances, and the hammer and barrel, though the spirit chamber was strangely shaped. Between chamber and barrel was a bizarre cylinder. The bottom of it appeared attached to the weapon by some sort of hinge. I looked more closely. It was mechanical; if the striker was pulled back, the cylinder rotated and brought a fresh combuster up to the spirit chamber. Ingenious.

By the handlances was a long knife with a curious valley running down the centre of the blade. Smaller valleys branched off from it in a pattern much like the trees seen carved all around Elbay. I thought such a design would weaken the blade and wanted to see, reaching out for it.

‘I would not, if I were you.’ I froze at the voice. Turned.

Something living moved in the darkness at the back of the room, something hunched over. I could just hear its breathing, just make out a shape that was both human and not human. The head far larger, misshapen. This was no Holder. I found myself wondering if I had been brought into the presence of a being that I had only ever heard talked about. One that many claimed to have seen, but the stories of them were always different.

Niofa, the Roundhorn of Elbay. Our ruler.

The one who watched all and the one who knew all, if you believed what was said.

‘Why should I not touch it?’ I said into the darkness.

‘That is a promise blade, very old. It is as dangerous as it is beautiful, Irody Hasp.’ The voice was high and querulous, wavering, its timbre just left of human. ‘I have been watching you, Irody Hasp. Yes, watching, watching.’ It stepped out of the shadow and into the dim light. I had never seen such a creature. Not human. Some sort of oster most definitely, though I was not about to call it that. It had feet like a horse, though it was not a true hoof as it was bifurcated at the toes. From the ankle upwards it was clad in a filthy-looking old robe full of holes, through which I could see matted, curling, dun-coloured fur. Its hands, one of which was holding up a lamp it had taken from a table, were hard and gnarled with only three fingers. Each ended in a flattened claw. But it was the face and head which stole my attention. No pretence of humanity there. The skull elongated, furred and ending in a mouth full of short blunt teeth. Above it, two nostrils which flared as it walked towards me. On the top of the skull, long ears twitched and flicked like they had their own minds. To either side of the ears, and dominating the head, were its horns: massive and heavy-looking. They spiralled around and in on themselves, made of roughly textured rings slowly decreasing in diameter until they become points opposite the mouth. I wondered if the rings were like the rings of a tree, a year of growth for each. But truthfully it was none of these things that I noticed first; it was the eyes. Amber eyes with black, lozenge-shaped pupils. They were obviously, and terrifyingly, intelligent. Obviously, and terrifyingly, not human.

I had never in my life imagined I would find myself in the presence of the Roundhorn, much less find out it had been watching me.

‘You are Niofa?’ I said. I was sure it was, but thought it worth confirming just in case. It came forward in small, almost hesitant, footsteps.

‘Yes yes, indeed I am, mmm, hmmm.’ The words came quickly as if speech was too slow, unable to keep up with the mind behind them. ‘That is me, Niofa the Roundhorn, the old goat of Elbay. Do they still call me that?’

‘I have never heard it,’ I said softly, unsure of how else to respond. Or of what it wanted to hear from me.

‘Oh my, how unfortunate and what a pity. I liked that one. Had a bit of an edge to it which Roundhorn lacks.’ It put the lamp down on the table, making the liquids in the bottles and jars there ripple and reflect the lamp’s light around the room in strange ways.

‘Why am I here?’

‘Well.’ Its eyes opened wide, the lozenge-shaped pupils twisting from horizontal to vertical. ‘Why indeed? A big question, yes? Why are any of us here? But too big maybe. Too big.’ It looked around, blinked twice in a very deliberate way.

‘I was ready to die,’ I told it.

‘Did you want to die?’ It became very still.

‘No, of course not.’

‘Willing to die and not wanting to.’ It sneezed, making its arms and legs jump. ‘Willing not wanting. What a strange mass of contradictions you are, Irody Hasp. Who is willing to die and does not want to? Eh? Eh?’

‘There was a girl and …’

‘Oh, a girl!’ It bobbed its whole body. ‘There so often is with you people. Or a boy. Or man. Or a woman. It gets very dull.’

‘Well, I imagine she is dead now anyway. And it was not romantic, not in the least.’ I hoped Mirial was dead, because otherwise it meant the burned man would be slowly dismembering her and, though it was not my fault, I would still blame myself for her agonies.

‘Mirial,’ said Niofa gently.

‘You know her?’

It nodded. ‘Yes, she is quite safe. Of course she is. I told you, I have been watching you.’ I felt almost faint with relief. I wanted to thank the Roundhorn but did not know if it would appreciate that. It spoke in such a matter-of-fact way, as if I was foolish for thinking anything other than Mirial would be safe. ‘And the sea people princess,’ added Niofa, ‘she is being looked after. Remarkably hardy, the sea people.’

‘I am glad she is well. Whisper is …’ My words faded away as what the Roundhorn had said caught up with me. ‘Did you say “princess”?’

The Roundhorn froze. Then it slowly turned so it looked at me with one amber eye.

‘You are a contradiction,’ it said again, ‘seeing so much, yet blind to those who are closest to you.’

‘And you are a strange old goat,’ I said, forgetting myself, where I was, who I was with in a moment of annoyance at being judged when I had been through so much.

‘Yes,’ it said. ‘Strange.’

Then it moved. So quickly I did not even see it. One moment it was by the table, the next up against me, enveloping me in the stink of filthy fur. A metal spike extended from a holster on the inside of its forearm and was held under my chin. It forced my head up, made me bare my throat.

‘Strange,’ said Niofa again. This time the word froze my blood. ‘And dangerous, Irody Hasp. Do not forget that. I am a strange and dangerous old goat.’

‘I am sorry,’ I told it, the words coming out oddly as I was also holding my breath, not wanting to move suddenly and have the spike forced into me.

‘Why?’ said Niofa, sounding curious once more. ‘What for?’

‘For calling you a strange old goat.’

‘But I have just told you I am a strange old goat.’ The spike left my throat. Niofa stepped back. ‘’S true. Very true. Yes, a strange old goat am I. Too old.’ It pulled back its sleeve so I could see the contraption on its wrist that held the sharp point. Just below it an old scar. Now Niofa was nearer I could see that its muzzle was covered in scabs, some fresh, some old. It picked at the contraption on its forearm and a small handle came out, which it used to wind the spike back in. ‘Sometimes it shoots out,’ said Niofa. ‘Never sure if it’s a setting or a fault.’ It shook its arm and I moved, getting out of the arc should the spike be released.

‘You could have killed me.’

‘Oh, yes, you would be quite dead. Spike in the brain. Not even the woman could save you then.’ It lifted its arm so the spike pointed upwards and started tapping, hard, at the contraption with a gnarled claw. Tap, tap, tap. Something clicked, metal parts moved and the spike was launched into the ceiling where it stuck. ‘Ha!’ shouted Niofa in delight. ‘It is a setting.’ It looked up at the spike. ‘Must get that down at some point.’ It shrugged its shoulders. ‘Come with me.’

Niofa walked further into the room. I followed, wondering who ‘the woman’ it talked of was.

‘Is Whisper really a princess?’ I said eventually.

‘Yes yes.’

‘I had no idea.’

‘You did not care to ask, did you?’ It looked over its shoulder at me. ‘Just another oster, yes? Not quite up to the standards of someone like you.’

‘No, I …’ My words tailed off and I decided that it may be best to change the subject. ‘Next you will be telling me that Mirial is really the head of the Spurriers.’

The goat laughed. A full and hearty thing. Then it scratched behind one ear with the thick nail of one finger. ‘No, she is simply a street girl.’ It stopped in front of a big metal contraption and though I could see no way to put wood in it I could feel a fierce heat emanating from it. In front of it were two old and gnarled seats. By one was a table with a sizeable box on it, and by the table was a large T-shaped stand. ‘I have something for you. And for the girl. Something to keep you out of trouble.’ Niofa flicked the box open. A piece of string stopped the top falling back as the Roundhorn burrowed through the papers inside. ‘Ah, here. Wonder how they got so deep?’

It turned and held out a sheaf of papers to me. I took it, looked through them and felt cold inside. These were why I had been to the caw sheet printers what felt like an age ago. They were the forged schooling documents I had arranged to be printed for Mirial. The goat was watching me and I had to supress a shiver. I had been distracted by how alien the thing was and not thinking about how very clever it must be to have ruled the city since before anyone even remembered.

‘Is this why I am here?’ I lifted the papers. ‘For having papers forged?’

It laughed again. ‘Goodness no, why would I care about that? That is simply a gift.’ It sat back in the chair, wriggling to get comfortable, and then became very serious, fixing me in its gaze. ‘Those are not the ones you had made.’ It shook its great heavy head, tutting. ‘No. Yours would never have passed inspection you know – a good forgery, yes, but not good enough. You have enemies in unexpected places. They know how you think. Knew you would try such a thing for the girl. A trap was laid.’

‘Why give these to me then, if a trap is waiting when I hand them in?’

Niofa did that strange sneeze again. I think it may have been how the creature expressed delight. ‘Because’ – it tapped the arm of its chair – ‘they are not forgeries. They are the real thing. Think of them as payment for your troubles.’

‘My troubles? How have you been watching me? What is this all about?’

‘The first question,’ it sat back in its chair again, motioning that I should also sit, ‘well, we will talk of that. The second, maybe one day you will work out. The third? I have said too much already.’ It leaned forward. ‘If you know too much you are no longer useful to me, and I think you could be very useful to me, Irody Hasp.’

‘That sounds dangerous.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Niofa sounded quite pleased about that and clapped its horny hands. ‘All tools require tempering, do they not?’

‘I only want a quiet life.’

The goat became very still, lozenge eyes gleaming. ‘That opportunity is long past. This city is never still. It always on the point of uproar. I play one side off against another.’ It held its hands out to either side, tipping them back and forth like scales. ‘I balance the various powers but I have little power of my own really. The ventran are fewer every decade and increasingly eccentric.’ Niofa let their arms flop down and sat back again.

‘Eccentric?’

It nodded its horned head. ‘Sometimes they work, sometimes they do not.’ The Roundhorn blew air out through its nostrils. ‘They freeze, refuse to move. Other times they collapse as if dead.’ It stretched its neck and I heard the crack of old bones. It let out a sigh. ‘They are a most unreliable army.’

‘Should you be so free with such information?’

The Roundhorn giggled, more to itself than in response to my words. ‘Oh, I have never relied on force of arms to rule the city. Oh no, no, no.’

‘If you are busy ruling the city,’ I said, ‘how does a poor Mortedant of the third tier come to your notice? And why?’

‘I told you, I notice everything,’ said Niofa, the words intense, the gaze locked on me almost hypnotic. Then it drifted away and was distracted by the T-shaped stand. ‘Where is Harpsimast? Have you seen Harpsimast?’

‘Who?’

‘Harpsimast,’ it said again, as if I should know exactly who Harpsimast was. Niofa let out a piercing whistle so loud I had to cover my ears. When I uncovered them I heard a cry from the darkness and a black shape came sailing through the air, landing in a flutter of feathers on Niofa’s shoulders. ‘No!’ said the Roundhorn sharply. ‘I have no treats for you just now. You will get fat and Chirbeal will never forgive me. Onto your perch.’ In answer the crow pecked Niofa, hard, making it bleed before hopping over to the T-shaped stand. Now the many scabs and scars on the Roundhorn’s face made sense. ‘Beast!’ said the roundhorn.

‘Do you not discipline your pet for that?

‘It is not a pet,’ said Niofa, ‘and besides, it is simply being true to itself. It does not do to suppress one’s nature.’

The crow, Harpsimast, watched me with intelligent, beady, black eyes. Over its left eye it had a shock of white feathers. It was slightly bigger than Elbay’s usual crows, maybe because of the treats Niofa spoke of.

‘You have not answered how you know about me,’ I said.

‘Yes, I have. I see much. The how is right before you.’

Harpsimast let out a loud, ‘Caw!’

‘The crow?’

‘Not just this one.’ Niofa reached out and scratched the bird’s ruff. ‘All of them. Though Harpsimast and his mate, Chirbeal, are especially dear to me.’ Harpsimast grabbed hold of Niofa’s finger and bit it. The Roundhorn did not seem to mind.

‘They are your spies?’

‘The crows? Yes yes, I suppose.’

‘Is that why it is forbidden to kill a crow?’

Niofa laughed and gently tried to pull its finger from Harpsimast’s beak. The crow, however, was not to be so easily dissuaded.

‘I had forgotten about that.’ It laughed to itself. ‘A very useful superstition, yes, very much. I did well there. Well done, old goat.’ Another laugh.

‘Why tell me all this?’

‘Why not?’ it said, then sneezed again. The crow flapped his wings as if outraged but did not let go of the Roundhorn’s finger.

‘All I want from life,’ I said, ‘is to return to my rooms and try not to be murdered.’

‘And I have told you that time is past.’ Niofa, with some difficulty, finally pulled its finger away from the crow’s beak. ‘I need someone like you.’ Harpsimast cawed loudly at me and flapped his wings, as if I was somehow to blame for Niofa’s finger escaping his grip.

‘Why?’

‘Because, though my crows may seem to be everywhere,’ its voice was a little wistful, ‘there is still an ignorance to crows, Irody Hasp. They cannot see into someone’s heart.’ Niofa laughed and the light danced across its massive, curling horns as if there was metal within them. ‘And they cannot visit a person’s rooms, or go into a chapel or priory office. Not without causing much fuss. So, unfortunately, I must rely on people to dispel the ignorance of crows.’ Niofa’s amber eyes, with their lozenge-shaped pupils, locked on to me. ‘People like you.’

Well, I did not like the sound of that at all.
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CHAPTER 28


We spoke for a long time about my adventures. I told Niofa everything I knew. The Roundhorn listened as I told of Malkin’s death and the bearded man I had burned with a chemical. The poisoned will, the gun smuggling. How the bearded man, Keon, was linked to Dirrivan Murser and Gryunt Bardif by some scheme that I surmised was planned for the Festival of the Last Siren and they had died because of it. How this unknown plot somehow touched upon the Spurriers, with the caller used to summon the spirit beast in the wilds and Mirodel Rend appearing to be under duress in some way. How Sivver Bardif, or whoever she was, had insinuated herself into my company and kidnapped Mirial. About the Howlers, or the Cult of Ascension as they liked to be called, which Niofa claimed it had never heard of – something I did not believe for a second. Lastly, about Dirrivan Murser’s book, and how it somehow pertained to the ringfire.

Niofa asked the odd question. Sometimes they made sense, sometimes they seemed entirely irrelevant. It gave me remarkably little information in return. One thing I did learn was that it was actually quite easy to make the ringfire discharge early, though it had not been done for a long time. There were valves and mechanisms within the city that could be moved to begin the build-up of power. The main trigger was on the domed roof of the castle, but there were sub-triggers within the city, and once the power reached a certain level the discharge became automatic.

‘Is there a map of these sub-triggers?’ I had asked.

‘Probably,’ said Niofa.

‘Where?’

At that the Roundhorn had simply shrugged. ‘So many things have been lost over the years.’ The Roundhorn appeared bored and stood, walking away and beckoned me onwards into the dark room. We left behind Harpsimast, who chirped and screamed at us but remained near the heat as the bird was not a fool. We stopped at an armour stand. The armour on it was made by the sea people, definitely, but was as unlike the ugly utilitarian armour Whisper wore as was possible. No rust on this, and it had a skirt of shining scales like a metal fish. The breastplate was of the same scales and enamelled in many colours, cleverly put together to show a scene of a boat caught up in a vast wave. It had elbow pieces, a spike mounted upon each point, and the gauntlets had small squares on each knuckle for delivering lethal punches. The helmet was smooth and silvered, the cheek guards carved with great, toothed fish. The more I stared at the armour, the more details I saw, more colours and more etching. Even where the armour was bare metal it was coloured somehow, like looking at oil spilled on water.

‘War armour, of the kind worn only by their finest warriors. You will be unlikely to see any wearing armour like that outside of Oknusoka,’ said Niofa.

‘It is beautiful. What it is it doing here?’

The Roundhorn shrugged. ‘Waiting until it’s needed somewhere else, of course.’ Niofa shook its head as if I was a fool. ‘Sea people is not the right name, you know. Correctly translated it is the People Who Dream of the Sea. But I think that is too long for most to say. A pity. It has a poetry.’ Then it hurried me onwards to a table near the back of the room on which stood a strange machine. It was not unlike a very thin printing press with an ornate metal block at the bottom that had a hole in it. Above that, a long handle rose into the air. There was a hinge at the lowest end of the handle and a plunger going into the block.

‘Put your hand in there.’ Niofa pointed at the hole in the block. ‘Pull your sleeve up first. There is a handle at the end of the hole. Grab it tightly.’

I did as told with some trepidation, but there was little point arguing with the Roundhorn. It had proved how quickly it could move, and I had no doubt it was just as dangerous as it had said. I placed my arm within and wrapped my fingers around the grip at the back. It forced the bare underside of my forearm up. As I did, Niofa brought over a small wooden stepladder and put it by the large handle. It climbed to the top step and took the handle in one horny hand. ‘Brace yourself,’ it said brightly. Then it jumped from the ladder, bringing the handle down. I think I screeched as something punctured my arm. Immediately after that I felt pressure upon my flesh, as if I my skin was burning. I was about to cry out when Niofa let go and the handle raised itself. I pulled my arm out. It was red, and where it had been punctured blood was flowing.

‘What did you do?’ I said, looking at my arm.

‘Helped you, yes, much help.’ It giggled to itself. ‘Well, it would have been once. That is my mark, Irody Hasp.’ It began to shuffle off. ‘It will open doors, well, some doors. Not all. And those that know it, they will know it.’ Niofa had almost vanished into the darkness. ‘Oh, and should you ever find yourself before the Roundhorn of another city, show it to them. They may decide not to kill you.’

‘What?’

‘Can you catch?’ Before I could reply, an object came sailing out of the darkness. I caught it: a small brass whistle on a chain. ‘My final gift. Blow it.’

‘Will it hurt?’

‘Life hurts, Irody Hasp.’

I looked at the whistle and what else could I do? I blew and it made the same deafening whistle that Niofa had let out earlier. Out of the darkness came Harpsimast, beating his wings in my face to slow and then digging in his claws as he landed on my shoulder.

‘Look after him, Irody Hasp. As I said, he is dear to Chirbeal and I.’

‘What is all this for?’

Niofa cocked its head to one side in a questioning manner. ‘All what?’

‘You have saved me from death, done something to my arm, even given me a crow.’

‘Yes,’ said Niofa.

‘Why?’

‘You have stumbled across something interesting, Irody Hasp. I would keep you stumbling.’ It wrinkled its long snout.

‘You want me to find the ringleaders of this revolution?’

‘Revolution?’ The Roundhorn sounded surprised, sneezed again. ‘Oh, if it is only a revolution I will put it down.’ Its voice became colder, older. ‘I have done it before, I will no doubt do it again.’

‘Then what?’ I said.

‘What indeed, Irody Hasp?’ Now it sounded delighted. ‘I think you are right, something is planned for the Festival of the Last Siren. No doubt it will be truly terrible!’ Its tone of voice suggested delight more than horror. ‘But what? What is planned? That is for you to find out!’

‘With only two days before festival?’ I said.

‘Why do you say that?’ said the old goat, sounding genuinely puzzled.

‘It is Shadowday. The festival starts on Mournday.’

Niofa laughed to itself, that odd quiet laugh. ‘Oh my, oh my, oh my oh my, Irody Hasp, you have slept!’ It shook its head, and when it spoke again it sounded oddly delighted. ‘It is Sunsday now, very early Sunsday morning. The festival is tomorrow!’

Before I could reply I was almost blinded by a wash of light. The same person who had brought me here was waiting at an open door.

‘Follow me, Irody Hasp,’ they said. I turned back to Niofa but the Roundhorn had vanished. With little else to do, I followed the servant. I supposed I should have been on the edge of panic at how little time remained, but I was oddly calm. Maybe some remnant of the drug I had been given to dull the pain of the flaying. The crow and I were led to another large room, this one well-lit with burning lamps. Inside was a row of crisply made beds. At one end of the room sat a woman, before her a table full of bottles. She wore the grey robes of the Worshipful which made me wary. Strangely, she had no sigils showing which sect she belonged to.

‘Ah,’ she had a very pleasant voice and was my age, maybe a little older. ‘You are back, and you survived an audience with the satyr. Not all do.’

‘The what?’

‘Satyr,’ she said as she stood and approached. ‘It is the old name for Niofa’s kind.’

‘It said there were more.’

‘Yes.’ She nodded. ‘He tells me there is one of them in each of the old cities, but Niofa does not always tell the truth as we understand it.’ She came close and I took a step back.

‘What does that mean?’

‘Exactly what it sounds like.’ She pointed at the crow on my shoulder. ‘You,’ she said, ‘away! I’ll not have your droppings all over my nice clean room.’ Harpsimast cawed loudly at her. ‘Enough of your rudeness, you know the rules.’ She raised her voice. ‘Away!’ The crow launched himself from my shoulder and out of the door.

‘Niofa said I was to look after him.’

‘If that is the case, Harpsimast will find you, do not worry. No doubt Niofa gave you one of his foolish whistles. You will not need it.’ She pursed her lips. ‘They are too clever by half, those birds.’ Then she smiled and everything about her changed, became far softer. ‘Now, take off the robe and the undershirt, let me check your wounds.’ I stepped back again.

‘I would rather you did not. I have no love for the Worshipful and I believe they are a large part of the reason I am hurt.’

She took a deep breath and shook her head. ‘If I wished you harm,’ she said, ‘I would simply have let you die when the ventran brought you in half dead from blood loss and shock.’ She put her hands on her hips; the movement reminded me of Mirial. ‘Besides, you have met Niofa and we are still in his castle. He wants you alive. Do you think I would risk his ire?’ I was not sure that the fanatics of the Worshipful would care about death if it got them what they wanted. ‘We can bring in a ventran to look over us if it makes you feel safer, Irody Hasp.’ She sounded amused, and somehow it was that which decided me.

‘No need.’ I stripped off my robe and undershirt and the woman helped me remove the dressings to expose the oblongs where my skin had been peeled away. It had been sewn back with neat little stitches.

‘Sit on the bed, please.’ I did. She studied the stitches with a glass she held up to her eye.

‘What are you looking for?’

‘The skin was still attached.’ Her voice was all professionalism now, her concentration on the stitches, not on what she was saying. ‘So it should not have died. Stitching it back should be enough, but it is worth keeping an eye on. If the flesh of the chest starts to rot it is a death sentence.’

‘Oh.’ I very much wished she had not told me that.

‘I will treat you again here, but you must make sure it is kept clean.’ She went to her table and came back with a bottle. ‘This may hurt a little.’

‘Everything seems to.’ It hurt more than a little.

When she was done she gave me the bottle. ‘Use it every day. Get someone to do it for you if you are scared of pain.’

‘I am learning not to be.’

‘Good.’

‘You are not like most Worshipful.’

She paused, then looked at me. ‘And what are most Worshipful like?’

‘Mad, or fanatical. Or both.’

‘And all Mortedants are frauds, out to make themselves rich off the backs of the ignorant.’

‘That is not true.’

‘True enough that the law declaring a Mortedant must attend every death was changed, and the people applauded it.’ I suddenly did not feel that I was going to like this woman much.

‘Only some are corrupt. I am not corrupt,’ I told her.

She crossed her arms and stared at me. ‘And only some of my order are mad and fanatical, or both. Though I will admit they make the most noise. Many of us do real good.’

‘Really.’

‘Have you sat with the dying, giving them comfort, Mortedant?’ she said. ‘Have you walked around the first tier distributing coin to the chapel holes where they give out food and clean water to the needy? Have you met those quiet people, those others of the Worshipful Priory who are helping those that require it most?’

‘No,’ I said. Then, maybe more from spite than anything I repeated the words that had been said to me by the Cult of Ascension. I also wanted to see her reaction. Was she actually one of them? Would their phrase get a reaction from her? ‘In our blood, let it rise. In our deaths, let it live.’

It did, but not what I expected. She flushed, looked ashamed, and I felt like poor excuse for a man. This woman had healed me, and I had thrown the darkest part of her splintered priory back at her. She did not deserve it.

‘You do not need to quote the Book of Manol at me. I know it off by heart. That is a metaphor for self-sacrifice. We give of ourselves to spread the word of the Howling Lord’s glories, so that none are denied its peace in death before they are reborn on the day it wakes. Death and rebirth, life eternal. There are those among the Worshipful who take things too literally, are too extreme. They believe death is the point, that sacrifice should be literal. They do not want to wake the people’s love for the Howling Lord in their hearts. They want to take lives in the belief that is how to wake it.’

‘Like the Howlers.’

She bowed her head. ‘Yes, the Cult of Ascension has been growing in power recently, but I and others of the Worshipful faith oppose them at every turn. That sect is a small part of our priory.’ Her words were gentle, sad and free of recrimination. I did not really deserve her kindness. She continued to tend to me in silence and I knew I must break it as I was the cause.

‘Is that why you are here and not in your priory? For opposing them?’

She nodded. ‘In a way. Once I had a bit of falling out with some in the priory. Niofa gave me refuge when I needed it. But I am back among the orders now.’ She smiled at me. ‘There is darkness everywhere in the city. The Howling Lord gives me the strength to stand against it.’ She laughed quietly. ‘And Niofa gives me somewhere to hide every so often when I feel overwhelmed.’

‘How do you do it?’

‘Do what?’

‘Take strength from a god that may not even know we exist. We say it sleeps, but it may well be dead or not even real. No one has ever seen it.’

‘Oh, it knows we exist, Irody Hasp. And I know the Howling Lord is real. Niofa has shown it to me.’

Shock, pure and powerful, ran through me to have such a thing confirmed.

‘I have seen the gods across the sea as well. Believe me, I know our Lord’s strength and I am in awe of it.’ She uncrossed her arms and smiled. ‘But I would also rather the Howling Lord stayed sleeping. Let us meet him after death, as was always intended.’

‘Is it not a blasphemy to think that?’

She shrugged. ‘The Howling Lord is a god. If it is tired let it sleep, I say.’

‘I can see why you fell out with your order.’

She laughed at that. I had not meant it to be a joke, but when she laughed I also saw the funny side and found myself laughing with her.

‘Let me treat your arm, and then one of the serving can let you out.’

‘The serving?’

‘You must have seen them,’ she said, bringing over a cloth and a different bottle, ‘shiny robes, lumpy heads?’

I nodded. ‘Are they like the ventran?’

‘No.’ She began to, very gently, dab my arm with the liquid from the bottle. I was expecting pain but instead it was cooling. ‘The ventran are part of this place, as I understand it. The serving are not.’

‘Who are they then?’

‘People who came here wanting to serve the Howling Lord.’ She poured more from her bottle. ‘Most are turned away, some are not.’

‘And they end up serving Niofa instead?’

‘He would tell you it is the same thing.’

‘Niofa turns them into those things?’

She shook her head. ‘It is mostly a choice. They see him, they want to be like him. Instead they become the serving.’

‘How?’ She did not reply, only continued to treat my arm, and a gradual and awful apprehension overtook me. ‘Is it this thing Niofa forced on me?’ I said, pointing at the burn and the puncture.

‘You did not ask for it?’

‘No. And I do not want to be some lump-headed servant. I must go back to him and have him remove it.’ I tried to stand, she stopped me.

‘You cannot go back and it cannot be undone.’

‘No.’

‘I am sorry, but it cannot. However, the mark does not always mean you become one of the serving. Look.’ She pulled up her own sleeve. The mark was there too but healed and clearly old. The scars formed a shape that resembled the tree on the keystones of the city arches. The many delicate branches looked like veins. Within the tree was a small, stylized version of Elbay in a circle. Within that, the circular scar from a puncture wound. ‘Yours will look like this when it is healed. It has a beauty, I think.’

‘Did he trick you into the mark as well?’

‘No,’ she said, and pulled down her sleeve. ‘I asked for it.’

‘You wanted to be one of the serving?’

She nodded, looked away. ‘Those who serve, they remember nothing, they feel no pain. I liked that idea, once.’

I was about to talk and then I did not. I remembered how I had felt when Malkin died. When I thought Mirial dead. If I had caused her death, maybe I would have chosen the mark, if it took away the guilt and the hurt.

‘There, done,’ she said, putting the bottle to one side. ‘I will bind your arm. Keep the bandages clean, same for your chest.’ She did, and we sat in silence until it was finished. One of the serving appeared.

‘You will follow me, Irody Hasp.’

I stood. The woman put her hand on my arm, stopping me.

‘Nothing Niofa shows you is what it seems,’ she said softly. ‘Do not be taken in by all his foolishness and scatterbrainery.’

‘It is an act?’ I said.

‘He is not human. Do not expect him to act like he is.’

I nodded. She let go and I went over to the door. The serving was already gone and the woman followed me. I stopped in the doorway, turned back to her.

‘Do you have a name?’ I asked.

‘Of course.’

‘May I know it?’

‘Can you be trusted to know it, Mortedant Hasp?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, if Niofa has picked you out, maybe you can.’ A smile hovered on her lips, amusement in her eyes. ‘I am Mother Worshipful Saskia Beria Havet. It has been pleasant meeting you.’ Then she shut the door and I was left speechless.

I had just met the woman who was head of every Worshipful in the city.

And I liked her.
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CHAPTER 29


Sunsday

The Day Before the Festival

A spirit carriage took me back to my rooms. It was not fancy or larger within than without like the one the Grand Dame of the Spurriers had ridden in. If not for the slightly blue glow around the woodwork you would never have known what it was while you were in the carriage. Once I looked out of a window, what it was became unmistakable. The carriage ran above the city crowds on eight tall thin legs. It reminded me of the beast in the wilds and made me shudder.

When I arrived at my rooms, a crowd waited outside. Odd, given how early it was.

The crowd did not appear to be rioters; they were not throwing things anyway. They stood quietly, watching as I got out of the carriage. I did not know what this meant. I did not know what to do. As I crossed from the carriage and it elevated behind me to leave, passers-by stopped. It was not unusual for people to watch a spirit carriage, as something about them never became commonplace, but they were not watching the spirit carriage. They were watching me. Not angry, not mocking me for being a Mortedant, only watching. I kept my head down as I did not enjoy or want their attention. I wished I had Whisper with me to push her way through the crowd before my door.

I did not need her.

The crowd parted, staying silent as it did, and that frightened me. All those eyes on me meant I would be very thankful to get inside.

If I had got inside at least.

The door to the building was shut and locked, causing me to walk right into it. I burned with shame, knowing the crowd had seen my foolishness. I wanted to hammer on it, to demand to be let in. The weight of the crowd’s gaze felt like a blade about to fall. But I did not hammer, I knocked gently. The door opened a crack and my landlady, Sivver Gurtis, looked out from the darkness.

‘Make them go away,’ she said.

‘Who?’

‘Them,’ she hissed, pointing at the people behind me.

‘How?’

‘I don’t know.’ She shrank back into the shadows. ‘They are here for you. Make them go.’

I looked over my shoulder. The crowd was still and quiet, staring at me as if they expected something of me. What it was, I do not know. I definitely did not want anything of them.

‘Why would they be here for me?’ I asked Sivver Gurtis.

‘Famous, aren’t you?’ she said. ‘Saved from the noose by ventran, then a citywide notice you were innocent of any crime. Never happened before. It’s in all the caw sheets.’ I did not want to be famous.

‘Let me in,’ I told her quietly. ‘You know what the city is like. A day at most and there will be some new thing for them to gawp at.’

She made a grunting sound and opened the door, just wide enough for me to enter, then shut it quickly behind me. ‘If they are still there tomorrow then you have to tell ’em to leave.’

I nodded and pushed past her, going up to my rooms. I paused before the door. What if the woman I had thought was Sivver Bardif waited inside? I had no doubt she was dangerous, murderous even. When she had dropped the pretence of being the sivver of Gryunt Bardif I had seen the creature that lurked below. I put my ear against the door. Definite movement. Before I could decide what to do, the door opened. A voice shouted out, ‘Hasp!’ and a small body smashed into mine. The pain was excruciating, the confusion worse, but it was swiftly chased away by relief as Mirial wrapped her arms around me.

‘I knew you were alive!’ she said. ‘I knew you would survive!’ I stood, arms out, unsure of what to do. I did not think I had ever been hugged before. Then Mirial let go and stepped back, a blush upon her features. She smoothed down her hair. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘That was not the proper way for a neophyte to behave.’

‘It is a reminder I am alive, I suppose.’ I walked in. The housekeepers knick-knacks and boxes were still everywhere. We would need to do something about that. ‘Have you heard from Whisper?’

Mirial nodded. ‘She is in the kitchen.’

I felt like I had been holding my breath ever since I had been taken from the scaffold, but Niofa had not lied, they were both safe. I turned away. My eyes were watering and I had to rub at them and swallow a strange lump in my throat.

‘You need to tell us all about what happened. You’re famous now, blessed by the castle,’ said Mirial.

‘I do not want to be famous, or blessed by the castle.’

Mirial shrugged. ‘Make the most of it if it were me,’ she said. ‘You know what Elbay’s like. You’ll just be another mug tomorrow.’

‘Well, I will look forward to being another mug then.’

I followed her into the kitchen. Whisper sat against the far wall, her long powerful legs stretched out and bandaged from the knees down.

‘Mortedant Irody Hasp,’ she said, ‘I am glad you are alive.’

‘And I you,’ I said. ‘And you too, Mirial. It seems nothing short of a miracle that we have all made it back here.’

‘What is happening, Hasp?’ said Mirial. I did my best not to frown at such familiarity.

‘Dangerous things,’ I told her. ‘I have spent most of the time since my near execution with Niofa.’

‘The Roundhorn?’ said Whisper. Was she alarmed? I was not sure.

‘What is it like?’ said Mirial. ‘Malkin always said there were no such thing as a Roundhorn, but I knew there were.’ She was smiling but it faded away. ‘Wish I could tell ’im.’

‘Niofa is very strange,’ I said. ‘But also seems to think we think we can help it.’

‘Uncovering Malkin’s murderer helps Niofa?’ said Mirial. ‘How does that work?’

‘It agrees with me that Malkin’s murder was a spoke in a much larger wheel.’

‘What do you mean?’ said Mirial.

‘I will explain it all,’ I told them, ‘but I think this room is full of stories and I would hear yours first.’

Mirial stared at me, behind her the huge form of Whisper. I found I could not take my eyes from the bandages on her legs. They were bloody in some places. ‘Whisper,’ I said, walking over to stand before her. Even sat down she was huge. ‘I have treated you very poorly, and your behaviour has been nothing but exemplary. I am no longer a murder suspect so I will write a message to the Mortedants’ Priory explaining that your services are no longer needed. You will be freed from your contract; your word will no longer require that you put yourself in harm’s way for me.’

‘There is no need,’ she said.

‘It is the right thing to do,’ I said. ‘You owe me nothing, and I owe you more than I can ever repay. I cannot ask you to walk into danger for me again.’

She stared at her bandaged legs for a moment. Then looked up at me, small black eyes glittering. They were not unlike the eyes of Niofa’s crow: far more intelligent than I had given them credit for.

‘There is no need,’ she said again, but more slowly, ‘because my contract has already been rescinded. It was ended after we visited the Rends.’

‘What?’

‘A note was sent from the priory, saying my services were no longer needed.’

Behind me I heard Mirial sit down.

‘A note?’ I said. ‘From who?’

‘Mortedant Farrah Bispham,’ she said. ‘It informed me they no longer had the funds for my employ and so I was freed of it.’

I sat down, scratching my head. I knew the Mortedants’ Priory was not the power it had once been, but not that funds were so tight. Darker thoughts lurked in my mind, that this may not be a coincidence. That note had come after Spurrier neophytes had tried to attack Whisper; had that been an attempt to remove her as my guard? No, that would have required Bispham to collude with Spurriers. That could not be the case. I rubbed my temples to push away a headache. Looked once more at the urcan’s horribly wounded legs.

‘Why did you stay? Why come into the wilds with me, Whisper?’ I asked. ‘You knew it was dangerous and did not have to.’

‘You needed my help.’ So slow and sure and calm, as if what she said was the most obvious thing in the world.

‘But you did not have to come.’ I felt as if the world was upside down. ‘You were no longer held by a contract.’

‘You would not have survived in the wilds without me, and you had made a promise to find Malkin’s killer. Promises are important.’

I stared at her for a moment. ‘I am not sure I understand urcans,’ I said eventually.

‘We keep our promises,’ said Whisper.

‘And other people’s.’

‘Yes,’ she said.

I opened my mouth to say something else. Failed. Tried again. Failed again, and decided to let what she said pass.

‘And we are not judged by what we must do’ – the low growl of her voice filled the room – ‘but by what we choose to do.’

I needed to sit. I felt weak. Broken. I pulled over a chair and sat sideways, leaning against the backrest. Trying to think of something to say so she knew I understood the risk she had taken, the pain she had put herself through, and all to help a man who had been rather less than friendly towards her.

‘Thank you,’ I said eventually. No one spoke for quite a while. We sat and thought until I eventually broke the silence. ‘How did you get back here, Whisper?’

‘After the riot,’ she shifted slightly, making herself a little more comfortable, ‘the guard took me to a cell. They told me I was to be executed. Then a man arrived. I did not see him, but I think he was a Mortedant. He smelled of the special incense you have in the back room.’

That incense was an important part of the Mortedant’s ritual, but I barely ever used it. It was very expensive and my clients rarely worth it.

‘Did you notice anything else about him?’ I asked.

‘I could not hear much from my cell. I was in discomfort.’ I suspected the urcan’s discomfort would be my screaming in agony for someone to please end my suffering. ‘There were raised voices, guards trying to argue against my release, I think. The Mortedant left and soon after I was taken out to a carriage where a healer applied unguents to my legs and bandaged me.’

‘A woman?’

She shook her head. ‘No, a man. A different man to the one that freed me. He was not a Mortedant.’ She looked at her legs. ‘The healer did a good job. I would have healed anyway but the pain is less. The carriage brought me here.’

‘Well, that sounds straightforward enough, I suppose.’ I sensed the gnarled claw of Niofa at work – well, more I knew it was the gnarled claw of Niofa at work as he had told me.

‘I am well enough to protect you now.’ She began to stand and made a sound I recognized as the same one she had made as she approached the Gate of No Rest. A sound of pain.

‘No,’ I said, ‘you are not.’

She froze, then sat back down. ‘Maybe not, but by tomorrow I will be walking again.’

‘Niofa said you were a princess of your people. Is that true?’

Something happened to her then. It was like watching a prey animal sense a predator. A stillness beyond what was normal, a wish to vanish entirely and become unseen.

‘It is not true any more,’ she said quietly, and would not look at me. The way she spoke made it plain she did not wish me to pursue it further, so I did not. Instead I turned to Mirial.

‘Well, we have heard Whisper’s story, what about yours?’

She mouthed ‘Princess,’ at me and I shook my head so she knew not to pursue it. She rolled her eyes.

‘It all started with Sivver Bardif,’ said Mirial. She leaned forward on her chair, a grin on her face. ‘Though that is not her name. Her real name is Ariant Belseer and she is a murderer.’ She looked around at us, an unpleasant smile on her face. ‘Everything that happened to me is her fault.’

‘How?’

‘When I was helping move her boxes, I noticed she didn’t seem to know what was in most of ’em. It struck me as odd. If I had any stuff, I’d know what all of it was.’

‘You did not tell me this.’

‘You would have told me I was being foolish.’

‘I may not have.’

She made a rude and dismissive sound and maybe on this occasion it was not unfair. ‘Anyway, I wasn’t entirely sure what I thought meself right then. So I kept at her, asking about her hivver, what they had liked, where they enjoyed going. You know, the normal things anyone would talk about. She kept getting things wrong, never telling quite the same story twice. Small things. Place names, dates. I thought if I gathered up enough mistakes, I could tell you. But at the same time, she acted the scatty old woman. She could just have been forgetful.’

‘Next time, do tell me of any suspicion you may have,’ I said.

‘I will. Anyway, she must have twigged what I were about.’

‘She took you from here?’

‘Oh no,’ said Mirial, ‘she were cleverer than that. Put an idea in my head, about how her hivver had kept visiting a Worshipful chapel on the first tier. She mentioned it a few times, and I knew exactly which one she meant. Same one I’d seen that big beardy fellow with the burned face go into.’

‘So that is where you went?’

She nodded. ‘She sent me on an errand, and it was really near the chapel so I thought I should take another look.’ I was about to interrupt but she raised her hand. ‘Not go in,’ she said quickly. ‘Just a walk past. They were waiting though. Grabbed me and bound me.’

‘You tried to escape, surely?’

‘Oh, I screamed and kicked and did all I could. But who pays attention to such a thing on the first tier?’ She shrugged. ‘Sivver Bardif, or Ariant Belseer – which I’m not sure is her real name either, as she’s as slippery as a four-day-dead rat – she turned up later. Must have been after you and Whisper had gone to the wilds. She wanted to kill me, but the burned man wouldn’t let her. She seemed sure you were dead or soon would be. He said things were too near to completion to take any risks. Told her he would bring the test forward, whatever that was, and that “the Mortedant”, which I reckon is you, had proved slippery. So I might be of use later.’

‘By “test”, do you think they meant the ringfire?’ said Whisper.

‘It all fits. We suspected the burned man was a planner,’ I said, ‘not just a killer. He thinks ahead.’

‘And very Worshipful, very committed. Praying all the time when we were …’ Mirial looked away. ‘They kept me in the back of the chapel before they handed me over to the liars’ circle.’

‘Did they hurt you?’ I said softly. That look away hinted at something untold. She shook her head. ‘How did you escape?’

‘I didn’t. The man you saw, First, the tierboss who was holding me? He let me go. I asked him why, ’cos I knew it’d cause trouble for him with that Keon bloke as there was a deal in place. He told me there was a bigger fish in every pond and not all deals are worth keeping to.’ She shrugged. ‘I didn’t think it was the biggest fish in our pond, the peckin’ Roundhorn, freeing little me.’

I thought about what she had said and how easily Niofa had reached out into the city and to his contacts, saving Whisper and I from the gallows and Mirial from the liars’ circle. I did not feel particularly comfortable with it.

We were all quiet. The only sound in the room was a constant tapping. The building often made odd noises as Sivver Gurtis refused to fix anything. I put it down to another fault.

‘Mortedant,’ said Whisper. Then she raised a hand to point. ‘A bird is trying to break your window.’

I looked up.

‘Ah,’ I said, ‘we have a new friend. Let me get the window open and I will introduce you to Harpsimast.’
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CHAPTER 30


Sunsday

The Day Before the Festival

Time was my enemy as much as the burned man and his associates.

Though I would have liked to stay in my rooms and avoid any danger it was not an option. Something terrible was going to happen at the festival and Niofa, ruler of the city, wanted me to find out what.

Harpsimast, who had found a perch atop Whisper’s armour mannequin, stared at me. It was almost as if the bird, with those beady black eyes, was willing me to leave the building. I had asked it earlier not to stare, and been pecked hard enough to draw blood from my cheek for doing so.

‘We must do something. The festival approaches swiftly and we have little time,’ I said. Whisper pushed herself up with a groan. ‘You are not ready for the city, not yet,’ I told her.

Whisper stared at me. The strangest look on her monochrome face. ‘I am not meant for sitting around.’ Strange how she had faced things that instilled only terror in me without blinking, but now in her expression and voice was a desperation for some distraction. I wanted to tell her to rest but doubted she would be able to bear it. She was a creature of action and though she could sit still for hours in the name of something, to have lethargy forced upon her appeared to be most distressing.

Still, she was plainly in no state to accompany me.

‘You cannot come with us, Whisper.’

‘Who will protect you?’

‘I have a knife,’ said Mirial.

‘I will take my handlances. They should be enough to discourage anyone who means me harm.’

‘And I have a knife,’ said Mirial again.

‘And Mirial has a knife,’ I added.

Harpsimast crowed as if laughing at us.

‘I also think that bird is desperate to peck someone’s eyes out.’ I could almost see Whisper wilting at my words. ‘That does not mean you are to be idle.’ This perked her up a bit. It also meant I had to find something for her to do. I looked around the cluttered room. ‘Sivver Bardif, or Ariant Belseer as Mirial says we should call her, brought all these boxes. They must have come from somewhere. There were the firelances in the forest, and the alcohol. Neither were cheap. Someone has been spending a lot of money. Maybe there is a receipt among all this.’ I waved at the boxes.

Whisper did not look convinced and I was not sure I believed what I said either, but she needed something to do.

‘People make stupid mistakes,’ said Mirial, ‘’specially when they think we’ll all be dead soon so we’ll never get chance to see ’em.’

‘Mirial has a point,’ I said. I was not sure she did, but was glad for the support.

Whisper let out a long sigh. ‘I will check these boxes, and dispose of what is not needed. I do not like all this clutter.’

‘Good idea,’ I told her.

‘Keep the crow statues though, bad luck to throw them out,’ said Mirial.

Harpsimast cawed as if in agreement.

We left a miserable Whisper in my rooms and the crowd of silent onlookers outside parted before us. I suspected that within them there would be at least one person sent to watch me. The burned man was not a fool. I hoped Niofa interfering would make him more cautious, but as he was on a deadline, he may only become more reckless.

The streets of Elbay were even busier than usual with the festival so near. Harpsimast left my shoulder to fly and the air he cut through was thick with woodsmoke and the scent of cooking. Spirit carriages strode above the throng and small, glowing messengers scuttled between our feet. Everything appeared normal and yet it was not. I was free of the threat of execution only now to have a much larger weight pressed upon me: the lives of others. Who knew how many of those around me, going around their normal business and getting in my way, would suffer if I could not discover what was planned for the Festival of the Last Siren. Or what Niofa would do to me if I failed.

It felt like I had precious little to go on – a handful of puzzle pieces and no clue as to how they would fit together. I needed to be doing. Maybe it was time for me to be reckless.

‘Mirial, I intend to visit the chapel where they captured you. No doubt they will have moved on from there now Niofa has intervened, but if they left in a hurry maybe something was left behind that may help us.’

‘What if they ambush you like they did me?’ she said.

‘It’s a risk, but we will go carefully.’

It was hard to be careful. I felt the need to keep Mirial close as we forced our way through the busy city streets. She was only small and it would not take much to grab her and drag her off into the crowds. Every time I saw a Howler or a group of Blankers I steered our path away from them. It was becoming frustrating; the festival was close and Howlers and Blankers seemed to be everywhere. Worse, in the throng any number of people could be following and I would not see them. I missed Whisper’s keen senses. ‘Mirial,’ I said eventually, after being forced to turn around to avoid another group of drunken Blankers, ‘how well do you know the backstreets around here?’

‘I know all the secret ways, Mortedant,’ she said with a grin.

‘Then let us take them, lose anyone who may think to pursue.’

She nodded, and with that we were off. I rarely used any but the main streets of Elbay but Mirial was clearly familiar with all the city’s backstreets and hidden corners. She led me up alleys and through quiet neighbourhoods I had never seen before, places where the houses rose up in great steps and grew on top of each other in teetering piles that almost met just above our heads.

We ran through the backstreets of Elbay, looking over our shoulders with every other step. For the Festival of the Last Siren, the different secants competed to create the greatest flags, both in size and number, so the streets we ran through were awash with colourful material and thick with steam from cleaning the brightly coloured cloths. Massive sheets hung to dry from cords strung from house to house. The smaller alleys trapped smoke from fires and steam from washing, and we passed through hazy mists between brightly coloured walls. The people around us constantly shouted out to each other, joyful in their work. The spirit of the festival was already filling the city, but I felt no joy in it, only worry. The people’s joy may be short-lived if I failed.

‘Down here,’ said Mirial. I wondered just how much experience in escaping pursuers she had as she used the giant sheets of the flags to mask our turns. Twice she doubled back on herself and had us hide in doorways, waiting and watching the people pass. The first time I did not understand why. The second I did. She was looking for recurring faces, but we saw none. If we were followed we had either lost them or they were clever enough to have more than one pursuer and worked in relays.

We set off again, slower this time, heading down more dismal, more shaded streets. I thought that we may have crossed into the second tier but could not swear it. We moved through alleys thick with rubbish, watched by suspicious eyes and people who wore more rag than coat. I had never seen these places before, did not know people lived like this. From a dark window I saw several sets of glittering eyes watching us. I thought it was rats, and it was only when one of those watchers moved that I saw it was children. They were no more than a few years old and small through lack of food and maltreatment. I had always known Elbay was an unkind city, but never quite how unkind.

Mirial stopped. She had found a stick and was digging about in some rubbish.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Dry rags,’ she said. ‘Help me find some, and find yourself a stick as well.’

‘Why?’

‘We’ll need torches,’ she said.

‘Why?’

She pointed ahead. At the end of the filthy street was a grating about as high as my shoulder. ‘The citycore. We’ll go through the tunnels.’

‘Do we really need to?’

‘You don’t want to go in?’

‘Not really. This is a new robe.’ It was not the only reason, of course. Who knew what lurked in the core? Most people never went there, never even thought about it. I definitely never had.

‘It’s safer and dryer than you expect,’ she said. ‘We won’t be in there long.’

‘What about the soil people?’

She shrugged. ‘Never seen one. I think the Pipers make ’em up to keep people out.’ She walked up to the grate and pushed on it. The top and side had come loose from the mortar and she squeezed through the gap.

‘What about the Pipers?’

‘If you don’t bother ’em’ – she turned back to me – ‘they won’t bother you. Now come on.’

Harpsimast fluttered down to land on the pile of rubbish and cawed at me.

‘I am sure we will come out soon,’ I said. ‘If you do not find us, I will blow the whistle.’ The crow chirped and took off. Mirial was staring at me.

‘You understand that bird?’ she said.

‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘But it seemed obvious what it meant.’

‘’Course it did.’ She started digging in her pockets while I squeezed through the grate. I found it considerably harder than she did and got dirt on the beautiful robe Niofa had given me. Once through, I joined Mirial in a tight tunnel, one I had to remove my hat and bow my head to walk along. She used a flint to light the torch she had made.

‘We only need these for a bit,’ she said, lighting my torch with her own. ‘Once we’re through the first tunnels, there are lights.’

I nodded. Her torch guttered along the ceiling, leaving black streaks of soot.

‘Are we on the second tier?’ I asked.

‘I think so,’ she said. ‘It all gets a big upsy-downsy near the citycore. People build stuff on stuff, and you get confused.’ She looked back at me. ‘I’ll know once we’re out of this tunnel.’

‘How?’

‘You’ll see.’

We carried on down the tunnel, and all the way along I kept thinking I could hear voices whispering at the edge of my hearing. Not loud enough to make out specific words, only loud enough to know they were words. I told myself it was the people of the city, echoes of conversations outside trapped in the tunnels, but was not confident I was right and I did not like it. Thoughts of stories I had heard of Pipers in the citycore – Pipers and worse.

Eventually, just as Mirial’s torch was beginning to flicker and burn out, the tunnel opened up. I straightened, looking around, and found my breath taken away. What I was seeing was not unlike Castle Elbay in many ways, but bigger and, of course, underground. It was huge in a way my mind found difficult to understand. It rose above us, stone balconies on either side, massive and wide. We stood on something similar. A constant warm wind blew from below us. I walked to the edge of the balcony. There was no wall or rail there; below me it fell away to darkness. It looked as if you could step out and then fall forever. I had a moment of madness, felt as if I was pulled nearer to the edge. I stepped back.

‘Yeah,’ said Mirial. ‘I don’t go near the edge. Makes my head funny.’

The stone floor we stood on stretched out until it met a scaffold of metal reaching up and up to the next balcony. Across the gap was a massive tubular construction that vanished into the darkness above and below. It was also covered in scaffolding, and the yawning empty space curved right around it. Far on the other side was another balcony like the one I was one. I could see no bridges or ways across to the tubular construction in the centre, and it was difficult to gauge its size. It made me feel very small.

Through the scaffold on our side, pipes made their tortuous way up and down and along. Similar pipes ran through the scaffold across from us, climbing the curved, unreachable, structure. On that scaffold there were also many wheels of different colours. Odd contraptions moved on it; some spun, some pumped arms up and down, some hissed and some clanked. They reminded me of the small machines I had seen in Niofa’s quarters, though they lacked the joyful clattering of them. These machines were forlorn in a way I could not quite put my finger on, too quiet for such large devices.

Attending some of the machines across from me were figures. They seemed childlike at first, but only because I was failing to comprehend the true size of the place. The figures were not human but human-sized spirit forms. Each had four arms which were in constant movement. I wondered how old they were. Ancient, I imagined. Maybe as old as the city itself. I was curious about their purpose, but resigned myself to never knowing.

‘You can’t see the god,’ said Mirial, ‘no matter how much you stare.’

‘What?’

‘Across the gap, that round thing is where the Howling Lord lives, see, but no bridges go over to it.’

‘That wasn’t what I was trying to …’

‘Anyway, we’re back on the third tier now,’ she said.

‘How do you know?’ My voice seemed to vanish, as if the space ate it up.

Mirial pointed at the wall behind me. On it was painted, in peeling green paint, a huge 3. By that it said S5 and then there were more large painted boxes, each full of numbers.

‘Of course,’ I said, ‘it is an address.’

She nodded. ‘That’s how you know where you are. Third tier, fifth secant, just like we do in the city. I don’t know what the other numbers are.’

I walked nearer, footsteps clicking on the stone to be lost in the warm air. ‘Dirrivan Murser,’ I said.

‘What?’

‘The man who started this all off, his notebook was full of numbers. I identified them as tiers and secants. But the other bits I did not understand. Maybe I do now.’ I pointed at the boxes on the wall.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Somebody wanted Murser out of the way, him and the contracteer. I think they knew too much.’ I walked closer to the numbers. ‘I was marked for death after Murser’s sivver hired me as Mortedant. They must have worried Dirrivan had spoken to me after death and told me something of the plot. In a way he did, I suppose, but mostly through his journals.’

‘And we’ve got them, right?’

‘No. Ariant Belseer took them from me before she brought me to you at the liars’ circle.’

‘Did you know what he meant though?’ said Mirial, joining me in staring up at the numbers.

‘Niofa said there were places you could go to control the ringfire, to start it up whenever you wanted. I think the numbers lead you to those places, and who knows what else? There were clues in Dirrivan Murser’s diary. I didn’t understand them until I saw this.’ I pointed at the numbers on the wall, then looked back at the scaffold, at the huge tangle of pipes and valve wheels. ‘Maybe it was part of his work to try to map this place.’

‘And now they have those notes.’

I nodded. ‘I suspect they already had his information, otherwise they would not have been able to set off the ringfire after Whisper and I escaped the trap at their campsite. He either sold the information to them or maybe he was part of their religious cult and began to doubt. His sivver said he was not his usual self, that he needed the grinberries to soothe his errant mind. The book was his working journal but they couldn’t have others getting hold of it. Whatever is planned, they do not want people to know.’ I wanted to spit. ‘It is lost now anyway. Together with whatever I could have learned from it. Lead on, Mirial. To the street chapel.’

We continued through the citycore, disquieted all the way. We saw more spirit forms, and occasionally I thought I saw shadowy, sinuous figures that vanished as soon as I looked at them. We twisted around on ourselves, walked carefully down steep staircases covered in a slippery green weed that smelled of water which had been still for too long. If either of us had slipped we would have died, I am sure. The stairs constantly switched back on themselves and had no handrail to catch you should you fall.

Eventually, Mirial took my torch from me, lit it and led me up another tight tunnel. I noticed that it had a very gradual downwards slant, as though designed to slough away water. We emerged from the grate into a filthy undercroft, somewhere on the first tier.

‘I am glad to be out of there,’ I said.

‘Yes, but we can be sure we’re not followed now. We’d have heard ’em in the citycore, place is full of echoes.’

We set off, soon finding ourselves lost amid the busy streets and the busy people, none of whom appeared interested in me.

Mirial pulled me to one side. ‘Have you got any coin?’

‘A little. Niofa left some in the pockets of this robe. Why?’

‘Maybe it would be easier to hide if you did not wear that crow’s robe?’

‘But I am a Mortedant.’

‘And don’t everyone know it, you being currently famous and all.’ I disliked what she said, but I could not pretend she was not right. ‘Give me the coin, hide in the doorway and I’ll get you some clothes no one will remark on.’

‘Very well.’ I handed over the coin. ‘But make sure they have no fleas, or lice.’

‘Do my best,’ she said, ‘but you know what us lowtier types are like.’
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CHAPTER 31


Sunsday

The Day Before the Festival

Not too long after, I was wearing an uncomfortable smock of brown wool covered with stains. Mirial said it had belonged to a painter. She carried my Mortedant’s robe in a bag and had wanted my handlances too. She said they could be seen beneath the painter’s smock but as far as I was concerned that only made us less likely to be robbed.

She led me through busy streets at a good pace, then began to slow. Everywhere was joy and excitement at the coming festivities but I could share in none of it.

‘Round this corner, there’s a vapourer, then a sausage woman.’ She looked round the corner. ‘Don’t eat her sausage, by the way. It’s mostly rat and she don’t take the bones out. Then there’s a big arch with a door in the back. That’s the chapel. Though it ain’t like any chapel I’ve been in.’

I had never considered that Mirial may be devout, or what that could mean.

‘You are Worshipful?’

She looked up at me, biting on her lip as if unsure how to proceed. ‘Yeah, a bit, and so was Malkin. If not for our local chapel and the circle we’d have been starving in one of them filthy back alleys you saw.’

‘Why worship a god who sleeps?’

‘Because it’s still a god, ain’t it?’

‘It can’t help you though.’

She shrugged. ‘I asked the Howling Lord for escape and to avenge Malkin,’ she said, ‘and here I am with you. So you tell me it can’t do nothing, just ’cos it sleeps, but I’ll believe different.’ She glanced down the street at where a group of mostly naked worshippers were screaming abuse at passers-by. ‘Most just want to live our life and think maybe it’s best not to offend a god when life’s already hard, eh?’ I had never really thought of it like that. ‘It’s all about gangs on the streets, Hasp. Just the same as in the posh bits where you’re from. Mortedants are just an official gang, and so are the Spurriers and the contracteers and the Pipers, all of ’em. My gang was the Worshipful and the liars’ circle.’

‘And do you hold to the belief you can only live through embracing death?’

She breathed out, laughed a little under her breath. ‘The Siren of our chapel, right,’ she said with a smile, ‘he always said that in death you are joined with the Howling Lord and it is inevitable. But you must travel through life to death, so enjoy the journey and live as much as you can while you can.’ She gave me a very definite nod. ‘So I’ll be doing all the living I can, don’t you worry about it.’

I did not reply. Just like with the Mother Worshipful Saskia Beria Havet, what Mirial said was not what I expected from a believer.

Once I had also believed the Howling Lord would wake, but I had struggled with it and eventually put that idea aside. It sounded like a madness when you thought about it, that a god slept within our city. Mortedants and Spurriers were generally not believers; our ways were based on learning, not faith. I wondered if the people walking by believed. How do you go about your business when you think an actual god sleeps beneath your feet? Believing that a being of unfathomable power could wake at any moment and destroy us all on a whim?

Maybe the only way to live with such knowledge was not to think about it. Maybe the Howlers were so angry because they did little else but think about it.

Mother Worshipful Saskia Beria Havet had told me Niofa had actually showed her the Howling Lord. I did not want to think about that.

‘We should go in,’ I said.

Mirial nodded and led me around the corner. She stopped before the arch. All around me people were pressing past, excited about the coming festival, unaware something terrible may be planned for it.

‘Come on, Mirial,’ I said. She was still staring at the entrance of the chapel.

‘Something is different,’ she said.

‘What do you mean?’

The midday bell clanged sonorously from a higher tier and I was terribly aware of time ticking away as myriad other bells clanged in reply. The noise felt like panic.

‘These stalls,’ said Mirial. ‘I think they’re the same ones that were here when Belseer sent me on that errand, but there’s something missing …’

‘Stalls are always changing,’ I told her. ‘They depend on who gets up earliest, and whether they’ve paid the right people enough to keep their place.’ I walked forward, pushing past the stalls and stopping with my hand on the door of the street chapel. ‘Come on, Mirial.’

‘I’m sure it’s not the stalls.’

‘We will think about it later, Mirial. Now come on.’ A caw sheet seller tried to force a pamphlet into my hand. The headline read, Mortedant saved from certain death! Below it was a picture of a pinch-faced, miserable-looking man that was most definitely not me. When I finally got the woman to leave, I turned to find Mirial by the open outer chapel door. She looked frozen, as if there were some other, hidden door that barred her way. I had never seen her look so small before. Even when she had been held by the liars’ circle she had looked defiant, not scared.

What a fool I had been. They had held her here, and she had not known why or what they intended to do with her. She had shown me a brave face about her ordeal and I had chosen to believe it rather than dig any further, forgetting she was little more than a child.

‘Did they hurt you, Mirial?’ I said, standing by her. I did not touch her.

‘No,’ she said very quietly, ‘but I knew they were likely going to. And there was a boy they hurt …’ Her voice tailed off. I nodded, and maybe I should have said something more but I did not know what to say.

‘I will go in first,’ I told her, and pushed the inner door. It rattled but did not open. ‘Locked.’

Mirial looked up at me, her eyes wide. She took a deep breath. ‘Let me,’ she said, then slipped in front of me. It was like she had chosen to push her fear away as she knelt before the door. I did my best to shield her from the view of people looking over the stalls while she picked the lock. It didn’t take her long. ‘It’s done,’ she said, after just a couple of minutes.

I took one of the handlances from under my robe and pushed the door open. Together, we advanced into the darkness. I held the weapon out, the faint blue glow of the spirit chamber washing over my shaking hand.

The chapel was not large, though it was larger than most first-tier street chapels which were little more than arches in a wall with a curtain over them. I did not think about lowtier chapels often. They tended to attract the more fanatical sects and the Worshipful in general had simply been, well, the enemy I supposed. Mortedants hated the Worshipful and vice versa. It was the way of Elbay; we had little to do with each other and what we did have was always adversarial.

Except for the woman I had met in Castle Elbay, the leader of them all. She had not been adversarial – anything but.

‘Shall I light a lamp?’ Mirial said from behind me. ‘There are plenty. This one looks like it still has oil in it.’

‘Yes.’ I heard the strike of her flint behind me. The lance began to shake in my hand; they were heavy things. Light washed over me.

The chapel was maybe twenty paces across. At the front was a raised area where the Siren or Confider would stand at a lectern and read from the Book of Manol, calling out the praises of the Howling Lord. But both lectern and book were gone. There were no pictures or statues of the Howling Lord; such things were forbidden, though some chapels had drawings of parts of our god – a leg, an arm, but never a face. No one knew what the Howling Lord looked like. I think that was partly why I had always struggled to believe. If a god lived within the city, why could we not visit it? See it?

The Worshipful would tell you that it was not really faith if you knew your god existed. I supposed it made a sort of sense.

‘There’s a room in the back,’ said Mirial. ‘That is where they took me.’

I sniffed. There was the smell of decay in the air and that boded nothing good.

‘Light the rest of the lamps,’ I told her. ‘We will move around the room together while you do.’ We moved, and the nearer we got to the door in the back, the stronger the smell of death became. I could not pretend it was anything else. By the time we lit half the lamps, it was clear the main room was empty. ‘Nothing in here. Mirial, do the lamps come off the wall?’

‘Yes.’ The grate of metal on stone, the light wobbling as she took down a lamp.

‘Maybe you should wait here,’ I told her, and put my hand out for the lamp. She shook her head and I nodded. If I had learned anything of Mirial it was that sending her away was of little use. The door behind the stage was not locked and death was thick in the air around it, the smell strong enough that it felt like it had a substance to it, one that filled your mouth and nose.

‘Peck my eyes, that stinks,’ said Mirial. She had stopped at the door as if afraid of entering. She was small and frightened again, just a young girl. ‘The boy they had was sick. They were going to cut him up and send him to you. Pretend it was me. That way they could keep me whole.’

‘Why?’

She shook her head, looked away. ‘The man said I was valuable.’ She was so quiet, sounded almost like a different person. ‘Said there were people out in the wilds who would pay for a girl like me, and I would never be missed.’ She couldn’t look at me. ‘I was so scared, Hasp. And the boy, even though he were sick, kept telling me it would be alright.’

Something in me clenched at the callousness of it all.

‘I would miss you, Mirial, and so would Whisper. We would come to find you.’ I took the lamp, briefly squeezed her small hand. ‘You can wait there. You do not need to come in.’ She nodded. ‘Did you know the boy’s name?’

She shook her head. ‘He was feverish when they brought me in. They would not let me touch him. I should have come back, tried to help him.’

I stood still for a moment, trying to find the right words to say.

‘You have come back, Mirial,’ I said eventually. ‘Now wait here for me.’

The door opened into another empty room, though not completely empty. Flies buzzed and death filled the air the way smoke filled the windward side of Elbay. A small corpse lay in one corner, a burner in the other, though it put out no heat and the room was as cold as the streets outside.

I went over to the corpse, a boy as Mirial had said. He was younger than her, slim and ill-fed like many downtier children. The corpse was waxy, rot already setting in. I closed my eyes, let out a breath and knelt by the corpse, trying not to breathe through my nose. I took off my glove. The boy’s skin was blue with death, reddened by the remains of a rash. I reached out a hand. Pulled it back. He had clearly perished from some disease.

No. This was not the time for cowardice. This was about more than me.

‘Howling Lord guide this one across the gap between. Show them the way and let them rest from their toil. If they do not know peace, let me hear their words and gift it to them.’ The words of the Mortedants’ prayer came to my lips automatically, tumbling out in a rush. Odd to say I did not believe in the Howling Lord, yet when I said those words I believed them implicitly. Maybe not the words about the god, but definitely the part about gifting peace to the dead. I placed my hand onto the child’s forehead, let myself slip into the greyness of death. Harder than it had been with Dirrivan Murser; the boy had not been dead as long but decomposition had been rapid – maybe something to do with whatever disease he had picked up. His last thoughts were there, simple and clear.

‘Will I see Mother?’

I did not know, could not answer as I did not know what lay beyond death. I could offer no solace to that forlorn voice and felt sudden stab of cold pain in my chest at such impotence. I told myself the same thing I did with all the dead: they had gone to a more peaceful place. What I heard was only echoes. But the boy’s voice had not sounded peaceful.

I took a deep breath of the lifeless air.

Few Mortedants really hear the dead. Of those few, what they get is mostly fuzzy and indistinct, a feeling. Among those skilled enough to pick out a few words is a much smaller group, those like me, who hear the last thoughts clearly as if from a conversation. Among them there is an even smaller group who can delve deeper, further. I did not know all this when I began my training; no one tells you. Kuridan knew though. I do not know how, but he did. That was why he was interested in me, at first anyway. He saw a use for me in his plans and played at friendship. Later it became real. But he was always an aristocrat of Elbay and I was always an outcast, and despite our friendship part of him always thought of me as something useful to him.

I have never wanted to be used.

Sometimes I tell myself things would have been different if I was not so stubborn, if I had not refused to help him as he moved toward the idea of revolution, but the truth is if I had I would be dead. I know that. Despite such knowledge, the ache that remains is unlike any other. Looking back, he was probably not a good friend in many ways, but he was the only one I had ever had. The guilt never went away and I stopped all but the most cursory readings of the dead.

They say ghosts have no power, but that is not true. I took a long, deep breath.

‘Nameless boy,’ I whispered, ‘tell me more if you can, and forgive this revisiting of your pain.’

They call this a gift.

It is not.

Deeper. Past the last words into the dissolution of a mind. What we are is partly biological – so much is lost in the liquefaction of flesh – but we are also more. Even a bone is not without secrets, and this boy, so recently dead, was a book to be read by those who knew the language. I felt his fever, the pain, the way lucidity slipped in and out of his grasp. Flickering images. Misery. Tears. Fear.

There.

Mirial!

Her face distorted by his sickness. The frightening man pulling her away. Mirial’s face again. A cool cloth on my brow. A feeling of hope attached to her. Gone. Snippets of conversation.

‘… raising …’

Heat and pain.

‘… one. Timing is …’

So thirsty.

‘… festival …’

I want to live.

Laughter.

I want the pain to stop.

Something about Spurriers.

Hard to breathe.

More laughter.

I wanted the warmth of a parent.

Fire.

Remembering the warmth of her arms.

Images on a wall.

Just to be held.

Pipes and wheels.

A final peace.

‘… all ends at the festival …’

It was hard to hold on to anything this deep. It was like drowning, everything flashing by. No up, no down. No way to stop the deluge. No way to interrogate what I saw and felt. I was them, they were me. It had been too long since I did this; my control was lacking. Flashes. Meaningless. Pipes and water. Executions and the gallows light. Some of this I felt the child had seen, some I think he had heard talked about, and some of it was from my own mind. Which was which? It was impossible to tell.

Past it all, a yawning darkness, a dragging hole. I needed to get out, but which way? Up or down. Left or right. Life or death. Which way?

No more. Losing myself.

‘Mortedant? Mortedant?’

A warmth.

Dragged from the mire, away from the yawning hold of death. Will I see Mother?

Rising. Leaving behind me one thought. You helped the girl. Was there gratitude there? A little happiness? I did not truly know. I was pulled away and thankful to be.

Coughing. Bent over by the corpse. The world cold and hard. My brain on fire.

‘Mortedant, what’s wrong?’

‘Mirial?’ Everything a haze.

‘You were making the strangest sounds. Should I not have touched you?’

‘No.’ The words gasped out. ‘I went too deep.’ I wanted to vomit. Instead I made myself stand. ‘Too deep.’

‘Why?’

‘I thought …’ I closed my eyes, trying to push away the pain behind them. ‘I thought he may have seen something.’

‘Did he?’

I sat back, rubbing my forehead then my eyes. Pushing the kohl into them and making them water but the pain was receding. Shook my head, took off my wide, floppy black hat and used it to wipe my face.

‘Here,’ said Mirial, ‘water.’ She gave me her flask and I took a long drink. ‘Are you hurt?’

I shook my head. Took another drink.

‘You found something?’

‘I don’t know.’ I felt almost back to normal. Often I think we are not meant to be so close to the dead, and our minds refuse to remember it. ‘Sometimes I see things that make no sense. The clarity comes with time.’ My knees were weak and I struggled to stand. Mirial steered me away from the body to sit by the burner. ‘It is tiring, I need a moment.’ She nodded, looking me over with concern. I am not sure anyone outside of her and Whisper had ever looked at me like that. Kuridan never did. ‘You should know, Mirial, that you provided him some comfort towards the end. He thought fondly of you. He was glad you escaped.’

She smiled and looked away from me toward the burner. Her brow furrowed and she reached into it and took something out.

A charred book.

A familiar book.

‘That is Dirrivan Murser’s journal,’ I said. A small miracle. It must have been put into the burner when the fire was dying. Whoever did it had not paid attention, presumed the paper would catch, but the hide binding had protected it from the flames. These people were most careless when it came to disposing of things in fire.

Mirial opened the book. Flakes of carbon fell out.

‘Is it ruined?’ I asked.

She shook her head. ‘Some of the pages are damaged, some are intact.’

‘Keep it shut. We will take it back to my rooms and save what we can of it.’ She nodded. ‘You may need to hail a spirit carriage for me.’

Mirial helped me up and to the entrance of the street chapel. I stopped her before she hailed the carriage. My strength was already coming back. She was still bothered by the entrance to the place, staring at it as if it held some great puzzle, though that was not the reason I stopped her. ‘Are there more street chapels around here, Mirial?

‘Plenty of ’em.’

‘Take me to the nearest,’ I said. ‘They may know something about whoever was in this place.’
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CHAPTER 32


Sunsday

The Day Before the Festival

The nearest street chapel was little more than a hole in the brickwork of a very old and dilapidated house. In it sat a man with a long white beard who looked like he could have matched ages with the building. He was handing out food, spooning soup from a steaming tureen for any that asked. Occasionally a stall holder would bring him offcuts, vegetable tops and bones that he would add to his pot.

‘Come, eat,’ he said as we approached. I had no real wish for a soup of leftovers; it reminded me of Malkin and set a spur in my heart even though Malkin’s soup had been revolting.

‘We have no cup,’ I told him.

His voice, when he spoke, was full of joy even though he barely wore any clothes and must have been freezing. ‘I have cups!’ He reached down and picked up two chipped cups, filling them with soup and me with disappointment. He put the full cups on a plank before him which served as a table. ‘Just promise to return them, Mortedant.’

I wondered how he knew what I was. I was dressed as a painter and as we approached it became clear from his white eyes that the old man was quite blind.

‘You feed even my kind?’ I picked up the soup cup and forced myself to drink from it. If he could tell I was a Mortedant, he could probably tell if I spurned his charity, and I wanted him in a good mood. The broth was actually surprisingly good. It tasted nothing like the one Malkin used to make. It seemed an age since I had lost him, and still the ache had not subsided.

‘Everyone has to eat,’ said the old man. ‘And what of you, young lady?’

‘I am thankful for the food, Siren Halend,’ said Mirial, taking up the cup and warming her hands with it.

‘Is that Mirial?’ said the siren.

‘Yes.’

‘I am sorry about your brother, child.’ He nodded to her. ‘I always liked him, and if you are in the presence of a Mortedant I presume it must be the man called Irody Hasp?’ If I expected animosity from him, there was none.

‘You are correct. I am Irody Hasp, Siren.’ The official title of one of the Worshipful felt awkward in my mouth.

‘You have had an eventful few days, Mortedant.’ He laughed. Then was suddenly serious. ‘Whoever hurt Malkin, you find them, hear me?’

‘I intend to,’ I said, ‘and even if I did not, Mirial would make sure I did.’

He laughed at that. ‘Given what Malkin told me of your thoughts on the Worshipful, Mortedant’ – he faced me, though he was looking past me into another place – ‘I find myself doubting you are here just for soup.’

Was I a little abashed at that? Here was this man who had nothing and who knew my opinion of the Worshipful from Malkin, yet he showed me no animosity.

‘True,’ I said. ‘The Worshipful chapel further down the road,
                under the arch. The Chapel of the Eternal Hum.’ How much should I tell
                him? Not much was best; the less he knew, the less he could tell. ‘I
                think they had something to do with Malkin’s death.’

The siren’s face screwed up in disgust. ‘The centre for the Cult of Ascension. Or it was.’ He shook his head. ‘I should not be shocked they may be involved. They are the worst of us.’

‘Do you know anything of them?’

‘Oh, plenty, and I wish I did not. I was one once.’

‘Really?’ I could not imagine it. He seemed so gentle.

‘Those in the Cult of Ascension are angry. They see nothing in this city for them, feel it cares nothing for them. To see it burn in the final conflagration of the Howling Lord’s rising is a very attractive goal when you have nothing to lose.’

‘But you changed your mind? You left the sect?’

‘Yes,’ he said as Mirial handed him back her empty cup. ‘One day I woke and realized I was not happy.’ He smiled. ‘I did not know why, not for a long time.’ He pointed up the road where a small group of Howlers were screaming at the passing crowds. ‘Look at them. They are not finding joy in the Howling Lord’s presence. There are many unhappy people, and the Cult of Ascension is a growing movement within the Howlers.’

‘I thought they were the Howlers?’ I said.

He shook his head and laughed. ‘Oh no. We were, and they still are, riven by feuds. But the cult gives them a target for their anger. They think they believe in our Lord, but they do not. We are meant to be lifted by the Howling Lord’s presence, and through that lift others. I was part of them because I wanted vengeance, and vengeance lifts no one. It is not joyful.’

‘Life in this city is not joyful,’ I told him.

‘No,’ said the Siren, ‘but it should be.’ A group of children stopped by, each with a small wooden bowl. He fed them, then watched smiling as they vanished into the crowd. ‘When I was a member they were nothing, a small cult fighting to be heard among a hundred others in the Worshipful congregation. I am sure it is the same among Mortedants, with their cliques and groups.’ I could not disagree. We were not quite as riven as the Worshipful, but my own misfortunes in the Mortedants’ Priory always came down to my inability to fit in with one clique or another. Not that anyone wanted me in their clique. All I brought with me was shame.

‘What changed?’ I asked him. ‘How did they gain power?’

‘There was an attempt at a coup by Father Darghest Byhen. He tried to replace the Mother Worshipful. It did not work.’ He smiled to himself. ‘She vanished for a small while, but returned stronger. Those who moved against her fell, apart from the Father who was too well connected and now licks his wounds, waiting for the next chance. The more vicious sects were given power to support him and they used it to move into the spaces left by his disgraced underlings. The ones that gained most were the worst of the Howlers – the Cult of Ascension, the Blooded Cups, the Last Moments of Peace – all those fools you see whipping themselves on the street. And the Redhoods, of course. Though they are a lot more careful.’ I felt his nervousness, and it transferred itself to me. I looked down the road. Workers were putting in one of the new lamps; past them I could see the entrance to the chapel we had just left. ‘The Cult of Ascension have been the most successful of the Howlers, the most organized.’

That fitted with what I had seen of the man I knew as Keon. I finished my soup, thinking, staring down the road at the empty chapel.

‘You can see the Chapel of the Eternal Hum from here, did you ever notice … ?’ My words tailed off as Mirial dug her elbow into my thigh. I had forgotten the Siren’s blindness. Thankfully he was amused, not insulted.

‘I see little, Mortedant.’ Then he lifted a bent finger to the side of his head and smiled. ‘But I hear much.’

‘And what have you heard?’

‘That very little worshipping went on in that chapel. In fact the most committed, who I would expect to find there, were never present.’

‘That is odd, no?’

‘Oh, yes, but that was not the oddest thing.’ He beckoned me nearer. I felt Mirial draw in with me. ‘Spurriers also visited that chapel.’

‘Spurriers in a Worshipful chapel?’ And one that was the base for one of their most fanatical cults, no less. ‘You must be mistaken.’

The siren shook his head. ‘I am not. They stood right over there.’ He pointed across the street. ‘I heard them speaking. They thought very little of the Worshipful, that is true. But they were definitely planning to visit the chapel, and they had gifts – though I do not know what they were.’

‘Surely someone would have noticed,’ said Mirial. ‘Spurriers in a Worshipful chapel would draw attention.’

‘Unless they did not,’ I said. ‘Like no one noticed a Mortedant go in today.’

‘But you are dressed like a painter … Oh.’ A smile spread across Mirial’s face. ‘They were disguised?’

‘It makes sense.’ I fished in my pockets. I had only a few coins left and they were all minors. I gave what I had to the old Siren.

‘No need,’ he said. ‘I know from Malkin that you are not rich, Mortedant.’

‘Nonetheless, I want to help.’

He nodded and made the coins vanish into his loincloth.

I was about to leave when I thought of something else, and while I had the man’s ear I may as well ask even if it was a long shot. ‘You said you were once one of these cultists.’ He nodded. ‘Did you ever see a man, big, with dark hair and a dark beard, burned on one side of …’ I stopped. ‘No, he would not have been burned, not then. But his size is remarkable.’

The old man’s face clouded over and for a second I saw the anger that must have driven him once. He bit it back. ‘Keon,’ he said with a nod. ‘Are you going to tell me he was involved in Malkin’s death? It would not shock me.’

‘I think he is the man who killed him,’ I said. ‘But he is a ghost, popping up here and there. I do not even know his surname, if he has one.’

‘It is Bispham,’ said the old Siren. ‘His full name was Keon Bispham.’

A deeply unpleasant feeling came over me, cold sweat snaking down my spine.

‘Bispham, like the Mortedant family?’ I asked. The siren nodded. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, in fact he was a Mortedant. Until he fell out with his family anyway. I believe that is why he no longer uses the name. He wanted nothing to do with them.’

‘What did they do to him?’ Hate, I thought, is a powerful motivator.

‘Nothing, as far as I know,’ said the old man, ‘apart from refusing to think he was as brilliant as he believed he was. He is a fanatic, Mortedant, and like many fanatics he is driven by something beyond religion. In his case, a wish to prove his brilliance, to show that he is better than the rest of us.’ He looked right at me with his blind eyes. ‘To a man like him, the Book of Manol provides definite answers so he can always be right. He does not understand it is not a literal document, but rather something we are meant to reflect upon to find our own truths. He cannot allow that, or it would allow others to question him.’

‘You said he was cut off from his family?’ I said. ‘So he does not get any money from them?’

Siren Halend was shaking his head. ‘I knew him when he first joined; he had nothing. The family cut him off entirely when he spurned the Mortedants.’ His attention turned to a large group of people making their way toward us. ‘It is the early afternoon rush,’ he said. ‘This city has a lot of cold and hungry people.’

‘We will move along,’ I told him. ‘Thank you for your time.’

‘Good day, Siren,’ said Mirial. She made the sign of the circle over her heart as we left.

We pushed our way through busy streets and up through the tiers; all the while, I tried not to think about how easy it would be for a passer-by to slip a knife between my ribs. I took us down quieter streets, once more changing our route for roads I knew would not be as congested. More of the new lamps were here, each with a small sign saying it had been donated by the Worshipful of Elbay. It made me feel better about the city, and even the Worshipful. The Siren said that they were not all bad, and maybe them providing lighting to keep people safe in the lower tiers proved it. Maybe the city did not discount its people as much as I thought. The design of these lamps was far more modern than the ones in the higher tiers too.

It was easier to walk and to breathe away from the main Soil and Radial roads. We passed through the first tier without incident and I thought about the oddness of the fact that the man I sought had once been a Mortedant. Even stranger, he was related to Farrah Bispham – my contact on the Mortedant Council. I could not imagine her allying with the Worshipful, even if they were family. She may not like me, but she was a Mortedant through and through. I would have to ask her about this. Mirial shook my arm.

‘Hasp, I think we’re being followed.’

I glanced over my shoulder; my stomach felt like it flipped. ‘How? We lost anyone who may have followed us before, you were sure of it.’

‘Maybe they were watching the chapel?’

I felt foolish. Something I should have considered. ‘Mirial, I need to get to the Mortedants’ Priory. Can you get us back into the tunnels of the citycore?’

She nodded. ‘Follow me.’

I took one of the handlances from inside my clothes and placed it in my bag. I had intended to go to the Mortedants’ Priory at some point anyway; in my bag were the certificates Niofa had given me that showed Mirial’s schooling. It seemed a foolish errand to run when we were pressed for time and the festival got ever closer, but if I handed them in, and anything should happen to me Mirial would be provided for by the priory. I owed her that at least. We passed through more dank alleys full of people I would once have discounted and now felt an odd pity for.

‘Hasp,’ said Mirial, ‘we’re definitely being followed.’

She was right. A group of men were coming from behind, making their way straight for us and clearly not interested in being clandestine, which did not bode well.

‘We should have brought Whisper,’ I said.

‘So she could bleed all over the tiers?’ Mirial had a point, Whisper was in no condition to fight. ‘Go left here.’ We came to an alley that ended in a grate half covered with rubbish. ‘We need to dig the bottom out, so we can get in,’ she said.

‘You mean with my hands?’

‘Unless you brought a shovel, yes.’ She was already pushing rubbish aside.

‘It’s filthy.’

‘And you have gloves on.’

I turned. I could see the figures more clearly now, four hard-bitten-looking types. They stopped. One pointed our way.

‘Hasp!’

I began to help Mirial. Our pursuers were closing. I dug with abandon, throwing rubbish everywhere. Our pursuers began to run.

‘We’re not going to make it.’ I stood, reaching for the lance in my bag.

‘Keep at it!’

For a moment I was frozen. The men slowed and the nearest to us drew a sword. He pointed it at me and a black shape fell from the sky, cawing and clawing at him. Behind it came others, a whole flock of crows.

‘Harpsimast!’

‘Howlers’ sake, Hasp, dig!’

I did, frantically, until Mirial could finally pull the grate loose and we were able to squeeze through. Then we were back into the odd silence of the citycore. Without time to make torches, we had to run down the dark tunnel with our hands touching either side to feel its twists and turns.

From behind I heard the creak of metal on stone as the grate was forced further open.

Our pursuers were coming.




[image: ]









CHAPTER 33


Sunsday

The Day Before the Festival

I took a handlance from the bag and stopped at the end of the tunnel, waiting in the dim light of the citycore.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Waiting for them,’ I told her. Mirial really could be terribly unobservant at times. ‘When they come up the tunnel, I will shoot them.’

‘Shoot two of them,’ she said.

‘Yes, I have two handlances. You can count. Well done.’

‘I can count, yes. So I know there’s at least four of them, Hasp. You think you’ll have time to reload before the other two are on us?’

‘Well—’

‘And they’ll be angry too, if you’ve killed their friends.’

‘Oh—’

‘Whisper is a fighter. We are hiders. Come on.’ Although some may think what Mirial said was cowardly, at the time it felt very sensible. ‘Come on!’ She dragged me away and loud voices echoed in the darkness behind us. We headed upwards and into the citycore, running as fast as we could. Our pursuers followed.

‘Hasp! You can’t run forever!’

I knew that voice, and from the stricken look on Mirial’s face so did she. It was Ariant Belseer, the woman who had masqueraded as Sivver Bardif to get close to us. The same one who had engineered Mirial’s capture.

‘I should’ve let you shoot her in the tunnel,’ said Mirial.

‘Too late now.’

‘There!’ shouted a man. He raised a firelance and I saw the flash of the weapon, heard the hiss of the combuster as it flew past us, and the crack as it hit the wall.

‘Not in here, you fool,’ shouted Belseer. ‘It’s too dangerous.’

‘Run!’ I told Mirial. She had no argument.

We ran through the eerie quiet of the citycore and up steep steps, the sound of our footsteps dogged by those of our pursuers. They were warriors, used to physical effort, and they gained on us with every level while I felt myself tiring. My breath came in great gasps. My feet got heavier with every step.

‘This won’t work, Mirial. We keep passing openings, do any of them lead out?’

‘Some do,’ she said, short of breath from running. ‘Some lead into mazes.’

‘Which is which?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve only been this high a few times. I only know level one, and a bit of two and three ’cos we played there as kids.’

I glanced down. Belseer and her three companions were closing. Two of them had firelances but had not used them again under Belseer’s orders. I wondered what she was scared of. It had sounded like she knew more of this place than I did.

‘We take the next door we see,’ I told Mirial. ‘Even if it leads to a maze, it cannot be worse for us. Out here we are too plainly seen.’

We ran on, Belseer and her men close behind us, whooping and shouting, taunting us. Mirial led us into a gloomy tunnel that had some form of hidden illumination so I could at least make out its floor as I ran.

‘Down here!’ she shouted as she approached a turn.

I followed. Behind us loud footsteps slapped against the stone floor.

‘They’re coming!’ said Mirial.

I drew my handlance and aimed behind me, then pulled the trigger, sending the combuster flying up the tunnel, cracking from wall to wall. I heard a yelp of pain. ‘That should slow them.’

We ran on but the tunnel did not lead us out. Instead it kept splitting, sometimes into two and other times into three or four. We had no plan, no way of knowing which way we were going, so we ran, choosing our direction at random.

Our pursuers never wavered, slowed, or got lost in the maze of tunnels we had entered.

‘How do they know where we are going?’ I hissed, unable to hide my frustration. Mirial looked down. The floor was thick with dust and our footprints were plain in it. ‘Oh.’ My heart fell. ‘We may as well stand here and wait for them to find us.’

‘We must keep going, Hasp,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ I said, though my heart was not in it. Escape seemed unlikely. ‘There is no other choice.’

The inevitable happened sooner rather than later. We ran up against a dead end, a solid wall of metal – no, not quite solid; there was a very thin line down the centre. Everything in me felt it should be a door. Why have corridors that led nowhere? It made no sense. But it had no handle, no obvious way of opening it. I could hear Belseer and her men closing in, voices echoing down the tunnel. I took out my second handlance, and as I did the sleeve of the poorly fitting painters smock rode up my arm to reveal the burn left by Niofa’s machine. It was curiously warm.

The wavering voice of Niofa spoke in the back of my mind.

‘Mirial, hold this.’ I gave her the handlance, surprising her with its weight – she had to use both hands to support it. ‘Only shoot if you can see them.’

She nodded. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I do not know,’ I said, then I held up my arm before the door.

Nothing.

‘Have you gone mad?’ said Mirial. The voices of our pursuers became louder.

‘Maybe.’ I placed my burned arm against the cold metal.

Still nothing.

I stepped back, angry with the door. I had been so sure I was right. I raised both arms to shout at the thing.

A hiss, like the breaking of a seal on an old bottle. A smell; dry air, and other things I did not recognize, though they were not a million paces from spurrying chemicals. Then the metal cracked along the central line and slid smoothly into the wall.

‘What happened?’ said Mirial.

‘I found a way out, I hope,’ I told her, and pushed her through. I followed and the door slid shut behind us. The darkness that surrounded us was total.

‘Where are we?’ she asked. I could only find her by the blue glow of the spirit chamber on the handlance. Her voice echoed like we were in a massive space.

‘I have no more idea than you do, Mirial.’

Something hummed. Something hissed. Lights flickered into being. Behind us someone was hammering on the door we had passed through. I was worried about them getting through – what if Ariant Belseer also had Niofa’s mark? I stopped thinking about that when I saw something approaching from the darkness which was a more immediate worry. A glowing figure – no, more than one. Spiritforms, and they became clearer as they neared. Dim lights came on around us, slowly brightening. The spiritforms had no legs but each had four arms. In one pair of hands they held some sort of spear; the other two hands were free. Their bodies were ovals of light, heads the same. They showed no animal characteristics at all. There was no doubt they were coming for us, and their spears lowered to point at us as they approached. It did not seem they were friendly.

‘What are they?’ said Mirial.

‘Get behind me.’ I pushed her behind me as the figures came nearer, six of them. They were in no hurry. Maybe they knew we could not escape or maybe they knew how easily we could be run down. I had never seen a spirit get tired.

‘Spirits cannot hurt us,’ Mirial said forlornly.

‘That is not true.’ If not for Whisper and my experience in the wilds I would believe the same. I backed her towards the door. ‘But I hope these ones will not.’

I pulled my sleeve down, better to show my arm. They kept coming. ‘I have Niofa’s mark!’ I shouted. They kept coming. I pushed Mirial harder against the door, trying to use my body to cover hers. When they were about a spear’s length from me, they slowed, hovering in the air before me. If they looked at the mark on my arm or listened to what I said, I could not tell. But something happened, and they very slowly turned and glided away, leaving me able to breathe once more.

And what strange air it was I breathed. Not full of smoke and cooking fumes like the air of the city. Not fresh and full of the unpleasant smells of plants, trees and animals like the wilds. This air was still, metallic. Slightly warm and utterly unmoving. It gave the place the feeling of a chapel, a huge one.

‘Hasp,’ said Mirial. I ignored her, too busy watching the figures float away. ‘Hasp, look!’ she said more urgently.

I rounded on her. ‘My correct title is Mortedant Hasp, and as my neophyte, you …’ Words dying in my mouth. She was staring past me, one hand tracing a circle on her chest, her mouth moving as she said words no doubt taught to her by the Worshipful.

What she was staring at made no sense, not at first. The floor here was shiny and metal and huge, spreading out before us further than I could see. In the citycore there had been a circular void that fell away below us. There was nothing like that here. Despite the fact that we had never crossed a bridge, I had the sudden conviction we were now within the central tubular structure I had seen from the balconies. And in here there was something I had no frame of reference for: a giant, rounded, metal thing about my head height from the floor and the same length below the metal ceiling. It was as tall as two or three of me, and joined at bottom and top to more metal. The part joining from the bottom came in through the floor at an angle and was thick, like a building. The part that joined the top was even thicker, going up and out through the ceiling at the opposite angle to the lower one.

‘What is that?’ I said, barely raising my voice.

‘I don’t know,’ said Mirial, blinking up at it. ‘Look. There is another across there.’ There was, far away. There was no scaffold or wall to stop us seeing right across the huge area. As I looked around this strange, quiet, still place, I had the oddest thought.

‘Knees,’ I said. ‘Huge knees, bending backwards like a cow’s.’ The more I looked, the more sense it made. The shiny floor of smooth reflective metal ran around two great, metal clad legs. Thighs vanished into the ceiling above, calves vanishing into the floor below. Mirial stared at me. Her eyes widened. Then she was kneeling, bending over until her head touched the floor, and she began to speak so quickly I could barely make out the words.

‘Our god is vast beyond knowing. Our god is attended by spirits who will strike down the unworthy. Our god is unforgiving. Our god is …’ I was about to ask what she was talking about when what she was doing suddenly made sense.

I almost joined her on my knees.

We were in the centre of the city, where it was believed the god slept. Mother Worshipful Saskia Beria Havet had told me Niofa had taken her to see the Howling Lord. Niofa had told me that his mark would open doors for me.

‘Stand up, Mirial,’ I whispered.

‘We are in the presence of the Howling Lord. To look upon him is blasphemy. We will be destroyed.’

I only stared at the thing. Was there a body and head and arms above us? Feet below? Pipes and lines ran into the great metal legs; some vanished through the floor, others vanished up into the ceiling. I could hear the faint hiss and whirr of machinery. The spirit beings had entirely vanished.

‘The god’s spirits strike down the unworthy, Mirial,’ I said. ‘But we have not been struck down, so we must be worthy.’ I found myself whispering, though I did not think anyone was listening.

‘No, no, no,’ she said. ‘You are not even allowed to draw the Howling Lord. His presence is death, to be in the presence of the Howling Lord is to die, its greatness is …’

‘But that is what I am saying. We have not died.’

She stopped whispering her words into the floor and looked up at me, then sat on her haunches. ‘We have not,’ she said. She looked a little suspicious. ‘How can you be worthy when you won’t even go to chapel?’ It was not quite the question I expected, but she had a point.

‘Maybe because the Howling Lord sleeps? Or maybe those spirits judge people in a way we cannot understand?’ I had no idea if it was true, but the idea seemed to comfort Mirial.

‘Maybe.’ She stood, unable to take her eyes off the vast knees. ‘The Howling Lord is real,’ she said.

‘Well, something is definitely real. Who knows if it is a god?’ We were both whispering now.

‘Don’t say that,’ said Mirial. Then, when nothing struck us down, her brow furrowed. She looked around. ‘What do we do now?’ It seemed, when you were young, that even a god could become boring quite quickly.

‘Try to find a way out, I think.’

‘I don’t even know what tier we’re on,’ said Mirial.

‘Third, high second maybe?’ I shrugged. ‘We went up a lot of steps but this place plays strange tricks with my sense of direction.’ Mirial snorted, as if to imply my sense of direction was poor at the best of times. ‘At least we cannot get more lost.’ I pointed away from the nearest knee. ‘We’ll try that way. Who knows what those spirits will do if we get too close to that?’

We walked away; it was very quiet and still and it made me uncomfortable. I do not think Mirial enjoyed it either as she was almost silent, which I had come to realize was an exceedingly rare state for her to be in.

It felt like we walked for a very long time.

‘There is no dust here’ I said eventually. ‘And I cannot smell smoke. There is no smell at all.’

‘What?’

‘In the tunnels there was dust and the faint smell of the city, but not here. Someone must keep it clean.’

‘Well,’ said Mirial, ‘you can’t let a god get dirty.’ I was not sure if she was joking or not, but did not get time to ask. ‘Did you hear that, Hasp?’

‘Hear what?’

‘I think I hear a crow.’

‘Don’t be foolish, what would a crow be doing down here?’ But she was not being foolish. A moment later, I heard it too. A familiar sound growing nearer, and then a bird came sailing overhead, passing so close to our heads we had to duck. It circled us twice, calling out in its harsh croak, and headed off. ‘Come on, Mirial,’ I shouted, ‘follow it!’

The crow led us over the silent metal floor and to another door, this one open. From there we ran out into more dusty tunnels. It found old lights to perch on, preening its feathers or scolding us until we caught up. Then it flew on again, leading us down tunnel after tunnel until we saw light in the distance. There we found a grate and broke out of it.

‘Look at all them fancy houses,’ said Mirial. ‘We’re on the fourth tier, I reckon.’ The crow perched opposite us, regarding us with beady eyes. It had the same white streak that marked Harpsimast but over the other eye. I wondered if it was Chirbeal, his mate.

‘Thank you,’ I told it. As if it had been waiting for my thanks, it took off, flapping wildly to join its brethren on the roofs of Elbay.

‘What now?’ said Mirial.

‘The Mortedants’ Priory,’ I said. ‘Our plan has not changed.’ Though maybe I had, at least a little. It is not every day one witnesses the knees of a god.
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CHAPTER 34


Sunsday

The Day Before the Festival

The guards of the Mortedants’ Priory would only let me in grudgingly and refused to let Mirial in at all.

‘She is my neophyte,’ I told them, but they would not budge. One went away to check with someone and we were forced to wait. When the guard came back, he was smiling.

‘You neophyte is dead,’ he said.

‘This is my new neophyte,’ I told him.

‘We have no record of that.’

Pain on Mirial’s face, a fleeting look of betrayal.

‘You know how slow the priory is with paperwork,’ I told him. At this I think her pain ebbed a little.

‘Not my problem.’ He gave her an unpleasant sneer, then turned it on me. ‘Until the paperwork is done, she’s just some lowtier girl following you round.’

‘We have been chased through the downtiers by people intent on doing us harm. She may be in danger.’

‘Maybe if you dressed like a Mortedant,’ said the guard, ‘people would show you more respect.’ He smirked. I decided I would remember this man’s face and find a way to make his life difficult at the first opportunity I was given.

‘It is your job,’ I told him, ‘to protect the Mortedants, and she’ – I pointed at Mirial – ‘is my neophyte, no matter what you have been told.’ Mirial smiled. ‘I must go into the priory. So for now I leave my neophyte in your care, vex.’

The smirk on his face fell away a little.

‘And if something happens to her, then remember: she may only be some lowtier girl today, but the paperwork is moving through the system and when it is done, you will have let harm come to a Mortedant. Your contract to the priory will be broken and I will see you in the circles for it.’

Anger moved beneath the muscles of his face. I am sure he would have liked nothing more than to strike me but his contract prevented that.

‘Mirial, stay near these guards,’ I told her. ‘I hope not to be long.’ She went and sat by the wall of the priory. The pristine stretch of white stone rising above her made her look tiny.

Within the priory I attracted more attention than I was comfortable with. It seemed the infamy of escaping the gallows had followed me even here. At least they did not catcall me or turn away as I passed. Instead I was an object of real interest, where once I had been only an object of derision. I ignored them all; I had faced much worse than curiosity recently. Outside the office of Farrah Bispham I took a deep breath. Knocked.

‘Come in,’ she said. I entered.

Standing by her desk was the same man who had been here on my previous visits and had been at my hanging, the unpleasant popinjay Hunrist Carfille. He wore deep-blue robes and a checked hat – not strictly Mortedant wear but he was rich enough to get away with it. His white face make-up gave him the pallor of death. Farrah was dressed as before, though not exactly. Something about her bothered me and I did not know why, some detail that was not quite as it had once been. Not that it mattered. What she wore was the least of my worries.

‘Ah, Mortedant Hasp,’ she said and turned to her companion. ‘I think I should be alone for this, Hunrist.’ He gave me a look, not pleasant or unpleasant, more curious, as if I was something he had found in a cupboard and had no memory of buying. Then he left. She waited until he was gone before speaking, her voice flat. ‘Truthfully, Mortedant Hasp, I had thought you would obey my summons more quickly given recent events.’

‘Summons?’

‘I sent it to your rooms, a couple of hours ago.’

‘Apologies, Mortedant Bispham,’ I said, ‘but I have not been in my rooms. Other matters took me from them.’

‘Other matters?’

I dug in my bag, taking out the papers. ‘Mirial’s schooling papers.’ I held them out. ‘She can become my neophyte now.’

She took them, a smile ghosting across her face as she placed them on her desk. ‘Passing off forgeries, Mortedant Hasp, is enough to get your position revoked.’

‘They are not forgeries,’ I told her.

‘I am not a fool, Irody,’ she said. ‘They could only afford to send one lowtier brat to learn to read. I already know this.’ I did not like the way she spoke of Mirial.

‘You must be mistaken, Mortedant Bispham. Please check the papers. They are entirely real.’ I spoke with a degree of real pleasure, followed by mild panic. Niofa had led me to believe they were real; what if it had lied?

Bispham picked them up, studied them. Then she took out a magnifier and began to search the corner of each sheet, clearly looking for something. Whatever it was, she found it. I saw the disappointment wash across her face.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘it seems they are real.’ She put the papers down, the magnifier on top of them. ‘Not that it matters.’

‘What do you mean?’

She stood. ‘Irody, politics in Elbay are complex. A constant war between Mortedants, Spurriers and the Worshipful. Every action taken by one of ours, or one of theirs, is ripe for exploitation, and you?’ She was struggling, I think, to hide her enjoyment. She turned away from me. Then sat down. Let out a small and humourless laugh. ‘You, Irody Hasp, admitted to murdering your neophyte.’

‘Under duress! The accusation has been expunged.’

‘You were put on the scaffold and were taken away, by ventran, no less. Then you suddenly reappear hale and well.’

‘I am actually in quite a lot of pain.’

She gave me a look – not a nice look. ‘This does not reflect well on the Mortedants. The whole city is talking about you. We are an ancient and solemn profession.’ She was not looking at me now, and that boded nothing good. ‘If we are to reclaim our place in the city, our rightful place, we cannot be the subject of idle gossip and scandal.’

‘But surely what happened is good for us?’ I said. ‘The people love a turnaround. I am in all the caw sheets, and I suspect, to many, some sort of hero. Few are ever so publicly expunged of their wrongs. The people love an underdog.’

‘We are no fodder for the caw sheets!’ She shouted it, slamming her hand on her desk and rising slightly. Then she sat and spoke more quietly. ‘Mortedants are to be respected,’ she said. ‘You are hardly instilling confidence in us. The people may like it now but soon they will suspect bribes at best. Some sort of treachery at worst. Do you forget why we fell so far? We cannot be seen to be corrupt.’

‘As the Grand High Mortedant himself said, the people know how the city works and this did not involve stealing from anyone.’

She gave me another look, even less pleasant than the first. ‘Nonetheless, given that you are behind on your fees,’ she moved the eyeglass to one side, ‘I am rescinding your position.’

‘No,’ I said.

She did not look shocked or surprised. She waited. I think she waited for me to beg and maybe once I would have, but I had been tested since then. Eventually she broke the silence.

‘No?’ She laughed at me. ‘You speak as though you have some authority and I assure you that you do not. Your time as a Mortedant is over, Irody Hasp, and who knows what you will do now? Thankfully, it is not my concern. You may leave.’ She waved a hand to dismiss me, but I did not move.

‘I was taken from the gallows on Niofa’s direct orders,’ I said. Was she shocked? It was hard to tell.

‘Just because ventran turn up, it does not mean Niofa was—’

‘I met with the Roundhorn, and now I work with its authority.’

Her eyes narrowed, and as she looked at me I raised my arm letting the sleeve fall back so Niofa’s mark could be seen. If she recognized it, she gave no sign.

‘I presume that changes things?’ I said.

She blinked. ‘I will have this checked.’

‘It would be foolish of you not to.’ My confidence worried her.

We sat in silence until she picked up the papers I had brought. ‘Presuming what you say is correct, I will have these processed and Mirial will become your neophyte.’ If looks could kill, she would have needed to use her mortedancy skills to hear my reply. But they could not and she did not.

‘Thank you, Mortedant Bispham.’

‘Niofa will not want your services forever, you know.’ She smiled. ‘He gets bored of his toys very quickly.’

‘But they want my services now.’

She stared at me, and I knew I had made her even more of an enemy but I did not know why. ‘Well, I think we are done then,’ she said.

‘Not yet,’ I told her. If she was going to be my enemy, I may was well fully commit.

‘You do not get to—’

‘Keon Bispham.’

She froze. It was as if she had been dipped in ice and when she finally spoke the words came hard and unwilling from her mouth, a hiss. ‘Where did you hear that name?’

‘Where does not matter.’

‘He is dead,’ she said.

‘No, he is not. I believe he is the man who killed Malkin, and the man who tried to kill me. I believe he also has greater plans to the detriment of the city and us all.’

‘I doubt he is in any position to bring down the Mortedants.’

‘So you admit he is not dead then?’

She stood, turned away from me. ‘He is as good as. Dead to his family anyway.’

‘Tell me of him.’ I asked, and she just hugged herself. ‘Please, Mortedant Bispham, lives may depend on it.’

I heard her sigh, and she turned and sat once more. ‘Keon was a cousin, older by nearly a decade. Always very sure of himself. Clever, but not as clever as he thought he was.’ She picked up her magnifying glass. ‘He had no talent for mortedancy, and from what I know was enraged when he found out how few did.’ She smiled at me, and I wondered whether she believed me a fraud or not. ‘He was odd like that. Had strange ideas about truth. He was very angry that mortedancy could not be learned, that it is a thing one can or cannot do, and he was driven to excel. Why, I do not know. He had no need to make a living as he was a Bispham.’ She looked genuinely confused. ‘He could have excelled in hedonism and never had to worry about a thing. Instead, he betrayed us.’

‘Became Worshipful.’

She shook her head. ‘No, first he tried to become a Spurrier. His father was furious. Our family are Mortedants to the core; that is all we have ever been and all we ever will be. Keon was cast out for what was seen as a betrayal, but there was still the option of returning – if he made the right decisions.’ She placed her hands flat on the table. ‘We thought he would; he was not suited to spurrying. As I said, Keon was never as clever as he imagined – more manipulative. He never learned more than a few simple Spurrier tricks.’ She shrugged and it made me think of the caller in the wilds. A trick any first-year Spurrier could do, according to Grand Dame Heluist Sarinter. ‘Sadly for Keon, it turned out that the Spurriers’ mathematics cared little for how clever you think you are.’

‘He also failed at that?’

‘He would say not. He would say the Spurriers failed him. Because of his name.’

‘Then he became Worshipful?’

She nodded. ‘And a fanatic. Religion is good for those like him.’ She sat back. ‘The Book of Manol is written in ways that are open to interpretation. No right answers, no wrong answers. Keon found the answers he wanted to find – the ones that made him personally important – and he has the force of personality to make others believe him. He thinks himself a prophet now, or so he said.’

‘You do not believe he is genuine in his conversion?’

She leaned forward. ‘He enjoys manipulating people, and I despise him for it.’ I did not, for one second, doubt the truth of that. ‘Our family cut him fully off at last and I was overjoyed.’ I wondered what history sat behind those words, more than simply betraying a family name.

‘He has no money?’

She shook her head. ‘As far as I know he has lived downtier, basking in the adoration of his cult and thick with lice.’ There was real vehemence in her voice.

‘He founded the Cult of Ascension?’

‘No, too much work for him to start from the ground. He took it over.’

‘So the family did not fund his cult? Even to cause problems for the Worshipful?’

She laughed at that, which was a pity; it made a sort of sense. ‘Those who hold the purse strings of our fortune, Mortedant Hasp’ – she made my title sound like it amused her – ‘would not do so much as drop water in Keon’s mouth if he was burning in the ringfire, never mind give him money to buy it.’

I nodded.

‘You should leave now, Hasp. I have become sick of your face.’

Outside the priory, I found Mirial still sat against the wall. Harpsimast sat on her head, which I would have been amused by but Hunrist Carfille, Farrah Bispham’s friend, was looming over them. Everything about him made me uncomfortable.

‘Mirial, we can go now.’ As I spoke, Harpsimast called out, hopped off her head and onto my shoulder. Carfille turned to stare at me.

‘How wonderful,’ he said. ‘A pet crow. Wherever did you get it?’

‘It is not a pet,’ I told him, ‘and you cannot buy one.’

‘What a pity,’ said the man. ‘It would be a great distraction at parties. Do you return to your rooms now?’

‘Maybe,’ I said. He was not a man I felt inclined to trust or want to talk to.

‘Mirial told me you ran into some trouble.’

I gave Mirial a look. ‘Nothing we could not handle, Mortedant Carfille.’

‘Nonetheless, best to be safe. Vex!’ he shouted. The gate officer looked over. ‘Have two lowlies escort the Mortedant and his neophyte back to their chambers.’

The vex looked offended but nodded. Why was he doing this? To watch us, or to have us killed on the way back?

‘I do not need your help,’ I told him. He stepped a little closer.

‘What have I done to offend you? We cannot be of rival factions within the priory; no one wants you in their faction.’ He raised an eyebrow. When I did not answer, he leaned in to whisper. ‘If you are killed it is nothing to me, but it does not do for Mortedants to be murdered on the streets. It looks bad for all of us.’ He turned at the sound of guards approaching. ‘So they will see you home safe.’ He gave me a curt nod and walked back toward the priory.

‘And what if I am murdered in my rooms?’ I shouted back. Heads turned at my words. Murder was not often discussed in public this high up in the tiers.

‘That, Mortedant Hasp,’ said Carfille, ‘would be far easier to hush up.’ Then he passed through the gates and was gone, while the guards openly laughed at me.
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CHAPTER 35


Sunsday

The Day Before the Festival

We were not murdered on our way back to my chambers, and the guards did not follow us into the building to murder us there either. If anything, they seemed desperate to get away. As Mortedant guards they probably thought themselves better than the third tier.

In my rooms I found that Whisper had not lied about healing quickly; she was walking from one side of the room to the other with barely even a limp. On the wall by the door she had piled almost everything Ariant Belseer had brought with her.

‘I do not know what to do with those things,’ she said, pointing at the things in question.

‘Put them on the street and they will be gone before the sun sets,’ I told her. ‘Did you find anything useful among them?’

She shook her head. ‘No, I could see nothing of any use among her possessions.’

‘If they even were hers,’ I said, ‘it is likely they were simply cover picked up from an eviction.’

‘I could have told you there was nothing there,’ said Mirial. ‘You made me unpack all her rubbish with her.’

‘Different eyes see different things,’ Whisper said softly.

‘But you saw nothing,’ said Mirial.

‘I did not say that,’ said the urcan, ‘I only said there was nothing of use among her possessions.’ She led me into the kitchen. Here she had emptied the boxes and stacked them against the wall. ‘But those,’ she said, ‘her boxes.’ Whisper had turned them so they were no longer stacked with the labelled sides against the walls. The boxes were old and the labels faded but I could make out some of the letters. Some were from Ardirans, the weapon makers, the others from Urdantor’s, the spurrying supply shop.

‘Interesting,’ I said, lifting a box. ‘The weapon supplier is expected. We knew Belseer was involved with Keon’s people, and they have bought weapons.’

‘But he is a Worshipful,’ said Whisper. ‘Why would they have spurrying supplies?’

‘You are right to think it strange, and it is even stranger than you know. This Keon was once a Mortedant.’ Mirial’s face was a picture of shock at that revelation. ‘Then he tried his hand a spurrying but could not master that either, and took against both priories for it. A siren in the first tier told Mirial and I that Spurriers had visited Keon’s chapel. I was ready to write it off as a mistake – Worshipful and the Spurriers make unlikely allies – but maybe Keon had friends still in the priory? There was that caller in the wilds, after all.’

‘Could these boxes be from his time as a Spurrier?’ rumbled Whisper.

I shook my head. ‘He never rose past neophyte, and they are given all they need in small amounts.’ I flicked a box shut. ‘What they are allowed is very tightly controlled. There have been accidents.’

‘The Rends are Spurriers,’ said Mirial, ‘and involved, somehow. That Keon worked for them, so maybe they’re his friends?’

‘Mirodel Rend hardly appeared a willing conspirator.’ I looked over the boxes. ‘I think we should visit Ardirans and Urdantor’s, and then pay another visit to the Rend family.’

‘You said that Rend fella was terrified.’ Mirial peered inside one of the empty boxes. ‘You think he’ll want to talk to you again?’

‘Probably not. Especially if he is being watched or if they have his sivver,’ I told her. ‘But you picked that lock at the chapel quickly enough, Mirial. It makes me believe you may have other illicit skills we could put into use. Maybe we can approach Mirodel Rend when he is not being watched.’

‘Housebreaking!’ said Mirial brightly.

‘That is illegal,’ said Whisper.

‘It is indeed,’ I said.

‘Fun though,’ said Mirial. ‘I can definitely help with that.’

It was plain from Whisper’s face that she did not approve of illegal doings.

‘You do not have to be involved, Whisper,’ I said, seeing she was about to object. ‘In fact, it is best you are not. It is hard to move unnoticed through the city with one of the sea people in tow.’ She frowned, but I think she saw the sense in it. ‘The Festival of the Last Siren is tomorrow and Niofa expects answers. It is imperative we push on.’

‘I will come with you to the weapons manufactury and to visit the Spurriers,’ she said. ‘I am well enough to walk now.’ She still winced when she moved but I would not argue with her. Only a fool would. There were other things I knew I must speak with her about though, and they were harder to approach.

‘Whisper, it pains me to say this but I have to be truthful with you.’ Her eyes locked on to me, her attention total. ‘I cannot afford to pay you to be my bodyguard and I do not expect you to walk into danger for nothing.’

She made an odd sound, a sort of deep hum that I less heard than felt. ‘Can I stay here, Irody Hasp?’ she asked. ‘If I can stay here, that can be my payment.’

I did not know what to say. I wanted to thank her but surprise had overwhelmed me. ‘Why work for so little?’ It was not the answer I expected of myself. ‘You are clearly skilled; people would pay well for you to attend them.’

‘You are trying to do the right thing.’

‘I am?’

She nodded.

I would have said more, thanked her, but Mirial interrupted. ‘What about my wages?’

‘You are my neophyte,’ I said. ‘Experience is your wages.’

‘I can’t eat experience.’

‘Well, you are free to leave if you find it so disagreeable.’

She did not reply, though she muttered under her breath all the way through the tiers. Of our previous pursuers there was no sign. I doubted they had given up, but Whisper’s presence was probably enough to make them hang back.

‘We should be doing this in secret,’ grumbled Mirial when she had finally stopped sulking and decided to talk to me again. ‘The less they think we know, the better for us. Whoever “they” might be.’

‘Maybe that is true,’ I told her. ‘On the other hand, if they see we are closing on them it may make them act rashly.’

‘They’ve already tried to murder us numerous times.’ Mirial was stomping as she spoke; it was most unbecoming. ‘I’m not sure we can survive them becoming any more rash.’

‘I will protect you,’ said Whisper. ‘Do not be scared.’

‘I am not scared!’ said Mirial.

‘Raising your voice is attracting attention, Mirial,’ I told her. ‘Kindly stop.’

She did, and went back to sulking for the rest of the walk down to the first tier and the Ardirans’ weapons manufactury.

The city was busier than ever. Food was coming down from the higher tiers in readiness for the festival – great barrels of dried and salted meat and vegetables. It was always this way for the Festival of the Last Siren, days of furious activity and then sudden silence just before its start. On the morning of the festival the streets would be empty as people stayed in and prayed to the Howling Lord. Then, at midday, the siren would sound, the flags would fly and the people would stream out onto the streets to feast and pretend that the top tiers cared about them –though I suspect all anyone really cared about was the food and the drink. Most of them would not eat that well for the rest of the year.

Harpsimast fluttered down to sit on my shoulder and screeched at passers-by as if each one had personally insulted him. Truly, he was a very bad-tempered bird, but at least he was angry at them and not pecking my face, and that small thing felt like a victory.

The east side of the first tier was home to the dirtiest manufacturies of the city, which included the Ardirans’ facility. Firelances were mostly metal, encased in wood, and the casting of them was a filthy business. Smoke from the smelters wrapped itself around the tiers of the city until the easterly winds dragged it away. On still days, the smoke wound up through the city and down forgotten alleys, creeping along walls leaving barely perceptible fingerprints that grew over time into black crusts over the stone.

It could be very pretty, to see the smoke slowly moving over the walls of the city in wisps and curlicues until it rose in a dark pyre above the tiers. It didn’t smell pretty though, or make living among it any easier.

But down in the first tier, it was just filthy and smelly – not quite as smelly as it had been once, as the stink riots had destroyed some of the larger manufacturies, including one owned by the Rends. Even so, the enforced downsizing had not done enough to make it pleasant.

As we approached Ardirans’ manufactury, Harpsimast left my shoulder in favour of a roof and watched us from there. When we entered the place, it was so hot I could barely breathe. I wished I had worn a lighter robe, not that I had one.

‘It smells bad,’ said Whisper.

‘She’s not wrong,’ said Mirial, pulling her shirt up over her mouth and nose. I did not believe it would do any good. All around people worked stripped to the waist, great fires burned and huge metal pots bubbled above them. Each pot was held in place by blackened poles of hard wood. At the far end of the warehouse there was a lot of shouting and gesticulating as a group got ready to pour molten metal. A small woman holding a notepad came over. She looked like her day was hard and by appearing we had made it harder.

‘We do not do tours,’ she said. ‘It is dangerous in here, get out.’

‘We have questions about an order,’ I said.

The woman added anger to her current expression of harassed. ‘You need the office then, up the outer stairs. Go.’ Now she was also expressing impatience, a clever trick to show so many things with one face.

We backtracked, going out of the manufactury and up a set of rickety wooden stairs that wrapped around the building. At least Mirial and I did; Whisper stayed below.

‘I do not trust those stairs with my weight,’ she said. I nodded. I was not sure I trusted them with my weight either. We left her guarding the bottom. The stairs wobbled unpleasantly as we made our way up them. From his perch on the building, Harpsimast called. It sounded like he laughed at us.

The stairs held, thankfully.

Ardirans’ office was uncomfortably moist and hot. An old man sat at a desk piled high with papers, many of which had been there long enough for the bottom of each stack to have grown a skin of mould and the odd mushroom. Everything in the room was clad in wood and despite the heat, the old man – bald on top, long, white hair drawn back in a tail – was wrapped in a blanket while he worked through a huge ledger.

‘I am busy,’ he said. ‘No new orders until after the festival.’

‘It is not new orders that bring me here,’ I told him. Mirial was looking around. Every surface in the room had something on it: a pen, an inkwell, a statue of a crow. The old man looked up, squinted at me then reached out for a pair of eyeglasses and placed them on his nose. He had something of the bird about him, an overfed pigeon.

‘You are not who I deal with for the Mortedants.’ He wrinkled his nose.

‘I am not here for the Mortedants.’

‘Then why are you here? I am a very busy man.’ He waved a twisted hand at the piles of papers.

‘Details of an order.’ I stepped closer, being careful not to touch the teetering piles of papers in case I started an avalanche that would engulf the entire room. ‘A large order, many boxes of firelances.’

The man blinked. ‘One thing Ardirans is known for,’ he said, ‘is our quiet voice when it comes to customers. I cannot simply tell you—’

‘Niofa,’ I said. The old man blinked. ‘I work for Niofa. This interests the Roundhorn.’

He stared at me, then took a deep breath. I expected him to ask for some form of letter, or proof, and wondered if he would recognize the mark on my arm. Instead he turned back the pages in his ledger.

‘If you move closer,’ he said, ‘you may hear me mutter of my customers under my breath.’

I did, coming right up to his desk. This near, I was enfolded by the musty smell of old papers.

‘Nine weeks ago,’ he said softly. ‘A large order for Kaybay City, far to the south of us.’ He ran a gnarled finger along the page. ‘Order by messenger, with a promissory note from the money lenders that was good; we checked that first. The order, one hundred and fifty firelances, shipped three weeks ago.’

‘Did you see who picked up the order?’

‘They were just carters, with guards to see them through the wilds.’

‘Were the guards led by a big man, black hair, black beard?’

The old man nodded. ‘They were. Will this cause problems for Ardirans?’ He looked at me over his glasses, eyes red-rimmed and watery.

‘I think it may cause problems for us all,’ I said.

‘You are not in trouble,’ Mirial told him. ‘That was what he was asking, Mortedant Hasp.’

‘No, then,’ I said, then turned away and stopped at the door. ‘No more trouble than anyone else.’

From Ardirans we made our way up to Urdantor’s, the spurrying supply store. The sky was already beginning to darken, the first glimmerings of stars rising. Time was running away from me and I felt like I had very little solid to show for it. Whisper cleared a path for us and Mirial muttered under her breath about ‘all this peckin’ walking’. Harpsimast returned to my shoulder, calling out his poor opinions of every passer-by and pecking anyone who came too near.

‘Wait outside,’ I said as we came to Urdantor’s. ‘Vela will not speak to me with either of you there.’ I looked through the windows to make sure the shop was empty before going in. Vela was behind the counter, wiping it down.

‘Irody,’ she said, ‘here for more supplies?’

I shook my head. ‘Information, Vela.’ The cloth she used to wipe the surface slowed to a stop. ‘About an order made.’

She grunted, almost a laugh, then began to wipe the table once more. ‘Spurrying supplies are one thing, Irody, but what you ask has much more value than a few bottles.’

I stepped closer to the table. ‘The city may be in danger.’

She laughed then. ‘Well, crow, it seems you have come up in the world if the safety of the city is your concern now.’ It was strange, I had always thought she liked me but she sounded quite dismissive, like I was a joke to her. Maybe I always had been. Just a way to make some extra money. I pulled up my sleeve. The burn was clearer now and healing had begun.

‘Do you know what that is?’

She looked at it. ‘A burn?’

‘Look closer.’

She paused as if she intended to ignore me, then curiosity got the better of her. She leaned over my arm, looking down on the mark, following the lines. ‘A tree,’ she said. ‘Why is it familiar?’

‘It is on the keystone of every arch of Elbay Castle and those between the tiers. If you have done the pilgrimage to the castle, you have seen it.’

She looked up at me, cocked her head. ‘Why’s it on you?’

‘It is Niofa’s mark. I am chosen by the Roundhorn.’

‘You?’ I thought she would laugh – she started to, but it died in her mouth as she met my eye. She breathed out, probed a tooth in her mouth with her tongue. ‘Well, I had heard the Roundhorn was eccentric. It seems it is true.’

‘Eccentric or not, will you tell me what I wish?’

She looked me up and down, shrugged then smiled, and I saw the Vela I was more used to.

‘The city and its people may be in danger, Vela,’ I added.

She made a sort of ‘huh’ sound and nodded to herself. ‘Never known you worry about other people before, must be bad.’ She looked around, checking there was no one else here. ‘Since I know you can keep a secret,’ she whispered, ‘I’ll help. What is it you need?’

‘Thank you. Now, a very large order of supplies was made.’

‘Plenty of large orders are made,’ she said.

I felt crestfallen. Then took a gamble. The order from Ardirans had been made nine weeks ago and picked up three weeks ago. If the boxes used by Ariant Belseer were somehow linked, then maybe the timescale was the same. ‘Check around nine weeks ago for the order, to be picked up three weeks ago.’

I had no real idea if I would be right. A wash of surprise across her face told me I was, and that it was an order she recognized. Vela turned around and took out her order book from the stacked shelves behind her and put it on the desk. She took the book to the far end of the counter, away from me, so I could not see as she scanned through it. She leafed through so quickly that I knew she was familiar with her orders, did not really need the book. She slowed.

‘How big of an order?’

‘I am not sure.’ I thought back to my rooms, of the boxes piled against the wall. ‘Let’s say four large boxes at least.’

She scratched the side of her head. ‘There are no new orders like that.’ There was something odd in her wording, something evasive in her voice.

‘No new orders implies there was a large old order?’

She took a deep breath. ‘If this means trouble, Irody,’ she said quietly, ‘I want none of it, and you did not hear it from me.’

‘Of course not. Now, what is it?’

‘The Spurriers’ Priory has a standing order with us for two boxes of supplies every month.’

‘And?’

‘Just over two months ago,’ she said, ‘they took an extra four boxes, and two boxes of our highest-end alluviants. The ones they use for spirit carriages and demihuman servants.’

‘And that is unusual?’ I asked.

‘In those quantities, yes,’ she said. ‘Such things are generally ordered in small quantities, for specific purposes. They do not keep well for more than a few months and we must mix them fresh.’

‘Who orders for the priory?’

‘For as long as I can remember,’ she said, ‘it has been the Rend family.’

‘Oh?’ I said. ‘Has it indeed.’
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CHAPTER 36


Sunsday

The Day Before the Festival

‘Irody, come on,’ hissed Mirial.

I had never broken into a house and the idea filled me with trepidation. The same could not be said for Mirial, who was positively overflowing with joy at the whole undertaking. I had wanted to leave Whisper behind and thought she would be glad of it, but she refused. It seemed it was entirely possible to worry about my safety while visibly disapproving of my actions. Eventually we came to the compromise that she would walk with us as far as the sixth-tier entrance arch, then wait for us in an alley near it. She was not pleased with waiting but understood she would draw attention, and what we intended required as little of it as possible.

We did not talk much in the darkness of the city. Our footsteps were deadened by a mist that reached out of alleys to muffle the sounds of the city. Mirial and I walked and she occasionally gave me some tips on housebreaking. I was not really listening, instead trying to find some sense in what we had learned, but it stubbornly refused to fit together. The firelances had been picked up by Keon Bispham, and no doubt ordered by him as well. I did not imagine it would be too hard to forge the credentials of another city, or that Ardirans would check too carefully as long as they received the money for such an order. But the Spurriers’ supplies? That was something different. Ordered by the Spurriers’ priory itself and presumably delivered to the priory. If the two orders were linked, it required the priory – or at least the Rend family – to be working with the Worshipful. Not just the Worshipful either, but one of the most extreme groups in their splintered priory. Much as I tried, I could not make sense of that.

What did either side stand to gain? How were they involved in Malkin’s murder? Niofa had not seemed worried about revolution at all, and the Rends would hardly support something that would overturn the status quo of the city. So I was left in the horrible situation of knowing something terrible was coming, but not what or how, and the who only made it more confusing. What could possibly benefit both an extreme sect like the Cult of Ascension and the Spurriers’ Priory?

Maybe there would be answers inside the Rend house.

‘Hasp!’

I stopped at Mirial’s shout. Turned. ‘What?’

‘I asked you what we’ll do when we get in the house.’

‘The father,’ I said, ‘Mirodel Rend. That man was scared and has already tried to help me once. We must get to him.’

‘What about his sivver?’

‘What?’

‘If he’s in bed with her, what do we do? Cut her throat?’

‘Of course not.’

‘We’ve got to keep her quiet somehow.’

‘Then we put a sheet over her head or something like that.’

‘And smother her,’ Mirial continued. Harpsimast crowed at that, as if the bird enjoyed the idea of murder.

‘We are not killing anyone. He told me his sivver was away. It may even be that she is a hostage somewhere. Mirial, when did you become so bloodthirsty?’

‘Those people in the city core,’ she said. ‘They would have killed us. We cannot afford to be soft.’

‘That does not mean we will start murdering people in their beds, Mirial.’

She let out a sigh, as if I was being obtuse. I ignored her.

When we reached the Rend house it was as exactly as it had been before, a grey edifice of round towers and high walls. It sat in a soft pillow of misty light from flickering streetlamps. Not even half of the windows were lit, which gave some idea of the size of the house compared to the number of people who lived there. We slowed our walk as we approached, coming to a stop further down the street.

‘Now, Mirial, how do we get in?’

‘Rinsers,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘Rinsers. They’re meant to take down their ladders once they’ve finished washing the roofs.’ She pointed upwards. Harpsimast gently bit my earlobe, which was not helpful. ‘But they hardly ever do, and the guard said they do the Rend house every morning, so they almost definitely won’t.’

‘I have no great love of heights.’

She shrugged. ‘It’s dark, so you won’t be able to see how far there is to fall.’ I swear the crow on my shoulder laughed.

‘That is not comforting.’

She shrugged but she was not really paying attention to me; she was watching the Rend house. ‘There’s guards stationed outside the front door, and probably a patrol,’ she said.

‘Maybe this was not a good idea.’

‘But the house next door looks empty.’ She pointed. ‘We can go in through its garden then over the rear wall.’

‘I’m not sure …’

‘There’ll be lots of plants. You like plants.’ With that she set off, and once more Harpsimast laughed in my ear. Then he lofted himself into the air as if he’d had enough of me. I followed Mirial. She was right about the plants at least. Whoever owned this house had a real interest in horticulture, though the garden had been neglected and was overgrown. Some of the specimens were particularly interesting but Mirial did not give me time to stop and examine them. When we reached the wall, she used trailing vines to climb it as if she had been born to such a task. She lay on top of the wall watching while I looked up at her. She waved me on but I only made it halfway before she had me stop. I had to hang there, thorns digging into my hands, until she let me know it was safe and I joined her on top.

‘Patrol,’ she said.

‘We are very high up,’ I told her.

‘We’ll go higher yet.’ That was not what I wanted to hear. ‘Now, there’s an outbuilding below us,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll go down, make sure the roof is strong enough to hold us, then you follow when I say.’ She looked around and let herself down onto the building, vanishing from my sight. I heard a couple of clunks. ‘Hasp,’ she said, ‘come.’ I followed, landing by her on the outbuilding. She pointed across at the Rend house. A ladder was bolted to the wall. ‘When I say “now”, jump off and go for the ladder and climb. Don’t stop.’ I nodded.

Below us in the Rend garden a guard wandered past, whistling a tune I did not know. Mirial watched her go, counted time passing on her fingers. ‘Now,’ she said. I jumped down into the garden, my boots hitting soil and deadening the sound of my landing. I ran across the path, grabbed the ladder and climbed. Soon after, I heard Mirial whisper, ‘Stop.’ I did. Hanging on to the ladder and placing my forehead against the cold rungs, my heart beat fast as much from fear as exertion. It felt like I was very high up. I did not like being very high up. ‘Balcony, to your right, Hasp.’ I looked. A stone balcony jutted out from the building. It looked a long way from the ladder to there.

‘How do I get to it?’

‘The ledge.’ There was a thin ornamental stone ledge between the ladder and the balcony. The ladder had to bow out slightly to accommodate it, which made moving to the ledge easier than it would have been otherwise, if not more enjoyable.

Halfway between ledge and ladder, I froze. My hands would not let go of the metal.

‘Four steps,’ said Mirial from below me. I had not heard her coming up the ladder. ‘That is all, Irody, no more.’ I could feel her on the ladder. ‘Just don’t look down. You can hold on to the ledge above if you need to.’ I looked up, found another ornamental ledge. It took all I had to transfer a hand from the ladder to the ledge. Mentally, I thanked the Rends for keeping their house free of bird droppings that would have made the ledge slippery. Then my other hand came across, then my foot. I was on the ledge, inching across until I reached the ornate stone wall of the balcony. I climbed over, flattening myself against the wall of the house and breathing deeply. Mirial almost skipped across the ledge as if it was something she did every day.

Maybe it was.

She walked past me and crouched before the doors, listening carefully for a moment. Then she took out her lockpicks. ‘Are you ready?’

I nodded.

She set about the lock. It barely even stopped her and she very slowly pushed the door open, looking round the edge of it without actually being in the room. ‘We’re fine,’ she said, ‘it’s empty.’

We were in. I added housebreaking to the list of things I had never done before and had no wish to do again.

Inside the Rend house it was cold. The room we had entered was unheated, the huge fireplace empty, the furniture ghostly and covered in white sheets. I touched a sheet to find it covered in a thin layer of dust.

‘They must live in the other wing,’ I said quietly.

‘Imagine being that rich you could ignore half a house,’ said Mirial. She ran a finger along a dust cloth.

‘We don’t have time for imagining.’ The floor of the room was a vast mosaic of the city illuminated by lightning. ‘We need to find Mirodel Rend’s bedroom.’

‘You still haven’t said what we’ll do if he’s with his sivver.’ I pushed open a door that lead into a corridor, wood panelled with a beautiful wooden floor.

‘I told you, she is not here. Besides, people this rich, Mirial,’ I said quietly, ‘they don’t share bedrooms. Many of them barely even see each other.’

‘Why get married then?’

‘It is often more of a business arrangement.’

She was about to speak when I stopped her. Voices. Very faint and coming from a room by us. I put my ear against the door; definitely voices, but they sounded wrong, as if they were not of the living but the echoes of the dead. I could not make out any meaning. I cracked the door open. Another dark room full of sheeted furniture. The voices were in this room but not in this room. I did not understand. Mirial pushed the door open as if she had not a worry in the world and walked in. ‘Mirial,’ I hissed at her.

She smiled. ‘If you had ever worked as a servant,’ she whispered, ‘you would know what you’re hearing.’ She knelt by the fireplace.

‘It comes through the chimneys?’ I said.

She hushed me with a finger to her lips. ‘Sound travels both ways, so we must be quiet.’

I nodded and knelt by her to listen. At first the voices were too faint, too muffled, but the more I listened the more I got used to how the acoustics of the chimney distorted them before releasing them into our room. Gradually I began to discern separate voices, then words. One was a man – I felt sure it was Mirodel Rend – the other a woman. There was some slight recognition to it, but I could not place her. She was just as haughty and uptier as he was. The only woman I had met like that was Heluist Sarinter, Grand Dame of the Spurriers, but it was not her. Mirodel sounded flat and beaten when he spoke. The woman sounded angry.

‘… and I am telling you, Mirodel, it will all be over soon.’

‘It is wrong. Wrong. You should put an end to it now.’

‘Our plan came from your theories, hivver. Your wonderful mind makes our triumph possible.’

‘Stop, you make me nauseous.’

‘Listen to me.’ Commanding, yet also persuasive. ‘History is made by two types of people: those with revolutionary ideas, and those with the strength to carry them out. It is rare they are the same person. In our case you have the ideas, but only I have the strength to do what is needed.’

‘They are not revolutionary.’ He sounded miserable, truly miserable. ‘They are theoretical, a possibility and nothing else.’

‘But we will make it real, Mirodel. A better world for all.’

‘People will die.’ Now his voice was raised.

‘That did not bother you when you came up with this.’

‘It was an academic exercise.’ He sounded wounded.

‘That you failed to see the potential of.’

‘That I understand the horror of. So many deaths already.’ He sounded truly appalled.

‘Well, that is on you, Mirodel. Had you not gone to see that downtier fool—’

‘I expected him to stop once he understood the enormity of it, not to blackmail me. I never asked for his death.’

‘What other choice was there?’ She was harsh-sounding, scornful. ‘He would never have known we were involved, or what we were about, if not for you and your bleeding heart. I would never have had to have him and the contracteer silenced. They and the Worshipful would have taken the fall, we would have taken the profit.’

Mirial looked across at me, her mouth making an ‘O’ and her whole expression saying, ‘Well, that’s interesting.’

‘It is wrong,’ Mirodel said. ‘Since we lost the manufactury, I do not know who you are any more.’

‘A maker of history. One flash of ringfire, Mirodel, and we will make the city more powerful than it has ever been. We will better the lives of others, knock down the Worshipful and raise up our priory, all at the same time.’

‘It is madness.’ His voice raised, then softened. ‘You are someone I don’t recognize.’

She laughed then, this unseen woman. ‘Maybe you never really knew me, eh?’

‘This must end,’ he said.

‘Will you end it, Mirodel? Run to the guard or the priory? Bang on the castle door and ask to see the Roundhorn?’

‘I cannot, and you know it.’ Such misery in those words. ‘You have the children.’

More laughter. ‘Our children. And they are hardly prisoners, Mirodel. They follow willingly.’

I looked over at Mirial and mouthed, ‘His sivver?’ She looked as surprised as I was.

‘You lead them to the scaffold, Triana, and we both know what that means.’

So it was Triana Rend. More laughter from her, dismissive, sure of itself. Did that mean the Rends knew what the scaffold did to people? That it removed the essence of them, the soul? But how? I only knew because I had attempted to read the corpse of Kuridan all those years ago.

‘You always were weak, Mirodel. What I must do gives me no pleasure. But we lost so much when the downtier scum went wild in the stink riots.’

‘And yet you pour more of our money into those lights.’

‘My money. You are still rich.’ There was a pause, and I could not quite make out what was said. Then when Triana spoke again, she sounded furious. ‘Someone must put this family back on top.’

‘Triana …’

‘No! Neath, take my hivver to the cellar and lock him in. He can come out after the festival, when this is all over.’ I heard the sound of something huge moving, the chink of armour. Then another voice, one that made my blood run cold – both for what it said and what it was.

‘I smell urcan.’ The voice that spoke was like Whisper’s but lower and more threatening.

‘It will be your sister.’

‘It is not.’

‘I hardly think that one of your people could sneak in unseen.’

‘You should listen to the finner.’ That sounded like the guard I had met last time I was here. ‘Its senses are remarkable.’

‘I smell urcan,’ the voice growled again. ‘Need not be one of us. Could be someone who has been near one of us long enough to pick up the smell.’

‘Who would … ?’ Triana Rend’s voice trailed off. ‘The Mortedant?’

My blood ran cold. That was definitely not something I wanted to hear.

‘He has an urcan companion and they seem intent on showing up where they are not wanted and surviving when they should not.’ Her mind was quick. ‘Grildean, get your guards, find Glide and search the building.’

I looked over at Mirial and pointed at the door. ‘Time to go,’ I mouthed at her. She nodded, her dark skin flushed with fear. We backed away from the empty fireplace and hurried back toward the balcony. As I ran through the final room, my robe caught on a dustsheet, pulling it from the wall. Though I was eager to get out, I found myself frozen to the spot by what was revealed. Mirial ran back to me, tried to pull me away, but I would not let her. Instead I pointed at a now uncovered painting, a family portrait of a man, a woman, two young children and a babe in a crib.

‘A picture,’ said Mirial. ‘Rich people love them, now come on.’

‘The man is Mirodel,’ I said, ‘but the woman, Mirial. Mirodel’s sivver. Look at her.’

She glanced up, made to pull me away and then stopped. ‘Midnight sirens,’ she said softly, ‘that’s Ariant Belseer. Our housekeeper.’

That was enough for me. Mirial also saw what I did. From there we went back over the balcony, down the ladder and over the wall. No one saw us, no one followed us. The gardens were empty; most of the guards must have been pulled into the house to search for intruders. We made our way down through the dark and misty city, finding Whisper still in her alleyway. Lined up against the wall were five bodies.

‘What happened here?’ I asked her.

‘They were following you,’ she said softly.

‘Are they dead?’ said Mirial.

Whisper shook her head. ‘No, but they will all have headaches in the morning.’ The harsh cawing laughter of Harpsimast came from above. ‘Did you find out anything from Mirodel?’

Mirial nodded. ‘Makes no sense though,’ she said. ‘That Belseer woman, who said she was Sivver Bardif, is also a Rend. And whatever this Keon fella is up to, the Rends are behind it. They’re working together.’

‘I do not understand,’ said Whisper. ‘I thought Spurriers and Worshipful hated each other.’

‘They do!’ said Mirial. ‘Mad, it is.’

Harpsimast came fluttering down to land on my shoulder, tilting his head as if waiting for me to realize something. When I did, I felt like a fool.

‘They are not working together. Not necessarily,’ I said. Whisper blinked, Mirial looked puzzled. ‘The Rend woman said her hivver approached Dirrivan Murser, but he would never have known the Rends were involved otherwise. That is what got Murser killed.’

‘So?’ said Mirial.

‘She said “one flash of ringfire” and it would be over.’ I looked from Whisper to Mirial. ‘We know they can set it off at will. What if they planned to lure people out into the wastes? Burn them all?’

‘That would be an atrocity,’ said Whisper.

‘Which is why Mirodel Rend is so repulsed. Whatever is happening seems to have its genesis in work done by him, but we do not know what that is.’

‘Why kill a load of people out there though?’ said Mirial. ‘Won’t serve any purpose. And why would people be out in the wastes during the festival?’

‘Maybe they plan to hold the city to ransom with the ringfire,’ said Whisper. ‘Stop entry?’

‘It could be,’ I said. It was a puzzle, and one that demanded I solve it quickly. ‘But why would that interest the Howlers? Why would it repulse Mirodel so? No, I think this involves death and a lot of it.’ My mind was racing, but what was before me was like a half-glimpsed path in a forest. There, but unclear. ‘Look, imagine if many people die and it can be tracked back to the Worshipful – a cult that believes these deaths will raise the Howling Lord.’

‘Well,’ said Mirial, ‘if it don’t work, it won’t go well for them.’

‘If it does work, it will go well for no one,’ said Whisper.

‘No.’ I scratched my head. ‘The people would turn on the Worshipful. It would make the scandals of the Mortedants’ Priory, stealing from the dead, seem like nothing.’

‘And leave these Spurriers as the power,’ said Whisper softly.

‘The festival is tomorrow,’ said Mirial.

‘You and Whisper should sleep,’ I told her. ‘Get some rest. Tired minds will be no help to us. I will go through Murser’s books again. Then we will go see Niofa, tell him what we know and hope he can make more of it than I have.’

It was late, something terrible was going to happen the next day, and I still did not know what. I felt like a failure. No, more than that. I was one.
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CHAPTER 37


Sunsday

Festival Eve

Sleep did not come easily. Too much on my mind: facts, words, even slight looks given from one person to another. All this had some meaning, a dance of associations that refused to come together and yet I felt sure they should. I was convinced I had every piece needed to solve a dangerous puzzle but as I tossed and turned no solution came, only frustration.

Eventually sleep.

I dreamed of my old friend Kuridan Satury.

The conversation we had in the dream was real. The situation it happened in was not.

Dream Kuridan was every inch the man he was when I first knew him – as the dream began, anyway. He was beautiful and in the bloom of his youth, slim, firm-jawed, his robes tailored perfectly and embroidered with the sigils of his family. But in this dream it was his execution day, not the day I met him. The robes melted away to reveal he was tied upon the flaying cross. He had not been youthful and handsome by the time the executioners had him. By then he was painfully thin, as if some wasting disease ate at him, and he had the face of a hunted animal, his eyes unable to be still even though the hunt was now over.

I had visited him in his cell.

Only the power of his family had allowed that, and they had sent me because I was the only one he would see.

In the dream I was no visitor, I was the flayer – the executioner. I stood at a table and picked my knives with the utmost care, ready to work upon his perfect skin. As I prepared, he talked and talked exactly the way he always had done, even at the end: excited, filled with righteousness, secure in his beliefs and convictions in a way I never was.

‘It cannot stand, Irody. The city is twisted. It is wrong.’ I picked up a long knife, the type used for first incisions. ‘We pen the poor in the lower tiers like cattle.’ Walking towards him, knife in hand. ‘We use them, that is all, see them only as tools.’ I made the first incision, a long slice, and knew it to be agonizing. If Kuridan felt anything, he did not show it. ‘The grand families hoard everything. Money, power, space. This is not the way it was meant to be, or should be.’

I cut and peeled skin and Kuridan still spoke. He poured out his theories and beliefs, all the things that had excited us so much when we were young: the dream of a fairer society, a world where all had enough and none had too much. As I flayed, he aged and changed, became more and more the spectre that had haunted the city at the end, the Broken Crow. He had loved Elbay, or what he thought it could be. The lower tiers loved him back at first, but he turned the city against him one atrocity at a time. When his love was not returned, it caused him to become cruel and as thoughtless about the lives of the poor as those he railed against.

I cut, he spoke – and in that strange dream way I did not feel a thing for him during it. I was distant, cold and unfeeling, while at the same time something inside me wept and railed against every cut of the knife.

When the flaying was over, I led him to the scaffold.

The crowd had been enormous for his hanging, even though he had been a hero to them once. To some he still was, no doubt. But to most he was a monster, the mad bomber who had taken so many lives in the name of freedom. They had cheered and mocked him. It had been deafening. In the dream, the crowd was still enormous, though they did not speak a word. They stood in silent witness, the better to hear Kuridan’s words as I placed him within the gallows light.

‘We are parasites, Irody,’ he said, and as he spoke I saw him as if I was watching him through a scope. I pulled the focus, bringing him nearer. Then I was one of the crowd. He showed no fear and wore a crown with spider legs sticking up from it that slowly waved: up and down, up and down. Each leg was made of brass tubes which slid back and forth like pistons as they writhed. His hands were raised out from his body and in each he held a miniature ironstone, like the ones that lined the Radial Road in the ringfire wastes. He looked like some bloodied idol from times past. Then I was close again, and he was whispering into my ear, words like thunder as I placed the noose around his neck. ‘We feed off those who do the real work. The rich must be destroyed.’

‘But you are rich, Kuridan.’ I wanted to touch his face, but the dream had no such kindness in it.

‘Yes, and I must be destroyed.’

My hand wrapped around the handle that would release the trap.

Kuridan’s wide eyes beseeched me, the crown twitching. ‘Do not betray me again, Irody.’

I pulled the handle.

But instead of falling to his death, neck broken, he was bathed in the gallows light. His mouth opened in a silent scream. I knew the pain of his ordeal from my own hanging. But no ventran would turn up to save him. No drop would end his suffering by breaking his neck. The dream allowed Kuridan no release. Then, though he should not have been able to, he spoke, said real words from the last time I had seen him. ‘This would not have happened if you had not been such a coward.’ Then the light filled everything, the blue light of the gallows, so bright I could see nothing else.

I sat up, blankets twisted around me, sweating despite the cold of my chambers.

‘The lights,’ I said.

‘Mortedant?’ said Mirial sleepily.

‘I am fine.’ I was not; my whole body was shaking. ‘A dream is all. A dream of the past, and of light.’

‘Don’t they teach in the priory that a dream is the dead reaching out to the living?’ I heard her scratching her head as she sat up. Outside, the city was strangely quiet. Harpsimast slept on his perch, head tucked under one wing.

‘They do,’ I said. ‘It was one of Malkin’s favourite lessons. He put great stock in dreams.’

‘Maybe,’ said Mirial, lying back down and pulling blankets around herself, ‘you should pay attention to your dreams.’

‘No, Mirial,’ I said. ‘This was not the dead talking to me. Nothing remains of that shade and—’ It was as if I had choked. As if a great avalanche of fractured moments and facts fell upon me, cracking my mind open to reveal an idea within – an idea that was as terrible as it was unbelievable. A whirl of images, ironstones, brass scopes, new lights, spider legs, pistons and gallows. It all made a terrible sense, especially if someone was willing to think the unthinkable. I stood. ‘It’s the lights,’ I said.

‘No, it’s not.’ She pointed up at the window. ‘Still dark.’

‘You are right,’ I told her. ‘It is not just the light, it is so much more. And I fear it will only get darker yet.’
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CHAPTER 38


Mournday

Festival

I made Mirial dress and then sent her to tell Whisper to do the same. My mind a whirl; what I was thinking horrified me. My revelation seemed so wild and unlikely that I could not believe it, and yet all the pieces fit together so well that I felt compelled to follow this idea no matter where it led.

Even if it was to my death.

From the kitchen came the sounds and smells of cooking. I searched through the cupboard in the back room. Behind everything else, in a dusty old box, I had hidden every coin I had managed to scrimp and save. I took it all out.

In the kitchen, Mirial was making leafwater and porridge for everyone. She put a bowl and cup in front of me. I warmed my hands on the cup but had no stomach for food.

‘What is going on, Hasp?’ she scratched her head.

I placed the bag of coin on the table. Mirial raised an eyebrow as the fat bag of money landed on the wood.

‘Is this a present?’ she said.

‘In a way.’ But I did not meet her eyes. ‘We have blundered into something far bigger and more dangerous than I had ever imagined.’ I pushed the bag of coins over to her. ‘Mirial, I want you to take this, leave the city and make a new life for yourself.’

She stared at the bag, eyes wide. ‘Why?’

‘This conspiracy took your brother, and I will regret stumbling into it forever because of that.’ She was staring at me. ‘I do not want to regret you also.’

‘What’re you on about, Hasp?’ She looked so very serious.

‘If I am right, and if we survive the day, we may never be safe in Elbay again.’ I looked over at Whisper. ‘You are also free to leave, go back to Oknusoka. In fact, take Mirial and share the coin with her. You will only be safe away from here.’

‘Explain,’ said Whisper.

I paused. What to say? How to say it? ‘To explain requires the sharing of secrets that, if I am wrong, will endanger you both. I cannot risk that. I will not.’

Harpsimast stared at me from his perch, wicked black eyes shining.

‘This is to do with why my brother died?’ said Mirial. I nodded. She made a noise, an angry sounding ‘Hmph’, then pushed the coin back to me. ‘You’re a strange one, Hasp. One minute it’s all, “Do this, Mirial. Do that, Mirial. You’re in trouble, Mirial. Act like a Mortedant, Mirial.” Then you offer everything you have to get me out of here.’

‘I do not want you to die,’ I said. ‘Is that so hard to understand?’

‘This is my home,’ she said. ‘I will not leave it.’

I looked over at Whisper.

‘I will not go back to Oknusoka,’ she said.

I nodded. ‘Then the die is cast. We must play the game out to the end.’

Mirial gave me a small smile. ‘What next then?’ she asked.

‘First,’ I told them, and stretched to get a crick out of my back, ‘I wish to speak with a wicker.’

‘A lamplighter?’ Mirial looked more confused than ever.

‘Yes, I am sure you can find us one, Mirial.’ She nodded. ‘Then, Whisper and I will go to the Spurriers’ Priory. Mirial’ – I pushed the money back toward her, saw anger on her face and spoke quickly before she lost her temper – ‘you are to undertake an important errand. I want you to go to one of the armourers’ shops on the second tier. Get me a sword, the heavy curved type.’ My mouth was dry.

‘Can you use a sword?’ said Whisper.

‘We are all taught to use one at the priory,’ I said, and licked my lips. ‘I am no great talent, but I will not shame myself.’ I tried to smile but it was fleeting, there and gone. ‘Mirial, buy yourself some armour too. Something that allows you to stay quick but will offer protection. The best we can afford.’

‘What about you?’ She looked so small when she asked that. I think it had finally sunk in that I believed we were in real danger. I wondered if I should give her the opportunity to leave again, but one look at the determination on her face told me it would be waste of time.

‘Do not worry about me,’ I said.

‘I will protect the Mortedant,’ said Whisper.

‘Why?’ I asked the urcan. It made no sense to me. ‘Why do you stay?’

‘I have said. Because you wish to do what is right.’ She spoke as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. I waited, thinking she would say more, but she did not.

‘Well, let us go find a wicker then,’ I said, and that was what we did.



We left my chambers as the sun was coming up over Elbay. It was traditional on the day of the festival for all to stay in and pray to the Howling Lord in the morning, and all but those with essential jobs did. Whether it was because they were pious or simply wanted a day off work made little difference. Few were out so there was no bustle, no crowds. I was pleased as it would make it harder to stab us in the back, but less happy that it made us easier to shoot from a distance.

The wickers were just returning from the higher tiers where they had been carrying out the second part of their job, lamp snuffing. They moved through the gloom in small groups, talking together as softly as the misty light they emerged from.

‘Hivver Wicker,’ I said to a man bundled in layers of wool and thick coats to protect him from the cold of Elbay’s night, ‘I wonder if you can help me?’

He looked suspicious, worried by my approach. ‘What’ve I done to attract a death crow?’ he said, his downtier accent thick and eyes distrustful. Among some groups Mortedants were seen as the herald of death, rather than a companion to it.

‘Don’t worry yourself, wicker,’ said Mirial. ‘He’s a good one, just help ‘im if you can and be on your way, merry like.’

The man shrugged. ‘Ask then, crow, and I’ll answer if I can.’

‘The new lamps in this tier and below, Hivver,’ I said, ‘how do you light them?’

A smile split his thick beard, red lips and bad teeth within. ‘Funny you should ask. I was just saying the same to Maras here.’ He pointed to his friend, but they would not look at me. ‘Don’t seem no way for us to get in to do just that. No fire chamber or door to hook and spark.’

‘Could it be done from above?’

‘That’s what Maras says.’ The wicker was laughing now. ‘But I’ve seen ’em on the ground, even though they try and keep ’em in boxes. Ain’t no way in.’ Then his smile fell away. ‘They connect ’em to something in underground. Might be nearing the last dawn for the wickers – maybe I should set up as a crow, eh?’

Harpsimast, perched above, found this most amusing.

‘Thank you, wicker,’ I told him, and gave him a coin for his time. He carried on his way.

‘What was that about, Hasp?’ asked Mirial. At some point she had started using only my last name and I had not stopped her. I was not sure when, and felt it was too late to change it. Not that I liked it. I did not.

‘What it was is disturbing, Mirial,’ I told her, clicking a fingernail against my teeth. ‘Get to the armourers, then head to Elbay Castle. Use the back alleys and secret ways. Find some ventran and wait near them. No one will hurt you with them near.’

She nodded and turned away. Then stopped. ‘I remembered something,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘You know I said that street chapel, the one I were taken to, had changed?’

I nodded.

‘Well, when the woman sent me there, as well as stalls there was some big stones – two actually. One on either side of the door.’ She watched me, trying to read my expression.

‘Well done, Mirial,’ I said softly.

‘Is that important?’

‘Yes, I think so,’ I told her. ‘Now go, and watch yourself.’ She nodded, then ran into the mist. ‘I hope she will be alright.’

‘She would be safer with us,’ said Whisper.

‘No,’ I said, ‘I do not think she would be. If these conspirators think I know too much, they will not bother with fancy plots now. They will come straight for me. They are on a timetable and I do not think they have anything to lose.’

‘You have sent her away to keep her safe?’

I nodded. ‘Yes. Now we must head to the Spurriers’ Priory. I hope we can do that undisturbed, but I will be forced to show my cards there. Then we have to get to Elbay Castle to see the Roundhorn. I suspect that is where things may get more difficult. Mirodel Rend’s sivver, Triana, is the mind behind what is happening and she will have spies in the Spurriers’ Priory. She will know we are onto her for definite after our visit. They will come for us.’

Whisper put her hand on her sword hilt. ‘I will protect you.’

‘I know.’ I felt as if a wave washed over me and I could not breathe. ‘Now come, the Spurriers’ Priory awaits. And keep your eyes open. They suspected I was in the Rend house last night and may still try something on the way.’

They did not, though with every step we took I felt watched. I expected to feel the punch of a firelance combuster in my back and that would be it. Everything over. Maybe part of me even wanted it to be over, no longer my responsibility. The scale of what I saw unfolding was terrifying, and the power needed to enact this plot was huge. I was only one man – one man accompanied by an urcan princess, a vicious crow and a clever little street girl, but still.

The odds were not in my favour.

Guards barred our way to the Spurriers’ Priory.

‘I don’t think so, death crow,’ said the vex.

Harpsimast cawed loudly at him.

‘He is not talking to you,’ I said, and got pecked on the ear for my troubles. Then I turned to the vex. ‘I wish to see Heluist Sarinter, Grand Dame of the Priory.’

The vex laughed in my face. ‘And I wish to grow wings and fly round the castle. Be on your way.’

‘She has invited me,’ I told him. It was not really true, but I felt that if I could make her aware I was here she would see me. Though if I would ever walk out of the place, I was not quite so sure. I could well be walking right into the arms of the conspirators.

‘Go away or I’ll …’ The guard’s words tailed off as Whisper turned her attention to him. ‘… just go away.’

‘Very well,’ I said, and looked down my nose at him. ‘What is your name? When the Grand Dame asks why I did not turn up for my appointment I want to be able to tell her who was at fault.’

The man narrowed his eyes. My confidence, even if it was a lie, worried him.

‘Missuf,’ he called out. A young-looking lowly came out from the small hut behind the gates. ‘This man—’

‘Mortedant Irody Hasp.’

‘Mortedant Irody Hasp,’ said the vex with a marked lack of respect for the title, ‘says the Grand Dame wants to see him. Please check with her.’

‘Missuf,’ I said, and the lowly turned. ‘Make sure she knows this is about why she visited my rooms.’ That was only days ago, but it felt like a lifetime since she had warned me off mentioning Kuridan. Missuf looked confused, nodded, then ran off. I don’t think I have ever felt quite so exposed and vulnerable as I felt waiting in the mist outside the Spurriers’ Priory. My black clothes against the white walls made me an easy target.

But nothing happened.

Maybe the people I was set against were curious about how much I knew. Or maybe they thought I knew nothing. Maybe the Grand Dame was in on it too and would kill me in her office.

I was about to leave when Missuf returned and whispered something to the vex. I saw his shock, did my best not to smile as he was forced to let me through. At least I would have that victory today, even if I was shot down on the street or murdered in the priory. The vex had Missuf and another guard lead us through the building. All stopped to watch. A Mortedant here was a rare sight; an urcan was too. I was allowed in to see the Grand Dame but Whisper was not and had to wait outside, something she was less than pleased about. I believe every guard took a step back when she let that be known.

‘Peace,’ I said to her. ‘If I don’t come out, you can kill them.’ Poor Missuf looked like he was about to faint.

Heluist Sarinter was just as grand in her rooms as she had been in her carriage. In fact, her carriage had been – as far as I could make out – an exact copy of them.

‘I must confess, Mortedant Hasp,’ she said, ‘I did not expect the next time I saw you to be in my own office.’ She did not look pleased about it but that was to be expected as I was a Mortedant and she a Spurrier. Surprisingly few people were glad to see me. I cleared my throat. Coming here was a gamble, and if I had chosen the wrong card to bet on it may well cost me my life. I wished Whisper was with me.

‘I think you lied to me when we last met,’ I said.

She did not react. ‘About what, Mortedant Hasp?’ She made my name sound very particular, percussive.

‘About Kuridan Satury. I do not think he was a relation of yours at all.’ She lifted a perfect eyebrow. She reminded me in many ways of Farrah Bispham, only older and more powerful. ‘Although I do think you were genuinely worried he may come up in my investigation, which means you knew far more than I did when you approached me.’ She shifted in her chair, even though the chair looked extremely comfortable. ‘Kuridan knew, didn’t he?’

‘Knew what?’

‘Why Mortedants do not attend the executed.’

I believe she went pale beneath her veils and hat. Her words failed her but only for a moment, then she was back in control. ‘Because criminals do not deserve—’

‘That is what people believe, and maybe it is even part of it.’ I took off my hat. ‘But we both know the souls of the executed are no longer there to be read. Having been close to the execution process, I believe the body is emptied of its soul by the gallows light.’ I leaned forward, whispering. ‘I will let you into a secret, Grand Dame. I once broke the law. I read Kuridan after he was killed. I hoped for’ – strange that I should be so truthful with this woman who I did not even know and definitely could not trust – ‘forgiveness from him. But he was gone. There was nothing left of him to forgive me.’

‘And?’ she said.

‘And I have thought on that for a long time. My answer is quite disturbing.’

She said nothing, did not even move, so I continued.

‘How much power is in a goat sacrifice?’ I sat down unasked. ‘Enough for a messenger that will run around for a few months, maybe? ‘For a long time I presumed it was all about scale, Heluist, that hundreds of goats went under the knife to form the longer-lasting creations – maybe thousands for a fancy carriage like yours.’ From her absolute lack of reaction, I was sure I was on the right road. I made myself a little more comfortable in the chair. ‘But I never really thought about it properly. For that to be correct, there should be great processions of goats constantly moving through the streets of Elbay, and there are not, are there?’ She did not speak, only watched me, and I had no doubt she was considering having me killed. ‘And I realized that since the list of crimes deemed worthy of execution was expanded, I had seen a lot more carriages and complex spiritforms. Because that is what happens when you are executed, is it not? You become a sacrifice, a tool for the Spurriers?’

She licked her lips. ‘If that is true, Mortedant Irody Hasp, then it would be a very dangerous thing for you to know. The Worshipful would have a field day with such information. They would preach how it is the god’s place to enact penance on the dead, and forgive them in time. Then would accuse the Spurriers of stealing souls from the Howling Lord. As half the lower tiers are criminals themselves, can you imagine the riots they would whip up? Half the city would be destroyed.’

‘And your priory with it,’ I said softly.

She nodded and her hand moved under the desk, no doubt to find a handlance or call someone to her that would solve the problem of me. I pulled my sleeve up, showing her my arm and the Roundhorn’s mark. She froze.

‘I am sure you recognize this,’ I told her. ‘So think very carefully before you make your next move. I am only here because I believe you are ignorant of a greater conspiracy. Otherwise you would never have approached me in the first place. You must have been suspicious though. Maybe you heard whispers of the Broken Crow being involved, hence your mention of Kuridan.’

Her hand reappeared from below the table. She clasped both hands together. ‘Niofa chooses the strangest tools,’ she said, and pushed back her veils.

I leant forward. ‘Tell me about Triana Rend. Who is she in your priory? Someone of import, or just Mirodel’s sivver?’

From the look on her face there was no love lost between the two women. ‘She is a vile creature who covets my position. She has almost no talent in spurrying, but plenty in manipulating others.’

I sat back. ‘Well, if you answer my questions, Grand Dame, she may no longer be a problem for you.’

‘You have no idea how rich she is, through her hivver. And how popular she has made herself among the Spurriers. It was her who led the group to change the laws on executions. It won her many friends.’

‘If you don’t help me, she will only become more powerful.’ I told her.

Heluist stared at me. She felt no great love for me, I am sure. But she was powerful, and the powerful are used to playing dangerous games. Like most of them, she thought she would win. I think part of why she hesitated was that she may end up owing me a favour, and she hated that.

‘Ask your questions then, Mortedant Hasp.’

‘The gallows light. I am right then? It takes the spirit from those to be executed?’

She nodded.

‘And must they be used straight away?’

She shook her head. ‘They are stored deep in the citycore. I do not pretend to understand how it works, though we believe the storage capacity is unlimited. At least, it has never been filled, and it has been happening as long as there have been Spurriers.’

‘Are you involved in the setting of the new lights in the lower tiers?’ This was what mattered to me. This was the source of the real horror. And this would be where the truth came out. If she was involved, I would never walk out of the priory alive.

‘Why would I be?’ She looked genuinely confused. ‘I have no interest in infrastructure or what happens downtier. It is done by the Worshipful to win over the commoners.’

‘I don’t think it is,’ I said.

She cocked her head slightly to one side, considering me. ‘What do you mean, Mortedant?’

‘I think the lamps being put in the lowest three tiers are gallows lights.’

She did not speak, only sat and looked at me. She appeared more puzzled than shocked. ‘Why do that?’

‘To reap the people of the lower tiers and capture their spirits.’

She shook her head, and to her credit looked genuinely horrified.

‘Those lights have been placed to take everybody on the main thoroughfares, which will be full because of the festival. Hundreds, maybe thousands, will die.’ From the look on her face I had played the cards right. She may not like the lower tiers, but clearly had no stomach for indiscriminate murder. Then she shook her head.

‘That cannot be right,’ said Heluist. ‘The spirit net of the gallows does not kill; it only holds a person’s spirit until death. It is the rope that kills. The light is the medium that transfers the spirit from the convict to the storage. Once, someone in the audience died naturally during an execution and it took them too. It had to be hushed up. You would need to turn on the lights and kill everyone on the bottom three tiers to harvest them.’ She laughed at something so obviously ridiculous, though it sounded quite forced.

Now I was the one who could not speak.

I saw Kuridan as he was in the dream, bearing a crown of insect-like legs, an ironstone in each hand, and the final terrible piece slotted into place.

‘You would need to kill everyone,’ I said softly. ‘Forgive me, Grand Dame, but I must leave. I need to get to the castle. I need to get there now.’
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CHAPTER 39


Mournday

Festival

Whisper waited for me outside Heluist’s chambers.

‘Did you discover what you needed?’

‘That and more.’ I continued to walk, not stopping. ‘We are not safe here. We must get to the castle.’

‘The woman in there, the Grand Dame of the Priory, will she try to hurt us?’

‘No.’ We walked through the priory’s octangle. It felt as if the eyes of every Spurrier followed us. ‘But no doubt someone was listening as we spoke in there. It is the way of such places.’ I stopped as we reached the gates. ‘They will not want us to reach the castle, Whisper, but if we do not then thousands will die.’

I expected her to ask why but she did not, only accepted what I said. ‘Then they must be stopped.’ She returned my handlances to me. ‘You will need these.’

I took them and tucked them into my belt. ‘Our enemies will have firelances. They will probably shoot us down the moment we leave.’

Whisper shook her great monochrome head. ‘No,’ she said, and pushed open the gate, ignoring the guards, ‘they will not. Firelances are not accurate over distance, and even if they were, the mist.’ She lifted a hand as if to point out the fog that obscured the buildings across the street. ‘They will need to be up close, Mortedant. We will see them.’

‘That is not comforting,’ I said. ‘I should have picked up a sword before we set off.’ Whisper’s clawed hand went to her left hip and she drew the dagger she had replaced her broken axe with. ‘I should have got you a new axe as well.’

‘My sword will do.’ She patted the long blade on her other hip, then held out the dagger to me. I took it. For her it may have been a dagger, for me it was a short sword. ‘My hope is that you will not have to use it,’ she said as she drew her blade. ‘We do not stop. Stay with me but not too close. If I fall, you run.’

She looked unbothered, as if the danger meant nothing to her. Her armour, despite all the work she did on it, was stained and cracked in places. If anything, it only made her look fiercer. More feral. I looked toward Elbay Castle. It was hidden in the mist but I could see it in my mind’s eye, its walls topped by the ringfire pylons like the legs of an insect. The thought of them, of their terrible power, made me shudder.

Harpsimast fell from the sky, a fluttering scrap of ash, to land upon my shoulder.

We walked up the Soil Road and I found myself constantly distracted, thinking I saw figures out of the corner of my eye. Whisper did not look left or right, only forwards. She held her heavy sword as if it had no weight at all. The chains of her skirt clinked rhythmically with every step.

We left the third tier without incident, moved through the fourth, and as the Soil Road became the Serpent Road the mist became thicker. Occasionally we saw people but Whisper did nothing, sensing no threat from them – though when they saw her they quickly headed in another direction. It felt, to me, that with every step my guts twisted into a tighter knot. I expected a shout, a shot, a charge of furious killers to come at us with weapons.

They did not come.

We walked through the fourth tier and saw no one but those few about their business in the hours before the festival took place. I felt increasingly nauseous, twitchy with adrenaline that had nowhere to go.

And still nothing happened.

I began, as we passed into the fifth tier, to think I had made a mistake, imagined enemies, maybe imagined the entire thing. That could not be, surely? But I began to doubt. Had I really found a threat to the entire city? One that I alone had uncovered?

Put like that, it sounded like madness.

Whisper stopped. Lifted a hand to slow me.

Mist whirled around her. She became some ancient warrior from myth.

Harpsimast crowed loudly and lofted into the air.

‘Is something there?’

‘Yes.’ Whisper tipped her head to one side, listening. ‘Down!’ she shouted, her voice like thunder, and she threw herself to the cobbles. I did the same, hitting the floor hard enough to hurt myself. The mist before us lit with flashes of light, followed by multiple dull thuds as firelances discharged and combusters flew through the air. My nostrils filled with the harsh smell of spurrying chemicals.

A shout from the mist, ‘Charge!’

Whisper turned her head toward me. ‘Remember, Mortedant, we don’t stop.’ Then she was up, running toward our attackers. I followed, keeping as close as I could without being so near as to come within the arc of her sword.

Out of the mist came a horde – unarmoured, barely dressed. Some with firelances tipped with knives, others with spears, some with clubs and a few with swords. There was a moment before we clashed, before Whisper smashed into the filthy unclean mass of Worshipful fanatics, when I heard nothing and nothing seemed to move. Only the moment existed. A single breath where I experienced utter clarity. This must be what it was like to die, what it must be like in the last moment before your spirit gave out.

A sense of peace.

Then the impact.

Whisper did not use her sword at first, only her strength and her bulk. She barrelled into our attackers, smashing them out of her way. Screams of anger and pain in the fog. Some managed to hit her with clubs. I heard the scrape of iron on iron as a knife bounced off the metal of her chest piece. She backhanded a woman and sent her flying.

Then we were through, running into the mist, pursued by a howling, furious mob. The ease with which she had dispatched them had no effect on their fury. They did not slow or stop but neither did we. I heard shouts of ‘Blasphemer!’ ‘Animal!’ ‘In its blood!’ and ‘For the Howling Lord!’ I did not look back. As we ran, I dreaded another line of firelances in the mist. Whisper would not hear them, not with the rabble chasing us and I doubted the Worshipful were worried about firing on their own kind. To them death was a gift, not a threat. I wanted to shout to Whisper, to tell her we must leave the main roads, but running was taking all the breath I had.

My worry was needless. As soon as we had left the crowd in the mist, Whisper turned. She took us between the large houses of the fifth tier. We clambered over walls and ran through carefully cultured gardens. Occasionally we disturbed a guard but we were gone before they had time to react. In the garden of a semi-derelict old house, we stopped and Whisper let me get my breath back. Harpsimast landed on the ground before me and strutted back and forth self-importantly.

‘Do you think we have lost them?’ I said.

‘I do not think it matters,’ said Whisper. She was not even breathing hard. ‘They know you have discovered something important?’ I nodded. ‘Then they will know you head for the castle.’

‘I said as much to the Grand Dame at the priory.’

Whisper took in a deep breath. ‘Then they do not need to follow us, only to block the entrance to the sixth tier.’ She stood. ‘That is where I would put my best soldiers. The fanatics were likely only a distraction.’

‘One that would have killed me if I was alone.’

‘But you were not alone.’ Did she smile? I could not tell. It was still hard for me to read her. ‘Come, let us move.’

‘Yes.’ I stood. ‘I am ready.’ Harpsimast cawed quietly and flapped up onto my shoulder.

Whisper led me through more gardens until we could see the sixth-tier gate.

An army waited beneath the arch – a small army, but an army nonetheless. From a distance they looked like secant guards, but they were not. The helmets were the wrong shape, the colour of the cloth beneath their armoured chest pieces the wrong shade. I saw firelances tipped with knives in the front ranks, while the two ranks behind them held spears. I was flattered that they thought me so dangerous. I glanced over at Whisper. Maybe it was not me they thought dangerous.

‘Do you know another way through?’ asked Whisper.

I considered trying to find an entrance to the citycore, but Mirial and I had almost been lost there. And somewhere within it waited what could be the Howling Lord; something about that frightened me in a way I could not explain. This high up, what would I see if I blundered blindly into its sanctum? Would I look upon the face of a god? Would it strike me down like it says in the Book of Manol? Besides, the place was a maze. One wrong door and we could be wandering there for days. We did not have days.

‘No,’ I told her. ‘Mirial knew the citycore, not I, and even then she only knew the lower tiers. The main gate is the only way into the castle that I know of.’

Whisper nodded, ran a thumb along the edge of her blade. I saw blood well up on her skin. ‘We must get as near as we can then.’ She pointed to my left. ‘We go through the gardens until we are at the sixth-tier wall. Then we come at them along the edge of it. That way they cannot shoot at us as easily – their own will be in the way. They will have to reorganize their line. We must get among them and push through before they do. It is not far from the pilgrim gate to the castle?’

‘No, the sixth tier is small,’ I replied. She nodded. ‘But what if they see us before we are near them?’

‘Trust to the woman of the waves that they won’t,’ she said grimly.

I wondered who the woman of the waves was, then thought that maybe it was not the time for theology. I followed Whisper through more gardens and over more walls. Between us and the sixth-tier wall was a wide road. The mist chose that moment to begin to clear. I saw the forces arrayed against us, felt fear bite down hard. There were a lot of them.

‘Are you ready, Mortedant?’ Whisper said.

‘One moment.’ I held my arm in front of my face. ‘Harpsimast!’ The crow hopped and fluttered from my shoulder to my arm. Beady eyes bored into me, head twitching from side to side. ‘Tell your master to send his ventran to the sixth-tier gate. Tell him that I must speak with him. The city is in great peril.’

For a moment Harpsimast did nothing, and I wondered if I was simply an idiot whose wits had deserted him speaking to a crow. Then Harpsimast cawed loudly twice, flapped his wings and flew off. Whether he went toward the castle or the nearest rooftop I could not tell, as a finger of mist obscured him.

‘Will they come? The ventran?’ said Whisper.

‘Who knows.’

‘Then we must go.’

I nodded at her words, sheathed the long dagger and took out my handlances. Then I followed Whisper across the road, expecting at any moment for someone to call out, but they did not. We crept nearer. Keeping close to the wall. Whisper in front. Nearer and nearer until I could smell the soldiers, dirt and unwashed bodies. They spoke loudly, exclaiming their faith to one another. Then one shouted, ‘Look!’

We were discovered.

Soldiers jostled for room. Those with firelances tried to push forward and aim their weapons; others raised them without moving, readying to fire at Whisper, but their own people got in the way.

I pushed in front of Whisper, discharged both of my handlances and saw a man knocked to the floor. Weapons turned on me. Whisper charged them, letting out a roar I felt in my stomach. In a heartbeat she was among them, her great sword spinning and swirling, cutting and slashing. I saw one, two, three fall before her fury. Any normal man or woman would have run. If they were truly disciplined soldiers maybe they would have formed a wall of shields and corralled her with spears, the only way to fight such a fearsome opponent.

But these were fanatics. They had no tactics or training and welcomed death. They fell upon her with no thought to their own safety. They tried to drown her in their own blood. Our plan was for her to cut her way through, and it should have been easy but more Worshipful were coming. I could see them running out of the misty streets of the sixth tier. It looked like hundreds, but may only have been tens. All I knew for definite was that it was too many, even for Whisper’s fearsome strength.

‘Run, Mortedant!’ she shouted out. ‘I will keep them here!’

The press of bodies against her was growing and she knew she could not get through. I could see no way for her to hold them that did not involve her death. Already they were surrounding her, clubs striking at her armour. One of them stood back; he was two paces in front of me, raising his firelance. At this distance he could not miss.

‘Mortedant! Run!’ shouted Whisper. They were weighing on her, one trying to wrap herself around Whisper’s sword arm. The man before me carefully aiming his weapon. ‘Run!’

I ran. But not away. I ran forward, thrust the blade Whisper had given me into the back of the man aiming the firelance. I had never killed like that before, not up close. Never felt the life leave a body, never had the blood of another human run out and over my skin. Never felt the warmth as life’s strength flooded out, part of him washing over me, but not words or thoughts. It was hate – a pure and furious hate, backed with anger, and behind that so much grievance, so much unfairness. His hate was like an anchor around which he held himself. Within it all a single thought: ‘Not my fault!’ So powerful. I knew his entire life and how he had come to this place. I knew his beliefs and I saw a lifetime of unkindness was the field in which grew the black wheat of his enmity.

It felled me, and it saved my life.

Had I done what I intended – joined Whisper, been at her back – then I would undoubtably have died. I had no armour, precious little skill with a sword and lacked the sort of strength that would help me push through a furious crowd. But I fell to my knees as Whisper fought for her life, men and woman hanging off her, swords and clubs finding her flesh. It was only a matter of time before they saw me, stunned and struggling to clear my mind of the hatred that had washed over me.

Whisper fell.

I saw it happen. A man leapt into the air and landed a blow from his club on her head from behind. She collapsed to one knee, still trying to fight but it was over for her. I knew it. She knew it. They knew it.

And the concussive sound of lances discharging filled the air.

Harpsimast spiralled down from above to land on my shoulder, cawing and cackling.

I did not understand.

More flashes in the mist. The Worshipful appeared shocked as combusters cut into them. Despite the chaos, they managed to turn to meet this new threat. Niofa’s ventran marched out of the mist. Only five of them, but they cut down those who rushed at them as if they were not there. Swords and clubs bounced off them and they did not react. The ventran felt no pain, no fear, no empathy and no pity. All that faced them died.

I pushed myself up as the Cult of Ascension finally broke and ran, streaming away from the ventran. Whisper was down on one knee. A ventran approached her, lifting its poleaxe, ready to strike. She did nothing. I think the fight had drained her, or maybe she was dazed from all the blows.

‘No!’ I screamed, ‘she is with me!’

At the same time Harpsimast called out, and I do not know if it was my shout or the crow’s, but the ventran stayed its bronze hand. It froze, then grounded the end of its poleaxe on the cobbles. The others did the same. I went to help Whisper. There was a bruise on her temple. She shook her massive head, trying to rid herself of the confusion from the blow which had almost ended her life. Blood ran freely from cuts on her arms and legs.

‘Help me,’ I said to the nearest ventran. ‘Help her. Take us to Niofa.’
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CHAPTER 40


Mournday

Festival

Mirial waited by the castle door.

‘Whisper!’ she said when she saw us.

‘I am well,’ said the urcan. ‘I took a few blows, it is nothing.’ She had spoken of her healing powers, but it was remarkable to witness it. She went from staggering to her usual powerful lope in less than ten minutes. Her confusion vanished. The wounds on her arms and legs closed almost as I watched.

‘But you are hurt,’ said Mirial.

‘The pain has passed.’

Mirial gave her a disapproving glare, then turned to me. ‘I notice you are not hu …’ But her words tailed away when she saw the blood on my hands. The sneer fell from her face to be replaced with concern.

‘It is not mine,’ I said.

‘Was it bad?’ she asked.

I nodded. ‘I told you to get yourself armour.’ I think I sounded harsher than I meant to.

She lifted the hem of her shirt to show me shiny brown leather beneath. ‘I wanted iron, or chain, but he said it would slow me.’ She let her shirt fall. ‘They would not sell me a sword,’ she said, quite clearly annoyed.

‘No matter,’ I patted the weapon Whisper had given me. ‘Whisper provided me with one.’

Mirial grinned. ‘Are we really going to see the Roundhorn?’

‘We must,’ I said. ‘Many lives depend on it.’

‘What is happening, Hasp?’

‘You will find out when I tell Niofa. I cannot bear to say it more than once.’

She did not argue, only followed. What I said was true; I was filled with a terrible lethargy both at the thought of the atrocity to be committed in the name of the fanatics and at what I had done and seen to get us here. My hands felt like they burned where the blood of a man stained them.

‘It is not easy to kill,’ Whisper said to me as we walked through the vast halls of Elbay Castle. ‘Or at least it should not be. Those who enjoy it are not to be trusted. It is good that it turns your stomach, Irody Hasp.’

I glanced at the ventran who accompanied us. Did they regret killing, or feel joy in it? Did they feel anything? They would not tell me even if I asked. I do not think they could really speak. Not as people did.

‘Who are those people I keep seeing in the shadows?’ whispered Mirial as we passed through another quiet gallery.

‘They are called the serving. They do Niofa’s bidding.’ She nodded as if this made sense.

We stopped. Two of the ventran who had fought with us stood either side of an open door. The remaining three followed us in and I heard Mirial let out a sigh of wonderment at Niofa’s room with its myriad strange things and whirring machines.

‘Ah, Irody Hasp!’ The Roundhorn’s quavering voice came from the back of the room. ‘And you have brought some friends, how delightful!’

Niofa tottered out of the shadows. I heard Mirial gasp but Whisper did not seem impressed in the least. Niofa did not speak again until it was stood right before us. ‘Well,’ it said, sounding oddly joyful as it turned to my neophyte, ‘you must be Mirial.’

She nodded, momentarily unable to speak – which, in my experience, was a very rare state for her to find herself in.

Then the satyr turned to Whisper and spoke to her in loops and whirls of sound that were both alien and familiar. I had heard similar when Whisper told me her name in the language of the sea people.

‘I no longer claim that title,’ she said.

Niofa laughed, high-pitched and short. ‘Running does not change what you are.’ It turned from her before she could reply, fixed its strange eyes on me. ‘Harpsimast came to me most perturbed. I think the bird has taken a liking to you, which is rare. He likes very few people.’

‘A liking to the taste of me maybe,’ I said.

Again, sharp laughter in answer. The crow fluttered down and perched on one of Niofa’s great curling horns. The satyr reached up and stroked Harpsimast’s throat.

‘So, Irody Hasp, who have you upset so much you are in need of my ventran to protect you?’ Niofa turned away, walking toward the heater and beckoning us to follow. I rushed to its side, pulling off my hat and trying to keep its attention.

‘I thought you saw all,’ I said, more sharply than I intended.

‘And I told you there are limits.’

‘You must empty the lower tiers, Niofa.’ The words spilled from me. ‘The first, second and third. Evacuate them entirely.’

‘Oh no,’ said Niofa, shaking its great heavy horns and upsetting Harpsimast, who fluttered away, ‘that will not be happening. No, not at all.’

‘But you must. They are in danger. Today, now.’

The old goat blinked at me. ‘And this danger, how far away is it?’ Niofa seemed entirely calm once more, while it was all I could do not to shout at it.

‘Now. Or as soon as the festival has started anyway.’

The satyr nodded and sat in their chair but said nothing.

‘You must get everyone away and—’

Niofa lifted a gnarled hand. ‘Explain from the start.’

‘No!’ I did not mean to raise my voice, but I could not help it. From the corner of my eye, I saw the ventran twitch. ‘People will die, thousands—’

‘Mortedant Hasp.’ A different voice from Niofa then, lower, more animalistic. A dangerous growl that dried the words in my throat. I felt Whisper move a little nearer to me, her hand on her blade. The ventran turned their brass heads toward us. ‘Do not venture to tell me what to do. Have you any idea how long it would take to empty the lower tiers?’

I opened my mouth to reply but Niofa did not let me.

‘Do you have any idea of the panic it would cause and how fast it would spread? All the tiers would feel it. They would all empty, or try to.’ It looked behind me at Whisper, then back to me. ‘The crowds, Mortedant Hasp, would be caught in the arches and gates between the tiers. At best they would crush and suffocate the unlucky, but most likely they would start a riot. The rioters would start fires. The city would burn and thousands would die anyway. No, Mortedant. You speak of hours in which we must act, and to evacuate a place like Elbay is the work of days, weeks maybe.’ Niofa spoke in such a way I believed it may well be from experience, the words weighed with guilt, maybe? Or was it only the hard truth of a lesson learned through adversity?

‘So what then?’ Even to myself, I sounded petulant. ‘We let them die?’

‘No, Mortedant.’ The satyr leaned over, put a coarse hand on my knee. ‘This is my city.’ So much emphasis on the word my. ‘So you tell me what you know, what you suppose and even what you only imagine, and from there we will decide on what, if anything, I must do.’

My mind was a whirl of facts.

‘Take a deep breath,’ said Niofa.

I did. Closed my eyes.

‘Begin at the beginning.’

I counted to five, then started to talk.

‘Malkin died,’ I said, ‘because I attended the death of a man called Dirrivan Murser. He was part of a conspiracy until he tried to use what he knew to blackmail Mirodel Rend. He needed the money to get out of the city, because of what he feared would happen at the Festival of the Last Siren. For that he was killed, poison put into the grinberries he used to calm his mind. His co-conspirators worried I may have discovered something from his corpse about the atrocity they planned.’ I felt the attention of both Mirial and Whisper, as well as Niofa, upon me.

‘And it is this atrocity that brings you here?’ said Niofa.

‘Yes. Do you know of the lights being—’

Niofa raised a gnarled finger, stopping me. ‘Tell me in order of what happened.’

‘I blundered around foolishly looking for Malkin’s killer,’ I said, knowing I was hurrying through, missing out details. ‘Met Spurriers, Worshipful. I talked to people in search of berries. Linked them to a man called Keon, who I think masquerades as the Broken Crow.’

‘Ah, yes,’ said Niofa, ‘the revolutionary. I think we have your dead friend Kuridan to thank for that name.’ I did not want to talk about Kuridan, and definitely not to Niofa who I was quite sure knew far more about everything than it was letting on.

‘Whatever the case may be, I strayed closer than the conspirators were comfortable with. A note was sent, leading Whisper and I into a trap set at their camp. Someone watched us from the battlements of Elbay and set off a caller. That brought a wild spiritform upon us but we fought it off.’ Niofa nodded along with my words. ‘At the camp we found evidence that they were smuggling firelances into the city. On our way back, they set off the ringfire in an attempt to finish us. While all that was happening, our housekeeper kidnapped Mirial.’

‘Except,’ said Mirial, ‘she was not our housekeeper. She was Triana Rend.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘And I was offered Mirial’s life in exchange for my own.’

‘Ahhh,’ said Niofa, sounding like it had taken a particularly pleasant sip of some hot drink from a steeper’s stall. ‘And this is where I interfered?’

‘Yes.’ I paused, wondering how much I should tell Niofa of what we had actually done. ‘In our further investigations, we overheard Triana Rend talking about a paper her hivver had written. He seemed to regret it, but she saw it as a way to power.’

Niofa made an affirmative noise and scratched at a horn. ‘That must be Mirodel Rend’s treatise on eternal conjuration.’

‘You have read it?’

The Roundhorn nodded its great heavy head. ‘Of course.’ The satyr laughed to itself. ‘The idea that people could be entirely replaced by demihuman spiritforms, given enough power, is an interesting one. It would never work, of course, and as an idea it is far too dangerous to allow out.’

‘So then you know,’ I said quietly, ‘what the new lights on the bottom three tiers are for?’

Momentary confusion crossed the satyr’s long face. ‘I have little to do with infrastructure,’ it said. It seemed no one in Elbay did.

‘Well, I do not believe they are lights. Not in the way people imagine. There is no way for a wicker to light them. They also connect to something in the ground and though it says the Worshipful funded them, the money actually comes from Triana Rend. I think they are the same lights as on the gallows.’

‘Spirit nets?’ said Niofa, pulling on its straggly beard. ‘Hmm, yes, not impossible. The building of them is simple enough. The network is pre-existing. Yes. I can see that would be something that could be done.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Mirial. ‘Spirit nets?’

‘They catch the life of the executed at the moment they die on the gallows, Mirial,’ I said, ‘then the Spurriers use this life essence in the same way they would use an insect or a goat.’

Her gasp was loud, even in the cavernous room. ‘They use people?’

‘Yes,’ said Niofa, ‘but the nets do not kill. All they would do is cause pain to those caught within them until they are turned off again and then they would carry on as before. Exactly as happened with Irody here, on the gallows.’ The old goat laughed to itself. ‘What a curious thing to do, and expensive as well.’ Niofa appeared nothing more than mildly confused. ‘And you say Spurriers are running around doing this?’

‘Behind the scenes, but it is the Worshipful who are actually doing it,’ I told him. ‘An offshoot cult, though I doubt most of them know the true purpose of the lights. Triana Rend intends to reap every soul in the bottom three tiers.’

‘Why?’ said Whisper. ‘How? Do they plan to turn these lights on and go through the tiers shooting people with lances?’

‘Ringfire,’ I said softly. Mirial took a shocked breath. ‘It is all in the notebook of Dirrivan Murser. His pictures of spiders were the answer, only I did not understand them at first. They are not spiders lying dead on their backs at all – they are the ringfire crown. Whisper told me the ringfire is an ancient device for defence, used to kill attacking armies.’

‘Yes yes,’ said Niofa, ‘but that was long ago.’

I nodded. ‘Murser’s last book was chaotic. Some of the spider drawings had their legs extended, some had them curled up – that was what misled me. Whisper, remember we saw a scope at the start of this, on the roof of the Rend house in the fifth tier? I found myself thinking about how you have to shorten the barrel to change the focus.’ I had dreamed of it, but did not think that was the best way of introducing my ideas.

Whisper and Mirial were staring at me. Niofa was nodding to itself, an odd light shining in its lozenge-shaped eyes.

‘Now tell me, Niofa, what would happen if the ringfire pylons were raised from their current position? Because I imagine it would alter the focus of the ringfire, like someone dragging up their skirts to bring them nearer to their body? I think, instead of the ringfire falling on the wastes, it would fall on the bottom three tiers of the city and destroy every living thing there. I think that is what Dirrivan Murser’s drawings showed. He knew what was coming, and he blackmailed Mirodel Rend as he was desperate for money to get him and his family out of the city.’ I was hoping, as Niofa watched me with those strange, amber eyes, to be told I was a fool – for the old goat to say the pylons were immovable, that Elbay Castle’s crown had never changed and never would.

‘That can’t be,’ said Mirial. ‘Surely that can’t be? If the ringfire was loosed on the lower tiers, thousands would die, thousands who ain’t done nothing and hurt no one.’ She looked so confused. Despite being raised in the lowest tier among thieves and criminals, such a callous disregard of life was monstrous to her.

‘Anything else?’ said Niofa. There was a seriousness to the satyr’s voice which had been lacking until this point. I felt like the breath had been stolen from my lungs.

‘Ironstones.’ Tiredness washed over me; I felt so incredibly tired. ‘Like the ones that protect the Radial Road out on the wastes. I saw some being brought into the city but did not recognize them for what they were. Mirial saw some in front of one of the chapels the Worshipful, the Cult of Ascension, were using. There are also ancient ones before the Spurriers’ Priory. But why would anyone need them in the city, unless they needed protection from ringfire?’ I looked around. Undoubtably both Mirial and Whisper understood what I meant. Niofa remained unreadable. ‘The ones from before the chapel are gone now. Taken, I suspect, to wherever the conspirators gather.’

‘This is madness,’ said Mirial, looking from Niofa to me. ‘You’re saying they can use ringfire on the tiers? It has to be madness. Why would anyone make a weapon that could be used on their own city?’

‘Defence,’ said Whisper quietly, and in her voice I heard the same horror I felt in my chest, that Mirial showed on her face.

‘Exactly,’ said Niofa, and clapped its hands slowly. ‘Yes yes. It is not madness at all. It is in case the lower tiers ever fall. But the fire cannot be focused above the third tier, so we are quite safe here.’ The satyr scratched at the base of a horn. ‘What you think, Mortedant, is that they intend to catch the people of the low tiers in the spirit nets, and extinguish their lives with ringfire, am I right?’

I nodded.

The Roundhorn laughed to itself. ‘Ingenious.’ It shook its heavy head.

‘No,’ I said, and it was a fight to keep my temper in check. ‘It is not ingenious, it is foul. Thousands will die, each one with a life to live and loved ones to do it with.’

‘True,’ said Niofa with a nod. ‘It is still ingenious though.’ It giggled to itself and blinked its yellow eyes. ‘And the Spurriers and Worshipful are working together on this?’

‘Not quite,’ I told it, trying not to sound frustrated. Time was ticking by and Niofa was only asking more questions. ‘The Worshipful do the work, the Rend family of Spurriers are behind them. I suspect both think they are using the other.’

‘The Spurriers, I understand.’ Niofa scratched its head, ‘A flood of souls into storage would see them right for centuries. Mirodel Rend’s paper was very dry, an academic exercise, but quite clear on the possibilities for anyone who wanted to see them.’ He cocked his head to one side. ‘But what do this Worshipful cult get from all this?’

‘They believe it will raise the Howling Lord,’ I told it.

‘Why would they think that?’ The satyr sounded genuinely confused.

For a second, I could not speak.

‘Have you never been in a chapel?’ I said. ‘It is in every window of stained glass, every mural painted on the walls – the bodies fallen before it, to feed it. It is in the Book of Manol. It is even in the daily blessing of the Worshipful. “In our blood, let it rise. In our deaths, let it live.”’

‘Hmph,’ said Niofa, eyes widening. ‘I suppose it makes a sort of sense if you are simple. Nonetheless, it will not raise the Howling Lord. Oh no, it does not work like that all.’ Niofa leaned in toward me, enveloping me in the smell of wet wool and mildewed robes. ‘So many disparate parts, and yet you have put them together into a whole. You are a clever one, Irody Hasp.’

‘There was a dream.’ I had not meant to reveal it, and knew it sounded foolish. ‘A dream of a dead friend, one who was lost to execution.’

Niofa blinked. ‘The Broken Crow? The true Broken Crow?’

I nodded and Niofa sat back, scratching at the wiry beard below its jaw. ‘Dreams can lead us to foolishness,’ it said, ‘but the dreams of Mortedants, true Mortedants, they can be powerful things.’

‘You do not think me mad then?’ I took off my hat, squeezing it tightly in my hands. ‘Even now, when I say it all out loud, it sounds a little mad.’

‘It can’t be true,’ said Mirial. ‘It can’t.’

‘I fear the Mortedant’s pieces fit together uncomfortably well,’ said Niofa.

‘What will you do about this if you will not evacuate the city?’ said Whisper.

‘Do?’ said Niofa. ‘Well, doing is not so hard, I suppose.’ It scratched at the base of a horn again and flicked an ear. ‘When did you think they will do this again?’

‘Midday, I imagine, on the thirteenth bell.’ I spoke more confidently than I felt. ‘That is when the festival starts, when most people will be out on the streets eager to see the flag processions and gain treats from the Blankers.’

Niofa nodded and stood, rubbing its back as it did. ‘Well, the wheels that build up ringfire are everywhere. Impossible to guard them all. But the focal system is on the crown of Elbay Castle. If they cannot get to that, they cannot do anything but cause a little pain to the lower tiers.’ The old goat shuffled past me and stopped. ‘You look like you have something to say, Sivver Urcan,’ it said to Whisper.

‘It is barbaric,’ said Whisper. ‘To take lives for spirits to walk.’

‘You carry a sword, Sivver Urcan. Does that make you a barbarian?’ The satyr smiled, in its strange goatly way. ‘You see, it is often not the thing that is barbaric, it is the way it is used.’

Whisper did not reply, only put her hand on the hilt of her sword. An unconscious action, I think, but it clearly did not worry Niofa.

‘So, Mortedant, you say you think our great Spurrier family the Rends are behind this?’ it asked.

‘Just Triana Rend. She will blame the atrocity on the Worshipful who carry it out, believing it will destroy the power of their priory, leaving a vacuum for the Spurriers to move into. She wishes to regain the wealth and power her family lost with the destruction of their weapons manufactury in the stink riots. Bringing down the Worshipful and flooding the Spurriers with power will put her in a position to oust the current Grand Dame and put herself in that position.’

‘She is ambitious,’ said Niofa, scratching its chin, ‘and probably right, if she is successful.’

‘Who’s going to do all the work if the people of the lower tiers are dead?’ said Mirial. ‘The upper tiers need us.’ She was almost pleading, struggling to accept the horror of it.

‘Spiritforms, demihumans,’ said Niofa. ‘Hmmm. Yes, I can see why Spurriers would think that would work.’ The satyr did not seem particularly concerned. ‘Well, it would, in a fashion. Take the life of the tiers and use it to make spirit servants to do whatever they needed. They would be tremendously excited about such an opportunity. The tiers would probably be repopulated by the time they realized a spiritform can never be a living thing, or as useful as one.’

‘But how do we stop this?’ I said. ‘It cannot be allowed.’

‘I will send the ventran to the roof to guard the focus,’ said Niofa.

‘What will happen to those behind the plot?’ I asked.

‘Well, those that try to take the focus will die. The ventran are a rather blunt tool in that regard.’

‘And the Spurrier, Triana Rend, who is behind all of this?’

‘Her power will be curbed.’

‘That is it?’ It was all I could do to hold in my outrage; my anger felt like a living thing. It died with one look from the satyr. A glance that was also a warning.

‘I must balance this city, Mortedant,’ it said, then looked around at both Mirial and Whisper who shared my anger. ‘Triana Rend is a useful balance to the Spurriers’ Grand Dame, Heluist Sarinter. But it seems I allowed Triana to build her influence for just a little too long. Give the powerful too much power and, well, you have seen what happens. That is why the balance must be kept.’ I think it could sense my disgust. ‘She will be dealt with, Mortedant, but how is not your business.’ Niofa turned away. ‘Ventran!’

I expected them to jump into action. Instead, in answer to Niofa’s call, one by one the ventran in the room collapsed like puppets with cut strings.

‘Oh,’ said Niofa. ‘Well, that is less than optimal, considering the situation.’
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Niofa did nothing at first, only stared down at the slack bronze forms of the collapsed ventran.

‘They are dead,’ said Whisper.

‘Oh no,’ said Niofa, ‘they cannot really die, only be destroyed, and even that is difficult.’ The satyr squatted and lifted up one of the ventran’s arms. It held the limb, cocked its head, then let the arm fall to the floor with a dull thud. ‘This happens occasionally. More than I would like, to be truthful.’ The old goat gave the fallen ventran a kick with a hoof. ‘Wake up!’

It did not wake up.

‘What about the others?’ said Mirial.

‘It will be the same for them all. It always is.’ The satyr took a step forward and I noticed a slight limp.

‘Can you fix them?’ said Whisper.

‘Given time, yes. Or they will come back themselves.’ It looked the three of us over. ‘More time than you have, I am afraid.’

‘What now?’ I said.

‘Well, I will have to think of some way to curb Triana Rend after the fact.’ It scratched at its head. ‘It will be hard, but not impossible.’ Niofa turned away.

‘You’ll let all those people die?’ shouted Mirial. ‘You can’t!’

Niofa stopped, turned. A sense of danger wrapped itself around the satyr like a dark cloak. ‘This is my city, and I can do as I wish with it.’ It took a step nearer. ‘I think in terms of centuries, girl, not hours.’

I expected Mirial to reply, to rant and rave, but she did not. Her mouth opened and closed and she took a step back.

‘What if we protected the focus,’ I said. The room became very still. Niofa’s head turned, very slowly, towards me and I think the creature was smiling.

‘Well,’ it said, ‘that is an interesting idea. Yes yes. But not entirely alone, oh no, that would be unfair.’ It giggled. ‘Harpsimast!’

The crow came floating out of the gloom and landed on Niofa’s shoulder, then pecked the old goat hard enough to draw blood just above its nose. Something I wished I could do myself.

‘I have missed you too,’ said Niofa, and whispered something to the crow. Harpsimast cawed twice and lifted off once more, flying back the way he had come. ‘Now, come with me, all of you. I will find you gifts. I think you will need them.’

‘Is now really the time for presents?’ I asked.

Niofa glanced over its shoulder at me and chuckled. ‘Of course it is. After all, who knows if you will still be alive to receive them later? Now come.’ It led us into the gloom and stopped in front of a table. On it were various objects, some wrapped in cloth, some in boxes. Niofa picked up a bulky package and gave it to me. It was shockingly heavy. ‘Careful,’ it said, ‘they are very old.’ I placed the parcel on the table and unwrapped it. Inside were the handlances I had seen on my first visit. ‘I saw you admiring them when you were here before.’

‘Yes.’ I picked one up, testing the weight. Then pushed the side of the cylinder and it folded out, showing the weapon held five combuster cartridges.

‘Good, yes yes?’ said Niofa, sounding delighted.

‘It fires five times before I need to reload,’ I said. ‘I have never seen anything like these before.’

‘Very rare,’ said the satyr. ‘Yes, old and very rare.’

I nodded. Such weapons were no doubt incredibly valuable, but part of me knew the Roundhorn was no fool. Niofa was sending us against whoever intended to take the focus on the top of the castle and clearly felt little sentiment. It probably thought it could reclaim the weapons from my corpse at a later date.

The satyr turned from me. ‘Neophyte Mirial,’ it said, and took up a much smaller package from the table, ‘this one is for you.’ She took the package a lot less hesitantly than I had done with mine and unwrapped it on the table.

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I like this, thank you.’ On the cloth lay the knife I had seen before with the strange design on the blade. Mirial picked it up and was about to touch the edge to test its sharpness when Niofa grabbed her hand.

‘Do not,’ it told her. ‘This is a promise blade from across the ocean where the gods still walk.’

‘It cannot be touched?’ she said.

‘A poison is imbued in the handle,’ said Niofa. ‘It leaks out when you touch the button on the hilt.’ It pointed, and I saw a small stud underneath the curved guard of the blade. ‘It is lethal, always. The weapon is probably clean but I would clean it again yourself before risking the blade.’ Mirial lifted the knife and caught candlelight along the edge. It seemed to shine with malice. ‘Just in case,’ added Niofa.

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I know just who I intend to put this in.’

Niofa did an odd coughing laugh then turned to Whisper. ‘Now you,’ and the satyr sang her name in her own language. Whisper’s black eyes momentarily widened. What that meant I did not know, though I already had an idea of what Niofa had as a gift for her. ‘Come, come.’ The satyr beckoned us further into the room and stopped before a familiar shape covered in rough burlap. Under the cover looked to be a figure, though one much larger than I was. Niofa pulled off the sacking and beneath it was the beautiful set of armour I had seen before. The enamelled seascape on the front shone in the light. I waited for Whisper to say something, to thank Niofa or tell them she appreciated the armour. She said nothing. At first I thought her ungrateful, but she was not. She was overcome with emotion. I heard it in her voice when she finally spoke.

‘My own war armour.’

‘Yes,’ said Niofa simply.

I felt like an outsider, like I was seeing something intensely personal that I should not. Whisper stepped forward, put out a hand and almost touched the armour, her claws hovering above the boat on the breastplate.

‘I cannot wear this,’ she said. ‘I am no longer worthy of this.’

Niofa chuckled again. ‘Really, Sivver Urcan,’ it said, stepping closer to her. ‘Do you think the Roundhorn of Oknusoka would let me have this brought all the way here if they did not want you to wear it?’

‘It is a message from my family, a request for me to take back what I have renounced.’ She sounded terribly sad, but at the same time absolutely sure of herself. ‘They send the armour and not the rhyme-blade. They expect me to go back and claim it.’ I wondered what a rhymeblade was but did not feel it was the right time to ask. ‘It is not done to wear this armour without its blade.’

‘Even so,’ said Niofa. ‘If you are already an outcast, why obey your family rules? Take the armour. It is yours by right.’ She said nothing, only stared at it. ‘If you intend to protect Hasp against superior numbers, do you really think what you wear now will do the job?’

Silence.

For a long time Whisper did not move. Her hand remained above the shining enamel of her war armour. She took it away, and I thought she would refuse the gift. Instead she pulled at the buckles holding her old and rusted breastplate on.

‘We should leave,’ I said to Niofa. ‘It is a private thing for the sea people, to put on their armour.’

‘Do not leave, Mortedant Hasp, Neophyte Mirial,’ said Whisper as she undid the next buckle and let the iron breastplate fall to the floor with a crash. ‘I would like you to help me dress.’

I felt as though I may choke and did not quite understand why. Her ways were not mine and yet I was sure what was given to me was a gift of far more value than Niofa’s handlances. She stripped off almost everything, except her long white shift of linen. Niofa did not leave, but the satyr did not help us either, and the whole process of dressing her had an almost ritual feel to it. It was as if we partook of some ancient and forgotten religion when we followed her instructions. Greaves first, then the pieces for her arms. After that, the stunningly crafted breastplate; it took all the strength Mirial and I had to lift it. To the breastplate we attached the fishtail skirt and the shoulderpieces. Lastly, the helmet with the elaborate cheek guards. She knelt to let us place it on her head. I did my best not to notice that while we dressed her, Whisper quietly wept.

As we helped her tighten the last buckles and clasps, Niofa spoke. ‘Four hundred years since a man of Elbay has dressed one of the People who Dream of the Sea. We live in interesting times, eh, Sivver Sea Woman?’

‘Dangerous times,’ said Whisper quietly.

‘Well, yes,’ said Niofa. ‘That too. That too.’ The lights in the room dimmed, went out, then came back on again. The satyr grunted. ‘I had hoped you would have more time.’

‘What do you mean?’ said Mirial.

‘Someone has started to charge the ringfire emitters. You should go now. The serving will show you the inner way up to the crown.’

I picked up the handlances and placed the leather holsters they came with over my head, tightened them around my chest and holstered the weapons. Mirial picked up her knife.

‘No,’ I told her.

‘What do you mean, no?’ She looked up at me, wounded.

‘I have already cost your brother his life, I will not cost you yours.’

‘You promised—’

‘To find the man who killed Malkin, yes. And I have. But I did not promise you revenge. And I will not put you in more danger.’

‘These are my people they will kill.’ She said it through gritted teeth. ‘You can barely even stand to be among them.’

‘Well, maybe you have taught me to value their lives. I definitely value yours.’

I think she was about to launch herself at me, her anger plain on her face. Then Niofa stepped forward and placed a gnarled hand on her shoulder.

‘Stay and help me get the ventran working,’ it said. ‘That may be the difference between success and failure for the Mortedant and the Sea Princess.’

I nodded to the satyr, in thanks I supposed, but as Whisper and I left Niofa’s rooms I could feel Mirial’s eyes burning into my back. I knew how betrayed she must feel.

Better she feel betrayed and live, I thought, than I let her come with us and see her dead.
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CHAPTER 42


Mournday

Festival

One of Niofa’s servings showed us to a door within the castle that opened onto a tightly winding spiral staircase. The dagger Whisper had given me clashed against my new handlances with every step.

‘How many do you think we will face, Whisper?’

‘I do not know,’ she said.

‘They had, what, maybe a hundred or so firelances in those boxes in the wilds?’ I was not usually so garrulous, but I was nervous and wanted to talk. My whole body jittery with adrenaline at the prospect of possible conflict.

‘Yes, but they will not all be up here.’

‘Why not?’

‘The pilgrims’ way up to the crown is narrow. It can be easily defended by less than ten fighters – many more than that would only get in each other’s way. Our enemies will also need to spread their numbers through the tier below, to slow any help that may be coming to protect the focus. No doubt they will also need to protect the places they charge the ringfire from as well. And they will not expect us to appear from inside the castle. Their defences will be concentrated to guard against people coming up the roads.’

‘Only ten? That may not be too bad. I have ten combusters in my handlances, and you can fight ten easily.’ I doubted that was true, but saying it made me feel better.

‘More will come once they realize we are here.’ She pushed on upwards. ‘I think we will need Niofa’s ventran.’

‘They are not coming, Whisper.’ I lowered my voice. ‘I wonder if they were ever coming.’

She stopped and turned as much as her great size would allow her on the tight stairs. ‘You mean Niofa cannot fix them?’

‘I mean maybe they are not broken.’

‘I do not understand.’

‘Convenient, was it not, that they shut down just then? And that Niofa just happened to have your armour, and some lances for me?’

She frowned down at me. ‘Why would she shut down her own ventran? It is a foolish risk.’

‘Maybe it is a test of some sort for us. Maybe all of this was.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Niofa knows far more than it lets on about what is happening in his city.’ I rolled back my sleeve to show her the mark. ‘Maybe it was all a test to find out if I am worthy of this?’

‘But we may die,’ said Whisper. ‘Thousands may die on the lower tiers.’

‘Who can understand something like the Roundhorn? You heard what the satyr said, it thinks in centuries.’ I moved the sword on my hip to make carrying it more comfortable. ‘It has lived thousands of years,’ I said as Whisper turned and continued up the stairs. ‘To Niofa, our lives are no more than sparks vanishing into the darkness above a fire. Maybe it has some other purpose in mind. I am sure the Roundhorn would sacrifice us in a heartbeat if it suited that purpose, and we do not know what it wants. Not really.’

‘And all those in the low tiers?’

‘Just more sparks above the fire.’

‘Hmm,’ she said and then stopped again when we were at the door that led to the castle’s crown. ‘Maybe Niofa just had gifts for us. She has many strange things. And maybe the ventran are just very old and broken?’

‘Maybe,’ I said, ‘but it told me it sent for your armour.’

Whisper turned and gave me a look. Then she turned away and put a massive, clawed hand on the door. I took a deep breath. Part of me hoped the door would not open.

‘I suppose it doesn’t really matter now, does it?’ I said. ‘The door will open, and the die will be cast.’

‘Are you ready, Mortedant Hasp?’

I took the handlances from their holsters and pulled back the strikers. ‘I do not think I will ever be ready.’

She nodded. ‘Then we may as well cast our die now.’ With that she pushed the door open.

It was bright.

Blindingly so, after the gloom of the castle. I had to shield my eyes with my hand. The air was thick with the tension of charging ringfire. My skin itched and my hair felt like it was trying to escape my scalp. I pulled off my hat and cast it away.

We walked forward onto the curved roof of the crown of Elbay. Above us was a net to keep crows off the dome. It was attached to the wall of the pilgrim’s walkway, which ran around the edge of the dome at twice the height of my head. Around me at equal distances and looking almost as if they grew out of the roof were the great pylons, a huge hinge at the bottom of each one. In the centre was the spike that Niofa said was the focusing mechanism.

Across from me, on the other side of the dome, the net had been cut and a rope ladder let down from the walkway. People on the walkway were screaming. Men and women with firelances were coming down the ladder to join a small group already on the roof. By the focal spike stood the bearded man, the ex-Mortedant, ex-Spurrier, now Worshipful, Keon Bispham.

He had not seen us yet and was busy changing the focus of the ringfire. He was using a long lever to push in a latch that held the thick ring around the central spike. With a click, it gave, and Keon jumped back, dropping his lever. The ring began to fall, scratching the metal of the spike. The air filled with the harsh, unpleasant sound of metal on metal. This must have been the first time in who knew how many years the mechanism had been used. As the ring fell, the pylons lifted, standing at a much more acute angle than I had ever seen them before.

Keon Bispham had his back to us. He wore full armour beneath a long grey robe. His arms were raised as he shouted out lines from the Book of Manol. ‘Through blood, our Lord will be reborn!’ A group of his Worshipful, armed with firelances, stood to my right, aiming up at the pilgrims’ way.

No one had seen us.

I still felt the ghost of the man I had killed in the city: a coldness on the skin of my wrists where his blood had run over my gloves, a painful memory of dragging a life out of this world. I did not know if I could not bring myself to kill in cold blood, not in that moment. Not with that feeling so close. I closed my eyes. One life for thousands; there was really no choice. I raised the weapon, my hand shaking, and I closed my eyes. Pushed away the ghost of the dead man. Pointed the handlance at Keon Bispham’s back.

Whisper’s hand came out and pushed it down.

‘Too far,’ she said, and she was right. Bispham was maybe fifty steps away at the centre of the dome. The range of a handlance was short. I needed him nearer or it was a wasted shot. I lowered the weapon. I had to draw him closer.

‘Keon Bispham!’ I shouted, and he turned, slowly lowering his arms. His troops aimed their weapons at me. They were no more than twenty or so steps away. They would not miss. The bearded man raised a hand, had his soldiers lower their weapons.

‘The Mortedant,’ he said, and he smiled, which I did not expect. ‘You have dogged my steps all the way. Fitting you should be here to see my triumph.’

‘Thousands will die.’ I said it simply, softly. Maybe I thought it had not occurred to him, but of course it had. A broad smile spread across his face.

‘Oh, yes,’ he said. ‘Thousands, and even more when the Howling Lord breaks out from the prison of this city. More than that when he unleashes his wrath upon those who survive, and on the other cities of the Tidelands. There will be fear and pain, I know it.’ His eyes shone. ‘But it will not last long. His gift will be given and we will reawaken in a paradise of our god’s making.’ He spoke calmly, like a man discussing what food he enjoyed, not like a fanatic at all.

‘It will not work,’ I took a step toward him. Whisper stepped with me, a coiled spring by my side. The handlance was weighty in my hand and Keon Bispham made no move to close the distance with us. Very quietly I spoke to her. ‘If he does not come into range,’ I said, ‘I will occupy the soldiers. You must lift the ring around the focus back onto its latch. I doubt I am strong enough.’

The air crackled around us as the power of the ringfire built. She nodded.

‘I have spoken with Niofa, Keon,’ I shouted out. ‘The god will not rise. You have been duped. All that will happen will be you hand the Spurriers all the power they could ever want. Your atrocity will be the excuse they need to crush the Worshipful. Triana Rend used you!’

For a moment I think he saw the truth in what I said. He was visibly shocked at the mention of Triana Rend and I wondered if he had hidden her involvement from his own people.

‘I say again, Keon, Niofa itself has told me your scheme will not work.’

He wavered, I saw it, then his face hardened. The worry fled from his face. ‘The Roundhorn is the jailor of our god!’ shouted Bispham, wind blowing hair around his burned face. ‘He is hardly going to tell you the truth when I have the key to open that jail, is he?’

I took a step closer. ‘Why would a Spurrier fund you?’

He cocked his head to one side, a half-smile on his face, then he laughed. ‘Because, Mortedant, the truth is powerful,’ he shouted back. ‘Our god is powerful! She sees that.’

‘Think about it!’ I shouted, another step closer, trying to make him see how he had fooled himself. Trying to get close enough to use my handlance. ‘The Spurriers have helped you every step along the way! She cares only for herself. She only funded you because you are doing her bidding. You have been used.’

Another moment where he doubted. I saw it clear as day on his burned face. Then he pursed his lips, shook his head. When he spoke next I knew, without any doubt, there was no way out of this without death.

‘The Spurrier’s reasoning does not matter,’ he said. ‘They are a tool of the Howling Lord. They may think they used me, but our Lord used them.’ He looked at the pylon nearest me. ‘Can you not feel his pleasure in the air?’ I did not know about pleasure, but I could definitely feel the power of the ringfire building. Arcs of crackling blue power danced along anything metal and Keon began to scream into the sky. I stepped closer. Time was running out but I was within the extremes of my handlances’ range. ‘I will walk at his right hand! I will be his chosen! I will—’

I raised the handlance in my right hand – the best chance of a hit. Aimed at him and fired. He may have spoken of welcoming death but he was quick enough to jump out of the way as the weapon bucked in my hand.

‘Whisper! Now!’

She ran for the focus. I turned, and rather than firing again at Keon – the range too great, my shot had gone nowhere near – I fired my other weapon into the group of Worshipful soldiers. The handlance bucked in my grip again and one of them fell. The others raised their firelances and, thinking I was out of combusters, they made the mistake of taking their time to aim. I raised both my guns and shot again. Two more fell. The rest were frozen, confused because I had not needed to load. I shot again, moving toward the pylon’s base. From the corner of my eye, I saw Keon Bispham trying to intercept Whisper. She did not even draw her sword, simply backhanded him out of the way, and he was knocked to the floor by her great strength. I fired once more then ran behind cover at the base of the pylon. The Worshipful soldiers began to fire at me. Combusters bounced off the metal of the structure. The air sang with the energy of the ringfire building.

Whisper was at the focus now. Pushing it up, the great muscles of her legs straining as she heaved. Between me and her Keon Bispham was on all fours. As Whisper pushed, the points of the pylons around the crown began to slowly drop.

‘Not the Mortedant!’ shouted Keon Bispham, pushing himself to his knees, blood streaming down his face where Whisper had brushed him aside. ‘Shoot the oster, you fools!’

Whisper moved around the focus to protect herself, but the moment she was not putting all her strength into lifting the ring, it began to fall, the pylons rising again. Combusters bounced off the metal around her and sparked off her armour. I peeped out of my cover, shooting once more, making her attackers duck. More were of them were coming down the rope ladder. If they flanked her, all was lost.

Our efforts were not going to be enough.

There were twenty Worshipful at least on the dome now, and though they seemed more concerned than most Worshipful with staying alive, they were still prepared to die for their cause. They split into two groups, one to deal with me and the others to deal with Whisper. The ones coming for me provided a screen, stopping me from targeting those moving to attack Whisper. Keon Bispham watched, laughing.

The only chance we had was for me to run from cover, hope none of those attacking managed to shoot me, and attack the ones going for Whisper. I would not survive, but I could feel from the air that the discharge was not far away. I may give her enough time to save the lower tiers.

I readied myself.

Two deep breaths.

At least I would not die on the scaffold in the gallows light. My essence would go on to, well, wherever it went.

Screams.

Shouts.

Orders.

The Worshipful turned away from me, away from Whisper.

A crow swooped low, under the net, cawing and croaking.

Harpsimast!

A small army broke from a door on the other side of the dome. Ten or more guards with spears. At the head of them was, to my surprise, a Mortedant that I knew and the last person I expected to see here: the popinjay Hunrist Carfille. I had thought the man a fool, or at least an enemy. He was no fool now, and pity his enemies. He was in among the Worshipful without a thought to his own safety, swiping left and right with his sword, a small shield held in his off hand. He screamed like a madman as he cut down the cult. For a moment it made no sense, that this man would come to my rescue.

But Hunrist had been very interested in Harpsimast. He was the one who had suggested Whisper as my guard. He had also been at my execution, just before the ventran turned up. He must be another of Niofa’s people. They must be scattered throughout Elbay like seeds before birds.

The Worshipful had to turn to hold off Hunrist and his small force. Keon Bispham pulled himself up, drew his sword and made for Whisper. I came out of cover, sprinting towards him. Blue energy arced over and around every weapon and piece of metal armour. The air was full of the stinging smell of ringfire about to discharge.

‘You have lost, Keon!’ I shouted at him. ‘Go near Whisper and she will kill you with one hand and still hold the focus with the other.’ Wind blew my hair around my face. He looked at her, then at me. I raised my handlances. He was well within my range now. ‘It is over.’ I pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened.

I had not been counting my shots.

A smile grew on Keon Bispham’s face. ‘But, Mortedant,’ he shouted over the wind, ‘I only need her to let go for a moment.’ Then he turned. ‘Oster! Save a thousand you do not know? Or one friend?’ Keon came at me, the distance before us shrinking in moments. I dropped the lances, drew my sword. He swung at me. I parried but he was far stronger than me. Blow by blow he forced me back. Swipe by swipe he beat me down until my blade was dashed from my hand. The tip of his sword was soon at my throat. He turned. ‘Let go of the focus, oster! Or he dies!’

‘Do not do it!’ I screamed.

Keon turned back to me. ‘You are a fool,’ he said, ‘and you will die for your foolishness.’ From the corner of my eye, near the door where we had come onto the roof, I saw a movement. ‘The Howling Lord will never welcome you.’ A figure crept up on Keon. ‘I will enjoy your death, Mortedant.’ He raised the sword and then, running with all she had, came Mirial.

I wanted to curse her for her foolishness. She only had a dagger and Bispham was fully armoured.

‘For Malkin!’ she shouted, and she plunged the knife into his back. I heard the screech of metal on metal as it hit the armour he wore beneath his robe and bounced off. He turned. Mirial stood before him, shocked that her knife had done no damage, holding it in both hands.

Keon smiled at her. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘the silly little girl I planned to sell, and she has got herself a silly little knife.’ He was laughing. ‘I don’t think you or that blade are big enough to stop me, girl.’

‘Take it, if you think you can!’ she spat, and thrust the knife at him, two-handed.

He grabbed her knife with his off hand, pulling it away from her and throwing it to one side. ‘I’ll deal with you later.’ He laughed the words out, as if she were nothing. Then he backhanded her, sending Mirial sprawling before turning back to me. ‘She will live as a slave in a faraway city. No such luck for you though, Mortedant.’ He raised the sword, looked back over his shoulder and shouted, ‘Last chance to save your friends, oster! I have them both now! Let go of the ring!’

‘Do not let go, Whisper!’

She looked at me, at Mirial laying on the ground, turmoil on her face. The battle between Hunrist’s guards and the Worshipful still raged. The focusing ring fell a little, the pylons creaked.

‘No!’ I shouted.

Mirial pushed herself up, turning toward Whisper. ‘Don’t!’ she shouted, though her voice was small and weak, her face bloody from Bispham’s strike.

With a creak, Whisper pushed again, her great muscles flexing as she lifted the focus ring. The pylons moved down a little but it was not enough. And it would not matter; the Worshipful were turning Hunrist’s people, pushing them back.

‘First, I’ll end you,’ said Keon, ‘then I’ll reload those fancy handlances and use your own weapons to finish the oster—’

He made an odd noise, as if his throat closed around his words. The hand holding his sword began to shake. His face distorted into a grimace: part fury, part agony.

‘I’ll …’ He managed to force the word out, and took one step toward me before the sword fell from his hand. Froth appeared at the corners of his mouth and he fell to the floor, shaking and fitting. On his off hand, the one he had used to pull the knife from Mirial, I saw blood. His shaking intensified, and he began to make the most awful noises, sounds of utter agony. I felt a touch on my arm and turned. Mirial was by me, one side of her face livid and bruised.

‘The promise blade,’ I said.

She smiled and nodded. ‘I said you would need me, Hasp.’

Whisper roared. I saw her put all her strength into one great push and she lifted the focal ring. Something huge and metallic locked into place and the pylons shuddered as they once more fell into their normal position. My skin felt like it would catch fire. The screams of battle were drowned out by a huge sound, as if the world around us was ripped apart. Everything became a silhouette as the ringfire pylons discharged and a sheet of fire lit up the sky.

No one was meant to be this close to that much power and a great darkness claimed me, but I did not mind. I was at peace.

We had done it. We had saved the city.

Even if we could not save ourselves.
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EPILOGUE


It would have been a fine way to die, saving the city. It was fortunate for Mirial, Whisper and I that we did not. Die, though we did save the city.

The discharging of the ringfire knocked out everyone on the crown and left us all with painful burns that took days to heal. Mother Worshipful Saskia Beria Havet tended us. She asked nothing of what had happened, and I did not blame her for what had been done in the name of her god.

It was not her fault.

Mirial, when she was well enough to stop moaning about the ache in her head, thought it very amusing to point out that Whisper had worn her best armour and not even had to fight. The urcan had smiled, or at least done what passed for such a thing among her people. ‘I thank you and the Mortedant, who did the fighting for me.’

Triana Rend retired from public life and left the city. I do not know where she went. Niofa would not say. All we were told was that she would never return and outside of death I could think of little worse punishment than being banished from Elbay.

When Mother Saskia was sure we were all well enough, we were sent back to my rooms. I took a detour along the way. I was not finished, not yet. Something had bothered me all the time I was healing – a small thing, but one that had to be addressed nonetheless. I had also received a summons to the Mortedants’ Priory. It would be a case of killing two crows with one stone. Though, of course, no man kills a crow in Elbay.

Soon enough I was sat before Farrah Bispham. She made me wait a long time before she deigned to speak to me.

‘I am revoking your status as a Mortedant,’ she said. ‘You have still not paid your dues and I understand your business with Niofa is now over.’ I was not too surprised to hear this. She had made plain it was her intention to be rid of me on our last meeting. When she finished speaking, she went back to writing as if I did not matter. She would be wrong.

‘I doubt Niofa is done with me,’ I said, ‘but the business of the pylons is over. Mostly.’

‘Mostly?’ The pen stopped scratching on the page before her.

‘You have never really liked me, no doubt why I have been without work for such a long time.’

She looked up. ‘People find you difficult, Hasp,’ she said. ‘Your family history is shameful and you were forced upon us. No, I do not like you.’ The pen started its slow scratch along the page once more.

‘Malkin found me the Murser job,’ I said. She did not say anything. ‘I did not want to do it. Mortedancy in the first tier, like being made to read plague victims, is generally seen as a punishment.’ Now she was watching me intently. ‘Exactly the sort of unpopular job you would give a Mortedant you would much rather left the priory.’

Farrah Bispham said nothing.

‘Dirrivan Murser’s sivver had applied to the priory, but they turned her away.’

‘I fail to see what that has to do with me, Hasp.’ She returned to writing.

‘It occurred to me,’ I said, ‘that no matter what happened with your disgraced cousin, Keon Bispham, you stood to gain.’

‘What do you mean?’ The pen continued its way across her parchment.

‘Thousands dead at the hands of the Worshipful. It would not matter what their priory said, the city would never trust them again, and the Spurriers would be there to fill the power vacuum.’

She stopped writing again. ‘That is not the story that is being told.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘But you are not surprised by what I say, are you?’

‘What happened, Mortedant Hasp, is that the new lighting interfered with the ringfire,’ said Farrah, ‘causing untold agonies to those of the lower tiers, ruining the Festival of the Last Siren, and also being the source of the unscheduled ringfire discharges. Now it is being dismantled.’ She pulled a caw sheet from a draw and slapped it on the desk. ‘It is all here.’

I leaned forward and whispered, ‘I choose to think you did not believe it would go so far. That you believed Keon would be stopped by Niofa, and not that you saw profit in it. But when the Spurriers revealed what the Worshipful planned, you were going to reveal their hand in it to the people. And so, with the Spurriers and the Worshipful discredited, the Mortedants would rise once more.’

She only stared at me. Said nothing. I wondered if I had misfired, if the charge in my lance was bad.

‘That is a terrible thing to say, Hasp. And ridiculous.’ She picked up her pen. ‘I am glad I will never have to see you again.’

‘You knew about this from the start,’ I said. ‘You turned Sivver Murser away from the priory. If not for the interference of the Grand High Mortedant, you would have let the guard execute me.’

‘My only wish was for the law to be followed.’

‘You did not want me guarded, no doubt so an attempt could be made on my life. At the first chance you got, you dismissed Whisper.’

‘Purely about budget,’ she said.

‘And you gave Keon Bispham money,’ I said softly.

Now she stopped writing. Put her pen down. Looked at me.

‘All of my and my family’s money goes through the Mortedants’ Priory, Hasp, you know that. I could not just magic up coin for my mad cousin, even assuming I wanted to do so. It would be found in the priory records.’ She stared at me. ‘You are imagining things. Intimating that I set you up to be killed? That I wanted a madman to endanger the entire city? Did you take a blow to the head that has made you more paranoid than you were already?’

I smiled. I am not particularly good at smiling and many people say it comes across as a little sinister. Sometimes that is useful.

‘I found this chain in your cousin Keon’s camp,’ I said, holding up the chain that I had found on my trip to the wilds. ‘It is exactly the same type used to hold the valuable coins that decorate expensive clothes. The workmanship of it is quite distinct.’ I let my words sink in, let the chain catch the light. ‘There were three chains of gold coins on your headdress, Mortedant Bispham,’ I said. ‘Now there are only two. Why is that?’

In that moment, I knew I was right. I read it on her face the same way I could read the final words of a corpse from a touch of their brow. Nonetheless, she was a powerful woman. I had no idea how she would react to her part in all this being unmasked. I could feel myself shaking and replaced the chain in my pocket, keeping my hands below the table so as not to give away how nervous I was. There was every chance she would brazen this out if she believed she could.

‘I merely lost the coin chain from my headdress,’ she said. ‘And you cannot prove any different, even if it did somehow end up in an outlaw’s camp. As for the rest, I only acted as was expected of me.’

It felt hard to breathe then, because I knew I had made myself an implacable enemy, saw it in the look she gave me. I had one card left, and that was a bluff. My only hope for a future was that she did not call it.

‘You are right, Mortedant Bispham.’ I stood and she smiled to herself, no doubt happy in her victory. ‘The thing is,’ I said, leaning over her desk, ‘I do not need to prove anything. The Roundhorn is not particularly concerned with proof.’ Alarm now, real fear on her face. The bluff played, and my opponent blinked. She stared hard at me. I have seen friendlier corpses. ‘Niofa has left your fate up to me.’

She did not say anything for a very long time.

‘And what is it you want, Hasp?’ she said eventually.

‘To remain a Mortedant.’

She sat back. I think she had expected more and too late I realized I should have asked for it.

‘That is all?’

I nodded and she shrugged.

‘Very well.’ She picked up her pen once more. ‘Remain a Mortedant then. I will even waive the fees you owe as a goodwill gesture.’ She took a deep breath and went back to her writing. I stood to leave but as I reached the door she called my name. I turned, half expecting to see her holding a handlance aimed at me, but she was not. In that moment she looked strangely vulnerable. ‘Keon had never succeeded at anything in his whole life,’ she said. ‘I had no reason to believe this time would be any different.’

I nodded, then left.

Outside her office I found Hunrist Carfille leaning against the wall. As I walked away, he walked with me, still every bit the peacock, or as much of one as our dress code allowed him to be.

‘She will never forgive you for that,’ he said.

‘Will she forgive you for listening in at doors?’

‘She will never know.’

‘I still have my vocation. That is what matters.’

‘She will do everything she can to drive you out. You should have asked for some plum work, got some money set aside. Maybe planned to leave the city entirely.’ I felt foolish that I had not at least asked for decent work. But I had not been sure she would fall for my bluff about Niofa and so had not really prepared for it. After all, the old goat had let Triana Rend go despite the fact that she had been the architect of all this, so it was unlikely to do anything to Farrah Bispham, even if I told it my suspicions.

‘They say you can judge a man by the quality of his enemies,’ I said, but I was already feeling a little morose.

‘Well, Mortedant Hasp, I think the evidence shows you must be a very fine man.’ He smiled, then leaned in close to speak quietly. ‘Niofa wants me to remain close to the Mortedant Council, so forgive me if I continue to treat you poorly in public.’

‘I understand,’ I said. Then stopped. Remembered a moment of unseen kindness before a gallows in the city. ‘But how shall I return your coat, Hunrist? It was you, wasn’t it? Who covered me when I was near collapse before the scaffold?’

He grinned at me, spoke very quietly. ‘Keep it, as a gift from a friend.’ Then he recoiled as if I smelled very badly indeed. ‘And be gone from here!’ he shouted, noticing a couple of faces turned in our direction.

I did as he asked, and walked from the priory back to my chambers. The city was still the city I knew, unaware of how close it had come to disaster, and even if it had known, I was not sure it would thank me. Elbay forgets favours quickly. With each step I worried more and more about how I would survive, and how Whisper and Mirial would survive if I received no work. Bispham was unlikely to favour me now and I was not really cut out to do anything else but mortedancy.

As I approached my chambers I saw the most curious thing. A queue of people outside. Not rich or well dressed, all very downtier-looking. They watched me as I approached, and were all polite, bowing their heads and nodding as they moved aside to let me pass. In my chambers I found Mirial taking notes from a woman while Whisper sharpened her sword at the table, Harpsimast perched on her shoulder. The urcan was back in her rusty armour, her war armour packed away.

‘One moment,’ I said to the woman, and I took Mirial into the back room. ‘Who are all these people?’

‘Do you remember telling a woman in the pilgrim’s queue that if she came, you would help her?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Well, you did. She told her friends, and they’ve told their friends and now all the lower tiers know there’s a Mortedant who’ll work for less than the going rate and is happy to barter for his services.’

‘I never said that.’

‘No, I added the bit about barter.’ She grinned at me. ‘But it means we’ll eat.’

‘I suppose it does.’ It was not what I had dreamed of, reading the last thoughts of the poor for a few minors or a loaf of bread, but as I there was nothing else I could do I supposed it would be a living. ‘Mirial,’ I said, ‘in that case you had better get the spirit tent out. I have heard that downtier loves a bit of theatre.’

Maybe life would not be so impossible after all.

Though I felt a headache coming on.
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